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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the features of the peer culture that a group of preschoolers created in their classroom in the
province of Kahramanmaras, Turkey. An ethnographic approach was adopted in this study to obtain an in-depth understanding of children’s
peer interactions. The data were collected through variety of data collection methods such as participant observation, interviews, document
analysis, and researcher diary for three months period. Twenty children, the classroom teacher and the other school staff participated in the
study. Descriptive and qualitative content analyses were conducted to analyze the data. The results suggest that the children formed a com-
plex culture through symbols and games to negotiate about the features of day to day interactions in the classroom. In addition, the children
resisted against the influences of the teacher by turning places like the washroom and the cafeteria into a nesting area for a deeper level of

personal interaction.
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Introduction

Recently, there has been a considerable increase among
the studies focusing on children’s social and emotional lives.
Children used to be seen as passive members of society and
as wild threats that could only be controlled through educa-
tion (Corsaro, 2015; Prout, 2005). The passive role that was
attributed to children changed with the emergence of the
constructivist theory. Corsaro and his colleagues advanced
the constructivist theory by introducing the term interpretive
reproduction to the child sociology field with their studies
on peer interaction and culture (Corsaro, 1985, 1992, 2015;
Gaskins, Miller & Corsaro, 1992). The term, interpretive re-
production, includes the creative sides of children’s’ partic-
ipation in the society by underlining the idea that children
play an active role in both acquiring the cultural values of
the society and changing the society by contributing to the
culture (Corsaro, 2015; Corsaro & Molinari, 2005). Children
do not only actively participate in their society but also con-
tribute to the change and production of the social order by
carrying their daily routines and their communication styles
(Corsaro, 1992). Therefore, they create their unique peer cul-
ture with the knowledge that they have acquired from the
adult setting (Corsaro, 1992).

Children’s peer cultures have many properties that are dif-
ferent from the adult or mainstream culture. Corsaro (2015)
defines peer culture as “a series of activities, plays or behav-
iors that have become habits, toys and other materials they
create together, shared values and interests that are result
of peer interaction among children” (p. 125). This culture is
created through the communication among children and
the interaction between children and their teachers (Fernie,
Davies, McCurray, & Kantor, 2006).

Children adapt and creatively use the information they re-
ceive from the adult world to create and join their own pri-
vate peer cultures to meet their interests and needs (Corsa-
ro, 2005). The essence of a peer culture is the resistance that
children hold out against the world of limitations and rules

that adults set for them. The attempt to capture the control
of their own lives is reinforced by the games, behaviors, and
a range of activities that children have as a result of their in-
teraction with their peers (Kantor & Fernie, 2003). Through
peer culture, children create a shared identity. This identity is
structured and developed by the active solidarity of children.
Thus, with this identity, children strive to gain the control of
their life (Corsaro, 2015).

Peer relationships have functions such as improving social
skills, socializing, developing self-esteem, making sense of
their own lives, and supporting each other socially and emo-
tionally (McDevitt & Ormrod, 2004). As children grow older,
communication skills improve and mental capacities in-
crease, children can more easily understand the roles of oth-
ers and, as a result, they can establish more effective friend-
ship associations (Zanden, 2000). Acceptance to playgroups
within peer culture and developing friendship are complex
processes for children (Corsaro & Eder, 1990). The tenden-
cy of children to protect their belongings and toys from the
others makes it difficult for children to enter the playgroups
of their peers (Corsaro, 1985). Children must acquire some
necessary social skills in order to be accepted to peer culture.

Children discover the meaning of friendship through their
games and playful activities that they engage with other chil-
drenin playgrounds. To construct mutual trust and solidarity,
they frequently ask each other questions like “We are friends,
are not we?” (Corsaro, 2003). Corsaro (1985) has attempted
to explain children’s social considerations (friendship, roles,
norms, status) by identifying certain characteristics of peer
culture in kindergartens. Corsaro (1988) emphasizes that re-
searchers must try to understand what it means to be a child
in order to learn how children model and prepare their activ-
ities for the adult world.

Although the studies on children’s peer culture are gaining
importance, many of these studies have remained limited in
terms of peer values, interests and identities (Corsaro, 2015).
Studies in Turkey on preschool children’s peer cultures are
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especially limited. In those studies, development is re-
garded as a linear process (Gulay, 2010; Kaytez & Durualp,
2014). In addition, the studies investigated children’s lives
and experiences thorough teachers’ and parents’ perspec-
tives by using standardized scales (Doganay, 1998; Ersan,
2011; Inan, 2011; Kol, 2006; Sahin, 1993). This approach
silenced children’s voices and provided us second hand
information about children. However, qualitative studies,
especially ethnography, give researchers the opportunity
to examine children’ behaviors and relationships in their
natural environments and help them to explore how chil-
dren contribute to the society (Corsaro, 2015).

The purpose of this study is, therefore, to examine and ex-
plore the peer culture that a group of preschoolers creat-
ed through everyday interaction in a preschool classroom.
This study focused on the complex and dynamic flow of
friendship relationships, which emerge in the context of
peer culture.

Method

In this qualitative study, ethnographic approach was uti-
lized to explore the socially constructed practices and
experiences of children in a preschool classroom. Eth-
nography suits perfectly in this study because how the
members of a community creates meaning and attributes
meaning to specific actions or rituals within that commu-
nity are difficult to reveal through mere observation from
outside. This study is ethnographic because “it not only
treats a social unit of any size as a whole but that ... por-
trays events, at least in part, from the points of view of
the actors involved in the events” (Erickson, 1984, p. 52).
Ethnography seems to be best way to reveal and present
children’s peer cultures that were often overlooked by re-
searchers (Hoyte, Torr & Degotardi, 2014). As Corsaro and
his colleagues (Corsaro, 1985, 1992, 2003, 2015; Corsaro
& Molinari, 2005; Corsaro & Rizzo, 1990; Gaskins et al.,
1992) repeatedly demonstrated, children’s peer culture is
very elusive to adult perspective. Secrecy and opposition
to adult rules and limitations are often considered an in-
tegral part of a peer culture (Corsaro, 2015). The best way
to investigate and understand a culture is to look through
the eyes of the participants in that culture. Ethnography
enables the researchers to document daily lives and rou-
tines of people while exploring how participants view their
world (Maggs-Rapport, 2000). In order to explore events
and actions, ethnographers make “extensive definitions”
rather than simply expressing things they see and hear
(Corsaro, 2015; Geertz, 2006).

As participants in this study, 20 preschool children, the
classroom teacher and all the school staff including one
administrator, two cooks, five cleaners, and one student
teacher in an independent kindergarten affiliated with the
Ministry of National Education in the province of Kahra-
manmaras were chosen. Twelve of the children partici-
pated in this study were male, while eight of them were
female. The classroom teacher was 27 years old and grad-
uated from a public university. He was appointed to this
preschool as teacher after graduation and since then he
had been working there for three years. To capture the
features of the peer culture of these children the other
people who worked and interacted with these children in-
cluded in this study.

In this study, participant observation, semi-structured
and unstructured interviews, collecting documents and
researcher diary techniques were used as data collection
methods. Participant observation in ethnographic studies
allows researchers “participating, overtly or covertly, in
people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watch-
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ing what happens, listening to what is said” (Hammersley
& Atkinson, 1983, p. 3). In this study the data was collected
through a very unique way of participant observation. Dur-
ing the participant observation process, the focus was on
the physical characteristics of the school and classroom,
the educational program and activities, and the attitudes
and behaviors of the individuals toward each other in the
classroom. Additionally, the focus of observations includ-
ed activities, games and routine behaviors that children
developed among themselves and the values and beliefs
that children shared. Instead of just joining their play and
the other activities, the researcher tried to become part of
the social community of the preschoolers. The researcher
visited the preschool classroom three times a week dur-
ing three months. When she met children first time she
introduced herself as a preschool student and during the
whole data collection period she followed their examples
and acted as if she was six year old. The researcher com-
pleted the tasks with children that the classroom teacher
assigned to them, she obeyed the rules of the classroom
such as being silent or getting in line, got warned or pun-
ished when she broke the classroom rules, went to caf-
eteria and washroom with them, etc. An adult acting as
a student like themselves did not seem real for children
during the early days of the study. The children tested and
questioned her during this period. The researcher made
sure not to give the impression of an ordinary adult and
she was gradually accepted into friendship groups. After
gaining access she participated in various activities with
twelve boys and eight girls. The majority of data, including
photos, pictures, documents and artifacts from children’s
activities were collected through participant observation
during this stage of the study.

The photographs illustrated children’s play in different
places in the school, friendship relations, objects that were
popular in their peer cultures. The pictures included some
intimate moments of friendship such as a girl gathering
her friend's hair in the dining room, boys making funny
sounds by holding their drinking water in their mouths,
boys making friendship oaths by putting their hands on
top of each other’s hands, boys catching girls by wearing
military and spiderman costumes, and some significant
objects such as Ben Ten clock made of paper, and pencil
cases with popular pictures for boys and girls. The doc-
uments also included children’s drawings. The children
draw their best friends or the super heroes of their choic-
es.

Addition to participant observation, the researcher carried
out semi-structured and unstructured interviews with all
the children, the teacher and the school staff. According
to Cohen (1984), ethnographic interview is different in
a way that these interviews are conducted as a form of
conversation in which ethnographers assume naivety and
ignorance in order to understand what is being said. Most
of the interviews with the children were done while the
researcher and the children interacting as a part of class-
room life without premeditated questions. The interviews
with the classroom teacher and the school staff took place
while they were engaged with their jobs. Only the school
administrator was interviewed in her office. Before the in-
terviews, an interview form was developed according to
the research questions and targets of interviews. In the
semi-structured interviews, the children were asked about
their friendship relationships, the games they played to-
gether with the other children, their activities, and their
thoughts about the classroom rules. In interviews with
teachers and the school administrators, inquiries about
the school education curriculum and rules, children’s
approach to these the school and classroom rules, and
the relationships established within the school were ad-
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dressed. In the interviews with the school's staff, the staff
members were asked about the relationship they estab-
lished with their children, their shared moments with their
children and their observations of children’s interaction
among each other.

Because the purpose of this study was to explore the chil-
dren’s peer culture, the data analysis included how the in-
dividuals were relating to each other and interacted within
the classroom and school context. In this study, seventy
pages of observation notes, thirty four pages of researcher
diary, fifty five photographs taken during observation and
pictures that children drew in the school were obtained as
raw data. After the data collection process was finished,
all the data were transcribed and the researchers started
the coding process. The two researchers who are experts
in early childhood education read the whole data repeat-
edly in detail by assigning codes to small data unites. After
the free coding process was completed, the researchers
concentrated on commonality of the themes and patterns
to develop “a set of analytic categories that captured rel-
evant aspects of these data, and the assignment of par-
ticular items of data to those categories” (Hammersley &
Atkinson, 1983, 161). After the themes were formed, rela-
tions between each other were determined and organized
under the research questions. The themes obtained were;
peer relations, team games, military games and superhe-
ro play, the settings that cultivated children’ peer culture
(cafeteria and washroom). The design of the report was
carried out according to the themes and categories. While
one researcher focused on field observation and data col-
lection, the second researcher served as academic adviser
and monitored all the process. During this iterative pro-
cess, two researchers worked together in order to use ide-
as to make sense of the data and the data to make sense
of ideas (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983).

The issues of credibility and trustworthiness were an in-
tegral part of this research process. According to Lincoln
& Guba (1985), there are three major activities to increase
the probability of producing credible findings. These ac-
tivities are prolonged engagement, persistent observa-
tion, and triangulation. In this study these three activities
were closely interrelated. To increase the trustworthiness
of the data collection process, the first precaution was to
stay in the field for a longer period to engage and build
rapport with participants. The researcher joined in these
preschoolers’ lives three days a week for a three months
period. These three months not only helped the research-
er to be part of the preschool classroom but also gave
her opportunity to build rapport with school personnel.
During this time she did persistent observation while join-
ing children’s daily life in the classroom so that the obser-
vations became both intense and focused. Triangulation
of the data was achieved by gathering the data through
different data sources (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). In
terms of triangulation of multiple methods, the researcher
used observation, interviews, document analysis and re-
searcher’s diary to improve the credibility of findings. In
addition to the triangulation of data collection methods,
the researcher collected data during different activities,
from different settings such as cafeteria and washing
room, and from different informants other than children.
Besides, through the researcher diary, the researcher
aimed to reach a level of controlled subjectivity (Erickson,
1984) by recording her thoughts and reflections during
data collection and data analysis process. Two research-
ers also worked collaboratively during the all stages of the
study to increase the credibility of its findings

Results

The results suggest that there was a dynamic interaction
between the school culture, classroom culture and chil-
dren'’s peer culture. In the classroom, the children formed
a complex culture through their friendship relationships
by creating symbols and games. While the symbols creat-
ed by the children helped them negotiate about the fea-
tures of their day to day interactions, the team games and
the war games were two important activities that shaped
the nature of their peer culture. The war games and dra-
matic play that included popular cultural motifs such as
Spiderman, Ben Ten played an important role in forming
the nature of their peer culture. In addition, the children
resisted against the teacher’s influences by turning places
like the washroom and the cafeteria into a nesting area for
a deeper level of personal interaction.

The school and classroom context

The preschool that this study was conducted was a two-
floor building with a wide schoolyard. The school had the
capacity of one thousand students and thirty-four teach-
ers. It was a popular school among families of high so-
cio-economic status. Children between the ages of three
and six attended to this school. Classrooms are formed
according to children’s ages.

There were twelve male and eight female children in the
classroom. While girls preferred to play separately with
their close friends, boys preferred to play in groups. Boys
and girls came together only in chasing game and during
gardening activities. The teacher determined all the rules
of the classroom. The most important rule required chil-
dren to move and talk quietly in the classroom. The chil-
dren who obeyed the rules and who did not comply were
rewarded and punished with the star panel prepared by
the teacher. The teacher put a star on the board next to
the picture of the child who obeyed the rules or took back
a star from the picture of the child who obeyed the rules.
According to the teacher and other staff, the school was
too much family oriented and the only goal of the school
was to please parents and protect the charities that col-
lected from families. As a result, parents put pressure on
teachers and the school staff about how things should be
done in the school. The teachers stated that parents in-
terfered even with classroom management and tried to
inspect them. Some teachers prepared their daily activity
plans according to parent demands and concentrated on
reading and writing activities even though it was clearly
against the suggestions of the national curriculum.

The classroom teacher who participated in this study re-
sisted against parents’ influences and structured the daily
educational program by himself. The teacher determined
the rules of the classroom and announced them to the
children every day. The teacher prepared a star board
to enforce the classroom rules and get children to follow
these rules. Stars were pasted next to the photos of the
children who had behaved quietly and obeyed the rules
throughout the day. The teacher believed that guns and
war games were harmful for children; therefore, they
were banned within the classroom.

Acceptance to the peer culture of children

The study began when the researcher introduced herself
to the classroom and started interacting with the children
and the staff. Getting the children accept an adult as one
of them in the classroom was the first challenge in this
study. An adult student in a preschool classroom caused
some confusion among the children during the first days
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of the study and continued drawing the children’s atten-
tion the following days. While some children ignored the
researcher, some girls showed some interest in the re-
searcher. The researcher spent the first month trying to
convince the children that she was not a typical adult. The
children examined the researcher with various questions
such as; “Why are you here? Have you ever been here?
Haven't you ever been to a preschool before? If you have,
why are you coming now? How old are you?” Some chil-
dren thought the researcher was one of the student teach-
ers. The researcher participated in the activities with the
children in every setting. She used the same washroom
to wash her hands and ate with them at the same table in
the cafeteria.

Gradually, the children started to be accustomed to the
presence of the researcher in the classroom and started
to treat her as one of them. The children warned the re-
searcher to obey the rules, complained about her to the
teacher as they did with their other friends and started
to let her join in their play. During the second month of
the study, the researcher’s position changed. She made
a close friend in the classroom. Making a close friend in-
creased the researcher’s relationship with the other chil-
dren. She witnessed the children gossiping, teasing, of-
fending, protecting and embracing each other. After she
gained access to their peer culture, the children started
to reveal the secrets that they shared among their peers,
the rules that organized their friendship relationships and
the group rivalry, and the games that they play against the
teacher’s will.

Friendship among children

Identifying the important elements of the peer relation-
ships was crucial for exploring and understanding the
friendship among the children. The researcher began to
observe the interactions among the children more close-
ly. When the children were in line to go to the cafeteria,
waiting in the corridor, or sitting in the cafeteria, she
observed that the children pointed at each other by lift-
ing up the thumbs. With this sign, the children indicated
and confirmed their friendship. The children verbally in-
formed other children who they didn't want to include in
their play and also expressed this intent by not showing
to them their thumbs as a friendship symbol. This symbol
was even more apparent during their dramatic plays. In
the following note, a boy named Kutalmis was observed
to give a message to another child by not showing this
symbol.

Meanwhile, Kutalmis, who was playing chess, whispered to
the other children “Don't be friends with Mehmet (another
boy)”. Mehmet was standing besides watching them. Later on
Kutalmis hid his thumb between his other fingers and showed
his hand to Mehmet. Some of the other children showed their
hands with their thumbs up. Kutalmis said “No, you have to
do it like this” and made them hide their thumbs. Mehmet
then went to draw a picture.

The children confirmed their friendships not only with
the thumb symbol but also by verbally expressing it. They
asked each other “We're friends, right? We're pals, right?”
to confirm their friendships. Here is a following example
observed two girls in the girls’ washroom.

Pinar (P): You're my friend, aren’t you?

Eda (E): Yes.

P: But you didn't sit next to me.

E: | didn't because the teacher said so. | will sit next to you
later on, okay?

The term friendship was used among the children for dif-
ferent purposes. The children used the term friendship
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to decide who would join their play. A child who was not
let in a play asked the others “But aren't | your friend?”
and insisted on playing with them. Friendship allowed the
children to share the toys and gifts and built solidarity
among them. Some children were observed to give offers
like “If you be my friend | will give you my play dough”.
The children who were close friends gave picture gifts to
each other and shared their personal belongings (soap,
play dough, pencils). In addition, they gave their belong-
ings to each other and reserved seats in the cafeteria for
their friends.

Close friends were staying very close to each other and
supporting each other different ways. They opened up
their friend's page during reading activities or tied up
their friend’s hair when it became undone. They asked the
teacher to give stars to their friends who couldn’t win any
stars. Sometimes, they expressed their support as a group
and by putting their hands on each other yelled out “All-
for-one, one-for-all”. In order to entertain themselves the
children played language games and made fun with their
friends. In the cafeteria they made fun with word plays like
“Burnt author, Roasted author” because the researcher’s
surname meant “burnt” in Turkish.

While they confirmed their friendship verbally or with
symbols, sometimes they tested their friendship by sitting
apart, not talking or showing some resentment. They also
talked behind a friend when they got offended and whis-
pered to each other’s ears. These resentments lasted for a
short time and friendships resumed without any apparent
changes.

Team games for boys

The peers’ attempts to gain the classroom control caused
some conflicts within the classroom. In order to under-
stand these conflicts, it is crucial to clarify concepts such as
status quo and power relationships within the classroom.
The boys’ attempts to gain the control of the classroom
became explicit when they started to play team games.
The researcher observed during the first month how the
children were making play offers to each other and trying
to join a game. However, it became apparent later that
play relationships were not simple or superficial; they
were rather structured in a complex way. The researcher
observed two different boy groups who made a team and
started competing against the other group. Two leaders
of the teams, Kutalmis and Ozgiir, strived to pull the other
children into their groups and also to sustain their authori-
ties within the groups. They used water bottles as symbols
to identify their team. The children of the same team put
their water bottles side by side. The children who did not
have a water bottle were not included in either team. The
researcher also tried to be a member of one of the teams.
Here is a dialogue between the team leader and the re-
searcher:

The researcher: Which one is your team?

Ozgiir: Our team is over there (pointing to the other children)
The researcher: Can | join in your team as well?

Ozgiir: No, you don't have a water bottle.

The researcher decided to obtain a water bottle to be-
come a member of the group. The following dialogue ex-
presses this:

Researcher: Then if | bring my water bottle tomorrow can |
join the team?

Ozgiir: No, you can’t be in our team. You're a girl.
Researcher: Why, can't girls join your team?

Ozgiir: No, girls join the girls’ team.
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The researcher talked with other team members to
convince the leader. When the team leader Ozgiir was
finally convinced, he said “Well, okay. But get yourself a
water bottle. But make sure it's one for girls!” When re-
searcher asked how girl water bottles looked like, Ozgur
showed her the water bottles with girl pictures. Next day,
the researcher brought a water bottle with a spider-man
on it, instead of a girl water bottle that the leader had told
her to bring. This became a joking matter among the chil-
dren and they started to say “Author brought herself a boy
water bottle” “Author is a boy” and showed it to each oth-
er. Bringing a boy water bottle to the school did not please
the team leader, but with the help of the other members
he let her in the team. When the researcher joined boys’
teams the other girls got interested and they also want-
ed to join in the teams. The following dialogue between a
team leader (Ozgiir) and two girls illustrated this request
of the girls.

Tuba and Ayca: We want to join in your team as well.
Ozgiir: No, you can't, girls aren’t allowed.

Tuba: But author is a girl.

Ozgiir: But she’s a big girl. We let big girls in the team.

When they entered the third month of the study the re-
searcher became a member of a boy team and got the op-
portunity to observe their conflicts closer. She witnessed
the toy exchanging fight that broke out between the two
teams frequently. These fights often ended when some
children complained the teacher about the children of the
other team. The teacher advised the children to share the
toys and warned them not to misbehave. However, the
following note shows how the team leaders continued this
rivalry:

Mehmet: Teacher, Ozgiir won't let me play with the toys.

The teacher: Ozgiir, you're not the only one who can play with
those toys.

Ozgiir: Okay, come here my friend.

Mehmet goes near Ozgiir.

Ozgiir: If you want to be among our team you have to sit
beside me.

Mehmet: Okay

The members of the teams continuously changed alli-
ances with the groups and went in-and-out between the
two teams. The boys sometimes left the team with their
own will and sometimes they were kicked out. It was the
team leaders who decided who would join the team and
who would be expelled. With this power, the team lead-
ers threatened the members to exclude from the team
and influenced them as they wished. The group members
explained this as “playmaker is the boss of the play” and
agreed to follow the leader. Some girls were not interest-
ed with the boy teams, the other girls were interested but
they were not allowed to join in these teams.

War games and superhero play

The children showed great interest in war games even
though war games were banned by the teacher. They
played these games in places where the teachers’ control
was less obvious. When the teacher caught them playing
such games in the classroom, he reminded them that “No
guns are allowed in this classroom. These games are not
suitable to play. In this classroom we give each other ros-
es.” However, despite the teachers’ warnings, the children
continued these games by making guns out of Legos and
fruit juice straws. During the interviews, the children stat-
ed that they filled fruit juice straws with sand and fired
with them at each other. Some of the children said “This
gun fires fruit juice. This is a fruit juice gun” and tried to
explain it to the teacher. When one of the children was
asked about war games, he explained “we put on masks,

throw our webs and fight the evils”. Both teams waged
war against each other in these games and blamed the
opposite team of being evil. On interviews about the team
leader children said that there are two Spiderman in the
classroom, but that one was evil. Just like the team games,
in order for the girls to join in the war games, they had to
fulfill some requirements. The girls were allowed to join in
the games if they knew how to throw a web and if they did
what the team leader asked them to do. In war games, the
boys chased the girls as if they were spider-men and the
girls tried to escape from them.

Although the war games were banned by the teacher, the
teacher let the children bring some materials closely relat-
ed to comic book or cartoon characters such as Spiderman
and Ben Ten to the classroom. Some of the boys came to
school with a Spiderman outfit or a Ben Ten watch. Some
children lent their Ben Ten t-shirts to each other claimed
that girls fell in love with them when they wore these out-
fits. The following dialogue illustrates this:

Aykut (boy): See that girl is in love Kutalmis.

Researcher: Who said so?

Aykut: The girls did.

Researcher: What did they say?

Kutalmis (boy): They only looked at my Spiderman costume

The children who didn't have Ben Ten watches made
watches out of sticky papers behind books. Two children
started doing these paper watches, but soon it spread
around the school and many children started to wear
those paper watches.

The settings that cultivated children’s peer culture

The children created plays and activities in every setting
in the school. However, the children carried out their peer
interactions and communications mostly in the cafeteria
and the washrooms. The washrooms and the cafeteria be-
came a nest for their peer culture. The common feature
of these settings was that they were the places where the
teacher’s control was the least evident. The children used
various settings during in this study in order to decrease
the control that adults imposed on them. In a way, the
peer culture helped the children to resist against the rules
and the control of adults.

Although the cafeteria was commonly accepted as the
place where the children met their physical needs, it
had another function for the peers. Here, the children
threw their metal plates at each other from under the
tables, showed their personal belongings to each other,
filled their mouths with tissues and tried to talk, made
mustaches and beards from the ayran and bread, made
weird noises with the fruit juice, peeled mandarins and
played around with them. They also played word games
and teased each other. “Hello, I'm Mr. Penny bank. | will
beat you if you throw money in me” or put the words fork,
spoon and other words in front of their names and repeat
sentences. The children would race each other to sit at the
end of the table and be distant from the teacher who sits
at the front end of the table. Some children felt they were
under the inspection every minute and this was evident in
their behaviors. The following dialogue from the cafeteria
illustrates this:

Tuba (T) (girl): See, did you know that there’s a camera over
there.

Researcher (R): Really?

T: Yes, if you don't finish your plate they see from that camera
and write it in your school report. The principal told
us. In fact, | don't eat desserts at home, I eat it here.

R: Why?

T: I don't like desserts, but | eat because they’re watching us.
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Like the cafeteria, the children used the washroom for
other functions related to the peer culture. They asked
permission from the teacher to go to the washroom, but
they would play over there instead. During the interviews,
the cleaning personnel said that the children would go to
the washroom to play and hide each other’s belongings.
In the washrooms, the children communicated with their
peers from other classrooms; they made bubbles from
soap and played with them. They used the rubbish bin in-
stead of the toilet bowl; they hid their personal belongings
and they wet each other. The woman in charge of cleaning
the washrooms stated that:

For example [ say, Kerem (boy), what are you doing here, go
wash your hands and don't wait. He's taking time, playing,
talking. | want him to wash his hands and go, | don’t want him
to keep waiting. Children like playing there; they do some-
thing with the water, soap and the toilet bowl. They don't
come to the washrooms for the need to use the washroom,
but they come here to play. They sit and run away. They come
by saying they are in need and return without using the toilet
or washing their hands pretending that they used the toilet.

Discussion

The results of this study suggest that children form friend-
ship relationship by creating symbols, rituals and soli-
darity among themselves similar to how adults do. Peer
relationships of children are not so different from those
of adults (Garvey, 1984). Just like adults, children focus
on themes such as trust, solidarity and sharing (Corsaro,
2015). Friendship and love can be observed openly among
preschool children (Madrid, 2007; Sebanc, 2003). During
play children gain insights about other people and learn
how to share, collaborate and express their feelings (Wil-
son, 2008).

In this study, the children were observed to make word
plays by putting different words in front of their names
and created some language game rhymes. A study on
Italian children also found that the children made effec-
tive discussions among themselves and made tongue-in-
cheek challenges during these discussions (Corsaro & Mo-
linari, 2006). This was also observed on African girls while
they were skipping rope (Goodwin, 2006), in Taiwanese
children’s routine language games (Hadley, 2003) and Ital-
ian children’s verbal activities which they called “cantile-
na” (Corsaro & Rizzo, 1990). These language games help
children improve their language and communication skills
(Pramling & Samuelsson, 2013). Language games among
children include rhymes, alliteration, laughing, analogy,
imitation and absurd poetry (Pramling & Samuelsson,
2013).

In this study, the children used some of the peer culture
elements to manage their relationships in the classroom.
Who was going to join in their play was one of the focal
issues among the children’s interaction. These children
created some symbols to exclude the other children from
their play and formed some secret symbols to indicate
close friendship. Research on peer relationships suggests
that most of the problems among peers happen during
the stage of acceptance to the peer group (Moon, 2001).
Although many teachers and parents consider that ex-
cluding other children in play as a selfish and non-cooper-
ative act, this act does not always mean that children show
resistance against the idea of sharing or refuse coopera-
tion. This kind of resistance has often some functions in
creating the imaginative play and, consequently, forming
the relationships among children (Corsaro, 2015).

According to Corsaro, (2015), the essence of peer culture
centers around the idea of gaining one’s own autonomy
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from adult authority and rules. The children in this study
often showed resistance against the classroom and school
culture. These children resisted against teacher’s prohibi-
tions by turning restricted places like the washrooms and
the cafeteria into a nesting area for their peer culture. Sim-
ilar situation that children prefer areas that are away from
adults was observed in the study of Skanfors, Léfdahl, &
Hagglund (2009). They found that the children created se-
cret hiding places. The boys, as in this study, chose the
toilets for this purpose and tried to lock the door, while the
girls found a small room and put a chair behind the door
to prevent intruders.

Another setting where the children tried to gain power
and control is the imaginative play. Superhero play have
always entertained and attracted children and found al-
most every aspect of preschool routines and activities (Gal-
braith, 2007). The need for control and power in children
is recognized by scholars and superhero play is seen as an
important venue to meet this need (Boyd, 1997, Galbraith,
2007). Superhero play helps children not only to gain ac-
ceptance but also to develop a place for themselves in a
group (Boyd, 1997). Stone's (2008) study underlined that
superhero play can help some children overcome their
fears and develop self-esteem and confidence. In addition,
teachers can utilize superhero play to motivate children
for different chores that children are often reluctant to do
such as putting away their toys or eating broccoli (Bauer
& Dettore, 1997).

However, educational counselors and families believe that
superhero play includes violence and can negatively affect
child development and should be prohibited (Galbraith,
2007). Boyd (1997) observed that children preferred to
play superhero games in places where the teacher could
not see them. While most teachers prohibit war toys and
games in their classrooms (Doliopoulou, 1998), research
indicates that prohibition and restrictions make unwant-
ed behaviors even more attractive (Rogers & Evens, 2008).
When parents prohibit their children to use toy guns, they
noticed that children start using their body parts (e. g. fin-
gers) or sticks or brooms as weapons in their play (Doli-
opoulou, 1998). In addition, playing games that prohibit-
ed by their adults makes children feel guilty and lie more
(Bauer & Dettore, 1997).

The classroom teacher participated in this study did not
perceive war games and superhero play as educative and
positive; as a result he banned them in the classroom. The
classroom teacher prohibited such games and did not al-
low toys used as guns and weapons. In fact, by doing so,
the teacher ignored and excluded an important part of the
peer culture that was developing in his classroom. Howev-
er, this prohibition was ineffective within these peer cul-
ture and these were frequently evident in children’s’ play.
Against the teacher’s will, the boys created teams and
played war games and superhero play in the classroom.

A teacher should allow children to express their interests
rather than banning them and should recognize peer cul-
ture elements as a part of the learning environment of the
classroom. They should include them in the system rather
than ignoring or excluding them (Cook, 2001). It is crucial
for teachers to understand peer culture in order to resolve
conflict between peers and to increase educational effi-
ciency. Teachers can create a balance between school cul-
ture and peer culture by observing their children to reveal
the features of peer culture and by using these features
while planning their own curriculum. By joining children’s
play, teachers can not only improve their play but also pro-
mote their overall development (Carlsson-Paige & Levin,
1987). Thus, the negative and counter-productive effects
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of peer culture that children can introduce to the class-
room can be reduced.

Conclusions

This study provides a window for preschool classrooms
where multiple cultures often coexist and most of the time
conflict each other. The peer culture is often overlooked
and its power underestimated by teachers and scholars
alike while they focus mostly on how teachers should act
and what kind of classroom environment is more efficient.
Looking closely in children’s lives and their interactions
with adults and peers provides us a new understanding
about how children live and what goes on in classrooms.
Because children’s peer culture is very elusive to adult per-
spective, further studies on peer culture will both enhance
our understanding and help children’s voice to be heard.
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