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The title o f this book is confusing, because it does not deal wi th diverse approaches to do 
research into early childhood. It rather reports on an international research project about 
the diverse meanings and practices o f young children thriving i n seven European, North 
and South American and South-East Asian countries. I t aimed at exploring how parents 
support their children's well-being and how children actively construct their compete 
cies. Fol lowing Goodnow (2002) and Rogoff (2003), the authors o f the study underst" 
the routines o f everyday life in cultural communities, e.g. families, as practical realiz 
tions o f implic i t value orientations, the idea o f a thriving child, for instance. Therefore 
the everyday interactions between young children and their parents are at the heart of trr 
empirical research endeavour. 

This approach makes the study important in two respects. First, with regard to chil 
hood studies the study helps to conceptualize the idea o f the competent child empirical 
Early childhood forces the social studies o f childhood to take the fact o f human develo 
ment into account. Second, the study is relevant wi th regard to educational and social 
policies, because it draws attention to the complexity o f informal learning. In discussion~ 
about learning at school informal learning is rather tacitly assumed and only gets sele 
tive attention in terms o f fostering employability in the future. 

The study draws on a very small and extremely heterogeneous sample. Groups 
local researchers video-recorded one whole day in the life o f seven two-and-a-half-ye 
old girls from Canada, Italy, Peru, Thailand, Turkey, the UK. and the USA. (The reasons 
why only girls have been selected for the study are not explained to the readers.) Thes 
video-recordings were aecompanied by a period o f partieipant Observation and ethn 
graphic interviews; a selection o f the recorded material was shown to the parents fi 
commentary and feedback. Fol lowing Tobin and Davidson (1990) the authors call th 
methodology a polyvocal ethnography (p. 16). 

One o f the main goals o f the book is to introduce and to substantiate this method 
ogy. About one-third o f it - extensive parts o f Chapter 1 and some passages of ev 
chapter on the results o f the study - are devoted to this subject. Chapter 2 is complete 
devoted to using video technology in the context o f an ethnographic research design. The 
book presents the results o f the study in five chapters. Each o f them is struetured in 
similar way: an introduetion explains the relevance o f the prevailing issue, followed 
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e conceptual framework o f the research. The main part o f these chapters comments on 
lected video material. Concluding remarks summarize the results. 
The first o f these chapters, on musicality, draws the readers' attention to the acoustic 

mension o f the children's everyday experiences. Observation techniques are often l i m -
d to the visual dimension o f everyday life and underestimate its acoustic dimension. 

ut the transitions between the melody o f language and its correct articulation are essen-
al for understanding how children actively acquire their linguistic competencies. By 

icturing parenting practices musicality is furthermore an essential dement o f social 
d emotional relations between children and their parents. The second chapter on the 
sults o f the study is devoted to emotional security. A t first, the authors remind the read-

I of the fact that modern attachment theories have shifted their focus from psychopa-
ology to resilience. Following this shift the study observes swinging and rocking, gentle 
ts and strokes, etc. in everyday life building up emotional security and encouraging 
ploratory activities. Kating is the main issue o f the third chapter on the study's results. 
is an essential area o f highly sophisticated processes o f informal learning; nevertheless 
ey have not been studied a lot. Eating events are a microcosm o f caregiving, where not 
ly play and nutrition intersect, but socialization and the negotiation o f relationships. A 
rther chapter focuses on notational Systems, i.e. the emergence o f literacy. Drawing and 
ading are media o f informal learning, embedded in social relationships. The authors 

emonstrate that these activities o f self-instruction are much more complex than just 
coding a text. The material presented in this chapter is able to illustrate this in many 
ays. The last chapter on the study's results deals wi th children's humour. This subject is 
ssibly the most surprising but also the most convincing contribution o f this book. 

hildren's humour is a good indicator o f the 'strong chi ld ' , the concept which is at stake 
in this study. Humour is based on a cognitive and socio-emotional experience o f incongru-
nt ideas, situations or events. The authors differentiate various kinds o f humour and 
'emonstrate children's humour as a kind o f play that is indicative o f cognitive develop-

ment as well as self-confidence. As an example, children display humour as play wi th 
rules, generating incongruity including provocatively testing normative borders. 

The goal o f this study was to analyse the cultural practices o f young children thriving. 
Has it been accomplished? The study assumed that although the ideal o f a thriving child 
is universal, the practices o f cultural communities are diverse. But the chapters do not 

anage to demonstrate how values are generated practically in interaction processes. 
Accordingly the recursive process o f constructing and reconstructing a strong child by 
negotiating an adult-child relationship has not been demonstrated materially by using 
the empirical data. Rather the five chapters on the study's results use the video material 
in a way that only gives various examples illustrating a general concept. The gender 
dimension o f the study is not taken into account. In the end therefore the main message 
of this book is a trans-cultural anthropology o f the thriving child in his or her family. 

Nevertheless the study has many merits. One o f them is that it helps the social studies 
of childhood to overcome a teleological concept o f human development, because this 
study portrays development in situ. This makes it possible to overcome the Opposition o f 
being vs becoming. The study A Day in the Life shows young children as social actors 
who are interrelated wi th their personal and social ecology and who need this ecology to 
experience themselves as competent persons. 



282 Childhood 19(2) 

R e f e r e n c e s 

Goodnow R (2002) Adding culture to studies of development: Toward changes in procedure and 
theory. Human Development 45: 237-245. 

Rogoff B (2003) 77*e Cultural Nature of Human Development. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Tobin J and Davidson D (1990) The ethics of polyvocal ethnography: Empowering vs textual-

izing children and teachers. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education 3(3): 
271-283. 

Kathryn Bond Stockton (2009) The Queer Child, or Crowing Sideways in the Twentieth Century, 

Duke University Press: Durham, NC. (312 pp.) ISBN 8780822343868 

Rev iewed by: Frank A Salamone, lona College, USA; University of Phoenix, USA 

Kathryn Bond Stockton has produced a provocative book, wel l -worth reading and debat-
ing. Her concept o f 'growing sideways' is interesting but she never really clarifies it. As 
I note further on, she does use the term to mean a kind o f development in which children 
explore and exhibit characteristics, which adults consider homosexual. She has the best 
and worst characteristics o f literary critics. Certainly, her use o f literature to explain 
social theory, or to construct i t , is fascinating. However, it is not always convincing, for 
she picks and chooses examples to prove her theories. Thus, she has children from 
Hitchcock dramas mingl ing w i th Johnny Depp's Wi l l i e Wonka and the Children 's Hour. 
Somehow all these characters prove that children are really homosexual. 

Growing sideways, or being ' s t r änge ' , somehow leads us to the queerness or gayness 
o f children. It is a giant mental leap, to say the least. That children are sexual is no revela-
tion to those who have read the least amount o f Freud's or Margaret Mead's body of 
work. Indeed, Elsie Clews Parsons, someone not even mentioned in the work, went much 
farther along those lines than many scholars who came before her - or even after her 
groundbreaking work. Let me address Stockton's views on Freud and then move on to 
her egregious neglect o f anthropology. 

Stockton does indeed grant that Freud recognized the sexuality o f children. She 
does not mention the bloody battles he had to face to get his theory across to the 
Victorian society, which idealized the innocence o f children. Nor do I find mention of 
his concept o f polymorphs perversity. For Freud, sexuality could and did take many 
forms. He argued, in defending homosexuality and attacking those who punished peo-
ple for i t , that people should not be punished for their sexual inclinations. Stockton 
appears to attack Freud for not going far enough along this path. She disagrees with his 
terming homosexuality 'arrested development'. Fair enough but she might be charged 
w i t h not putt ing people into their appropriate historical settings, forgetting or neglect-
ing the attacks Freud suffered for beginning down the road toward understanding and 
defending homosexual rights. 

I f we grant for the sake o f argument that Freud did not go far enough in this area, 
then we must argue that Stockton goes too far in asserting that all children are queer and 
that society has gone too far in denying that fact. I f all she means to argue is that what 
adults term homosexuality is not foreign to the child's wor ld , I have no argument with 


