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   This study advances several areas in contemporary literacy 
research. First, it contributes to research on interactions around 
technologies and meaning making, particularly with respect to 
development of such interactions over time and at the time when 
iPad is introduced to children. This research also advances 
knowledge in the area of studies on children’s interactions with 
technology within a sociocultural view of literacy by 
incorporating activity theory as both a theoretical and analytical 
framework. 
   Although the literacy field knows a great deal about 
children’s meaning making (Caspe, 2009; Halliday, 1975; Heath, 
1983; Wells, 2009), research has not yet fully illuminated the 
nature of meaning making for small children around iPad 
applications, particularly at the moment when those technologies 
are introduced to them. 

    Studies of younger children’s meaning making with digital 
technology over time exist; however, they are sparse and rarely 
involve home settings (Vasquez & Felderman, 2013). Studies of 
interactions around technologies in home settings focused mainly 
on how technology is present in young children’s lives (Marsh, 
2011) and how it is reflected in their non-technology activities 
(Pahl, 2005). Research on iPads and young children focuses 
mostly on how technology facilitates learning in school settings 
(Beschorner & Hutchison, 2013; Christ, T. M., Wang, C, Cho, H., 
Pei, L., Wu, W., & Gol, N. K. Z., 2016; Wang, C., Christ, T. M., 
& Andrews, K. J., 2016; Fallon, 2013; Kucirkova, 2014; Lee, 
2015). Studies on such interactions in home setting start to 
appear, but they have not yet explained in depth the nature of 
such interactions and from the moment a particular technology 
was introduced to children (Vrenikina & Kervin, 2011). 

 
      
   

The purpose of the study is to explain the progression of meaning 
making and the nature of interactions between a young child and 
her parents as they engage with a new literacy space, both to her 
and her family – Dress Up applications on an iPad during the 
beginning of this engagement. 
 
The research question: What was the nature of meaning making 
while using Dress Up applications in the first six months of iPad 
use? 
 
 
  

BACKGROUND 

PURPOSE and QUESTION 

Why Incorporate Activity Theory? 
 This study aims to advance the knowledge of the development of interaction and meaning making in home settings by incorporating 

activity theory into existing frameworks in order to account for development and changes in interaction around Dress Up on iPad and account 
for larger sociocultural conditions. Cathy Burnett (2010) stresses that researchers need to move out of traditional paradigms in order “to theorize 
the possibilities and realities associated with young children’s engagement with digital texts” (p. 264), which would lead to finding new ways of 
interrogating and articulating young children’s digital practices” (p. 265).   
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What is Activity Theory? 
 Activity theory is a framework (both theoretical and analytical) that builds on the cultural historical approach to learning developed by 

Vygotsky (1978). It includes the following concepts: subjects (participants), objects (understandings) with motives for objects, tools (iPads), 
division of labor (participants doing certain tasks), rules (routines), community, tension (problems), and outcomes. The theory allows one to 
explain relationships between these concepts. I compared activities as they developed over time and theorized the relationships between the 
concepts and changes in those relationships. In this process, I found that tensions around object, division of labor, and rules were evident. This 
presentation focuses on the tension between production and consumption during interactions around Dress Up.  

Participants:       Setting:        Data, and Data Collection: 
�my daughter and my husband     on the carpet, in front of living room couch   �field notes taken during interactions 
�dual role of participant-observer            �video of interactions 
�reflexivity (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994)           �video of iPad screen 

                �notes from informal interviews 
              Analysis 

Innovative Grounded Theory (Grounded in Data and Activity Theory) within Case Study 
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    Because of the way we structured Dress Up events by making decisions about 
purchases, the economy community became a part of our interactions and 
meaning making.  
     Many exchanges concentrated around economic spheres, in which the child 
realized that her productions could be enhanced by purchases. As a result, we as 
parents attempted to teach rules for buying apps or conducting in-app purchases.  
      Purchases served as tool affordances and constraints. Purchasing allowed 
Kalina to expand her repertoire of choices for dressing up, but on the other hand, 
choices became available only by becoming a participant in an economic 
community in which, from my husband’s and my perspective, was a community 
in which people needed to make responsible decisions. We asked her to be a 
responsible person when she chose to buy further accessories for her design, 
while she used her skill at persuasion to get what she wanted.  
     Buying entire apps often conditioned Kalina’s sustained production on Dress 
Up and sometimes initiated it. For her, purchase held a promise of more 
possibilities.  
     This research foregrounds and illuminates the importance of parental 
mediation as crucial in apprenticing children for inevitable roles as consumers. 
As parents, we tried to diminish Kalina’s role as a consumer by creating a rule 
that only parents buy. Yet, Kalina still participated in these purchases and 
sometimes demanded them. We used her position as a consumer as an avenue for 
teaching her that buying means valuing, and as a result, also making responsible 
decisions. Because we made some rules we couldn’t keep regarding when 
buying could occur, Kalina also learned how to turn this ambiguity to her 
advantage by working the gray areas to move her mother into her corner.  

    

Vignettes exemplifying Production versus Consumption 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Example of Dress Up Vignette 1 Finding 
Buying by parents      /      Buying by Kalina 

 
 
 

   
  PopStar 7/18/12 
   
  B: [Views the price] Oh, you can unlock everything for $ 3.99. 
  R: Kalina, do you like this game? 
  K: Yes. 
  R: You want this one? 
  K: Yes. I want it. 
  R: All right. 
  B: So... 
  K:...ok. 
  R: Yes. 
  B: [Takes control over the device] So we can get it? Say, “Thank you Mommy, thank 
  you Daddy.” [Taps on the “buy” button] 
  K: No! [Tries to overtake] 
  B: Mommy is doing the purchase. Parents are doing the purchase, Kalina. 

 

RESULTS 

CONCLUSIONS 

REFERENCES 

METHODS 

Level 1 
Data 
reduction 
with matrix 

Level 2 
Grounding preliminary findings in data 

Level 3 
Theorizing deeper meanings of preliminary findings 

Event 2: PopStar Tool 
iPad, app, singers K 
knows (free and not 
free)  

Subjects 
K, B, R 
 

Object 
K: Experiment with 
outfits, change music 
B, R: Experiment with 
all available features  

Outcome 
K changes outfits. 
B & R have to buy out 
of reach singers.  
K gets disappointed in 
tool (can’t change 
music).  

Rules 
B and R buy apps. 
K can’t have all she wants.  
IPad time is in the evening, 
in the living room.  

Community 
Family, economic 
community: Buys apps, 
music industry/pop 
culture: makes app 
attractive (high 
expectations), K’s dolls 
from her daily play 
 

Division of labor 
B, R engage in K’s 
object. 
K designs. 
B, R teach about 
limitations  

Event  Activity Theory Grounded Theory 
Event 2: 
PopStar 
 

Subjects: K, B, R                          
Object: K: Experiment with 
outfits, change music, B, R: Use 
all available features                                    
Tool: Device, app, singers K 
knows that are free and that 
aren’t, knows music                
Outcome: Changes outfits; have 
to buy out of reach singers; 
disappointment in tool (can’t 
change music) 
Community: Family; economic 
community (buys app), music 
industry/pop culture (makes app 
attractive and also expect a lot 
from it, K’s daily play 
Division of labor: B, R engage 
in K’s object and K designs. B, 
R teach about limitations.  
Rules: B buys apps, K can’t 
have all she wants, iPad time in 
the evening (living room) 
 
 

Thinking: 
Object is tied to the community, which is tied to the 
device. In order to have access to all outfits, the entire app 
needs to be bought. Object is also tied to participants’ 
different perspectives. 
She cannot control the object, to change songs. Object is 
tied to tools. Not successful with changing music.  
Division of labor:  B, R need to teach about app 
limitations. (Division of labor is tied to object, which is 
tied to the tool) 
There is a tension between the tool limitation (cannot 
change music) and K’s perspective on the common object. 
Questions to inform further analysis: 
What is the relationship between the tool and all activity 
elements?  What is the role of tensions? 
Across: In both events, object was tied just to the tool and 
subjects. The tool in both events creates rules: does not get 
what she wants. Tensions, although appearing in both 
events, are different. In the first one, there is a tension 
between parents’ and K’s perspectives over objects, and in 
the second event the tension is also between K’s 
perspective on object and tool limitation.  

Vignette 1 Buying by Kalina in order to produce more design vs. buying by parents  

Vignette 2 Asking Barb to buy more features vs. buying as a family decision   

Vignette 3 Demanding instant purchases vs. teaching Kalina to choose between buying new 
features and buying a new toy  

Vignette 4 Using more sophisticated rationales to get parents to buy vs. Kalina’s persistence 
in using available outfits  

Tool affordances  

Parents are doing the purchase. No! 


