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Editorial
Rikke Ørngreen, Aalborg University, Copenhagen, Denmark

This issue of Designs for Learning is a special one on digital media in primary
school and in preschool. The articles take their point of departure from either
the use of digital media in various subjects (e.g., mathematics, Danish) or in
interdisciplinary projects from both learning and design-for-learning perspectives.
A large percentage of previous research regarding digital media in schools
concerns the secondary school, which to a great extent is a consequence of
the attempt to integrate digital media at these stages. Over the last couple of
years, digital media have also gained a foothold in preschool and primary
school. Digital media are already a part of children’s everyday life from an
early stage, and according to an investigation in 2010 by Medierådet in Sweden, children were on average, four years old when they started utilizing
the Internet. As the papers in this special issue illustrate, younger children
possess a playful, bodily and intuitive approach in their use of digital media,
which schools can build on and take advantage of profitably.
When digital media are integrated into the school, the existing concepts
of “going to school” are challenged, as seen in relation to the traditional
practice. This situation applies especially to multimodal relations such as
in intuitive interface design, children’s informal and playful, self-initiated
learning strategies, and digital production.
Because of the disruptive nature of many innovations in information technologies applied in the studies presented in this issue, and because the multimodal relations’ influence is integrated with the content of the subjects
and the interdisciplinary topics, the multimodalities change the planned
and actualized designs for learning. One example is that the school has
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traditionally valued verbal and written communication; however, when
several modalities are involved, these prepare the ground for the school to
embed different forms of concept comprehension and knowledge development than merely verbal- and written-oriented practices. Another example
is that the subjects traditionally have their individual approaches to how
they represent knowledge, taken from one or more dominating modalities.
When digital multimodality already becomes an integrated component
of children’s practice from preschool and primary school, the dominating
modality regimes are challenged.
Preschool normally possesses quite open frames for play and learning, which
means that children’s informal and playful, self-initiated learning strategies
are in focus. The competencies children develop through play are brought
into the school when it provides the space for this. In order for children to
transform and advance these manners of action and function in relation to
the learning processes, it requires that the school directs its attention to the
playing competencies of the children. The physical frames, the organization
of the day, as well as the designs for learning (for the class as well as the individual) are all significant to whether the children apply and advance their
playing competencies in school.
The new technology allows children to interact, collaborate, communicate
and create user-generated content. The technology is intuitive and easy to
use for young children, and new learning opportunities emerge. As this special issue addresses, students’ own productions as a learning form benefit
from digitization as the new opportunities enable young students to integrate their playing competencies and skills into the formal school learning.
Based on two studies in Swedish preschools, Susanne Kjällander’s and
Farzaneh Moinian’s paper explores how self-initiated learning emerges
when preschoolers actively manipulate and playfully exploit digital tablets.
In her contribution, Digital Tablets and Applications in Preschool Everyday
Practices, Kjällander and Moinian show that the young children (1–4 years
old) interact with the authoritative didactic design that pre-exists as an interaction design within the tablet’s applications. During the interaction, the
children position themselves as producers rather than as consumers, as they
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exploit and redefine the pre-existing affordances and multimodal applications for their own purposes, such as meaning making, play and negotiating of identities. Accordingly, the children’s self-initiated engagement with
the pre-existing design shifts the balance between authority and hierarchy
that typically exists between adults and children. It also shifts the balance
between the intended use, as given by the pre-existing design of the applications, and the actual use by the young users. From a design-for-learning
perspective, this finding is important, since the outset for teachers in preschool becomes the knowledge that children do not simply use digital resources but shape them.
In Mind the hand: A study on children’s embodied and multimodal collaborative learning around touchscreens, Davidsen and Christiansen present results
from a larger research study on the use of shared touchscreens as part of
children’s collaborative learning activities. The paper presents three situations that illustrate how free hands among 8- and 9-year-old students shape
their collaborative activities in front of the touchscreen, and a space emerges from the interaction between the children and the screen. Davidsen and
Christiansen show how the hand movements reveal intelligence-in-action
and compare this to earlier studies of children collaborating on common
assignments in front of a shared screen, using a keyboard and a mouse.
They point out that educational setups that invite the body into the learning space – here free hands – augment the children’s collaboration.
Digital Production and Students as Learning Designers by Sørensen and
Levinsen presents and discusses a model and a theory regarding young students’ digital production from a learning and design-for-learning perspective. The theory is based on results from project Netbook 1:1 (2009–2012)
where digital technology was readily accessible for each child at school and
at home in grades 1–3 at two Danish public schools. The development of
the Four Levels Design for Learning Model is based on the design for learning literature in particular in relation to the two concepts of process and
agency. The model can be used for both design for learning and analyses of
learning processes. The discussion is supported by empirical examples from
the project, which explored the emerging relations amongst students, information and communication technology (ICT), production and subject
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matter-specific practice (Danish, mathematics and interdisciplinary activities) and accordingly, the emerging space for students to become learning
designers. The study examined and found that students are capable of operating as learning designers.
In the paper Talking Books in Reading Instruction and Student Behaviour,
Gissel presents an intervention study where grade 1 Danish students read
using talking books in a learning design with emphasis on decoding and
reading for meaning in written text. The students read the same unfamiliar
text, which are chosen to match their reading level according to their level
of frustration. They are instructed to try to read the words before activating
the text-to-speech function. Only 5 out of 17 students used the software in
ways that could promote self-teaching and therefore underused the support
function. These results suggest that if Text-to-Speech (TTS) and talking
books are applied in reading instruction, without apriori and ongoing measures to fine-tune the scaffolding, then it is doubtful whether any students
benefit from the TTS at all.
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