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Abstract
Through a conversation analytic approach, we investigate the emergence of accounts provided by autistic children in small-
group discussions. Nine Finnish children (7–10 years old) attending school with special support participated in a five-
month-duration pedagogical practice purposefully designed to enhance children’s participation in groups. We analyzed 
videos of sharing circles where children discussed their ideas and interests. Our data show three different account structures, 
which created different modes of children’s participation and gradually changed how they positioned themselves in the 
group. Results show how accounts can create different focuses of attention; reveal children’s reflections on what is relevant 
to them, and how to promote the exchange of ideas within a small group. Implications for the development of educational 
practices are discussed.
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Introduction

Inclusive educational practices have come a long way since 
the Salamanca Declaration in 1996 and, in many aspects, 
today’s world may look more accepting and open to the 
participation of students with disabilities than thirty years 
ago (Ainscow, 2016; European Agency for Special Needs 
& Inclusive Education, 2018). However, social interactions 
between autistic and non-autistic students in classrooms can 
be challenging for both groups of students and can mean 
that autistic children have fewer opportunities for classroom 
interaction with peers (Fasano et al., 2021).

Although much autism research has focused on enumerat-
ing what is perceived to be communicative deficits of autis-
tic people, several studies have approached this phenomenon 

aiming at understanding autistic sociality; the unique reper-
toires that autistic people bring to social interactions (Ochs 
& Solomon, 2010; Sterponi, 2017; Sterponi & Chen, 2019; 
Sterponi & Shankey, 2014). Instead of comparing com-
municative performances against ‘standard’ non-autistic 
interactions, the idea is to characterize the unique linguistic 
resources autistic people bring to interactions and see how 
they are deployed in service of interactional aims (Bottema-
Beutel, 2017; Sterponi et al., 2015). Understanding autistic 
sociality may be the most effective and respectable way to 
guarantee autistic people’s participation in social contexts 
(De Jaegher, 2021). Aligned with this idea, the present 
study explored how autistic children elaborated on and used 
‘accounts’ in small-group discussions. We aimed to under-
stand how accounts of their and others’ behaviors, ideas, 
and interests emerge and are articulated to create children’s 
participation in educational contexts.

Accounts in Dialogues and Their Relevance to Social 
Interactions

Accounts are broadly understood as explanations people pro-
vide to justify actions, requests, or arguments in daily social 
interactions with others (Antaki & Fielding, 1981). They 
are commonly observed in a dialogue to “excuse, justify or 

 *	 Juliene Madureira Ferreira 
	 Juliene.Madureiraferreira@tuni.fi

	 Kristen Bottema‑Beutel 
	 kristen.bottema-beutel@bc.edu

1	 Faculty of Education and Culture, Tampere University, 
Tampere, Finland

2	 Lynch School of Education and Human Development, 
Boston College, Boston, USA

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10803-023-05916-9&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-8977-5982
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0009-9464


	 Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders

1 3

otherwise exonerate the speaker from socially sanctionable 
behavior” that go beyond causality (Antaki, 1994, p. 43), 
appearing both in unexpected, controversial, or problem-
atic actions of the speaker (Heritage, 1988) or to display an 
explanation of why a preferred action can or cannot be per-
formed (Levinson, 1983). For example, accounts can appear 
spontaneously when one justifies their behavior, anticipating 
it might be controversial in the interaction context, e.g., “The 
garbage needs to be taken out, but I will do it in the morning; 
It is too cold now.” Alternatively, accounts can be solicited 
by others, as in the following scenario:

Speaker A: Can you grab coffee?
Speaker B: Not today.
Speaker A: Why not?
Speaker B: I already have plans.
Accounts allow us to sustain engagement and manage 

social relationships (Heritage, 1988) by mitigating responses 
to unexpected or dis-preferred conduct. Knowing when to 
account for behaviors, ideas, or actions, as well as identify-
ing an account provided by others is an important conver-
sational skill that supports maintaining reciprocity in the 
interaction.

In educational contexts, accounts are often encountered 
within student–teacher interactions following requests 
(Antaki, 1994), and they are important structures in social 
dynamics that support both learning and social interactions. 
For example, participating in the explanatory discourse 
during shared reading enables pupils to practice providing 
explanations for events or behavior that transcend their own 
experiences (Gosen et al., 2013). Therefore, investigating 
how children account for their ideas and behaviors provides 
insights into how they are making sense of the world around 
them, and how they are building their sense of agency in this 
same world.

In non-autistic children, this skill is clearly developed in 
early childhood and becomes more sophisticated throughout 
development. Children master the formal structural aspects 
of conversation, such as turn-taking, much earlier than the 
pragmatic-functional aspects, such as coherence and rel-
evance (Blum-Kulka et al., 2010). However, for autistic 
children, conversational skills involving complex pragmatic-
functional structures, such as accounts are potentially chal-
lenging (American Psychological Association [APA], 2013) 
as they could be conceptualized as relying on an ability to 
understand others’ mental states. According to leading theo-
ries on human cognition (e.g., Theory of Mind and Simu-
lation Theory, see Sally & Hill, 2006), social interactions 
are explained by humans’ capacity to ascribe mental states 
(e.g., beliefs, thoughts, feelings, intentions, and desires) 
through inferential processes. These inferences are built 
either because of the similarity of human minds; by anal-
ogy and first experience, we can represent others’ minds 
(Theory of Mind), or by the ability to mentally simulate 

others’ feelings, emotions, and intentions (by putting oneself 
in others’ shoes) (Simulation Theory). In any case, under 
these theoretical frameworks, autistic people are proposed 
to lack intersubjective skills and perform poorly in social 
interactions requiring these sophisticated processes. Thus, 
conversations with autistic people have been characterized 
as involving short responses, sporadic initiations, and infre-
quent sharing of new, relevant information. These conversa-
tional characteristics are believed to hinder opportunities to 
learn from and participate in social interactions, increasing 
the risk of social isolation (Koegel et al., 2003), demanding 
auxiliary instructional intervention to improve social con-
versation (Hughes et al., 2012), and preventing children’s 
participation and achievement in the regular school context. 
For this reason, autistic children are often advised to learn 
from smaller group settings, supported by one-by-one teach-
ing and flexible planning that can be adjusted to their devel-
opmental differences. Theories explaining social interactions 
through the idea of hidden intention and sophisticated inter-
subjective dynamics, as well as methods based on assessing 
the complexity of the speakers’ syntax (Price-Williams & 
Sabsay, 1979), still guide most research and practices that 
address issues related to autistic communication.

However, other theoretical views center on social interac-
tion instead of relying solely on social cognitive explana-
tions for behavior. For instance, an enactive view proposes 
that cognition is embodied and non-trivially dependent on 
the body and enacted (brought forth) through actual engage-
ment with the environment (De Jaegher, 2021; Di Paolo 
et al., 2018). According to this framework, what drives and 
maintains the interactions is the principle of self-organi-
zation and the fundamental need to enact with the world 
(including others), not our ability to simulate or predict oth-
ers’ minds. The crucial aspect of this theoretical framework 
is not to say that we don't mentalize; surely, we do, but it is 
to say that in the process of interacting with others, our bod-
ies (and their enactions) have a predominant role in shaping 
reality. Indeed, investigations of autistic children's accounts 
using similar frameworks have shown that these children 
do indeed show evidence of a practical orientation to their 
interaction partner’s interpretations of their behavior (Hen-
derson, 2019).

Under this perspective, the most important methodologi-
cal innovation must be to look at the interactions as dynamic 
living organisms, allowing them to reveal their own life. This 
means, in the case of autistic interactions, to look at it from 
the perspective of what participants bring to the dialogue 
instead of what non-autistic people would understand as 
relevant to the interaction. It is a new paradigm, challeng-
ing our understanding of the communication competencies 
of autistic people (Fantasia et al., 2014). The present study 
corroborates this approach; mainly, by creating a setting for 
autistic interactions to be analyzed.
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Participation and Small‑Group Discussions Among 
Autistic Children

In inclusive education, the principles of participation and 
achievement are guiding elements in elaborating pedagogi-
cal practices. The participation framework in the context of 
inclusive education is a complex concept to define, and it 
is pointed out as one of the main shortcomings of inclusive 
policies and practices (Black-Hawkins et al., 2007; European 
Agency for Development in Special Needs Education [EAD-
SNE], 2011). Beyond the idea of physical presence in the 
classroom, participation entails the interactions established 
with others, the engagement in the learning process, and the 
meaning that schooling will have for each child (Ferreira, 
2017). In a general manner, participation is understood as 
the quality of children's experiences whilst they are in school 
and, therefore, must incorporate the views of the learners 
themselves (Ainscow, 2016, p. 147). Consequently, the con-
cept of achievement will entail looking at what the child is 
capable of experiencing in school, going beyond identifying 
standardized, pre-defined learning outcomes across a univer-
sal curriculum. Achievement is defined by the developmen-
tal goals in a holistic perspective, and it is not restricted to 
the results extracted from test or examination marks (Aiscow 
& Messiou, 2021; Ferreira 2017). Therefore, in the analysis 
of participation and achievement of autistic students, one 
must consider the singularity of the developmental processes 
and their unique learning needs. This often demands an indi-
vidualized learning plan, tailored social interactions, and 
more hours of one-to-one teaching, enhanced in small-group 
teaching and learning sessions.

Small-group discussions constitute different learning set-
tings compared to teacher-fronted activities or one-to-one 
lessons where the teacher’s role is prominent. Small-group 
discussions are effective for developing complex thinking 
(Applebee et al., 2003; Murphy et al., 2009), enhancing text 
comprehension (Maine & Hofmann, 2016), offering oppor-
tunities for students to develop collaborative (Chinn, et al., 
2001) and individual reasoning skills (Mercer, 2000). All 
because small-group interactions facilitate the students to 
talk and think together, scaffolding multiple directions for 
the conversation (Van der Veen et al., 2015) and balancing 
out the benefits of a structured learning setting with a more 
flexible and varied composition of discursive elements (i.e., 
that are not reduced to teacher-controlled IRE-sequences) 
(Soter et al., 2008). The students are free to select in turn 
another student as the next speaker, creating a situation 
where the epistemic domain is divided among different par-
ticipants. As a result, the dominant turn-taking pattern would 
ideally no longer have the Teacher-Student–Teacher-Student 
order omnipresent in teacher-fronted classroom interaction, 
but rather an order that reflects the multiparty character 
of these discussions: T–S–S–S (Myhill 2006). Our study 

focused on unraveling the dynamics of small group partici-
pation frameworks in the context of special education. It is 
important to consider that although the indication of special 
support is, in many cases, a common intervention for the bet-
ter learning and development of the child, the ideal situation 
from an inclusive perspective is that all learning, including 
supporting the development of social and communicative 
skills happens in the regular classroom (Ainscow & Mes-
siou, 2021).

The Present Study and Its Analytical Framework

The present study is part of larger project “Embodiment, 
(inter)subjectivity and the construction of children’s agency 
in learning (2021–2023)”1 conducted by the first author, 
through which the construction of the sense of agency in 
learning is examined amongst children that are receiving 
special education support in Finland. What we present at 
this time is the qualitative analysis of small-group discus-
sions in which autistic children participated. The aim was to 
understand how children made meaning of their experiences 
and participated in small-group discussions. We analyzed 
particularly the sequence organization (i.e., how turns-at-
talk are ordered and combined to produce social action 
involving accounts provided by children during sharing 
circles. Different from other actions in conversation, such 
as requests or complaints, accounts demand awareness of 
others' expectations and a time-sensitive response to them 
within the conversation. The following research questions 
guided the investigation:

(1)	 What types of accounts are present in the sequence 
organization of autistic children when talking about 
their work and ideas?

(2)	 How do accounts emerge and develop to support par-
ticipation in small-group discussions?

To answer these research questions, we build upon previ-
ous literature by applying conversation analysis (CA) as our 
method of research (Sidnell & Stivers, 2013). CA focuses on 
the “analysis of sequences of interactions and of turns with 
sequences” (Heritage, 1988, p. 129) as well as participants' 
interactional moves in their turns at talk (Hutchby & Woof-
fitt, 1998). This method explores how each statement is con-
nected to previous ones and how participants understand and 
respond to one another, unraveling how sequences of actions 
and meaning-making are generated (O’Reilly et al., 2016).

1  Information on the project can be found on the webpage: https://​
resea​rch.​tuni.​fi/​ecepp/​proje​cts/

https://research.tuni.fi/ecepp/projects/
https://research.tuni.fi/ecepp/projects/
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Methodology

Participants and Site of Research

Participants in this study were nine Finnish children (one 
with a multicultural background, the father is American) 
aged from seven to ten years, regularly attending school 
under the regime of part-time special support, in the Pir-
kanmaa region, Finland. Students belonged to a special 
classroom composed by twelve children in total. All students 
involved in this study were either diagnosed with ASD or 
under investigation to conclude the diagnosis according to 
criteria of the ICD-10 (World Health Organization [WHO], 
1992) or DSM-V (APA, 2013). Although all children par-
ticipating in the study did not present additional intellectual 
disabilities and could usually communicate verbally, they 
often could not engage in school activities involving writ-
ten or spoken discussions, thus demanding special support. 
Special support is the third and final level of the three-tier 
educational support service offered to students in the Finn-
ish Inclusive Education System (see, EDUFI, 2016; Fer-
reira et al., 2022). Special support can be delivered through 
different actions such as material adjustments, part-time 
small-group or individualized lessons with special educa-
tion teachers, or a flexible curriculum (OSF, 2020). For the 
participants in this study, special support was carried out 
in a special classroom within a regular school. Most of the 
lessons are organized in small groups (from 5 to 12 children 
per class), and for specific subjects such as second language 
learning, children are placed in larger groups with children 
that do not demand special support.

Special classrooms within mainstream schools are 
uncommon in Finland. Thus, the recruitment process was 
purposeful; we solicited information from the municipality 
to find classrooms that fit the study’s requirements (small 

groups with autistic children) and contacted schools’ coor-
dinators directly. Two schools were contacted, and one 
accepted to participate in the study. Subsequently, we invited 
the teacher and children to participate.

The Idea Diary as a Pedagogic Method to Support 
Small‑Groups Interactions in Special Education 
Support

The Idea Diary as a pedagogic method was elaborated by 
Muniz (2015, 2020) to provide a forum through which stu-
dents could bring their own ideas, interests, and knowledge 
about their experiences in different social contexts to the 
school context. It is grounded in the action tripod ‘experienc-
ing—writing—sharing’, where children are invited to reflect 
on and keep a diary of their learning experiences, current 
interests, and important events in their lives and share these 
memories with the class. This activity framework supports 
teachers in systematically accessing and understanding the 
subjective productions (i.e., how children make meaning) 
emerging from students’ learning process, supporting crea-
tive learning (Muniz & Mitjáns-Martinez, 2019). Teachers 
and children establish a dialogical relationship and equally 
participate in producing knowledge about children’s experi-
ences and interests.

Two fundamental activities structure the Idea Diary, 
first is the sharing circle. The teacher invites the children to 
share what they have produced in their diaries in moments 
called sharing circles (see Fig. 1). The sharing circles con-
sist of small group discussions about the content in the 
diary. Sharing circles are organized and conducted by the 
teacher; during this moment, children present their produc-
tions (e.g., writings, drawings) and talk about their experi-
ences. The teacher’s role is to support children in expressing 
themselves.

Fig. 1   Illustration of a sharing 
circle. Picture retrieved from the 
first author’s archive. A filter is 
applied for identity protection
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The sharing circles offer a unique conversational struc-
ture that combines a routinized interaction, i.e., all shar-
ing circles are organized and conducted similarly, with 
the spontaneity of child-centered discussion. This struc-
ture is designed to support the development of children’s 
subjectivity (Muniz, 2020). Unlike classroom interactions 
where the pedagogical questions are known to the teach-
ers who pose them (e.g., known-answer or test questions; 
see Grosse & Tomasello, 2012; Schegloff, 2007), in the 
dynamic proposed in the Idea Diary the epistemic author-
ity belongs to the child (Heritage, 2012). Even though 
the Idea Diary was not initially designed for a particular 
target group, previous experience with the tool showed 
great potential to benefit the learning processes of autistic 
children (Lima et al., 2022). Sharing circles can organize 
the interaction, facilitating children’s participation and 
promoting gradual development in interacting with oth-
ers. Therefore, we understand that the Idea Diary as a 
pedagogic method scaffolds social dynamics that build 
mutual trust and progressivity (Sterponi & Fasulo, 2010).

The second activity grounding the Idea Diary is incor-
porating children’s experiences into the classroom cur-
riculum. The teacher then uses this knowledge, weav-
ing children’s interests into the school curriculum and 
potentializing creative learning in the classroom (detailed 
methodology of the Idea Diary is available on the website 
http://​www.​lucia​namun​iz.​com.​br/​metod​ologia/). The Idea 
Diary creates materials and space in the classroom routine 
for investigating children’s reading/writing of the world, 
interweaving formal learning objectives with children’s 
life experiences. The Idea Diary provides opportunities 
for children to understand reading and writing as pro-
cesses of communication, production, and self-expres-
sion (Muniz, 2020). Participation, in this perspective, is 
identified by how children construct the Diary (produc-
ing material) and gradually incorporate references from 
the collective work being constructed. Achievement is 
observed and assessed considering transformations in 
participation by comparing intrapersonal changes along 
a timeline of events (Lima et al., 2022).

To implement the Idea Diary, teachers are trained in 
the method. The training entails two four-hour modules 
where the teacher will be introduced to the theoretical 
framework and presented with step-by-step video materi-
als explaining the method, including guidance on medi-
ating the small-group discussion to promote children’s 
participation. Examples of Idea Diaries are also provided, 
and a case study is discussed. The training aims at build-
ing a new theoretical and methodological repertoire for a 
student-centered approach, which the teacher can incor-
porate into their pedagogical approach as they judge fit.

The Data and Its Analysis

Our dataset was derived from the project database referred 
to previously and consisted of 11 video-recorded sharing 
circles of the Idea Diary sessions, where students and their 
teacher discussed children’s diary entries. The duration 
of sharing circles averaged 25 min (a total of 240 min of 
video data). The sharing circles were recorded once a week 
throughout the Spring 2021 academic semester, according to 
the teacher’s schedule. Videos included only the discussions 
over the idea diaries. To ensure the quality of data gathering, 
the first author was present during the data collection and 
used two cameras, resulting in synchronized videos in which 
the teacher and all students were visible simultaneously.

In the first step of the analysis, all 11 recordings were 
transcribed verbatim in Finnish. Next, transcripts were trans-
lated into English by the first author and double-checked 
and back translated by two native speakers, and an English 
gloss was included under each line of Finnish and marked 
in red. The first author and a research assistant scanned the 
text for sequences of adjacency pairs containing accounts. 
Adjacency pairs are a two-part exchange in which the second 
utterance is functionally dependent on the first. Sequences 
containing accounts are identified by an explanation usu-
ally provided in the second turn; it should justify reject-
ing or refuting the invitation or request in the first turn. For 
example, in the dialogue below, John justifies his inability 
to join Mary for lunch after rejecting the invitation (marked 
by the arrow).

Speaker A: I am making pie for lunch today; would you 
care to join us?

Speaker B: I don’t think I can make it today.
  I…I am running late this morning.
This analytical process focused on identifying all sequences 

containing accounts expressed by children across their dia-
logues in all sharing circles. Subsequently, the second author 
double-checked the structure of all selected sequences ensur-
ing 100% agreement, which was reached by consensus. The 
second step of analysis consisted of interpreting the context of 
the accounts. The first and second authors created a codebook 
reflecting four types of accounts, which reflect all possible 
combinations of the initiator of the account (self or other) 
and the provider of the account (self or other): self-initiated, 
self-provided; self-initiated, other-provided; other-initiated, 
self-provided; and other-initiated, other-provided. The code-
book consisted of general examples of each of the types of 
accounts. It was used as a reference for the analysis of indi-
vidual sequences. Finally, a modified version of CA conven-
tions (Jefferson, 1986, see appendix A for the conventions) was 
applied to the Finnish portion of the selected sequences and 
then transferred with adjustments for the English gloss. Each 
transcript underwent two rounds of ‘checks’ by the research 
team to verify transcription accuracy. It was important to apply 

http://www.lucianamuniz.com.br/metodologia/
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the conventions primarily on the Finnish transcript to ensure 
that the analysis was properly culturally and linguistically 
contextualized. Additional components of each interactional 
turn that appeared relevant to the participant’s ability to make 
meaning from the interaction were also examined, includ-
ing gaze, gestures, and bodily actions (figures are supplied 
for many extracts below to draw attention to these features as 
appropriate). The final analytical agreement was done through 
constant discussions between the two authors and their teams. 
The names of the students and teachers were anonymized; each 
child was denominated by a number, e.g., child 1, child 2, 
etcetera.

The accounts appeared in different sequence organizations, 
all, however, in a turn regularly preceded by an orientation to 
an object of joint attention (e.g., the idea diary of the child 
presenting their work to the class). By analyzing children’s 
engagements in parallel to the types of accounts provided it 
was possible to understand the different modes of participa-
tion created during the sharing circles. The analysis uncovered 
patterns of interaction that recurred across the collection as a 
whole. Therefore, the fragments shown in this paper can be 
considered representative of the collection of accounts. These 
detailed transcripts also enable readers to verify the claims 
made by the analysts.

Ethical Considerations

Ethics approval for this study was gained from the Tampere 
Municipal Institutional Review Board before the commence-
ment of the study (protocol under the name of the first author). 
Written informed consent for the study was obtained from the 
participating school, teachers, guardians, or parents of all par-
ticipating children. Special attention was given to assuring 
children were aware of and in agreement with the study. Before 
data collection, the first author took part in weekly classes, 
meeting the students, establishing rapport, and introducing 
the video equipment to the children. During this time, the 
researcher explained the proceedings and, with the teacher’s 
support, inquired about the children’s thoughts concerning 
participating in the study.

Consent was denied for two out of eleven children. To respect 
parents’ and child’s decisions, we scheduled video recordings 
when the two students were absent from the class. Children not 
engaged in the study were, however, participating in the other 
activities of the Idea Diary, and were included in all learning 
opportunities that derived from the shared discussions.

Results

Our collection of accounts consisted of 124 episodes. 
Accounts appeared in three categories across the data as fol-
lows, according to who initiated the provision of the account 

and who ultimately provided it: (1) Other-initiated, self-pro-
vided—account following a direct solicitation by the teacher 
or peer (58%); (2) Other-initiated, other-provided account—
child accounts for the peers’ behavior or work following 
a solicitation by the teacher (23%); and (3) Self-initiated, 
self-provided account—child accounts for their behavior 
without a direct solicitation but within the dialogue with the 
teacher (19%). Self-initiated, other-provided accounts were 
not found in the dataset. This type of account is defined by 
a sequence of turns where a speaker requests an explanation 
for their own behavior, and an interlocutor provides it. This 
is an unusual turn configuration, and as far as acknowledged, 
there is no documentation of such an account in the CA lit-
erature (Buttny, 1987). Within each type of account, we can 
identify four different modes of participation (see Fig. 2) and 
further understand how children gradually change the ways 
they position others and themselves in the group.

The proposed modes of participation are described con-
sidering the relationship among speakers, the position of 
the focus child (whose diary is being discussed) in the dia-
logue, and the constructions within the interaction itself. 
We propose that guided participation is the situation where 
interaction opportunities are created for the focus child; he 
or she is requested to join or respond to an action. In this 
case, although the child is given the possibility to take part 
in the process, their position is defined by another person 
in the group. On the opposite end, agentic participation 
is defined as the situation when the focus child is actively 
establishing the parameters of their participation in the 
conversation, and their turns in the sequence organization 
contribute to the continuation or deviation of the conversa-
tion. In between these two opposite modes we have a range 
of variable degrees that is dependent on the outcome of the 
interaction itself. Participation can lead to more constrain-
ing interactions, focusing on specific topics or narrowing 
the group to a dyadic interaction. Alternatively, participa-
tion can expand the conversation, bring new aspects to the 
topic, or include multiple points of view.

From a pedagogical point of view, the methodology of the 
Idea Diary privileged children’s perspectives and voices dur-
ing the sharing circle, placing children in the center of the 
meaning-making process with epistemic authority over what 
is being discussed. The teacher’s flexibility was important in 
creating such a dynamic. This result is particularly relevant 
as it indicates the link between the teacher’s approach and 
children’s enhanced participation and will be addressed thor-
oughly in a different publication.

Other‑Initiated, Self‑provided Accounts

The accounts in this category were related to the iden-
tity of objects, situations, and contents produced by the 
child. The sharing circles in the Idea Diary usually started 
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with children showing their entries in the diary—draw-
ings, collages, and writings that represented their experi-
ences, learned contents, or interests in the past days. These 
accounts appeared immediately after two types of requests 
which are similar to those identified in previous works 
focusing on small-group discussions (Willemsen et al., 
2018); (1) requests formatted as open invitations project-
ing descriptive answers, such as “what do you have here” 
and “what is this”; and (2) requests as open invitations 
projecting specific types of response, for example, “why 
have you done x”, which inherently targeted the child’s 
perceptions of their own experience.

When producing other-initiated, self-provided accounts, 
children positioned themselves as part of the group by 
choosing whether and what to tell about the content repre-
sented in their diaries. Although the participation in these 
cases was guided (i.e., the teacher is requesting explanations, 
inviting children to join the sharing process) and constrained 
by the structure of a wh-questions, children made use of their 
position to explicate their thinking process, or to exert con-
trol over how they will conduct the sharing process accord-
ing to their intentions. To illustrate, we present examples 
from the very first sharing circle (see Excerpt 1, Fig. 3) and 
sharing circle 6 (Excerpt 2, Fig. 4).

In excerpt 1—The letter “p” like the pirate, we see an 
example in which open invitations projecting descriptive 
explanations (Willemsen et al., 2018) support the child to 

share not only the content but the reasoning (the reflective 
process of why they have noted something in a particular 
way) when registering ideas in the diary. The teacher identi-
fies that child 2 assigns a random word that starts with the 
letter “p” to each of his drawings, which creates specific 
patterns of registering contents in the idea diary (see Fig. 3).

The teacher was particularly interested in the context 
behind the use of the word ‘evil’ (paha) and requests an 
account in line 12, which is then immediately provided by 
child 2; ‘I write a word below each picture. The child does 
not provide a direct explanation of how the word evil was 
thought about, but rather suggests in his turn that the word is 
random. This account is structured without the use of com-
mon explanatory conjunction (e.g., because) or reflective 
verbs (e.g. I think) featured in this type of adjacency pair. 
The account offers fragments of the information that was 
requested by the teacher (i.e., why something happened), 
demanding the interlocutor to interpret that the explanation 
is contained in the sentence “I write a word below each pic-
ture”. The dialogue continues focusing on the pattern estab-
lished using the letter ‘p’ in all the words (lines 16 and 20), 
prompting a reflective process. In the following turn (line 
22), child 2 provides the reasoning on how he engages with 
the construction of the diary and interestingly reveals the 
connection he made between the storytelling (The pirate of 
words, which tells the story of a pirate that collects words 
with the letter P) used to introduce the idea of using the 

Fig. 2   Types of accounts and 
modes of participation
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diary and the actual construction of his diary. Once again, 
we see that the explanations provided by child 2 are elabo-
rated as single words or short sentences bringing pieces of 
information (e.g., turns in lines 20–22), findings similar to 

other studies of young autistic children’s conversational 
moves (Bottema-Beutel, 2021; Ochs et al., 2004; Paul et al., 
2009). From the perspective of the framework proposed in 
the Idea Diary (Muniz, 2015), participation and achievement 

Excerpt 1   The letter “p”, like the pirate (Sharing circle 1, minute 
8′  25″–9′  12″). Note: In the Finnish language, questions are sig-
nalled by a specific grammatical structure (use of the extension ko/
kö at the end of the verb) or by using specific question words (e.g., 
missä, mihin, miten) with no necessary different intonation. Also, the 

Finnish language requires the pronunciation of all the letters, which 
naturally makes the continuation of the sound in words with double 
vowels or consonants; a situation that may influence the interpretation 
of this dialogue by non-Finnish speakers

Fig. 3   Child 2’s idea diary—Paska, peso, pusse, punainen (Sharing circle 1)



Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders	

1 3

Excerpt 2   My knowledge about the blackholes (Sharing circle 6, minute 11′13’’ – 12′45’’)

Fig. 4   Child 3’s Diary—The 
blackhole (Sharing circle 6)
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are signaled in the prompt response and the adequacy of turn 
in responding to the teacher’s request for an account (i.e., the 
turn is “type fitted” to the sequence). The entire conversa-
tional structure and the consistent adjacency pairs formed by 
the child and the teacher reveal that child 2 has awareness of 
the processes involved in the construction of his idea diary 
and takes the opportunity of the small-group discussion to 
share his ideas. Participation, although guided, is assured 
both through engagement in the activity and the maintenance 
of communication in the small-group discussion.

Additionally, the constant use of the letter ‘p’ could 
be a sign of repetitive interest commonly associated with 
autism (APA, 2013; Bottema-Beutel et al., 2015), and our 
data manifests in a manner that supports the construction 
of the diary. The phenomenon of linguistic repetitiveness 
in autism is not limited to echolalic utterances (Dobbinson 
et al., 1998); it can also manifest in the repetition of a spe-
cific structure or a particular topic in the dialogue. For our 
analysis, it is relevant to consider that accounting for such 
patterns of behaviors creates an understanding of the child’s 
reasoning and execution of the diary, revealing the child’s 
reflective process about their work. The repetition is also a 
source of engagement in the Diary activity; it creates the 
regularity, consistency, and familiarity that autistic children 
seek in routines. Furthermore, considering the diary as a 
tool to express one’s ideas, a parallel can be made to the 
role of repetitions in autistic communications. Similar to 
the palilalia (repeats of one’s own prior talk) identified in 
autistic dialogues (Stribling et al., 2007), this child brings 
the reference of the letter ‘p’as a repetition of his own ‘turn’, 
creating a continuation for its engagement.

Another example of other initiated, self-provided 
accounts starts with a request from peers. In excerpt 2 
(Excerpt 2)—My knowledge about the blackholes displayed 
below, child 8 inquired about specific content in child 3’s 
diary (line 1, see Fig. 4).

The request was followed by two interesting actions. First, 
child 3 in line 3 doesn’t offer a direct verbal explanation, but 
rather indicates where the peer can find the answer to his 
question. The lexical item ‘katso[look]’ expressed simul-
taneously with a deictic gesture (e.g., pointing) within a 
situation where the peer who uttered the question is already 
visually engaged is interpreted not as a directive to joint 
attention (which is already secured), but as an embodied 
supportive turn that mediates turn taking and projects an 
upcoming action (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2022). Beyond sup-
porting the embodied engagement to the activity in place 
(i.e., encouraging peers to lean forward and continue looking 
at the diary), this turn in the dialogue shows that child 3 is 
expecting that child 8, like the rest of the group, can identify 
the picture since he has written the information right next to 
it (see Fig. 4). This is a clear example that child 3 has an idea 
of what other children should be able to do and organizes 

his materials around the expectation that other children can 
read. The following turn, expressed by child 5, answers child 
8’s request for an account and confirms the embodied direc-
tive given by child 3. From a pedagogical point of view, 
child 3 is incorporating written language into his strategies 
to communicate thoughts and ideas, which is new behavior 
for any of the children in this group, and an important learn-
ing event for this child.

Second, this excerpt also illustrates the importance of rec-
ognizing each child’s epistemic authority (and their percep-
tion of others’ epistemic access) regarding their diary entries 
as part of supporting their participation and agency. When 
child 5 provides a possible explanation for 'black hole', the 
teacher reformulates the question (requests confirmation), 
pushing for a verbal confirmation (line 7), and by doing so, 
places the epistemic authority back on the child who made 
the drawing. This process prompts an account of why the 
drawing was made, informing the group about the topic, 
content, and experience in a broader way (see Excerpt 2, 
first arrow). The situation created by this sequence positions 
child 3 in the center of the learning dynamic; his experi-
ence, interests, and knowledge are recognized as relevant to 
the group and the learning process in place. Moreover, this 
context supports autonomous and intentional participation, 
which are further connected to developing a sense of agency 
as the understanding or awareness of the consequences of 
one’s actions in a certain event (Gallagher, 2007). Child 3 
prepares the material by considering the sharing circle and 
the interaction with his peers; he not only writes the name of 
the figure (which could be a self-oriented behavior), but he 
uses the sign of the arrow to further evidence (transmit the 
information) of what he has drawn. The process of sharing 
specific knowledge is intentional; even further, he expects 
that others will recognize it and assures that peers and the 
teacher understand why he has drawn a “black hole” when 
accounting for the drawing on line 12.

Other‑Initiated, Other‑Provided Account

In this category, children accounted for others’ behaviors or 
works and often portrayed children’s recalling events and 
reflecting on what seemed relevant to them about others’ 
productions. These types of accounts were usually offered as 
‘candidate’ explanations that were up for negotiation. This 
framing is critical, because interlocutors do not usually have 
epistemic access to the reasons guiding their interaction part-
ners’ behavior, and therefore cannot authoritatively provide 
accounts for their conduct. When children provided candi-
date explanations for their classmates’ conduct, this offered 
opportunities for interaction about characters and events on 
a meta-level, as well as explanations about the process of 
registering and sharing their ideas in the diary. Participation 
in these situations was still guided by the teacher’s or peers’ 
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requests for accounts, but with fewer constraints of direct 
wh-requests, children’s participation could be expanded 
allowing the expression of their personal preferences, feel-
ings, and opinions important to them. Resembling what hap-
pens when children are reading books together (Gosen et al., 
2013; Rogoff, 1990), the conversations about the contents in 

the idea diary provided participation in cognitively challeng-
ing talk, and the extension of children’s knowledge related to 
the topics, concepts, and situations presented in the diaries.

In excerpt 3—Such a long word! we see an example of 
an other-initiated, other-provided account that provides 
a child’s perception of the competencies of the peer. The 
account doesn’t change the configuration of children’s par-
ticipation, but it discloses the understanding that children 
may have of each other within the group. In this small-group 
discussion, children are starting to explore child 2’s diary. 
Child 2 has drawn a figure that he invented (see Fig. 5) and 
the teacher is interested in the meaning behind the rather 
distinct drawing.

The conversation starts with child 2’s initiative in request-
ing the floor by raising his hands during a pause in the pre-
vious sequences (line 1). The teacher acknowledges the 
request, and invites him to speak by uttering his name with 
high intonation (line 2) and focusing her gaze on the child. 
Child 2 takes the turn and directs the attention of the group 

toward his diary “I have done here two new drawings”, pre-
setting the subsequent invitation for the group to explore 
child 2’s diary, which is completed with the bodily action 
in line 4. This sequence shows that child 2 understands the 
conversational structure of the sharing circle and is acting 

Fig. 5   Child 2’ drawing

Excerpt 3   Such a long word! (Sharing circle 10, minute 2′ 45″–3′ 57″)
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accordingly to what is expected in a small-group discus-
sion—identify a moment to change turns, request a turn, and 
propose action. Although the turns in this sequence are not 
clearly articulated in verbal utterances, the bodily actions 
perform the invitation for others’ to participate.

In the following sequence (lines 6–9), the teacher initiated 
a new adjacency pair (type offer-acceptance; Stivers, 2012) 
offering to assist child 2 in showing the diary (line 6 “Can 
I show and you tell”) and scaffolded the following turns 
by elaborating on a more direct question to guide child 2’s 
presentation (continuation of line 6 “what do you have there, 
child 2?”). With this combination of utterances, the teacher 
sets the ground for exploring child 2’s diary; not only does 
child 2 have the floor to present his drawings, but he also 
is supported on how to begin the explanation of his doings 
(line 9). Breaking down complex interactional settings into 
more direct and simple ones supports the continuation of 
the dialogue (Bottema-Beutel, 2017; Rendle-Short, 2014; 
Sterponi & Shankey, 2014), thus increasing engagement 
and participation. This type of interactional scaffolding is 
commonly identified in conversations with autistic people 
(Rendle-Short, 2014) and it occurred several times in our 
data set.

In the continuation of this sequence, we see that both 
teacher and children are amazed and even hesitant with the 
word “pikkukakkoslinnunmuotoinentelevisio”. In line 11, the 
teacher asks for confirmation if this is correct, and in line 13 
(marked by the arrow) child 13 makes a remark about the 
length of the word that is interpreted as a possible account of 
why the teacher needs to check. Continuing with the line of 
questioning, the teacher and child 3 reaffirm their curiosity 
and doubt about how child 2 created the figure and the word, 
both imposing a question. However, what happens next is 
that in line 23 child 5 will account for the questions (other-
initiated, other-provided account), ending the questioning 
and validating child 2’s ability to create such a figure. The 
account changes the content of the dialogue, promoting 
inquiry, not about the validity of the material produced but 
about the exploration of the meanings it entails.

Self‑Initiated, Self‑Provided

This type of account appeared formulated as spontaneous 
explanations about children’s own (within the dyad child-
teacher) or others’ work (interjecting an ongoing dialogue 
between the teacher and another child). The accounts either 
added new information to the ongoing discussion or added 
remarks of personal opinions about peers’ work. Expansions 
precede, intervene in, or follow the base of the sequence, 
and can indicate stance, managing affiliation or alignment, 
or dealing with issues of intersubjectivity (Stivers, 2012). 
Structuring spontaneous initiations can be a challenge for 
autistic people due to the demand of considering various 

factors involved in social dynamics (Colombi et al., 2009; 
Fujiki & Brinton, 2009; Koegel et al., 2003). However, con-
versation analysis has revealed the communication compe-
tencies of autistic people on different occasions (Conn et al., 
2018; Rendle-Short, 2014; Stiegler, 2007) showing that 
people on the spectrum may deploy unconventional means 
to perform the same pragmatic function in the dialogue as 
conventional conversational structures.

In our data, the self-initiated, self-provided accounts 
often followed confirmation statements or were structured 
within a single turn at talk. The latter occurs when a speaker 
perceives that something in their utterance requires expla-
nation, before such an explanation is requested (Heritage, 
1988). The first example of a self-initiated, self-provided 
account can be found in excerpt 2, presented previously. On 
lines 29 and 30 (emphasized with the second arrow), the 
teacher reaffirms the relevance of the turn presented by child 
3 and immediately proposes that he chooses the topic of next 
week’s classwork (which is part of the methodology of the 
Idea Diary). Prior research has already shown that formulat-
ing proposals so they reflect what the child is already doing 
increases the likelihood that the child will continue engaging 
with the task at hand (Bottema-Beutel et al., 2018). Child 
3 reflects on the proposal (identified by the time between 
the first response ‘well’ and the account that follows) and 
accounts for his decision not to choose the topic of the black 
hole (the topic that child 3 writes on the board, just after the 
dialogue presented in excerpt 2). Although the formulation 
of this account is not clearly structured as a reflection (e.g., 
‘I will choose this because I am afraid of choosing that’), 
child 3 anticipates that a justification is necessary (provides 
the account before writing the word on the board) for what 
he is about to do next. The account is configured around 
the fundamental motivation behind the child’s decision, and 
gives evidence that the child orients to how his interaction 
partners make sense of his conduct.

In a slightly different manner, In excerpt 4—Establishing 
the dynamic of the presentation, child 2 explains (line 13) 
his desired way of participating after the teacher proposes a 
different way of participating (line 1). The child anticipates 
the rules of the group dynamic and positions himself as the 
‘one ahead of the process of sharing’, conducting the pres-
entation. In this interaction, it is important to highlight how 
the teacher accepts the child’s explanation and flexibly fol-
lows the child’s proposal for the presentation (shown in line 
27). To illustrate the dialogue and the embodied actions that 
support this interpretation, we present excerpt 4 and Fig. 6.

Overall, self-initiated accounts offer evidence that 
autistic children anticipate their interlocutors’ percep-
tion of their conduct and,, different from what previous 
studies have found (Angus et al., 2015), are capable of 
providing the answer to an imagined request for explana-
tion. From the conversational point of view, self-initiated, 
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self-provided accounts were used to inform the group of 
something relevant about the topic, personalizing the expe-
rience and revealing motivational stances surrounding the 
construction of the Diary.

Looking from the perspective of children’s participation, 
self-initiated accounts in this study supported children to 
experience the construction of continuous dialogues more 
autonomously and spontaneously, acting, expressing ideas 

and perceptions, and contributing to the small-group dis-
cussion. Participation promoted by self-initiated accounts 
served the purpose of entering and influencing others’ 
sense-making processes, focalizing on a specific topic of 
the conversation, and effectively regulating other peers’ and 
the teacher’s behaviors. It is within the self-initiated, self-
provided accounts that children are revealing the meaning-
making processes, providing the opportunity for the teacher 

Excerpt 4   Establishing the dynamic of the presentation (Sharing circle 1, minute 6′59’’ – 8′10’’)

Fig. 6   Child 2 presents the idea diary according to his strategy (Sharing circle 1). The series of pictures are representative of lines: 12, 22, and 
33, respectively
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to understand their world of significance and from that 
standpoint further work with the child.

Discussion

In the present study, we examined interactional sequences 
that contained accounts provided by autistic children while 
participating in discussions about the Idea Diary. The study 
elaborated on two guiding research questions: What types 
of accounts do autistic children provide when talking about 
their work and ideas? And how do accounts emerge and sup-
port participation in small-group discussions?

Regarding the types of accounts, our analysis revealed 
that accounts in conversations with autistic children emerge 
in varied sequences and serve different purposes in a dia-
logue, exhibiting similar complexity as expected in the 
analysis of explanatory acts in social interactions among 
neurotypical children and adults (Heritage, 1988). More 
precisely, in our study, three categories of accounts were 
identified in children’s dialogues during sharing circles. By 
analyzing the embedded accounts' sequences, we identified 
a particular mode of participation supported by the activity 
with the Idea Diary. All the modes of participation were 
considered relevant for children’s engagement in the small-
group discussion; thus, hierarchical discrimination between 
them was not established, and all deserve further scrutiny 
in future research.

Accounts were initiated by others (teacher and peers—
other initiated) and by children themselves (self-initiated). 
In both situations, we understand that providing acceptable 
reasons for one’s actions demands that children learn what 
kinds of evidence and what kind of explanation others will 
consider adequate on a particular occasion (Goetz & Shatz, 
1999); they must understand the structure of the social 
dynamic in place and have an idea on how they can situ-
ate themselves in the dynamic. The development and the 
structure of explanations have been extensively studied in 
the context of peer conflict (e.g., Blum-Kulka et al., 2010; 
Dunn & Brown, 1993), and research has shown that children 
learn how to negotiate, justify, and explain their behaviors, 
actions, and beliefs from a very early age. In such studies, 
learning how to produce explanations in different conversa-
tional contexts is identified by the use of using causal con-
nectives (e.g., because, so), or mental state verbs (e.g., I 
think, I know), and the explanatory act is interpreted as a 
sign of the child’s understanding of others' mental states 
(a reference to the Theory of Mind, Matthews & Goldberg, 
2018), and acting upon this understanding. Although in 
our study, children did not make use of the most common 
linguistic forms of responding to requests for explanation, 
such as causal connectives or mental state verbs, they pro-
vided the reasons justifying certain content and anticipated 

responses (e.g., In excerpt 2—My knowledge about the 
blackholes), showing understanding of the conversational 
structure and even challenging the idea that autistic chil-
dren are not capable of practical reasoning regarding what 
interaction partners may need to know about their own and 
others’ behavior, as assumed in ToM framework (see also 
Henderson, 2019 for further insights on this point).

In our study, children produced accounts for their actions, 
beliefs, and behaviors building on the conversation (e.g., 
excerpt 1), positioning themselves and influencing the direc-
tion of the conversation (e.g., excerpt 3), and establishing 
boundaries for the interaction (e.g., excerpt 4), offering a 
glimpse of autistic sense-making and participatory sense-
making in the process (Di Paolo et al., 2018). The interac-
tions presented here are examples of, as defined by enactive 
theories of social cognition (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007, 
2013), coupling between two or more autonomous agents, 
co-regulated by the interactors while sustaining the balance 
between maintaining individual identity and exchanging 
with the world (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2013). Children 
participating in interactions structured by the Idea Diary 
find it relevant to share their ideas and engage other stu-
dents in their learning experiences. They see themselves as 
part of the group (members of the group as constitutive of 
their identity); thus the sharing experience is materialized 
because within the interaction children find it equally impor-
tant to share their thoughts and listen to others’ ideas.

Our study offers evidence of spontaneous interference 
of others' perception within dialog (self-initiated, self-pro-
vided accounts). The occurrence of such types of accounts 
in specific moments of the data collection suggests that 
although spontaneous communication can be challenging 
for an autistic child (Fujiki & Brinton, 2009), interactions 
that are structured yet flexible (in our case, the structure of 
the Idea Diary sharing circles) may help autistic children 
be more comfortable negotiating interactions. Our analysis 
did not identify what aspects of the interactions supported 
children to express spontaneous accounts. One possibility 
is that the repetitive configuration of sharing circles (i.e., 
the protocol to which the teacher conducts the sessions) 
could make the conversation structure predictable and, 
therefore, more manageable for autistic children. Know-
ing when the diary happens (class routine), how it starts 
(e.g., always starting by asking who wants to share and 
going around in the circle), and what the conversation pat-
terns created by the teacher and peers will be (e.g., invit-
ing children to tell what they have done and why) informs 
children on how to behave and prepare for the interaction. 
At the same time, the Idea Diary allows flexibility and for 
children to speak freely, with no right or wrong answers 
(Muniz, 2020). Children are invited to talk about them-
selves and their points of view on important topics. This 



Journal of Autism and Developmental Disorders	

1 3

combination can grant the gradual building of confidence 
necessary for constructing a dialogue.

Another interesting configuration is the one created with 
other-initiated, self-provided and other-provided accounts 
in situations where children discuss peers’ Idea Diaries. In 
such moments, we can notice how children gradually take 
interest in others’ experiences and ideas, engaging in vari-
ous topics. Other-initiated accounts show the moments when 
children engage with what is being presented, entering their 
peer’s subjective world (i.e., ideas, experiences, feelings, and 
desires). This context prompts actions in conversation, such 
as requesting clarifications. In our study, possible explana-
tions for what is being presented or discussed are provided 
by the child responsible for the Diary in discussion (self-
provided accounts) and other peers in the small group (other-
provided accounts). Through this process, children are build-
ing up joint narratives and (re)signifying the experiences 
that are being shared. These elements are juxtaposed in our 
reflections; they belong to a complicated mesh of intersub-
jective dynamics that constitute everyday social interaction 
(Gonzaléz-Rey, 2018).

Regarding how accounts supported participation, we have 
found in our collection of accounts that children were com-
petent communicators of their ideas, interests, and knowl-
edge. The accounts in the present study showed how autistic 
children explicate their thinking process, often taking over 
the control of how they will conduct the sharing process 
according to their intentions. Our findings also revealed a 
great deal of active involvement and agency in the construc-
tion of small group discussions, which is understood to be 
related to holding epistemic authority over the knowledge 
involved in such types of interactions. Holding epistemic 
authority on conversation topics seems essential in enhanc-
ing children’s participation, even if the group discussion 
structure is under the teacher's guidance. Thus, children 
should be further encouraged to exercise small-group con-
versation where the epistemic authority lies with them.

The Idea Diary also supported children in expanding 
their reference and understanding how they are active par-
ticipants in the knowledge construction process. Children 
in this study were interested and engaged in sharing their 
experiences, knowledge, and ideas, including experiences 
outside of school. Experiences from other social contexts 
than school opened new avenues of discussion and encour-
aged children to explore other sources of information, such 
as the internet, books, and conversations with parents. The 
conversations about the contents in the idea diary provided 
participation in cognitively challenging talk, and the exten-
sion of children’s knowledge related to the topics, concepts, 
and situations presented in the diaries.

In our study, the teacher used an open and flexible 
approach for soliciting and responding to children’s con-
tributions. Through analysis of different sequences, we 

captured the teacher supporting reflection (excerpt 1), vali-
dating children’s interests (excerpt 2), and encouraging chil-
dren to participate without establishing one way in which 
this participation should happen (excerpt 4). The accounts 
were often initiated by the teacher and on different occa-
sions, scaffolding turns were used to support children’s 
explanations. The teacher provided an engaged, sensitive 
interaction that fits well with the description of a ‘letting be 
attitude’ conceptualized by De Jaegher (2020). The idea of 
‘letting be’ translates into finding the necessary “balance 
between the ongoing becomings of both known and knower” 
(De Jaegher, 2020, p.10), and conveys the idea that interac-
tions have a life of their own and depend on the maintenance 
of the self-organization of those involved. In the context of 
this study, the teacher (often in the role of the knower) as 
the one that is responsible for organizing and restructur-
ing the sharing session provided space and opportunity for 
children to be in the relationship and to be themselves. This 
letting-be attitude is not an exclusive product of the Idea 
Diary dynamic, and as pointed out by De Jeagher (2020) 
has rather been present in many previous studies (Bottema-
Beutel, 2017; Holt &Yuill, 2017; Park, 2012), showing that a 
key feature of participation between autistic and non-autistic 
people is sensitivity and openness.

Final Considerations

The educational value of exploring conversation among 
autistic children is, we believe, self-evident. The first point 
of contact between educators and peers in the school is 
through interaction, then a detailed analysis of that interac-
tion is bound to be a useful undertaking, especially consid-
ering that conversation with autistic children can often be 
challenging for non-autistic people who are not experienced 
in appropriately adapting their conversational repertoires. 
The findings presented in this article indicate how autistic 
children can build on their understanding of social dynam-
ics when the epistemic authority necessary for knowledge 
construction belongs to them, showing issues of broader 
significance within educational research in autism. In par-
ticular, the shift in emphasis away from the autistic person 
as the source of trouble in interaction, and re-focus on the 
interaction itself can allow the possibility of modifying the 
interaction in such a way as to enhance the communicative 
exchange for all participants. Therefore, the present study 
contributes to the long-standing discussion on the impor-
tance of supporting social interactions, group learning, and 
peer collaboration in educational contexts for autistic chil-
dren (Fantasia et al., 2014), arguing alongside others that 
these children are socially competent (Caldwell, 2006) and 
that deficit-based practices only reinforce the idea that non-
autistic interactions are more valuable. The present study 
indicates that pedagogical approaches that use learning 
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strategies in which autistic children lead the activity and 
hold the epistemic authority of knowledge construction sup-
port autistic children’s interactions, evidencing interactive 
dynamics that feature accountability, mutual engagement, 
and agency.

Moreover, the study also offers interesting inputs on using 
CA in dialogues among Finnish autistic children for two rea-
sons. First, it addresses a phenomenon (small group interac-
tions among autistic children) that has rarely been explored 
with the use of CA. For example, according to the Finnish 
Conversation Analysis Archive (https://​metas​hare.​csc.​fi/)—
a collection of recordings of Finnish speech in interaction 
under the domain of Helsinki University and widely used 
by CA researchers in Finland, there aren’t any samples of 
small-group interactions among Finnish autistic children. 
Second, the study explores the possibilities and challenges 
of applying CA conventions created for English speakers in a 
completely different language, such as Finnish, pointing out 
the need to further develop CA methods and conventions in 
languages other than English. In this study, we identified the 
need to adjust Jefferson's (1986) conventions. For example, 
different from English, Finnish relies on specific grammati-
cal structures (kö/ko) instead of intonations to create certain 
types of questions, or it demands the pronunciation of every 
letter in the word, which can sound like a prolongation of the 
word. Thus, the translation work must be culturally sensitive.

Limitations and Considerations for Future Studies

Children participating in this study were not diagnosed or 
evaluated systematically by any of the researchers, evalua-
tions were instead carried out by the school personnel. Spe-
cificities of the spectrum such as parameters of language 
development and social skills were not used to determine 
the inclusion criteria or baseline for this study. Therefore, it 
is important to consider individual variations and recognize 
that case study analysis is designed to explore a given phe-
nomenon in-depth, and not to generalize findings beyond the 
data. While keeping in mind the qualitative and small-scale 
character of the present study, we reflect upon two important 
considerations for future studies – the role of teacher’s com-
munication strategies for supporting group learning among 
autistic children, and the further exploration of the dynamic 
system created among autistic children (peer-to-peer). 
Teachers’ communication strategies can vary significantly 
even within the same activities (Willemsen et al., 2018). 
However, in this study, we noticed that the teacher kept a 
consistent way of interacting with children that involved 
flexibility and acceptance of the ways by which they decided 
to engage, which will be presented in a different publica-
tion. How many of the advances children made concerning 
their participation are due to the flexible approach of the 
teacher? This perspective will be explored in the future by 

using the Enactive theories of intersubjectivity (Di Paolo 
et al., 2018) to analyze the dynamics created by this com-
munication strategy.

In conclusion, the present article reports an interesting 
case of an alternative student-centered pedagogical tool for 
working with children receiving special support. The study 
evidence important communicative competencies of autis-
tic children that support their learning and participation in 
small-group discussions in school activities. Namely, our 
findings showed that autistic children engaged in construct-
ing explanations for their and others’ conduct, which illus-
trates their sensitivity in attending to the practical needs of 
their interaction partners in order to maintain intersubjectiv-
ity while propelling the interaction forward.
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