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Resumé

Dette speciale undersoger social deltagelse blandt bern med funktionsnedsattelser i udeskole pd en
dansk specialskole. Born med funktionsnedsattelser har en oget risiko for begraenset deltagelse i
skolens sociale og faglige faellesskaber, hvilket kan péavirke deres trivsel, lering og oplevelse af
tilhersforhold. Udeskole er en leringsmetode, som er blevet udbredt i danske specialskoler, hvor
56,6% rapporterer, at de praktiserer udeskole regelmessigt. Udeskole inden for almenomrédet har
vist sig at kunne fremme elevers leringsprocesser gennem praktiske, kropslige og sanselige
erfaringer, der kan styrke lering, trivsel og sundhed. Samtidig findes der begraenset viden om,
hvordan bern med funktionsnedsattelser selv oplever deltagelse i denne kontekst, samt hvordan
deltagelse produceres, udfordres og understottes i hverdagsinteraktioner. Specialet bidrager til dette
felt ved at analysere deltagelse som et relationelt og situeret faenomen, der konstant formes i

samspillet mellem bern, voksne og omgivelserne.

Formaélet er at undersege, hvordan bern med funktionsnedsattelser oplever og forhandler social
deltagelse i udeskole, og under hvilke betingelser deltagelse muliggeres eller begrenses.
Undersogelsen er gennemfort som et kvalitativt casestudie af én dansk specialskole med lang erfaring
med udeskole. Feltarbejde blev gennemfort over otte skoledage 1 marts 2026. Det empiriske materiale
er indsamlet gennem deltagerobservationer samt interviews med udvalgte elever péd tvers af tre

klassetrin med henblik pa at fa indblik i berns egne erfaringer med udeskole.

Undersogelsen bygger pd kritisk realisme, hvor sociale fenomener forstds som relationelle og
lagdelte, og hvor analysen bevager sig fra empiriske observationer mod underliggende mekanismer.
P& denne baggrund anvendes en abduktiv analysestrategi, hvor det empiriske materiale fortolkes i
samspil med teoretiske begreber. Som overordnet analytisk orientering inddrages Disabled Children’s
Childhood Studies (DCCS), der betoner bern med funktionsnedsettelser som aktive deltagere i
sociale praksisser. Det teoretiske begrebsapparat kombinerer Maciver et al.’s deltagelsesmodel med
mikrosociale interaktionsteorier. Maciver et al. anvendes til at strukturere analysen pa tvaers af
kontekster og til at skelne mellem forskellige former for deltagelse. Til at analysere hvordan
deltagelse produceres i1 konkrete situationer, anvendes Erving Goffmans begreber om roller, face-

work og misinvolvering, der belyser berns forhandling af sociale positioner i interaktioner. Samtidig



anvendes Randall Collins’ teori om interaktionsritualer til at undersege, hvordan deltagelse

opretholdes eller bryder sammen gennem falles fokus, emotionel energi og gruppesolidaritet.

Analysen viser, at social deltagelse i1 klasselokalet er en relationel proces, som 1 hgj grad athanger af
forudsigelige strukturer, tydelige roller og labende voksenmediering. Nér disse betingelser udfordres,
kan deltagelsen destabiliseres og fore til tilbagetreekning og konflikt. Denne kontekst danner en vigtig
baggrund for at forsta de alternative deltagelsesformer, som udeskole muligger. I udeskole fremstér
deltagelse som en praksis, hvor deltagelsesformer 1 hgjere grad kan udfolde sig fleksibelt. Her
organiseres aktiviteter omkring felles opgaver som madlavning over bél, bevaegelse og ophold i
naturen, hvilket skaber situationer med delt fokus og mulighed for varieret engagement. Analysen
viser, at bern 1 hejere grad kan deltage pa forskellige mader, gennem aktiv deltagelse, observation
eller midlertidig tilbagetraekning, uden at miste deres tilknytning til feellesskabet. Serligt fremhaves
det, at perifer deltagelse, hvor bern er til stede uden aktivt at deltage i feelles aktiviteter, kan udgere
en legitim og socialt accepteret form for deltagelse. Samtidig viser analysen, at udeskole ikke
automatisk skaber inklusion. Der opstar fortsat situationer med eksklusion, hvor deltagelse bryder
sammen. Disse situationer handteres forskelligt athaengigt af timing og tilgengelighed af mediering
fra voksne og jevnaldrende, samt de organisatoriske betingelser der omgiver dem. P& tvaers af
analysen identificeres en raekke betingelser, der muligger deltagelse. Disse omfatter blandt andet
fleksibel organisering, adgang til forskellige roller, tolerance for variation 1 engagement samt sociale
relationer praeget af omsorg og gensidig stette. Omvendt begraenses deltagelse i situationer, hvor
strukturer er rigide, hvor muligheder for alternative deltagelsesformer er begrensede, eller hvor

sociale processer som graensedragning ikke adresseres.

Pa tvaers af analyserne fremstar social deltagelse ikke som en individuel egenskab hos barnet, men
som en relationel og situeret proces, der kontinuerligt bliver forhandlet i samspillet mellem
organisatoriske rammer, sociale relationer og konkrete aktiviteter. Udeskole fremstar som en praksis,
der kan skabe serligt gunstige betingelser for mere fleksible former for deltagelse, men som samtidig
krever opmarksomhed pa de sociale mekanismer, der bade kan muliggere og begranse berns
muligheder for deltagelse i feellesskaber. Resultaterne peger pa, at inklusion i hgjere grad ber forstas
som et spergsmal om organisering og relationelle betingelser snarere end om individets ressourcer.
Dermed peger specialets resultater pa implikationer for bade paedagogisk praksis og socialt arbejde,

hvor fokus med fordel kan rettes mod, hvordan deltagelse understettes i praksis.
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Reader’s guide

This thesis is written in American English to be able to contribute to the growing body of international
research on education outside the classroom (EOtC) in a special school context. However, all
communication with the included school, teachers, staff, parents, and children have been in Danish.
Therefore, the appendix consists of the original information letters and guides in Danish. All

empirical observations and citations from interviews have been translated by the author.



1 Introduction

Children with disabilities face an increased risk of limited participation in school activities compared
to their peers (Houtrow et al., 2012; Amholt et al., 2026). Such limitations may affect children’s social
relationships, learning opportunities, and sense of belonging in everyday school life (Mc Manus et
al., 2008). Participation is not only a matter of access to activities, but of how children take part on
meaningful terms. Research indicates that children with disabilities may attend school activities
without being meaningfully involved, resulting in participation that is fragile, conditional, or short-
lived (Bruno et al., 2022; Ambholt et al., 2026). Education outside the classroom (EOtC) has gained
attention as a pedagogical practice with the potential to support children’s well-being and engagement
in school. In Denmark, EOtC has become widespread in special schools; recent figures show that
56.6% of special schools report regular EOtC practice (Barfod et al., 2026). The following

observational scene illustrates how EOtC unfolds in a Danish special school:

“The class arrives at an outdoor site with a shelter, tables, and a fire pit in the middle. Tasks
are distributed, and the children begin preparing vegetables for soup, some working steadily
while others move between tasks to help. The fire is lit following a fixed pictogram sequence,
and each child is called forward by the teacher in turn to add an ingredient to the pot. While
the soup simmers, children move freely around the area. One child sits quietly in the shelter
and observes, while others come by briefly to sit nearby. During a short walk in the
surrounding area, children stay close to one another, sometimes holding hands or walking
arm in arm, and the group pauses when someone falls behind. Back at the campfire, the
children eat together, a small disagreement over the colored cups is resolved, and attention
is given to a child who feels unwell. The morning ends with shared tidying and a few children

leaving early to rest.”

(Observational note 2/3 — lower secondary class)

The scene shows participation in school life taking multiple forms at once. The children are together,
yet participate differently depending on energy, preferences, relationships, and situational conditions.

In a special school context, such variations are closely linked to disability. Children’s impairments



often entail fluctuating energy levels, sensory sensitivities, emotional regulation needs, and relational
needs, so participation becomes particularly dependent on how activities and social life are organized.
These variations matter especially for children with disabilities, whose participation in school
activities is closely linked to learning, well-being, and a sense of belonging (Ambholt et al., 2026). It
is precisely these everyday moments, where participation is sustained, negotiated, or disrupted, that

the analysis in chapter 5 returns to and examines in detail.

Research suggests that EOtC may offer pedagogical conditions that differ from those of conventional
classroom teaching, including more practical and flexible forms of engagement and increased use of
bodily and sensory experiences in learning activities (Mygind, 2020; Barenholdt & Hald, 2022).
These conditions can support students’ motivation, social relations, and overall school well-being
(Becker et al., 2017; Barfod et al., 2026). In special school contexts, EOtC has further been described
as a practice in which children may experience recognition for different competences, potentially
reshaping peer relations and social dynamics (Barenholdt & Hald, 2022; Videnscenter om Handicap,

2024).

Despite the growing implementation of EOtC in special schools, knowledge about how EOtC is
practiced and experienced in these contexts remains limited. Existing research suggests that EOtC
may create new opportunities for social interaction, shared activities, and alternative ways of
participating in school life for students with disabilities (Stahlhut et al., 2025). At the same time,
participation cannot be assumed to be automatically inclusive. Children with disabilities often
encounter barriers related to adult support, peer relations, organizational structure, material
conditions, and sensory demands (Ambholt et al., 2026; Stahlhut et al., 2025). How these conditions

are organized shapes whether participation is enabled or constrained.

There is still limited empirical knowledge about how children with disabilities themselves experience
participation in these contexts, and how it is produced, challenged, or supported in everyday school
practice. Much existing research focuses on outcomes or adult perspectives, while fewer studies
examine participation as it unfolds through interactions, relationships, and situational conditions over
time (Stahlhut et al., 2025). This thesis examines children’s everyday participation in EOtC and the

social conditions that shape access to community in a Danish special school context.



1.1 Research question
This thesis explores how children with disabilities experience and negotiate social participation in
education outside the classroom (EOtC) at a Danish special school. The analysis is guided by a main

research question, which is operationalized through three analytical subquestions:

How do children with disabilities experience and negotiate social participation in education outside

the classroom at a Danish special school, and under what conditions is participation enabled or

constrained?

1. How is social participation interactionally produced and negotiated among children?

2. Which contextual conditions enable or constrain children’s access to a peer community?
3. What forms of participation emerge under different conditions?

1.2 Defining concepts

1.2.1 Disability

The concept of disability has undergone significant change over the past decades. The introduction
of the International Classification of Functioning, Disability and Health (ICF) by the World Health
Organization in 2001 reframed disability within a biopsychosocial model. Rather than treating
disability as an inherent characteristic of the individual, the ICF understands it as something that
emerges in the relationship between a person and their surroundings (WHO, 2007; Leonardi et al.,
2022). The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) similarly defines
persons with disabilities as those who have “long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory
impairments which in interaction with various barriers may hinder their full and effective
participation in society on an equal basis with others” (UN, 2006). Danish policy discourse and
knowledge production reflect similar understandings, for instance in the work of Videnscenter om
Handicap (2024). These relational understandings represent an important shift away from medical
models, though critical disability scholars argue they may risk obscuring distinctions between
impairment and disability (Goodley, 2025; Thomas, 2007). Impairment refers to bodily, cognitive, or
sensory variations, while disability denotes the socially produced restrictions and exclusion
experienced by people with impairments (Oliver, 1990; Thomas, 2007). Maintaining this distinction

allows attention to embodied conditions without collapsing disability into either individual biology



or contextual factors alone. The children in this study live with impairments that shape their everyday
experiences, needs, and capacities, such as energy levels, communication, regulation, or ways of
engaging with their surroundings. Disability, in this thesis, refers to the social, institutional, and
relational arrangements that constrain or enable children’s participation. Both dimensions matter to
avoid both reducing disability to individual functioning and overlooking the role of children’s lived

bodily conditions in their everyday lives.

1.2.2 Participation

Participation is a central key concept in this thesis. It is understood as a relational, situated, processual
phenomenon, not as an individual capacity or measurable outcome. It captures how children take part
in activities, are recognized within social relations, and position themselves in the social life of the
school. The ICF defines participation as “involvement in life situations”, identifying environmental
factors as central to how participation unfolds (WHO, 2007). This framing shifted attention away
from individual impairments toward everyday life contexts. However, conceptualizing participation
through observable involvement in activities risks reducing it to presence or performance, not
sufficiently addressing the social and experiential dimensions (Dijkers, 2010).

Research within disability and childhood studies moves beyond this. Imms et al. (2020) distinguish
between attendance and involvement, arguing that meaningful participation requires more than
physical presence. Involvement refers to the experience of participation, including motivation,
emotional engagement, and personal significance. School participation is multi-situated, unfolding
across different spaces and practices. Maciver et al. (2019) describe it as spanning classroom
teaching, organized activities, and unstructured social life, such as play and friendship. It
encompasses both central and peripheral forms of involvement. Peripheral participation refers to
forms of engagement in which individuals are present and socially positioned within a practice
without fully participating in shared activities or peer relations (Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Within social work, participation is understood as a relational and normative concept tied to inclusion,
recognition, and citizenship (Andersen, 2015). It concerns opportunities to be acknowledged as a
legitimate member of a social community and to be involved in social life on meaningful terms.
Participation emerges through the interplay between activities, personal conditions, and social

relations, and it is this relational achievement that is the focus of this thesis.



1.2.3 Education Qutside the Classroom

Education Outside the Classroom (EOtC) falls under the broader umbrella term of Outdoor
Education. It is defined by the Play, Learn, and Teach Outdoors Network (PlaTO-Net) as education
taking place outdoors in open-air, wild, natural, and human-made spaces (Lee et al., 2022). In the UK
and US, Outdoor Education is often associated with nature and adventure-based activities
(Barenholdt & Hald, 2022). In a Danish context, Education Outside the Classroom is considered the
most accurate translation of udeskole, as it emphasizes that activities take place during school hours
and form part of the formal curriculum. EOtC refers to educational activities outside the school
building and is typically characterized by experimental learning, hands-on tasks, and meaningful
interactions with the surrounding environment (Bentsen et al., 2009). Practical activities, creativity,
and the use of body and senses are central to how these learning environments are organized
(Barenholdt & Hald, 2022). EOtC is not a single pedagogical method but a spectrum of practices
(Stahlhut et al., 2025). As illustrated in figure 1, it can take multiple forms and be adapted to different

educational aims, environments, and learner needs.
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Figure I — The spectrum of EOtC approaches (Stahlhut et al., 2025)

2 Field of investigation

This chapter situates the thesis within the interdisciplinary field of disability, childhood, and
participation. While chapter 1 outlines how key concepts are defined and operationalized in this study,

the present chapter positions the thesis within relevant research traditions and clarifies the analytical



perspective. Drawing on disability studies, childhood studies, and research at their intersection, the
chapter treats disability and participation as relational and socially produced. By positioning the thesis
within this field, disabled children are approached not merely as recipients of support or inclusion
efforts but as active participants. Their experiences and perspectives are key factors in understanding

the social conditions for participation in EOtC.

2.1 Disabled Children’s Childhood Studies

Disability studies have documented a major shift in how disability is understood over the past
decades. Earlier medicalized perspectives framed it as an individual deficit or tragedy, rooted in
bodily or cognitive impairment (Barnes & Mercer, 2004). From the 1960s onward, disabled activists
and scholars challenged these understandings by foregrounding environmental, institutional, and
social barriers to participation. Their work helped establish disability studies as a field concerned
with how social structures, cultural norms, and material conditions reproduce disability (Thomas,

2007).

International classification systems such as the ICIDH and later the ICF published by the World
Health Organization introduced relational elements by recognizing interactions between impairment
and context (WHO, 2007; Barnes & Mercer, 2004). However, critics argue that these frameworks
often retain an individualizing logic and insufficiently address lived experience, power, and social
organization (Abrams, 2016). In response, relational and social models of disability emphasize
disability as something that emerges through interaction between individuals and their social
environment. In Denmark, relational and biopsychosocial models have become influential in policy
and practice (Dahl & Falster, 2024), though scholars note that relationality is often treated
superficially with limited attention to everyday interactions and institutional conditions (Ringe &

Falster, 2022).

Disability studies have historically focused on adults, which limits their account of how disability is
lived and given meaning within childhood as a distinct social position. This thesis, therefore, also
draws on childhood studies, which foreground children as social actors and attend to the specific
conditions under which children participate in everyday practices. Within childhood studies, children
are understood as social actors whose experiences, interpretations, and perspectives hold intrinsic

value (Warming, 2019; Rasmussen & Schmidt, 2024). This shifts attention away from adult-centered



understandings of children’s needs and development toward children as participants in their own lives
and social worlds. Researchers distinguish between child perspectives, understood as adult
representations of children’s experiences, and children’s perspectives, referring to children’s own
expressions and lived experiences (Warming, 2019). Access to children’s perspectives is not always
straightforward — particularly for younger children or children with disabilities — but this does not
undermine their relevance. Instead, it calls for methodological reflexivity and attention to how
children express perspectives through action, emotion, interaction, and embodiment (Warming,
2011). The focus on children as social actors is supported by international frameworks, including the
UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) and the UN Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006). The latter affirms that children and adults with disabilities have

the right to express their views freely, and to have those views respected on an equal basis with others.

At the intersection of disability studies and childhood studies, Disabled Children’s Childhood
Studies (DCSS) has emerged as a field that explicitly centers disabled children’s experiences and
perspectives (Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2014). Rather than focusing solely on impairment or
developmental differences, DCSS examines how disabled children experience childhood within
social, institutional, and relational contexts. Nordic contributions to DCSS emphasize the
importance of combining disability perspectives, childhood sociology, and human rights approaches
to understand disabled children’s everyday lives (Traustadottir et al., 2015). Disability and
childhood are intersecting social positions shaped by power relations, expectations, and institutional
practices. This thesis aligns with DCSS by examining children with disabilities as active
participants whose social participation is produced, enabled, and constrained within everyday
school practices. EOtC is analyzed as one such practice in which disability, childhood, and

participation intersect in concrete ways.

This thesis does not treat children’s specific diagnoses or impairment categories as primary
analytical objects. This is a deliberate choice grounded in DCSS, where scholars argue that research
on disabled children too often has centered on describing degrees and types of impairment, rather
than on children's lived experiences, perspectives, and possibilities for participation (Curran &
Runswick-Cole, 2014). This position does not deny that disability is a significant factor in
children’s lives. Disabilities may involve different physical, cognitive, emotional, or mental

impairments, which can affect children’s capacities, energy, communication, or ways of engaging



with their surroundings. Disability studies emphasize that an adequate account of disability must
move beyond categorization detached from disabled people’s lived experiences (Oliver, 1990).
Falster similarly shows that while impairments matter, it is not children’s impairments in
themselves that come to structure their everyday lives, but rather the social, material, and relational
conditions that shape agency, participation, and recognition (Falster, 2021). Accordingly, this thesis
sets diagnostic differences aside to examine how participation is negotiated across diversity, and
how certain forms of participation become legitimate or fragile within specific educational and
institutional contexts. This does not deny that children’s disabilities differ but foregrounds the
relational processes through which participation is enabled or constrained, rather than medical

functioning or labels.

2.2 Language and the politics of disability in the educational system

Language shapes how disability is understood, and therefore also how participation is recognized,
legitimized, and structured in educational settings. Terms such as ‘handicap,’ ‘disability,” and ‘special
needs’ carry distinct social, cultural, and political implications that influence expectations,
categorization, and access to support (Oliver, 1990; Falster, 2024). In Denmark, ‘handicap’ remains
widely used in politics and public discourse and is not perceived as inherently negative. The major
Danish umbrella organization for disabled people is called Danske Handicaporganisationer. In
English, ‘handicap’ is considered outdated and potentially stigmatizing (Oliver, 1990; Devlieger,
1999). Language does more than describe conditions; it also helps construct social categories and
influences how systems respond to those categories. Recent debates about ableism — the societal
attitudes, expectations, and institutional practices that privilege certain ways of functioning while
marginalizing others — highlight how assumptions about ‘able-bodiedness’ shape expectations and
resource distribution in schools (Falster, 2024). While shifts in terminology aim to reduce stigma,
they may also dilute clarity about special needs. The term ‘special needs’, for example, covers an
extremely wide group, from those with slight learning difficulties to people with multiple physical
and intellectual impairments (Ringe & Falster, 2025). These differences call for very different forms
of support, especially in school. Rather than analyzing terminology, this thesis treats language as
consequential: how disability is named and discussed shapes participation, whose needs are
recognized, and what forms of involvement count as legitimate, in line with the view in disability

studies that disability is a social restriction rather than an individual deficiency (Oliver, 1990).



How disability is described and understood shapes how education is organized, which children are
expected to fit existing structures, and which environments are adapted to them. Against this
backdrop, education inclusion policies have sought to promote equity by increasing access to
mainstream education. However, research has shown that inclusion targets may produce new forms
of exclusion when schools lack resources or capacities to support special needs. In Denmark,
evaluations of inclusion reforms have documented challenges related to social relations, pedagogical
support, and participation for some students (Henze-Pedersen et al., 2016). Despite critiques of
segregation, special schools continue to play a significant role. Supporters point to structural
conditions such as specialized staff, smaller groups, and predictable routines that can support
participation and well-being for some children (Barnes & Mercer, 2004; Moesby-Jensen & Bonfils,
2023). Policies aimed at equity may therefore constrain participation when institutional conditions
are misaligned with children’s needs — an inclusion paradox. This inclusion paradox frames the

special school context that this thesis examines.

2.3 Children’s perspectives on EOtC

This chapter builds on a systematic literature search and a following thematic literature review of
children’s perspectives on education outside the classroom within special needs and inclusive
educational settings. A systematic literature search was conducted on 14 April 2026 in the databases
Web of Science, Scopus and ERIC. The search aimed to identify qualitative studies of children’s
lived experiences and perspectives of EOtC. Search terms were combined with Boolean operators

and included variations of the following key concepts:

EOtC Disability Qualitative studies
Education outside the _ . .
I Neurodevelopmental disorders | Children’s perspectives
Outdoor education Intellectual disability Student perspectives
Outdoor teaching Special education Lived experience
Outdoor learning Special school Interview

Forest school Special needs Observations
Nature-based learning Inclusive education Participant observations

Table I — Search strategy



The database search yielded 13 results in Web of Science, 16 in Scopus, and 24 in ERIC, resulting in
53 records in total. After removing duplicates in Zotero, 42 articles remained. Following title
screening, articles were excluded due to an irrelevant population (e.g. adults, or children below school
age), resulting in 34 articles. Abstract screening led to further exclusion based on the absence of
children’s perspectives, focus on teacher or staff experiences, lack of an outdoor education
component, or unavailable full text. After abstract screening, 12 articles remained. Full-text screening
resulted in the inclusion of 5 articles originating from the UK (n=3), Sweden (n=1), and Finland

(n=1), in addition to one relevant scoping review.

Due to the limited number of articles directly addressing children’s perspectives on EOtC in special
needs education, the decision was made to include relevant studies identified through the scoping
review “Education outside the classroom for children with neurodevelopmental disorders in special
needs education settings” by Stahlhut et al. (2025). This approach gave the review sufficient
empirical material to work with while keeping the focus on children’s own experiences and
perspectives. The scoping review by Stahlhut et al. (2025) included 30 articles reporting qualitative
empirical data from either interviews with children, observations, or a combination of both. Of these,
12 articles used both interviews and observations, 10 relied solely on interviews, and 8 relied solely
on observations. From this review, 21 articles were selected for inclusion in this chapter. The
remaining 9 articles were excluded due to insufficient empirical data directly from children’s
interviews or observations. The included studies reflected perspectives from special schools, special
classes, and inclusive educational environments, and originated from the US (n=8), Denmark (n=5),
Norway (n=3), UK (n=3), Greece (n=1), and Greenland (n=1). A thematic synthesis of these studies
revealed several recurring themes in how children experience and interpret EOtC. These 26 articles
(5 from the systematic search, 21 from the scoping review) were reviewed to discover patterns across
the different articles, using inductive theme identification. The process included taking initial themes
identified in individual studies and condensing them into broader categories. Both positive and

negative aspects were included.
Social connection and friendship
Many children described outdoor education as an opportunity to make friends, spend time together,

and feel part of a community (Bradley& Male, 2017; Berenholdt & Hald, 2022; Brodin, 2009). While
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some children mentioned conflicts with peers and teachers (Friedman et al., 2024), outdoor activities
are often experienced as socially oriented, emphasizing teamwork, communication, and mutual
support (Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Price, 2019; Barrett, 2020). Across studies, these collaborative
interactions appear central to how children make sense of outdoor learning as a shared social space

(e.g. White, 2007; Parks et al., 2025).

Challenge and risk-taking

Children frequently expressed pride and surprise at their own adventurous behavior, such as
overcoming fears, taking responsibility, and engaging in tasks perceived as risky (Bradley& Male,
2017; Flynn et al., 2024; Karppinen, 2012). Experiences of mastering challenges were often linked
to increased confidence and self-esteem (e.g. Fiskum & Jacobsen, 2015; Hanssen, 2016; Fons, 2022).
Taking on roles of responsibility such as ‘health officer’, ‘helper’ or caring for animals contributed
to feelings of being trusted and capable (Bradley & Male, 2017; Flynn et al., 2024; Barrett, 2020). At
the same time, some children reported a fear of not mastering tasks or becoming distracted in outdoor

environments (Fiskum & Jacobsen, 2015).

Freedom and autonomy

Students appreciated more space to move freely and the opportunity to make their own choices
regarding learning activities and play (Bradley& Male, 2017; Peterson, 2011; Dyg et al., 2016),
particularly in contrast to restrictive classroom settings (Friedman et al., 2024; Parks et al., 2025).
However, for some children, changes in routine were experienced as anxiety-provoking
(Christiansen, 2018), and some students in wheelchairs reported that the uneven ground in gardens
or woods can be a significant barrier that limits their participation and causes frustration (Barrett,

2020).

Learning and novel experiences

Children highlighted gaining knowledge about plants, wildlife, and ecosystems through hands-on
activities, which they often found more engaging and memorable than classroom-based learning
(Bradley& Male, 2017; Moore et al., 2016; Dyg et al., 2016). The outdoors offered unique activities
children did not experience elsewhere, such as cooking over a fire, using tools, or eating foods they

had grown themselves (e.g. Barrett, 2020; Friedman et al., 2024; Karppinen, 2012). Despite this,
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some children found certain outdoor sites or activities to be boring (Friedman & Morrison, 2021;

Brodin, 2009).

Physical activity and sensory experiences

Outdoor education offered opportunities for physical movement through walking, climbing, digging,
and exploration (Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Barrett, 2020). Many children also enjoyed sensory
experiences, such as the nice feeling of touching animals or the fun of getting muddy and jumping in
puddles (Bradley& Male, 2017; Flynn et al., 2024; Dyg et al., 2016). However, sensory experiences
were not exclusively positive, as some children reported discomfort with mud, noise, or
overstimulation (Bradley & Male, 2017; Price, 2019). Weather conditions further shaped experiences,
with cold and rain reducing enjoyment for some children (Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Peterson, 2011;

Friedman et al., 2024).

Emotional well-being

Children frequently described positive emotional states such as happiness, excitement, relaxation,
and calmness in outdoor contexts (Bradley& Male, 2017; Barenholdt, 2019; Barrett, 2020). Several
studies suggested that EOtC reduced stress associated with academic demands and classroom
expectations (Fiskum & Jacobsen, 2015; Karppinen, 2012). For some children, the outdoor
environment supported emotional regulation, helping them manage their feelings more efficiently
than in a classroom context, for example through the rhythmic motion of a hammock or sitting quietly
by the water (Hussein, 2013; Parks et al., 2025; Peterson, 2011). Other students experienced fear of
animals or unknown creatures living in the forest (Bradley & Male, 2017; Barrett, 2020; Friedman et

al., 2024).

Reinvention of identity

Children often labeled as ‘challenging’ or ‘struggling’ in the classroom can experience a ‘reinvention’
of the self in EOtC. This can include both an escape from academic labels such as ‘class clown’ and
the opportunity to find positive roles where they feel competent and proud (Parks et al., 2025; Svestad,
2017; Hanssen, 2016). Instead of being seen only for their difficulties, students become visible for
their practical skills, such as mastery of fire-building or cooking, which build positive self-esteem
(Parks et al., 2025; Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Bradley & Male, 2017). By valuing practical, sensory,

and social competencies alongside academic skills, outdoor education facilitated broader
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participation and engagement, creating space for peripheral or partial involvement matched to

individual abilities rather than academic norms (Barrett, 2020; Stavrianos & Spanoudaki, 2015).

2.4 Research gap

Although research on EOtC for children with disabilities has expanded in recent years, important
gaps remain regarding how children themselves experience participation in these contexts. Existing
studies have largely relied on small-scale qualitative designs, often based on very few participants or
single cases (e.g. Bradley & Male, 2017; Peterson, 2011; Bonati & Dymond, 2019; Svestad, 2017).
These studies offer valuable insight into children's lived experiences, but the small samples make it
hard to see how participation unfolds across activities, moments, and social situations in everyday
school life. Moreover, much of the literature is conducted in context-specific institutional settings,
such as single schools or autism-specific programs with extensive resources (Fox & Avramidis, 2003;
Barrett, 2020; Karppinen, 2012; Friedman et al., 2024), which limits understanding of how children

experience EOtC under more ordinary conditions in special or inclusive education.

Methodologically, several studies also involve researchers acting as teachers, principals, or clinical
staff within the children’s institutions (Fox & Avramidis, 2003; Price, 2019; Peterson, 2011;
Karppinen, 2012). While this insider position can offer contextual insight, it may also shape what
children express, favoring socially desirable or positively framed accounts (Flynn et al., 2024). In
many cases, studies rely primarily on interviews or short-term interventions, providing limited insight
into how participation is produced, challenged, and negotiated in situations over time (Barrett, 2020).
The current literature emphasizes outcomes and general benefits of EOtC more than the interactional
processes and relational mechanisms through which participation is enabled or constrained in
everyday practice. There is therefore a need for empirically grounded studies that explore children’s
perspectives on EOtC as it unfolds in daily school life, attending to both supportive and challenging

moments of participation.

3 Philosophical position and theoretical framework

This chapter presents the theoretical framework and philosophical position guiding the analysis of
children’s social participation in EOtC. It clarifies how the different theoretical perspectives are
understood, why they are relevant, and how they are applied analytically. This chapter is structured

into three parts. First, the research design and philosophical position of critical realism are outlined,
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as they provide an overall understanding of how social phenomena can be analyzed and explained.
Second, the theoretical framework is presented: Maciver et al.’s (2019) participation model structures
the analysis across contexts, and sociological interactional theories identify participation
mechanisms. Finally, the key analytical concepts drawn from Goffman and Collins are described,

with notes on how each is used in the empirical analysis.

3.1 Research design and philosophical position

This thesis is designed as a qualitative case study with explorative orientation (Hesse-Biber, 2017).
The study explores how social participation unfolds within EOtC in a Danish special school. An
exploratory design is relevant because there is limited empirical knowledge about children’s lived
experiences of EOtC in special school contexts (Stahlhut et al., 2025), particularly from the
perspective of participation as something negotiated and experienced in everyday practice rather than
measured as an outcome. Qualitative case studies are well-suited to exploring complex, under-
researched phenomena because they allow in-depth analysis of social processes and interactions in
their real-life context (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Hesse-Biber, 2017). The aim is not generalization but rich,
contextualized knowledge about how participation is shaped by institutional conditions, activities,
and social relations. In this thesis, the case consists of one Danish special school that has worked with
EOtC over several years, and three classes within this school. This design allows close attention to
children’s interactions and experiences within a specific pedagogical and organizational setting.
Because little is known about how children with disabilities experience participation in EOtC
(Stahlhut et al., 2025), the study adopts an exploratory, abductive approach, allowing unexpected
patterns and insights to emerge from the empirical material. At the same time, the study draws on a
clearly articulated theoretical framework. The framework is not used to predict outcomes or assess
individual capacities, but to identify and analyze the relational and interactional mechanisms that
shape participation. Theory, therefore, guided attention during analysis while remaining open to being
challenged or refined by the empirical material. This reflects an abductive movement characterized
by a continuous interplay between empirical observations and theoretical concepts, as described in

sections 4.4 and 4.2.

The research design draws on a critical realist position inspired by Roy Bhaskar. Critical realism is
relevant for this thesis because it allows for an analysis that moves beyond surface-level descriptions

of children’s participation and towards an exploration of the underlying conditions and mechanisms
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that shape participation in practice. Critical realism assumes that reality exists independently of our
perception of it, the intransitive dimension; our understanding of reality, however, is always mediated
through theory, language, and context — the transitive dimension. Social reality is understood as
layered and consists of three ontological domains: the empirical domain of experiences and
observations, the actual domain of events that occur whether or not they are observed, and the real
domain of underlying generative mechanisms that shape events but are not directly observable (Buck-

Hansen & Nielsen, 2012).

Unlike empirical realism, critical realism treats social reality as open, dynamic, and non-linear.
Causal explanations are therefore understood as tendencies rather than the rule, as mechanisms may
interact and produce different outcomes depending on the context (Buck-Hansen & Nielsen, 2012).
This perspective is particularly suited to a study of participation, as similar activities may result in
different participation experiences for different children, or for the same child across contexts. A case
study design fits this approach because it allows in-depth understanding of children’s experiences
and interactions within a specific institutional and pedagogical setting (Sayer, 2000). The study,
therefore, aims not only to describe children’s experiences of EOtC but also to explain the relational

mechanisms that shape them.

3.2 Theoretical framework

The theoretical framework combines perspectives that address participation at different analytical
levels, treating it as a relational, situational, and processual phenomenon rather than a fixed outcome.
Within the analysis of this thesis, disability is approached through the lens of DCSS, as relationally
produced through support needs, bodily and sensory conditions, communicative differences, adult
mediation, and institutional arrangements that shape disabled children’s opportunity for participation
(Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2014). The theories are not competing explanations; each serves a specific

analytical purpose, as shown in the table below.

The selected theories share a focus on the situational and interactional level of social life, which is a
deliberate choice given the current study’s interest in how participation is produced and negotiated in
everyday practice. This focus also carries a limitation: Goffman and Collins illuminate what happens
in specific situations, but are less equipped to explain why certain structural conditions systematically

produce the situations children find themselves in. This limitation is addressed by the study’s critical
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realist grounding and the application of Maciver et al. (2019), both of which situate interactional

patterns within broader structural and institutional conditions. The analysis, therefore, moves across

levels, from concrete interactions to the contextual and structural conditions that shape them.

Analytical focus
Participation as
relational
achievement

Contextual
configurations

Situated interaction

Shared activity &
emotional
dynamics

Emergent
participation
patterns

Theoretical grounding | What it contributes How it is used
Disabled Children’s Disability as Overall analytical
Childhood Studies relationally produced orientation across
(DCSS) through bodily, all chapters
sensory, and
institutional conditions
Maciver et al. (2019) How different school Comparative
contexts enable structuring of EOtC
opportunities and and classroom
constraints for contexts

participation

Goffman

How identity, roles,
and positions are
interactionally
produced, maintained
and challenged through
face-work, and
misinvolvement in
specific situations

Analyses of how
participation and
social positioning
are produced in
moment-to-
moment
interactions

Collins How interaction rituals | Analysis of how
generate emotional participation is
energy, solidarity, generated,
belonging, breakdown, | sustained, or
and repair in collective | undermined
activity

Synthesized via | What type of Comparing

Maciver et al. (2019) participation emerges, | empirical findings
not as a normative goal | of attendance,

involvement,
peripheral
participation,
withdrawal

Table 2 — Theoretical framework
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3.2.1 Maciver: Structuring participation across contexts

To structure the analysis of participation across school situations, this thesis draws on Maciver et al.’s
model of school participation for children with disabilities (2019). The model treats participation as
occurring across multiple, interconnected domains of school life and distinguishes participation as
attendance (physical presence) from participation as involvement (subjective engagement,
motivation, and emotional investment). The model is not used as a normative standard for successful
participation; it merely serves as a comparative tool for organizing how participation unfolds across
education outside the classroom and classroom-based teaching. The model is used to identify relevant
contextual factors, such as social arrangements, adult roles, and environments, and to examine how
these conditions shape children’s possibilities for attendance and involvement. However, while the
model structures participation contexts and patterns, it does not explain how participation is produced
in specific situations. To analyze the interactional processes through which social participation is
negotiated and experienced, the framework draws on the micro- and meso-sociological theories of
social interaction developed by Erving Goffman and Randall Collins. These perspectives make it
possible to examine how participation is enacted moment-to-moment, how it is sustained through
shared activity, and how it may break down or require repair. Together, they enable an analysis that

attends both to where participation occurs and to how social participation unfolds in practice.

3.2.2 Goffman: Identity and roles

Goffman’s micro-sociological perspective offers tools for examining how children negotiate identity
and participation in specific situations. His dramaturgical metaphor casts social life as a performance
in which individuals manage the impressions they convey to others (Goffman, 2014). The metaphor
does not imply manipulation; it highlights how people monitor their conduct and emotional
expressions to maintain social order (Villadsen & Mik-Meyer, 2007). The dramaturgical framework
is particularly relevant for this thesis because it foregrounds everyday interaction as analytically
significant. It reveals the expectations, norms, and negotiations that structure participation in
situational contexts such as school activities — the level at which participation is produced. In this
framework, disability is not a fixed trait but something that shows up in interaction: in how a child

communicates, asks for support, or responds to what the situation expects, and in which roles are
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open to them as a result. Goffman’s work on stigma adds that such differences become socially

significant mainly through how strictly the surrounding norms are enforced (Goffman, 2009).

A key concept in Goffman’s framework is roles, understood as situational positions that individuals
step in and out of depending on context or audience (Villadsen & Mik-Meyer, 2007). In school
settings, children may take on roles such as helper, leader, class clown, or outsider. These roles are
not fixed attributes but are continuously negotiated in interaction. The concept of roles is therefore
used analytically to identify how children present themselves and embrace, resist, or modify expected
positions in the group. Another key concept is face-work, which refers to the actions through which
individuals maintain their own positive social value, their ‘face’, and protect the face of others
(Jacobsen & Kiristiansen, 2020). In school contexts, face-work may involve joking after mistakes,
downplaying difficulties, or helping peers avoid embarrassment. Goffman’s work on stigma further
provides insight into how social norms shape participation (Goffman, 2009). Analytically, face-work
is useful for identifying how children manage vulnerability and competence in social settings, and
how efforts to preserve dignity shape continued participation. Finally, Goffman’s concept of
misinvolvement captures situations where interaction breaks down because participants fail to
maintain mutual attention (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). One form, external preoccupation, is particularly
relevant here: it describes moments when children are physically present but socially disengaged.

This matters for a study concerned with the difference between attendance and involvement.

3.2.3 Collins: The production of community

Where Goffman focuses on the micro-mechanisms of interaction, Collins shows how social
encounters generate shared emotions, group belonging, and the energy that drives further interaction.
His theory of interaction rituals starts from the premise that social life is shaped by the dynamics of
specific situations rather than by stable individual traits (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). An interaction ritual
occurs when people are bodily co-present, share a mutual focus of attention, experience a common
emotional mood, and maintain a sense of boundary between those included and excluded (Bo &
Jacobsen, 2017). Depending on the strength and combination of these elements, the ritual may
produce several outcomes. This thesis applies three of Collins’ outcomes: group solidarity, emotional

energy, and symbols.
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Group solidarity refers to a sense of belonging within the group, a sense of ‘we-ness’ that emerges
from participants sharing the same feelings and atmosphere (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). This concept is
used to identify moments of connection between children, such as cheering, helping, or shared
laughter, as well as situations where solidarity is weakened through exclusion or disconnection.
Emotional energy refers to the lasting emotional charge individuals carry from interaction (Bo &
Jacobsen, 2017). High emotional energy may be expressed as enthusiasm, confidence, or initiative,
while low emotional energy may manifest as withdrawal or passivity. In this thesis, emotional energy
is used to analyze how different activities, such as fire-making, teamwork, or rhythmic movement,
generate or diminish children’s engagement across situations. Interaction rituals may also produce
symbols that carry shared meaning and strengthen group identity (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017).
Analytically, symbols help identify moments where shared objects or routines carry social meaning

beyond their practical function.

While Goffman’s framework captures how children position themselves in interactions, Collins’
theory explains how shared activities generate belonging, meaning, and motivation — or the opposite.
It is therefore particularly useful for analyzing how school activities create, or fail to create, shared
focus, emotional alignment, and a sense of community, which are key mechanisms for meaningful

participation.

4 Methodological and analytical considerations

This chapter describes how the empirical material was produced — through participant observations
and interviews in a Danish special school — and the methodological choices, dilemmas, and
limitations involved in researching children’s participation in EOtC. Analytical procedures and

coding strategies are addressed in section 4.4.

4.1 Overview of data collection and field access

Data collection took place over eight school days between March 2 and March 13, 2026. Prior to the
fieldwork, an introductory meeting was held with the school’s project board for EOtC, consisting of
the head of EOtC and three lead teachers responsible for EOtC for the primary, upper primary, and
lower secondary classes. This meeting concerned both practical arrangements and methodological
considerations. During the fieldwork, I conducted participant observations and interviews in three

selected classes and held daily briefings with the teachers. Access to the field was established through
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collaboration with the Center for Clinical Research and Prevention (CKFF) and their partnership with
the school through the MOVEOUT-SPECIAL project. It followed a stepwise process involving initial
contact, a joint introductory meeting, formal confirmation of participation, and agreement on an

observation schedule. The fieldwork was conducted in accordance with this schedule.

Class Duration Activity observed Output
Primary class: years ~ Two days. Both days  Tuesday 3/3 & 10/3: Participant
0-3 (indskoling) with EOtC. morning activities, trip  observations.
to an open farm,
indoor school Interview with two
activities. students 10/3.
Upper primary class:  Three days. One day = Thursday 5/3: trip to Participant
years 4-6 with EOtC. Trail-center. observations.
(mellemtrin) Friday 6/3 & 13/3:

morning activities,
dialogic reading.

Lower secondary Three days. Two days Monday 2/3 & 9/3: Participant

class: years 7-9 with EOtC. morning activities, observations.

(udskoling) soup excursion and
handball Interview with two
training/cleanup. students 9/3.
Wednesday 4/3:

morning activities,
dance, confirmation
preparation and walk.

Table 3 — Overview of collected empirical data

In addition to the primary empirical material generated through participant observations and
interviews with children, a limited amount of secondary empirical material was drawn upon in the
analysis. This consists of a brief conversation with the head of EOtC and informal conversations with
teachers during the fieldwork period, in which they described the pedagogical intentions behind
specific activities. The material is not used as a primary source of data. It serves solely to establish
how EOtC is institutionally framed and organized at the school — the context within which children’s
interactional experiences are analyzed. The use of staff voices is limited to the introductory chapter

of the analysis (section 5.2).
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4.2 Participant recruitment and selection

Three classes from the special school were included in the study, spanning primary, upper primary
and lower secondary levels. This range was deliberate — including children across age groups allowed
the study to examine how conditions for participation vary with different institutional expectations
and social dynamics. Each class consisted of approximately 6-8 students. All students in the
participating classes were included in the participant observations, as parental consent had been
obtained, and the observations focused on group dynamics and everyday interactions rather than
individual diagnoses. It should be noted that children with significant mobility impairments did not
participate in the EOtC activities observed, due to the cold temperatures during the observation period
in March. The empirical focus was on students participating in EOtC, as shown in the overview of
participants in table 4. Participation in interviews was limited to children who were able and willing
to communicate orally, as further discussed in section 4.3.1. In each class, the teacher responsible for
EOtC assisted in identifying potential interview participants based on communicative abilities and
parental consent. Two children were selected for interviews in two of the classes. In the third class,
the scheduled interview was cancelled as the child had experienced a difficult morning, and the
teacher who was meant to accompany him was unavailable. Consequently, that interview was

cancelled.

Primary class

Name Gender Data collected

Celina Female Observation & interview
Liam Male Observation & interview
Mille Female Observation

Hugo Male Observation

Upper primary class

Name Gender Data collected

Andreas Male Observation

Silas Male Observation

Ellen Female Observation

Name Gender Data collected

Maja Female Observation & interview
Silje Female Observation & interview
Emilie Female Observation

Mia Female Observation

Nikolaj Male Observation

Table 4 — Overview of participants
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4.2.1 Participant observation

Participant observation was the primary method for generating empirical material and was selected
to capture social participation as it unfolded in everyday school practice. Across the fieldwork period,
participant observations resulted in 41 handwritten A4 pages of field notes. Participant observation
involves both participation in and observation of an activity, with the researcher continuously shifting
position along a spectrum from passive observer to active participant (Szulevicz, 2022). In this study,
this duality took the form of what Warming calls a middle position — alternating between closeness
and distance and adapting to the social situation (Warming, 2010; Warming, 2019). This positioning
suited the study’s interest in interactional processes and situational participation. Methodological

reflections related to this positioning are discussed below.

Prior to entering the field, I informed the school that my primary role would be to observe everyday
school activities. At the same time, I clarified that I would participate if invited by the children or
teachers. In practice, my role shifted continuously depending on the activity, the group dynamic, and
situational invitations. This fluid role was not a methodological weakness, but a necessary condition
for participant observations in child-centered settings. Transparency was a guiding principle
throughout the fieldwork and was adapted to the children’s age and communicative abilities.
Explanations were therefore kept concrete, brief, and responsive to children’s questions and reactions.
The teachers were informed about my role in advance, and written information and consent forms
were provided to parents and children before data collection. Despite these preparations, several
questions about my presence emerged during the fieldwork. Some children assumed I was a new staff
member, while some teachers and staff members assumed I was completing a pedagogical internship.
In these situations, I explained my role as a visiting researcher in simple terms, emphasizing that the
focus was on school participation rather than on individual staff. The aim was openness without over-

explaining in ways that might shape behavior.

An observational guide was developed prior to the fieldwork (see Appendix). In practice,
observations were largely guided by situational dynamics and by what caught my attention, both
visually and in terms of sound. My main observational focus was on students and their interactions
in specific situations, rather than on predefined analytical categories. In line with the goal of
producing thick descriptions, observations aimed to capture not only actions and events but the social

meaning, relational dynamics, and contextual conditions surrounding them (Geertz, 1973). While
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sensory impressions were not systematically recorded, visual and spatial impressions were noted
when relevant to understanding the unfolding activity. Physical space, materials, and outdoor
environments were also treated as relevant conditions shaping participation. The density of my
observational material varied depending on the nature of the activities and the degree of participation
expected or invited. Most notes were written in real time, while others were recorded afterwards,
either during breaks or at the end of the school day. To supplement my written notes, I made daily
audio recordings of the day’s events, methodological dilemmas, and initial impressions, serving as
support for the processing of my field notes. Field notes and audio reflections were processed and
coded after the fieldwork. This process involved moving from descriptive accounts of situated

experiences to analytical abstraction through coding, as described in section 4.4.

4.2.2 The improvised interview

Interviews were conducted as an important complement to participant observations to access
children’s own perspectives on their experiences with EOtC. An interview guide was prepared in
advance (see Appendix). However, in practice, the interviews resembled what Warming refers to as
the improvised interview (Warming, 2011). According to Warming, the improvised interview is a
type of interview where no fixed technique is planned; instead, the researcher adapts to the child’s
communicative competence and preferences (Warming, 2011). Rather than following a fixed
sequence of questions, the researcher responds flexibly to how the situation unfolds. Improvisation
is therefore not a lack of methodological rigor but a necessary condition for meaningful

communication with children whose engagement and expression vary across situations.

Although key themes were prepared in advance, questions were adjusted continuously depending on
whether children felt inclined to talk, how they interpreted the questions, and how activities and
emotions shaped the interaction. Abstract questions were generally avoided in favor of concrete,
experience-based prompts, in line with teachers' recommendations and children’s responses.

Two interviews with children at the special school were conducted. The first took place outdoors as
a small group interview with two children from the lower secondary grade. This interview followed
an interview guide but unfolded flexibly in dialogue with the children. The second interview also
took place outdoors with two children from the primary class. The interview developed spontaneously
into a walk-along interview, as the children wanted to show a tree they liked, and the interview

unfolded while walking, climbing, and interacting with the surroundings. Walk-along interviews are
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well-suited to eliciting embodied and experience-based knowledge about places, people and social
life (Rasmussen, 2017). This shift from a planned interview setting to an embodied interaction
illustrates the core principle of the improvised interview: adapting the research encounter to

children’s situational preferences.

4.3 Methodological challenges, reflexivity, and ethics

Researching children’s participation in special school settings raises methodological, reflexive, and
ethical questions that cannot be separated. This section addresses the central challenges related to
access, interpretation, representation, and researcher positioning, and outlines how these issues were

handled through the research process.

4.3.1 Methodological challenges

A key methodological challenge concerns how children’s participation is described and how these
descriptions are produced. Although this study seeks to foreground children’s perspectives on EOtC,
participant observations involve indirect access to those perspectives, mediated through adult
interpretation. This makes it crucial to reflect not only on methods, but on whether participation is
approached as a genuine attempt to understand children’s experiences or as a confirmation of
assumptions already held (Warming, 2011). Children’s experiences are not accessed in unfiltered
form; they emerge through observations, interactions, and analytical interpretation — raising questions

about representation and the limits of adult access to children’s subjective experience.

Interpretive challenges were particularly relevant in relation to children’s emotional and verbal
expressions. Children with disabilities may communicate experiences in ways that differ from
neurotypical expectations, and their expressions were therefore interpreted as situated, relational, and
context dependent. Observations were interpreted in dialog with contextual knowledge from teachers
—not as definitive explanations but as another interpretive resource. Interviews were treated the same
way: conducted as experience-based conversations rather than semi-structured interviews built on
abstract questions. This choice was shaped by both practical and ethical considerations. During a
preliminary meeting, teachers emphasized that abstract questions such as “what do you think about
EOtC?” would likely be difficult for students to answer. Instead, they recommended concrete

questions and suggested using visual or situational prompts to support communication. In practice,
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interviews relied primarily on shared, observed experiences, as field conditions and policies limited

the systematic use of more structured child-centered interview formats.

Triangulation between participant observations and interviews was used to enhance credibility by
allowing interpretation to be supported from different empirical angles. While Latour’s notion that
triangulation allows “the object to object” (Latour, 2000) cannot be fully realized in research with
children who have limited verbal communication, interviewing children within the same outdoor
context, they were asked to reflect on the grounds of their statements in shared experiences (Pedersen
etal., 2012). Combining interviews with participant observation also addresses critiques of interview-
based research as overly verbal and cognitively oriented (Pedersen et al., 2012), by allowing attention
to bodily, emotional, social and spatial dimensions of participation that are particularly important in

EOtC contexts.

A further methodological challenge relates to participant selection. Interview participants were
selected by teachers based on communication ability and parental consent. While this was
advantageous given the limited fieldwork period, it also introduced potential selection bias. Children
with more significant communication difficulties were excluded from interviews, despite their
perspectives being equally relevant for understanding social participation in EOtC. This reflects a
common methodological dilemma in qualitative research with children with disabilities: practical and
ethical considerations may restrict whose voices become accessible, and certain perspectives risk
being overlooked (Warming, 2011; Lewis & Porter, 2004). These limitations are acknowledged as

shaping the empirical material and the scope of the research.

4.3.2 Reflexivity and ethical considerations

Critical realism rejects the idea that researchers can fully detach from their own perspectives.
Researchers are always shaped by background experiences and theoretical preconceptions, which
influence how they perceive and interpret the empirical world (Buck-Hansen & Nielsen, 2012).
Acknowledging this subjectivity is a form of transparency. Reflexivity lets the reader see the context
in which knowledge is produced and how the researcher’s standpoint shapes both data generation and
interpretation. Subjectivity is not purely personal; it is a tool for recognizing the intersubjective

dimensions of the field (Pedersen et al., 2012).
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My background as a trained physiotherapist has shaped my sensitivity to bodily experiences,
movement, and physical environments. At the same time, my transition into social work studies has
provided a relational, structural, and human-rights-based understanding of disability grounded in
social work and disability studies. This combined perspective influences especially participant
observations, because the researcher’s presence, body, and actions inevitably become part of the field
(Pedersen et al., 2012). Therefore, explicating one’s standpoint is crucial for understanding how the
empirical material has been produced, as well as how children’s experiences are interpreted. Ethical

considerations are closely related to these reflexive concerns.

This study was conducted in accordance with national and institutional ethical guidelines. It builds
on the recognition that children with disabilities may be a vulnerable group while also possessing
valuable experiential knowledge about their own lives. The inclusion of children’s perspectives is
grounded in the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989) and the UN Convention on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN, 2006). Both emphasize disabled children’s right to be
heard in matters affecting them. The guidelines proposed by Lewis and Porter (2004) for interviewing
children with learning disabilities were followed in data collection. Parents received written
information about the project and provided written consent for observations and interviews. Children
were given a simple information sheet and provided oral consent. Children’s ongoing consent was
treated as situational rather than fixed. During observations, signs of discomfort (e.g. moving away,
asking me to leave, or directly objecting) were treated as withdrawal of consent, and those children
were not observed further in that situation. Interviews were conducted with two children at a time
and with a familiar teacher nearby, and participation remained voluntary throughout the fieldwork.
Anonymity was ensured through the use of pseudonyms, and no identifying information about the
school or its staff is included. All personal data was handled in accordance with GDPR and stored
securely within CKFF’s data system. Generative artificial intelligence was used as a writing support
tool for language clarity, coherence, academic phrasing in English, and for structuring already-drafted
sections. It was not used for data generation, coding, analysis, or interpretation, and analytical

responsibility remains with the author.

4.4 Data analysis

The data analysis followed Danermark et al.’s (2002) explanatory model for critical realist research

and consisted of three coding stages: description, theoretical redescription, and retroduction. The
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analytical strategy was abductive, as previously noted, where empirical observations were re-
described through theoretical concepts, moving from descriptive patterns towards explanatory insight
about the mechanisms shaping participation (Danermark et al., 2002). This movement from open
observation to theoretically informed coding is the core of the abductive logic applied, and each stage

below reflects a step in that process.

Stage 1: Description

The analysis began with a descriptive coding phase aimed at capturing the complexity of the empirical
material. All observational notes and interview transcripts were uploaded into Atlas.ti and coded
inductively using open codes. This corresponds to Danermark et al.’s descriptive stage, which unfolds
empirical complexity through everyday concepts and detailed descriptions (Danermark et al., 2002).
As an initial step, four participant observations were pilot-coded to gain an initial sense of recurring
patterns, actions, situations, and meanings. This pilot coding functioned as an exploratory orientation
to the material and supported the development of a consistent coding logic across the full dataset.
Based on this process, the remaining material was coded inductively, after which descriptive codes
were consolidated into a smaller set of categories, to avoid any overlap. Each category was defined

with inclusion and exclusion criteria and supported by examples (see Appendix).

Stage 2: Theoretical redescription

In this second stage, empirical patterns were redescribed using selected interactional theories —
Danermark et al.'s theoretical-redescription stage (2002). Descriptive codes were reinterpreted
through Goffman’s concepts of roles, face-work, and misinvolvement, and Collins’ concepts of
interaction rituals, emotional energy, and group solidarity. This redescription operationalized the
research question directly: Goffman’s concepts identified the interactional moves through which
children manage their social position moment-to-moment, while Collins’ framework made visible
how shared focus and emotional energy either enable or constrain participation, and how it is restored
or lost. The codebook was expanded with theoretically informed codes specifying analytical meaning,
inclusion, and exclusion criteria, and empirical examples for each concept. Initial coding revealed a
significant analytical bias towards positive interactional patterns at this stage, particularly moments
of high emotional energy and group solidarity. This reflected an unintended pull toward confirming
EOtC’s known benefits rather than examining the full range of participation dynamics. To address

this, the codebook was revised to explicitly include fractured interaction rituals, absent mutual focus,
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and low emotional energy as equally valid. This adjustment reshaped the analytical strategy, ensuring
that both enabling and constraining interactional dynamics received equal analytical attention, in line
with the abductive movement between theory and empirical material (Danermark et al., 2002). It is

for this reason that the analysis attends to both supportive and challenging situations in chapter 5.

Stage 3: Retroductive coding

In the third and final stage, a retroductive coding strategy was applied to identify contexts and
underlying mechanisms that could explain observed participation patterns. Following Danermark et
al. (2002), the analysis asked: what must be the case for these patterns to occur? In line with this
approach, Context-Mechanism-Outcome (CMO) configurations were used to examine how specific
contextual conditions interacted with relational and interactional mechanisms to produce observable
participation outcomes. A mechanism was treated as active when the empirical material showed a
systematic relationship between a contextual condition and a specific interactional outcome — one
explicable through theoretical concepts rather than reducible to individual behavior alone. Figure 2

illustrates this logic with a specific example from the material.

C — Context M — Mechanism O — Outcome

EOtC activity: children Tired boy withdraws to Boy remains within
move freely between wagon; plays quietly the group boundary.
table and forest. with glove and toy,

. Peripheral participation:
observing others.

Open, flexible space present and socially
with no fixed seating Attention directed connected, though
or attendance demand. away from group. not actively engaged.

Setting; spatial conditions; routines Misinvolvement / Withdrawing;
external preoccupation peripheral involvement

Figure 2 — Example from CMO coding

In this example, children moved freely between a shared table and the surrounding forest (context),
a boy withdrew to his wagon — coded as misinvolvement through external preoccupation
(mechanism) — yet remains peripherally included within the group, though not actively participating
(outcome). The mechanism at stake is therefore not simply withdrawal, but the tolerance the EOtC
context extends to different forms of engagement, making peripheral participation a legitimate rather

than disruptive form of involvement. CMO coding was applied to all segments coded with theoretical
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redescriptions, as well as empirical segments showing participation, withdrawal, conflict, solidarity,
or shifts in group dynamics. This retroduction stage produced layered explanations across the
empirical, actual, and real domains, showing how participation in EOtC was shaped through the

interplay between contextual conditions, interactional dynamics, and relational mechanisms.

( Empirical material )

Observations + interview transcriptions

Stage 1 — Description
Up ucti N C ]

Initial codes (20)
Distra

Interactions

1 children

ature

l Abductive reframing

Codebook revision

Added negative aspects: lack of mutual focus, low emotional energy

l Retroductive move

Stage 3 — Retroductive CMO coding

C — Context M — Mechanism O — Outcome

Joining in

Outdoor environment Ritual pro

Analysis of participation in EOtC

Figure 3 — Flowchart of coding process
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5 Analysis

This analysis examines how social participation is produced, supported, challenged, and disrupted in
two different educational contexts: EOtC and indoor school activities in a Danish special school.
Rather than treating these contexts as universally inclusive or exclusive, the chapter explores both
positive and negative interactional dynamics within each context. Through close analysis of specific
situations, it shows how participation is a relational and situational achievement, shaped by context
and social mechanisms. The analysis draws on Goffman's concepts of roles, face-work, and
misinvolvement, as well as Collins' interaction ritual theory, to examine how participation is
produced, sustained or undermined in everyday interactions. These interactional analyses are later
brought together in a cross-contextual synthesis in section 5.3, using Maciver et al.'s distinction
between attendance and involvement (2019) to characterize the participation patterns each context
makes possible. The empirical situations are selected analytically rather than as a representative
sample. They are chosen to highlight moments where participation is particularly at stake, across both
contexts and across supportive and challenging situations. Table 5 provides an overview of the

activities observed, including their pedagogical focus and analytical relevance.

The chapter is structured in three parts. Section 5.1 begins with the indoor classroom, establishing
what participation requires and when it becomes fragile in a setting already designed to support
children with disabilities. This provides the analytical foundation for understanding what changes
when conditions are reorganized. Section 5.2 then examines participation in EOtC, analyzing how
changes in activities, roles, and spatial arrangements shape children’s participation. Finally, section
5.3 brings these analyses together in a comparative synthesis and discussion, examining the
contextual conditions and mechanisms that enable or constrain participation across both contexts, and

considering the findings’ implications for how inclusion, EOtC, and special pedagogy are understood.
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Observed activity
Morning activities
indoors: workbooks
about trash (upper
primary class)

Morning activities
indoors: news (lower
secondary class)

Pause/recess indoors
(primary class)

Cooking over fire at
outdoor site (all classes)

Free movement around

outdoor base site (all

Pedagogical framing
Environmental awareness;
anchoring of outdoor experiences;
cross-curricular

Analytical focus

Traditionally structured learning
roles and activities; routine
disruption; face-work

Environmental awareness; social
science

Interactional ritual with
copresence and shared focus;
peer face-work as emotional
repair

Autonomy; free social interaction

Social roles; boundary-making
and exclusion; face-threat

Everyday life skills; outdoor
skills; cooperation; shared
responsibility

Shared focus and interaction
rituals; role flexibility;
emergence of emotional energy

Autonomy; self-regulation;
sensory engagement

Tolerance for fluctuating
participation; legitimacy of

classes) withdrawal; misinvolvement

Table 5 — Overview of activities observed

5.1 Participation in the classroom

Understanding how participation unfolds in the indoor classroom is the starting point for this analysis.
Before examining EOtC is possible, it is necessary to establish what participation looks like in the
indoor context of the special school — what it requires, how it becomes fragile, and under what
conditions it is sustained or breaks down. This sets the foundation for the analysis of participation in
EOtC that follows. The school in this study is a Danish special school, and this matters for the
classroom context. Special schools offer structural conditions that mainstream settings often cannot,
such as smaller groups, specialized staff, predictable routines, and a shared understanding among
adults of children’s varying needs and capacities (Barnes & Mercer, 2004; Moesby-Jensen & Bonfils,
2023). These structures can support participation by reducing uncertainty and sensory demands in
situations where such factors may otherwise limit children’s ability to engage in ongoing activities.
The children in this study are therefore not expected to navigate a setting indifferent to their needs;
they are in a setting that has already been shaped, institutionally and pedagogically, to support their
participation. This makes the moments where participation still becomes fragile analytically

significant, because it points to structural demands, even in a well-resourced and attentive setting.
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Indoor classrooms are organized through routines, sequential tasks, and adult mediation, all intended
to create predictability, particularly for children with a strong need for structure (Maciver et al., 2019).
Yet predictability does not secure participation. Participation in indoor classroom contexts is
sustained moment-to-moment in interactions. The following three subsections examine this
sequentially. The first looks at how predictability and role flexibility shape participation when
routines are disrupted. The second examines how mediation and repair by adults and peers sustain or
restore participation when the interaction order changes. The third turns to emotional regulation,
exploring what happens when escalation exceeds what the indoor spatial context and interaction can
contain. Together, these subsections build an analytical picture of what indoor classroom participation

requires and when it becomes vulnerable.

5.1.1 Predictability and role flexibility

Indoor classroom activities in the special school were characterized by structured routines, well-
defined tasks, and a strong reliance on adult mediation, based on observations and supported by
teachers’ description of everyday practice. One morning in the upper primary class, the children’s
morning routine was changed. Although they were informed the week before, the teacher anticipated
resistance, noting that the children may still become upset because the morning tasks would differ

from the usual:

“When Andreas and Silas are told that their routine is changing, their usual Chromebook tasks
are replaced by workbooks, both react immediately with frustration and refusal. Andreas says, ‘I
don’t want to do these booklets!’, wanting to continue writing in his book about animals, while
Silas throws his booklet away. The teachers move between small adjacent rooms where the boys
sit. Silas later stays quiet in the room, while Andreas continues complaining, ‘These morning
tasks are totally boring, “write and read” is much more fun, because then you get to choose
yourself.” Silas stays in the room and can no longer be heard, but Andreas continues to complain
loudly. Andreas stomps out of the room and slams the door. When another child arrives, Andreas

tells her that the usual morning tasks are cancelled, upsetting her as well.”
(Observational note 13/3 — upper primary class)

This situation centers on a planned routine change, where morning tasks normally completed on

Chromebooks are replaced by workbook-based tasks. In its usual form, this routine functioned as a
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stabilizing interactional ritual, supporting shared emotional energy and sustained participation (Bo &
Jacobsen, 2017). When this structure is removed, the shared focus weakens, and the interaction no
longer sustains a shared mood, making participation unstable. Andreas’ repeated verbal protest,
stomping, and door-slamming are expressions of negative emotional energy, signaling frustration,
loss of control, and a threatened sense of autonomy. His reaction also involves face-work, understood
as efforts to maintain a valued self-presentation within the interaction order (Jacobsen & Kristiansen,
2020). His insistence on continuing with his animal book and his critique of the new tasks ( you don’t
get to choose yourself’) are attempts to uphold an identity as self-directed and competent. When the
institutional structure, organizes around predefined tasks and limited opportunities for choice, no
longer supports this role, his face becomes difficult to sustain, resulting in physical withdrawal from
the situation. Silas initially mirrors this resistance by throwing away the booklet but later accepts the
situation and quietly remains in the room. His silence suggests a shift from involvement to physical
attendance rather than actual engagement. Although their responses differ, both reflect that once the
routine breaks, the classroom offers few legitimate alternative ways of participating. Negative
emotional energy spreads further when Andreas upsets another child entering the room, illustrating
how interactional breakdown affects collective participation. This reflects how classroom activities
organized around fixed roles, and a single normative task structurally limits the positions available to

children when routines break down.

A contrasting pattern appears in the following situation, where participation is sustained through role

flexibility rather than strict task completion:

“The room is calm, and the teacher takes turns helping the three students. Nicolaj comes in
with a pot of coffee for the teacher. He has burned himself while pouring the coffee into the
pot but laughs as he tells the story. It smells like coffee. Nicolaj does not want to do any more

’

morning tasks, as, he has made coffee.’
(Observational note 4/3 — lower secondary class)

Here, a child in the lower secondary class arrives with coffee he has made for the teacher, a practical
contribution that substitutes his morning tasks. Unlike Andreas and Silas, his redefined contribution
is accepted without conflict. In Goffman’s terms, Nicolaj repositions himself from ‘student’ to
‘helper’, as he contributes in a way that is socially recognized without completing his assigned work.

Roles, in this sense, are situational positions that individuals step in and out of depending on context,
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rather than fixed attributes (Villadsen & Mik-Meyer, 2007). His humorous account of having burned
himself further functions as self-protective face-work, allowing him to acknowledge vulnerability
without appearing incompetent. His continued inclusion depends not on restoring the original routine,
but on the classroom allowing this alternative contribution to count as legitimate participation. This

flexibility is situational, depending on the teacher recognizing and accepting his role.

Comparing these two cases points to a central condition for classroom participation: predictability
supports participation only when paired with some flexibility in roles. Where Andreas and Silas
encounter a structure that offers no alternative positions, participation breaks down. Where Nicolaj
can renegotiate his role and have it socially recognized, participation is sustained. Inclusion indoors,
therefore, depends not merely on maintaining routines but on whether the classroom’s social order
allows children to remain involved when those routines stop working smoothly. As the following
section 5.2 shows, this is precisely what EOtC can reorganize, not by removing the need for structure,

but by making more roles available through which children can remain involved when routines shift.

5.1.2 Mediation and repair

Classroom participation depends not only on predictable routines but on the availability of mediation
when interaction becomes tense. The following cases examine what happens when interactional
repair is available and when such repair is unavailable or delayed. In the following situation, two boys
in the upper primary class simultaneously seek help from the same teacher while working in separate

screened-off rooms:

“Andreas enters the room and calls out to the teacher to say that he has finished a clay figure.
At the same time, Silas calls for the same teacher from an adjacent, screened-off room. The
teacher replies to both that she is coming soon. Silas responds with increasing distress, calling
out ‘ooohhh’ and ‘where are you?’ When he hears that Andreas is also receiving the same
response, Silas shouts that it is his turn first because he asked for help first. The teacher

confirms that she will go to Silas first.”
(Observational note 6/3 — upper primary class)

This situation reveals how dependency on adult mediation can itself become a source of disruption.

Andreas and Silas are positioned in separate screened-off rooms, and when both seek help
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simultaneously, the delay in physical presence creates uncertainty and rising emotional tension. From
Collins’ perspective, delayed mediation prevents a shared focus from being established — both boys
remain oriented toward the teacher’s anticipated arrival rather than their own tasks (Bo & Jacobsen,
2017). Emotional energy destabilizes, particularly for Silas, whose responses ( ‘coohhh’ and ‘where
are you?’) express rising distress and impatience. Using Goffman’s framework, Silas’ insistence that
it is “his turn first” can be understood as face-work. By appealing to fairness, he attempts to re-
establish predictability and protect his position within the interaction (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2020).
Recognition of one child, however, comes at the expense of the other in this situation. Participation
becomes fragile not because the children behave disruptively, but because the classroom structure,
organized around a single task and limited opportunities for alternative participation, offers few ways

to remain engaged while waiting for the single available adult.

A contrasting pattern appears in the same class later that morning, where the interaction is repaired

through peer mediation:

“Ellen finds the teacher’s sunglasses on the table and puts them on. Andreas shouts, ‘Look
how cool Ellen looks!’ Ellen turns toward him and smiles. The children take turns writing the
day and date on the board and drawing a picture of what they are doing over the weekend.
Andreas is in the middle of talking about his weekend when Ellen interrupts and says that she

went for a walk with her cat. Silas asks her to be quiet and raise her hand.”
(Observational note 6/3 — upper primary class)

When Ellen puts on the teacher’s sunglasses, Andreas’ spontaneous comment (‘Look how cool Ellen
looks!”) functions as supportive face-work, in Goffman's terms, by publicly recognizing her (Jacobsen
& Kiristiansen, 2020). Ellen’s smile indicates that this recognition successfully generates a positive
rise in her energy and engagement. This moment is embedded within a highly structured classroom
routine, where children take turns writing on the board and speaking. When Ellen then interrupts
Andreas, Silas intervenes by telling her to be quiet and raise her hand — corrective face-work that
enforces the rule of turn-taking while protecting Andreas’ right to speak, but also by offering Ellen a
chance to behave appropriately according to the social norm (Goffman, 2017). The interaction order
is restored through peer regulation without adult mediation. Participation is sustained, and peer

recognition momentarily increases inclusion, but classroom norms quickly reassert order, and repair
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comes at the cost of momentarily disciplining Ellen. Nevertheless, participation is sustained because

interactional repair is possible without waiting for adult intervention.

Across both cases, mediation emerges as a central condition for classroom participation. When adult
mediation is delayed, the classroom offers few ways to remain engaged while waiting. When peers
are able to mediate, the interaction order is repaired without adult intervention. The difference
between these two outcomes is not primarily about children’s behavior but about whether the situation
makes that repair possible — and how quickly it arrives. The classroom’s spatial and organizational
structure therefore shapes not only how mediation happens, but whether it can arrive in time. In EOtC,
the structural conditions of smaller groups and more distributed adult attention mean that this repair
tends to arrive earlier and in a less directive form, a difference that can shape whether participation

is restored, as explored in section 5.2.

5.1.3 Emotional regulation

A third form of vulnerability emerges when participation is challenged not by changes in routine or
lack of mediation, but by emotional escalation within ongoing interaction. The following cases
illustrate how participation indoors depends on the situations’ capacity to handle emotional
breakdowns. In the following situation from the primary class, a play situation between three children
breaks down when one child’s emotional escalation exceeds what the shared space and interaction

can contain:

“Celina and Hugo go into a smaller room. Mille comes crawling like a cat toward the room and
wants to join in. Celina comes out and lifts her up and into the room. Hugo shouts very loudly,
and Mille no longer wants to join after all. She runs away, and Celina runs after her. A teacher
tells Celina that she should not force Mille to join if she does not want to. The boy begins to cry
when they do not want to play. The teacher tells him that he shouted too loudly and that it became

too rough.”
(Observational note 3/3 — primary class)

In this situation, Hugo’s loud shouting rapidly destabilizes the shared mood during recess play.
Within the limited indoor space, his escalating volume overwhelms Mille, who withdraws, and when
both she and Celina leave, Hugo is left without co-participants, leading to emotional collapse and

crying. Analytically, this is a failed interaction ritual: shared focus dissolves, emotional alignment
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breaks down, and the situation can no longer sustain participation. Importantly, the effects extend
beyond the immediate situation. Collins sees emotional energy as a longer-lasting state that
participants carry with them after the interaction, shaping their later engagement and capacity for
action (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). After the interaction, Hugo appears more withdrawn and careful,

reflecting residue of low emotional energy.

A contrasting pattern appears in the lower secondary class, where emotional disturbance is met with

relational sensitivity rather than withdrawal, allowing participation to be sustained:

“After the dance there is a break, and then they watch Ultranyt, a Danish news programme
for children, which lasts about 10 minutes. Mia and Silje are playing with a small mat with
holes that can be popped up and down. In Ultranyt, they talk, among other things, about the
war in Iran. When the war is mentioned, Silje looks worried, and Mia puts an arm around her
to comfort her. After the broadcast, the group discusses the news, with a focus on the bombs

2

being dropped far away and on the fact that the children are safe in Denmark.
(Observational note 4/3 — lower secondary class)

In this situation, the classroom activity establishes a calm and structured interaction with a shared
focus on watching the news. When the topic of war is introduced, Silje shows visible concern,
disrupting her emotional engagement. Mia’s response, putting an arm around Silje, constitutes a
simple but effective act of peer support. From Collins’ perspective, this gesture functions as an
interactional repair, restoring emotional alignment without breaking the shared focus of the activity
(Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). At the same time, this is protective face-work in Goffman’s sense. Rather
than correcting or silencing Silje’s reaction, Mia supports her emotional position in a way that allows
her to remain a legitimate participant without embarrassment or loss of face (Jacobsen & Kristiansen,
2020). The teacher’s framing of the news as distant and reassuring further stabilizes participation by
restoring shared focus. Unlike the previous case, where a disruption in routine led to a breakdown of
shared focus, participation is sustained because emotional disturbance is met with a response that

keeps the interaction intact.

The two cases show that participation indoors is not undermined by emotional expression as such,
but by whether the situation can contain and respond to it. When emotional cues are ignored or

become overwhelming, participation breaks down. When peers or adults respond in time, it is
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sustained. This repair is situational rather than structural, depending on attentive peers or adults rather
than on the classroom context itself. Yet how often repair is needed is shaped by institutional
conditions, including how tasks are structured, how many adults are present, and how much flexibility
the school’s organization allows. In the special school context, these institutional arrangements
already attempt to address the demands indoor participation places on children with disabilities, and
the analysis shows both where those attempts succeed and where they reach their limits. The
following section examines how the spatial and organizational conditions of EOtC may alter this

dynamic, creating more room for emotional regulation before escalation leads to breakdown.

5.2 Participation in EOtC

The analysis of indoor classroom situations showed participation as an ongoing accomplishment
dependent on routine, mediation and repair. The following section asks what changes when those
conditions are reorganized. Building on the understanding of participation as relational and
situational, this chapter approaches EOtC as a social practice in which participation is produced,
negotiated, and sometimes challenged in everyday school life. Rather than treating EOtC as a
pedagogical approach or assessing its effectiveness as an intervention, the analysis focuses on how
EOtC operates as a recognizable but flexible set of activities, routines, relations, and interactional
norms, in line with the conceptualization outlines in section 1.2.3. In line with social work
perspectives, participation concerns children’s opportunities to take part in everyday life on terms
that are meaningful to them, and to be recognized as members of social communities (Andersen,
2015). Treating EOtC as a social practice means attending to how it organizes collective life in ways

that shape children’s possibilities for participation.

Understanding EOtC as a social practice foregrounds the way in which participation is shaped by
how children and adults arrange being outdoors together. While the outdoor context offers
affordances, such as space, sensory variation, and opportunities for practical activity (Barenholdt &
Hald, 2022), these affordances only become meaningful through collective organization and
interaction, and participation is not guaranteed by the context itself (Maciver et al., 2019). It should
also be noted that children whose physical disabilities significantly affected their mobility, including
children who use wheelchairs, did not participate in the EOtC activities observed in this study.
According to the teachers, this was due to the cold temperatures during the winter period, which made

it difficult to keep warm outdoors. They participated in EOtC after the Easter holiday, in an
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environment where the spatial conditions were better suited, and the temperature was higher. The
analysis of EOtC in this chapter therefore reflects a range of participation forms, but the findings
should be read with attention to how physical access to specific spatial conditions shapes the forms

of participation that are available to each child.

This relational organization of participation is reflected in how EOtC is deliberately structured by
staff at the school. As shown in table 5, the activities observed carry explicit pedagogical intentions
alongside their analytical focus. The head of EOtC at the school described how shared outdoor
activities such as cooking over the fire, caring for equipment, or maintaining the campfire are
deliberately introduced to create situations where children depend on one another and can take on
meaningful responsibility. These practices are designed to allow different competencies to emerge,
and roles often shift away from fixed classroom hierarchies, enabling children who may struggle
indoors to contribute in other ways. A teacher similarly framed time spent outdoors not as a break
from teaching but as an integrated part of the school week that supports children’s capacity to
participate in indoor learning. EOtC is therefore positioned institutionally as a social practice with

explicit goals around participation, responsibility, and belonging.

This intentional teaching design is visible in how specific activities are organized. Shared meals are
a central example. During EOtC, eating together around the campfire is not incidental, but a part of a
recurring practice with a deliberate social purpose. Children prepare the food together, cut vegetables,
tend to the fire and wait for the soup before eating as a group. The atmosphere during these meals is
typically calm, with children and adults gathered around a shared focus. One of the EOtC teachers
noted that several children who at home have rigid food preferences or food refusal eat more flexibly
in this context, and that being able to share a variety of soup was one of the original goals of
introducing EOtC at the school. The flexibility children show outdoors is understood by staff as a
direct outcome of the social and sensory conditions of EOtC. As table 5 indicates, cooking over the
fire sits under the pedagogical focus of everyday life skills, outdoor skills, cooperation, and shared

responsibility, positioning it explicitly as participation oriented.
Activities that may appear from the outside as unstructured or recreational are in this school
deliberately organized around goals of social participation and shared competence. The pedagogical

framing does not determine how children experience these activities, and the adult perspective is not
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the primary analytical focus. But it matters that EOtC is institutionally positioned this way, because
it means the conditions the following analysis examines, shared focus, role flexibility, and tolerance
for varied engagement, are not accidental features of being outdoors. They are the result of deliberate
organizational choices about how school activities and everyday school life can be arranged
differently. What the teacher describes as a pedagogical goal, the following analysis examines as an

interactional achievement.

The analysis is structured in three parts. The first examines how children experience EOtC as a social
practice, focusing on the shared activities and interactions through which participation is produced.
The second explores flexible and peripheral forms of participation as legitimate ways of remaining
socially included. The third turns to situations in which EOtC fails, examining boundary-making,
exclusion, and interactional breakdowns. Together, these sections build an understanding of EOtC as
a social practice in which participation is continuously produced, negotiated, and sometimes

disrupted.

5.2.1 Children’s experience of EOtC as a social practice

Building on the pedagogical framing established above, this section examines shared activities as
interactional situations in which children experience and negotiate participation. The focus of this
chapter is therefore the children’s experience, not the pedagogical goal. One way this becomes visible
is through children’s descriptions of how group activities are organized outdoors. When asked about
who they spend time with during EOtC, Maja explains that being together outdoors is not only shaped

by friendship, but also by care and situational needs:

“If someone feels sick, or they can’t walk very far, or is sad, we usually make groups so that

you are with someone, or that you take care of someone. If people become angry with each
other, the groups are sometimes split up. Otherwise, there usually aren’t that many problems.
We mostly stay together. We do it together. Apart from things that can happen suddenly, we
get along really well.”

(Interview with Maja and Silje 9/3 — lower secondary class)

In her account, Maja describes how group dynamics change in response to fatigue, illness, emotional
states, or conflict, and how children take responsibility for looking after one another. While Maja

does not explicitly frame this as how she sees participation, her description indicates that it is
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something that is continuously adjusted according to what happens in the situation, rather than fixed.
Changes in grouping appear as practical responses to emerging needs rather than as disruptions or
problems. Caring for one another is described as something the children do together, rather than
something adults arrange for them. Analytically, this suggests a form of flexible participation, where
children move together, adapt to one another, and rearrange themselves in ways that allow the group
to remain intact despite individual differences or fluctuating needs. Maja’s repeated emphasis on “we
mostly stay together” points to a strong sense of collective cohesion, where individual challenges do
not automatically lead to exclusion or withdrawal from the group. Participation does not depend on
every child contributing equally or staying engaged the whole time, but on the ability of the group to
adjust relationally. EOtC works here as a social practice in which participation is held together by
responsiveness. Rather than children having to fit a fixed structure, the structure adjusts to them, so

that care, responsibility, and belonging can move between participants.

While Maja’s account captures how participation is organized across the group, shared
activities provide concrete interactional situations in which this flexible participation unfolds. Shared
activities such as cooking over the fire, preparing food, and eating together create situations where
children gather around a shared focus, structuring attention, distributing responsibility, and regulating
the tempo of interaction. The following situation illustrates how such activities support social

participation through mutual focus, emotional alignment and flexible involvement:

“The children eat their packed lunches and later have soup with homemade bread. The smell of
campfire smoke, soup, hot chocolate, and bread fills the area. The children appear content and
eat without complaints; they want to eat the soup they helped prepare.”

(Observational note 3/3 — primary class)

In this situation, the children eat lunch together around the campfire, sharing both the preparation of
the soup and bread, as well as the meal itself. The smell of smoke, soup, and freshly baked bread, the
warmth of the fire, and the tactile experience of cutting vegetables and handling food together create
a sensory experience different from what can be experienced in the indoor classroom. For children
whose disabilities may involve heightened sensory sensitivity, this matters. These sensory qualities
of the outdoor setting support the calm and regulated mood that makes shared focus and flexible
participation possible. Several children have helped by cutting vegetables and observing the soup

being made, while others have remained nearby, playing, watching, or waiting. The atmosphere is
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calm, and the group’s attention is directed towards the shared activity of eating and being
together. Analytically, this situation can be understood as what Collins describes as an interaction
ritual: mutually focused emotion and attention created through a shared reality (Bo & Jacobsen,
2017). The children are physically co-present, oriented towards a shared focus, and aligned in
mood. Through this ritual, high emotional energy is producedin a stable and regulated
form, expressed as contentment, attentiveness, and quiet engagement, rather than excitement or
intensity. Importantly, participation does not depend on everyone contributing the same way.
Children engage differently, through helping, observing, waiting, or eating at their own pace, without
these differences being problematized. Shared activities strengthen group solidarity while enabling
flexible participation. The soup, the fire, and the homemade bread function as symbols of social
belonging and shared competence, precisely because they are made and consumed together.

This flexibility is also reflected in children’s own evaluation of EOtC. As Celina explains,
she likes EOtC because “here you can run around, then you are free” (Interview with Celina and
Liam 10/3 — primary class), capturing how EOtC allows variation in how children engage rather than
enforcing a single expression of involvement. Participation here does not depend on a single

expectation about behavior, pace, or performance.

Importantly, this slow rhythm does not emerge in the absence of structure. Rather, the temporal
openness observed in EOtC is framed and supported by predictable routines that help establish shared

expectations before activities unfold, as illustrated in the following situation:

“Several classes are present at the site. The area includes a campfire, tables, a small hill with
trees, and a play area behind it. The children and adults sit in a circle for the morning
gathering, where the teacher presents the day’s program using pictograms: listening,
campfire, hammock, soup, hot chocolate, forest play, bread baked over the fire, tidying up,

and visiting the animals.”
(Observational note 3/3 — primary class)

The morning gathering illustrates how structure and predictability are actively established in EOtC
through shared visual practices. Sitting together in a circle, children and adults are introduced to the
day’s activities using pictograms, which visually represent the sequence of what is about to happen.
Analytically, these pictograms function as shared group symbols that align expectations and establish

a common orientation toward the day ahead. Symbolic objects are described as an outcome of a
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positive interaction ritual by Collins; a marker participants can identify with that may invoke
emotions (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). Beyond providing information, the pictograms reduce uncertainty
and limit reliance on memory, language, or constant adult prompting. In this way, structure and
flexibility are combined: routines stabilize participation while still allowing engagement to vary

smoothly across situations.

However, the calm interactional space established through shared activities, and supported by the
physical openness of the context, is not self-sustained but actively maintained through everyday

interaction. This becomes visible in brief peer exchanges that unfold around shared activity:

“After eating the bread, the children move around the playground. The atmosphere is calm
and without conflict, something the teachers later note as positive. Two boys stand near the
adults grilling hotdogs. Silas shouts, ‘Are they ready soon?’ and Andreas turns toward him
and replies that it won’t go any faster just because he asks. Silas laughs and starts shouting
‘Are they ready soon?’ repeatedly. Andreas laughs along. The smell of grilled hotdogs
spreads as the children eat before the adults begin to pack up.”

(Observational note 5/3 — upper primary class)

Rather than escalating into irritation, Silas’ repeated questioning is treated playfully by Andreas, and
the exchange becomes a shared joke accompanied by laughter. Through Goffman’s concept of face-
work, this interaction maintains Silas’ positive social value and prevents disruption (Jacobsen &
Kristiansen, 2020). By responding without correction or irritation, Andreas allows the interaction to
continue without embarrassment, correction, or exclusion, thereby sustaining participation and the
calm atmosphere. This illustrates how interactional rituals are maintained through subtle peer-level

relational work.

Across these interactions, tempo plays a significant role in shaping participation. Shared activities
such as cooking over a fire, waiting for food to be ready, and eating together unfold at a slower pace
than many indoor classroom tasks. This slow rhythm reduces time pressure and the demand for
immediate responses, allowing pauses, repetitions, and waiting to be integrated into the interaction
without being experienced as problematic. Analytically, tempo supports emotional regulation and

tolerance for variations in engagement, enabling calm interaction to be sustained over time.
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Viewed together, these situations illustrate how EOtC can function as a community-producing social
space. Through shared activities, predictable routines, and everyday interaction, interaction rituals
emerge that are characterized by mutual focus, shared mood, and a relatively slow tempo. For children
whose disabilities may involve fluctuating energy, sensory sensitivity, or emotional regulation needs,
this slower and predictable rhythm is not incidental, but rather what makes sustained participation
possible without constant adult intervention. These conditions allow calm but sustained emotional
energy to develop, where participation does not rely on identical forms of engagement or constant

verbal contribution.

5.2.2 Peripheral participation as legitimate participation

The previous section focused on shared activities and collective interaction rituals. This section shifts
to one of the chapter’s central analytical claims: in EOtC, peripheral and reduced forms of
engagement are not the opposite of participation but a legitimate way of remaining socially included.
The analysis explores how disengagement can coexist with social belonging when withdrawal is
recognized, protected, and relationally supported. The following situation from the primary class
illustrates the most basic form of this pattern, where a child’s withdrawal is simply tolerated without

intervention:

“The children move back and forth between the tables and the forest. They are allowed to
sit, cut vegetables, and talk at the tables, but if they want to play, it must take place
elsewhere. One boy appears tired. He has brought his wagon with him, which he walks over
to and sits in. He follows the other children with his gaze and fiddles a little with his glove.
He is also holding an hourglass filled with green liquid, which he plays with.”

(Observational note 3/3 — primary class)

In this situation, a tired boy withdraws from the main activities by moving into his wagon, where he
sits quietly and engages with small, personal toys. He remains physically present in the shared space
but does not participate in tending to the fire or preparing food. From Goffman’s interactional
perspective, this situation is misinvolvement, more specifically external preoccupation, described
as distraction from the ongoing activity by focusing on something else (Bo & Jacobsen,
2017). The boy’s attention is directed away from the collective activity, and he does not engage in

the shared interaction. Importantly, this misinvolvement does not result in social
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correction, exclusion or adult intervention. The boy’s withdrawal is tolerated, and his
presence remains unquestioned by both adults and peers. His participation takes the form of quiet
observation and bodily presence rather than active contribution. This withdrawal is chosen rather than
imposed, a quiet stepping back. There is no explicit care needed, and his chosen presence is tolerated,
without the need for him to explain himself, suggesting that EOtC allows for temporary

withdrawal without threatening group cohesion or social belonging.

A similar pattern appears in the following situation from the lower secondary class, though here

withdrawal is accompanied by active peer support:

“While the soup is being added to the pot, the children move freely around the area. One girl,
Mia, who appears tired, sits in the shelter with her doll and observes. Other children regularly
approach her, sit with her, and check in. Several children mention feeling unwell, and the

)

group responds by sitting with one another, offering small hugs, and helping each other.’
(Observational note 2/3 — lower secondary class)

While the soup is being prepared, Mia moves away from the central activity and settles in the shelter
with her doll. As in the previous example, she withdraws from the ongoing shared task while
remaining physically present, which can also be understood as misinvolvement in Goffman's terms.
Mia’s peripheral participation is accompanied by recurring social interaction. Peers repeatedly
approach her, sit beside her, and ask how she is doing. These small acts of care function as face-work,
where the others protect her social value (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2020), signaling that Mia’s
withdrawal does not threaten her social standing in the group. Rather than being ignored or teased,
her reduced engagement is treated as meaningful and legitimate. Through these moments of checking
in and offering help, the group actively sustains Mia’s position as a participant, even though she is
not involved in the shared activity. Peripheral participation here is not solitary but relationally
supported. These interactions also contribute to group solidarity. Acts of care create moments of
bonding that reinforce the understanding that participation in EOtC includes attentiveness to others’
needs. This understanding is also reflected in the children’s own accounts: Maja explains that when
someone is tired, unwell, or sad, “we usually make groups so that you are with someone.” (Interview
with Maja and Silje 9/3 — lower secondary class). In this way, peripheral participation is not merely

tolerated but actively supported, allowing emotional regulation without social isolation.
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A more explicitly framed form of legitimized withdrawal appears later the same morning:

“Emilie looks sad most of the time and sits or walks by herself. The teacher talks to her, then
returns to the group and explains that Emilie is feeling a bit sad and that the others should
stop asking her. When it is time to eat, she sits on the bench with the others, but with her back
turned, and eats the soup. Maja gives her a friendly pat on the back. After we have eaten,
Emilie goes off by herself in the sunshine. Maja asks where she is, and the teacher explains

what she is doing. Maja replies that it is probably good for her today.”
(Observational note 9/3 — lower secondary class)

In this case, Emilie’s withdrawal is both sustained over time and explicitly framed by an adult. She
spends time alone, and the teacher explains her emotional state to the rest of the group. This
explanation functions as what Goffman would call protective face-work, presenting Emilie’s
disengagement as understandable and appropriate rather than disruptive. When eating together,
Emilie remains on the periphery, sitting with her back turned. Maja’s gentle pat on the back signals
recognition without pressure to reengage. Later, when Emilie walks alone in the sunshine, Maja
interprets this positively, echoing the teacher’s framing. Here, peripheral participation is actively
legitimized through adult mediation and peer support. Withdrawal is not only accepted but redefined
as beneficial for Emilie in that moment. By framing her disengagement in positive terms, both adults
and peers prevent misinterpretation, allowing Emilie to remain included without reentering the
activity. This illustrates how the combination of adult framing and peer attentiveness creates
conditions where withdrawal can be recognized as legitimate rather than interpreted as

disengagement.

Together, these cases illustrate different patterns of peripheral participation in EOtC. Mia’s
participation is sustained through recurring moments of care and check-ins by her peers. In Emilie’s
case, peripheral participation is explicitly legitimized through adult explanation and peer recognition.
These variations suggest that peripheral participation in EOtC is not a single form of disengagement,
but a range of participation modes shaped by relational context. Across all cases, misinvolvement
does not lead to exclusion or corrective interventions. Instead, withdrawal is accommodated in ways
that preserve social belonging. Peripheral participation therefore emerges as a legitimate form of
participation in EOtC, allowing children to regulate their engagement according to emotional and

physical needs without losing their place in the group. Participation is therefore not defined by
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constant activity or interaction, but by sustained inclusion through relational openness. What
distinguishes these cases from peripheral participation becoming marginalization is precisely the
relational visibility maintained throughout, adults and peers continue to register the child’s presence,
check-in and signal recognition. When this relational attention is absent, withdrawal can become
invisible rather than legitimate, and the child remains present but socially unacknowledged. This
relational openness is not just an outcome of being outdoors; it is produced through deliberate
institutional choices, such as the scheduling of regular EOtC, the staffing model that keeps groups
small, the pedagogical framing of EOtC as socially purposeful, and the legitimization of varied
engagement as part of school life. Peripheral participation is therefore not just a product of what peers
and adults do in the moment, but also a product of how the school has organized conditions that make

these moments possible.

5.2.3 When participation breaks down

Although EOtC often supports flexible and inclusive forms of participation, interaction can still break
down, and exclusion can occur. This section examines situations in which participation fails, focusing
on boundary-making, exclusion and emotional breakdown, and what these moments reveal about the
conditions that participation depends on. The following situation from the primary class illustrates

how peer-generated boundaries can produce exclusion within an otherwise inclusive setting:

“Liam, Hugo, and another girl are in a tree, laughing as Hugo jumps on a branch and makes it
sway. Mille asks to join, but Hugo says you must be 8 years old because it is a dangerous game.
Mille sits down and starts crying. Celina comes over and distracts Mille by showing her a potato
peeler and peeling a stick. Mille stops crying, and they return to the tree together. Hugo allows
Celina to join because she is 10, but not Mille, who runs off crying. An adult intervenes and says
that everyone is allowed to play in the tree. Mille then joins, and Hugo helps Liam up onto the

branch where he himself had been standing.”
(Observational note 10/3 — primary class)

In this situation, several children are engaged in shared play when Mille approaches and asks to join.
Hugo, acting as leader within the play, denies her access by introducing age as a criterion for
participation, framing the activity as dangerous. Through this justification, a boundary is drawn

between insiders and outsiders that appears protective, while simultaneously excluding a younger
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child. The context of EOtC offers other material conditions, bodily possibilities, and spatial positions
than the indoor classroom. Children can climb, hide, move away, and place themselves higher or
lower than others, creating small groups around certain places or activities. These affordances offer
new possibilities for participation, but also new ways of marking status, access, and exclusion. The
tree itself therefore becomes part of the social environment, its physical affordances directly shape
which children can climb up, who decides who may join, and who has the bodily access, courage or
competence to participate. These physical conditions of the environment therefore become part of
what determines whose participation is possible and on what terms. The tree does not simply function
as a physical object in the background of interaction. It becomes part of the interactional order itself,
structuring who can access the activity, who holds a position of height and visibility, and whose

bodily presence counts as legitimate participation.

Analytically, this situation demonstrates boundary-making as a social mechanism through which
access to participation is regulated. By introducing age as a criterion (“you must be 8 years old
because it is a dangerous game’’), Hugo defines who counts as legitimate participants in the situation,
making participation conditional rather than open. Mille’s exclusion represents a clear face-threat. In
Goffman’s terms, face refers to a person’s social value, and people tend to react emotionally when it
is publicly challenged (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2020). When her peers deny her access to the play,
none of them steps in to repair the threat, leaving Mille’s social position unprotected. Exclusion does
not follow from anything about Mille herself, but from the group holding to a norm of who counts as
competent or safe enough to join. As Goffman notes, bodily or behavioral differences become socially
consequential when interactional norms are held strictly (Goffman, 2009). This age-based boundary
positions her outside the play and turns a moment of shared activity into a scene in which belonging

1s defined and contested.

From Collin’s perspective, this response also signals a collapse in emotional energy. Emotional
energy is not limited to momentary emotional expressions, but refers to a more enduring sense of
confidence, vitality, or withdrawal that individuals carry with them from an interaction (Bo &
Jacobsen, 2017). Emotional energy can be high or low, and although it is not always immediately
visible, it becomes apparent through people’s actions, such as hesitant, passive, or withdrawn
behavior. Milles’s crying and withdrawal signals a sharp drop in emotional energy following the

breakdown of the interaction ritual. Shared focus dissolves, emotional alignment breaks down, and
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the situation fails to generate the energy required to sustain her participation. As a result, Mille
withdraws from the interaction altogether. Although Celina attempts to repair the situation by offering
distraction and companionship, this effort is insufficient. Only when an adult intervenes and explicitly
redefines the rules of participation in the play as everyone being allowed, regardless of age, does

Mille reenter the play.

This episode suggests that group solidarity in EOtC is not stable, but contingent on the ongoing
interactional ritual. Boundary-making here not only determines who is in or out of the group, it also
redirects mutual focus away from the child who is positioned at the edge, weakening the conditions
for her participation from within the ritual itself. In Collins’ terms, group solidarity and a sense of
belonging in the group emerge as outcomes of a successful interaction ritual characterized by shared
focus and emotional alignment (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). Boundary-making disrupts these conditions,
leading to a drop in emotional energy and weakening the basis for continued participation.
Participation therefore emerges as fragile and continuously negotiated, even in contexts that
otherwise support inclusive interaction. A different form of breakdown appears in the same morning,
where participation collapses not through exclusion but through emotional escalation following

physical conflict:

“Hugo comes crying down the hill, calling for the teacher, after a boy has hit him. She catches
him as he cries, flails his arms, and shouts after the boy. The teacher holds him and tries to
calm him down. She tells him she heard him ask the other boy to stop instead of hitting back,
and that this was very good. She asks the other children to move away and tells Hugo to take

1

a short break from the game to calm down.’
(Observational note 10/3 — primary class)

In contrast to the previous episode, this situation involves a breakdown of participation driven by
emotional escalation rather than exclusion. After being hit by another child, Hugo exits the play in
visible distress. From Collins’ perspective, the interactional ritual collapses as shared focus dissolves
and emotional alignment breaks down (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). Hugo’s intense crying, shouting, and
flailing of his arms signal a sharp drop in emotional energy, leaving him temporarily unable to remain
within the ongoing interaction. Here, adult intervention occurs immediately. Through Goffman’s
notion of face-work, the teacher actively protects Hugo’s social value by validating his behavior,

emphasizing that she heard him ask the other child to stop rather than to retaliate (Jacobsen &
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Kristiansen, 2020). This framing protects Hugo from shame and blame and repositions him as a
morally appropriate participant despite his emotional outburst. By holding him, asking the other
children to move away, and offering him a break, the teacher regulates both Hugo’s emotional state
and the surrounding interaction. This rapid repair prevents further escalation and stabilizes the
situation. Unlike the tree-climbing episode, where exclusion unfolded without early adult mediation,
the immediate presence of adult face-work here enables participation to be restored rather than further

eroded.

The two situations illustrate different forms of ritual breakdown in EOtC. In the tree-climbing
episode, the interaction ritual collapses due to boundary-making and exclusion, resulting in emotional
withdrawal and loss of group cohesion. In the second situation, participation breaks down through
emotional escalation following physical conflict, where shared focus dissolves due to distress rather
than exclusion. This distinction highlights that social participation can fail in multiple ways, even
within the same educational context. A further difference in the two situations lies in the timing and
role of adult intervention. The outdoor context of EOtC offers spatial conditions that can be beneficial
but also shape adults’ possibilities for oversight and proximity. When children climb up into a tree or
further away from where the adults are positioned, it becomes harder to follow the interaction closely,
notice emerging exclusion, and intervene in time. In the tree episode, adult involvement arrives late,
allows exclusion to unfold and emotional harm to take place before the situation is repaired. In the
second situation, earlier adult intervention prevents escalation and supports the restoration of
participation. This points to a structural tension in EOtC, the same spatial openness that enables
children to move freely, take on varied roles, and regulate their own involvement also creates
conditions in which adult oversight is more dispersed and timely intervention is less guaranteed.
Social participation in EOtC therefore depends not only on the enabling conditions the context

provides but also on active adult attentiveness to interactions that might unfold at a distance.

Both situations also point to a structural dimension of access that precedes the interactional level
entirely. As noted in the introduction to this chapter (section 5.2), children whose physical disabilities
significantly affected their mobility participated in EOtC activities where spatial conditions allowed
for it but were absent from others. Bodily access to the tree is not equally distributed among all
children, pointing to how structural conditions shape access. Before boundary-making among peers

becomes relevant, the physical environment itself determines whose participation is possible. The
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outdoor setting that enables flexible and varied participation for some children may simultaneously
be inaccessible to others, not through social exclusion but through material conditions. Across both
cases, who can participate is shaped not only by what happens between children, but by the spatial
and material conditions that frame what is possible in the first place, which will be further elaborated

in section 5.3.2.

These negative cases demonstrate that EOtC does not eliminate exclusion, conflict, or emotional
breakdown. Rather, such challenges remain present and must be actively managed within interaction.
Social participation in EOtC is shown to be continuously negotiated, even in contexts that otherwise
support flexibility and inclusion. Boundary-making among peers can weaken group solidarity, and
emotional escalation can disrupt interaction rituals, highlighting the limits of shared activities as a
guarantee for participation. At the same time, breakdown does not necessarily result in lasting
exclusion. Through adult face-work, emotional validation, and clear reframing of participation rules,
interaction can be repaired and participation restored. A third, more subtle form of failure also
warrants attention, however. The previous chapter showed how peripheral participation — withdrawal
that is tolerated and relationally supported — can function as a legitimate form of belonging. Yet
tolerance is not necessarily the same as inclusion. When a child’s reduced engagement becomes
habitual, peripheral participation risks becoming a marginalizing position rather than a chosen one
when it goes unrecognized. EOtC therefore emerges not as an inherently inclusive space, but as a
context in which inclusion depends on ongoing relational work, timely intervention, and a willingness

to recognize exclusion even when it does not appear to be exclusion at all.

5.3 Social conditions for participation across contexts

In line with this study’s subquestion concerning which contextual conditions enable or restrain
children’s access to peer community in a Danish special school, this chapter brings together the
analyses of indoor school and EOtC activities. By examining what differs across contexts and why,
the chapter sharpens the analytical understanding of how different school practices configure
participation through their organization of activities, roles, interactional norms, and opportunities for
repair. Where relevant, the findings are connected to existing research and theoretical perspectives,
not to evaluate the analysis against the literature but to situate the findings within the broader field
and qualify their implications. The chapter moves from concrete interactional patterns to the

contextual conditions and mechanisms that tend to enable or constrain participation across both
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contexts. This is also where the analysis moves beyond what the interactional theories alone can
explain, attending to the structural and organizational conditions that shape the situations examined
in sections 5.1 and 5.2. This section is structured in three parts. The first outlines the key patterns of
participation observed across both contexts. The second examines the contextual conditions and
generative mechanisms that shape these patterns, drawing on the empirical analysis before situating
the findings in existing research. The third synthesizes and discusses the findings, developing their

implications for how inclusion, EOtC, and special pedagogy are understood.

5.3.1 Patterns of participation across contexts

In the classroom, participation emerges as a moment-to-moment accomplishment that depends on the
stability of routines, the availability of adult mediation, and the interaction order’s capacity to absorb
disruption. When routines are held, and adult support is timely, children can maintain involvement
even when engagement is partial or intermittent. When routines break down, however, the classroom
offers few legitimate alternative positions. Children who cannot sustain the expected form of
engagement risk being positioned outside the interaction, either through withdrawal, escalation, or
adult correction that intensifies rather than repairs the breakdowns. This was visible across all three
dimensions of classroom participation examined in sections 5.1.1 through 5.1.3: predictability and
role flexibility, mediation and repair, and emotional regulation. In each case, participation proved
most fragile not when children behaved disruptively, but when the structural and relational conditions

of the classroom left little room to remain involved in a different way.

In EOtC, a different pattern emerges. Shared activities organized around collective tasks, such as
preparing food, lighting a fire, and moving through outdoor space together, created conditions in
which children could participate at different levels of involvement without losing social recognition.
The slow tempo, open spatial arrangements, and flexible adult roles created conditions in which
children could remain involved. Children moved in and out of activities, took on varied roles, and
briefly withdrew before rejoining, without their participation being questioned. Peripheral
involvement, whether observing from nearby, helping intermittently, or being quietly present,
functioned as a legitimate form of belonging rather than a sign of disengagement. At the same time,
EOtC was not uniformly enabling. Participation broke down in situations where peer boundary-

making went unmediated, where emotional escalation exceeded what the interaction could absorb,
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and where peripheral engagement became habitual and unremarked, sliding toward social invisibility

rather than chosen withdrawal.

Across both contexts, participation is neither a property of individual children nor a fixed outcome of
being present in an activity. It is produced through the interplay of organizational structures, relational
practices, and interactional dynamics that together determine whose engagement counts and on what
terms. What differs between contexts is not the children, but the conditions under which their varied

ways of engaging are recognized.

5.3.2 Conditions and mechanisms shaping participation

Participation becomes possible when contextual conditions and underlying mechanisms support
children’s involvement in ongoing activities rather than merely their physical presence. Following
Maciver et al.'s model of school participation (2019), the analysis identifies conditions operating at
three levels: the organizational level, concerning how activities, time, and space are structured; the
relational level, concerning how adults and peers position themselves within interactions; and the
institutional level, concerning how the school’s deliberate design shapes the conditions under which
both operate. Table 6 provides an overview of enabling and constraining factors across both contexts.
Each condition and mechanism is discussed in turn below, drawing first on the empirical analysis
before connecting the findings to existing research to situate them. Existing research was identified

through a systematic literature search, as described in section 2.3.
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Category Aspect

Enabling factors

Constraining factors

Contextual Qualities of adults Facilitative and Directive and
distributed; adults frame supervisory; adults
activities, intervene early ~ central to task
and less corrective progression; intervention

delayed or corrective

Contextual Qualities of peers Shared focus fosters Peer interaction often
collaboration; peer care secondary to task
and tolerance of difference completion; competition

for attention emerges

Contextual Qualities of Predictable, yet adaptable  Fixed, sequential routines

structures & routines allow situational ~ with limited tolerance for
organization adjustment deviation

Contextual Qualities of objects ~ Shared objects (fire, food, Individual, task-specific

& material tools) support collective materials tie engagement
focus and varied to correct performance
contribution

Contextual Qualities of spaces Open, flexible space Confined space with
tolerant of movement and  fixed seating and limited
repositioning movement

Mechanism Identity Children’s preferences, Valued identity tied to
needs, and embodied states compliance,
are recognized as attentiveness, and
legitimate normative student roles

Mechanisms Competences Opportunities to contribute  Valued identity tied to
at different levels; visible performance and
recognition of presence task completion

Mechanisms  Experience of body  Slow tempo, sensory High tempo, sensory

and mind tolerance, and regulated load, and performance
affect support emotional pressure contribute to
regulation and sustained emotional escalation or
involvement withdrawal

Participation = Form of Attendance combined with  Attendance without

pattern participation broad, non-normative involvement;

involvement; participation
sustained without constant
adult control

participation becomes
fragile, corrected, or
collapses into withdrawal
or exclusion

Table 6 — Overview of enabling and constraining factors
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Contextual conditions

A first condition concerns the role of adults. Across both contexts, adult involvement shaped
participation most consequentially through its timing and degree of directiveness rather than its mere
presence. In the EOtC situations observed, adult involvement functioned primarily as framing rather
than direct control: they organized activities and introduced predictable routines but did not
continuously direct children’s actions. When adult attention was distributed in this way, children were
able to participate on their own terms while still having access to help and emotional support when
needed. Intervention tended to arrive early enough to redirect rather than repair, and in a way that
preserved children’s agency. As observed in the classroom, adult attention was more tightly coupled
to task completion, meaning support was more often delayed or unavailable precisely in the moments
of uncertainty, disagreement, or emotional strain where it was most needed. When it did arrive, it
tended to do so in a more directive and corrective form that could itself become a source of face-
threat. The staffing model of EOtC, with smaller groups and more adults per child, structurally
increases the likelihood that intervention arrives before breakdown rather than after. Turning to
existing research, studies of EOtC in special school contexts similarly highlight how adults who
design activities balancing challenge and success allow children to experience themselves as capable
in ways that exceed narrow academic or diagnostic labels (Bradley & Male, 2017; Friedman et al.,
2024). What this analysis reveals is that the conditions enabling timely, facilitative interventions are

built into the organizational model rather than dependent on individual adult judgement alone.

A second condition concerns peer relations. Across both contexts, peers enabled participation by
helping one another, waiting, and accommodating differences in pace, energy, and involvement. Peer
interaction did not require uniform contribution but allowed children to remain part of the group even
when their engagement was partial or intermittent. Shared tasks that required collective effort, such
as preparing food or lighting a campfire, further supported a sense of togetherness without singling
out individual performance. Participation became fragile, however, when peers drew boundaries
around who was allowed to join an activity or perform certain roles, particularly in situations built
around competition or fixed roles where the room for inclusive participation narrowed. Looking to
existing research, these findings resonate with studies suggesting that EOtC can shift established
classroom hierarchies, enabling children who struggle in academic settings to contribute in other ways

and be recognized by peers (Barrett, 2020; Dyg et al., 2016). Research on school participation
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similarly identifies negative peer relations and exclusion as significant barriers to participation,
particularly for children who do not easily conform to normative participation expectations (Maciver
et al., 2019; Houtrow et al., 2012). Peer recognition, as this analysis shows, is structured by the
activity as much as by the relationship. When tasks are organized to allow varied contributions rather

than narrow normative performance, recognition follows.

A third condition concerns the organization of activities. Participation was enabled when routines
allowed for adaptation and variation rather than enforcing a single form of engagement. As observed
in EOtC, activities typically followed a familiar sequence supported visually through pictograms
while at the same time allowing children to participate actively, assist intermittently, observe from
nearby, or move in and out of the activity without their participation being questioned. Such flexibility
allowed children to regulate their engagement according to momentary needs while remaining
socially included. In the classroom, rigid structures left little space for children to adjust their mode
or intensity of participation when emotional or bodily needs shifted, and withdrawal was more likely
to be interpreted as disruptive or non-compliant. Existing research echoes this pattern. Participation
in special school contexts is supported when routines are consistent yet adaptable and responsive to
individual variation (Friedman et al., 2024; Peterson, 2011; Bradley & Male, 2017). Research further
identifies lack of individualization as a significant barrier to participation, particularly when structural
arrangements do not accommodate variation (Maciver et al., 2019; Friedman & Morrison, 2021). The
analysis supports these findings and adds that the tempo produced by organizational structures is
itself a participation condition: activities organized around shared tasks rather than tightly scheduled
ones produced a slower tempo that reduces the performance pressure most likely to trigger emotional

escalation and withdrawal.

Spatial and material conditions formed a fourth condition. In the EOtC situations observed, outdoor
environments were open and tolerant of movement, allowing children to reposition themselves, step
back temporarily, or engage from the periphery without leaving the shared social space. Shared
objects such as fire pits, food, and tools further supported parallel forms of engagement, where
children could contribute in different ways and at different levels. The possibility of briefly
withdrawing to a quieter spot before rejoining the group helps children remain involved over time
rather than disengaging altogether. In contrast, several observed classroom-based situations showed

how the spatial constraints of the indoor context limited children’s possibilities for withdrawal and
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return, making disengagement more visible and more likely to be corrected. Existing research
highlights how the spatial design and sensory qualities of outdoor contexts support participation by
giving children room for self-regulation and bodily comfort (Price, 2019; Friedman et al., 2024; Parks
et al., 2025). This study supports and specifies these claims by showing how the spatial tolerance of

EOtC interacts with the activity structure to make peripheral involvement socially valid.

Generative mechanisms

Within these contextual conditions, several underlying mechanisms shape whether participation was
enabled or constrained. The first concerns legitimacy. When children’s preferences, capacities, and
embodied states were recognized as valid, participation could take multiple forms. From a
Goffmanian perspective, this protected children’s faces by reducing the need to perform in a single,
normative way to remain legitimate members of the group (Jacobsen & Kristiansen, 2020). Presence,
observation, and intermittent engagement were treated as meaningful forms of participation rather
than failures to engage. When this recognition was absent, as observed in several classroom-based
situations, peripheral or quiet forms of engagement were interpreted as a problem requiring
correction, and children’s presence lost its participatory value. In such situations, children whose
ways of engaging differed from expected norms risked being seen as disengaged or uncooperative,
reflecting how narrow definitions of legitimate participation can work against children with
disabilities (Goodley, 2025; Thomas, 2007). Turning to existing research, findings on choice and
autonomy in EOtC connect directly to this mechanism: when children are given agency over how
they engage, their varied ways of participating are more likely to be recognized as valid (Bonati &
Dymond, 2019; Parks et al., 2025; Friedman et al., 2024). The analysis extends this by showing that
legitimacy is not only a matter of adult attitudes but also of how the activity structure itself defines

what counts as participation.

The second mechanism concerns emotional regulation and alignment. From Collins’ perspective,
shared activities characterized by slow tempo and mutual focus produce high emotional energy in a
stable, regulated form (Bo & Jacobsen, 2017). Bodily rhythms, attention, and affect are brought into
alignment, enabling sustained participation without specific demands for control or performance.
When this alignment broke down, as in situations where emotional escalation exceeded what the
interaction could contain, participation collapsed rapidly, and the residual low emotional energy

children carried afterwards further reduced their capacity for involvement. Existing research supports
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the importance of this mechanism. Calm sensory environments, shared routines, and rhythmic
activities such as preparing food or making hot drinks help children remain emotionally and socially
engaged over time, making sustained participation possible without escalation or withdrawal
(Friedman et al., 2024; Fiskum & Jacobsen, 2015; Boily et al., 2025). The conditions under which
emotional regulation becomes possible are therefore not inherent to EOtC, as this analysis shows, but

produced through deliberate organizational choices about time, staffing, and activity structure.

The third mechanism concerns competence recognition. Opportunities to contribute, whether through
helping, preparing food, or simply being present, support identities of being capable and useful. These
roles were accessible to children with different abilities, reinforcing a sense of value within the social
community. When activities offered few such opportunities, or when children’s contributions went
unrecognized, the mechanisms sustaining involvement weakened. Looking to existing research,
studies on EOtC show how participation in authentic tasks allows children to experience
responsibility and usefulness, reinforcing a sense of belonging within the social community (Flynn
et al., 2024; Barrett, 2020; Bonati & Dymond, 2019). This connects to what the literature describes
as identity reinvention in EOtC: children labeled as struggling or disruptive in classroom contexts
often find competence, recognition, and new social roles outdoors (Parks et al., 2025; Svestad, 2017;
Hanssen, 2016). The present analysis supports these findings and adds that competence recognition
depends not only on the type of activity but on whether the organizational conditions allow varied

contributions to be valued in the first place.

Form of participation

Under enabling conditions, participation takes the form of attendance combined with broad, non-
normative involvement. Children remain socially and emotionally connected to the group even when
their engagement is intermittent, peripheral, or quiet. Participation does not depend on constant adult
direction, but on contextual conditions that allow these mechanisms to operate together. Under
constraining conditions, participation persists as attendance without involvement or shifts into non-
participation. Children remain physically present but become socially, emotionally, or interactionally
disconnected from the activity. These outcomes are not explained by individual characteristics alone,
nor do they reflect a failure of the school’s intentions. Rather, they point to how certain structural
conditions, including narrow definitions of legitimate participation, limited tolerance for deviation,

and delayed mediation, can constrain participation even in settings deliberately designed to support
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it. EOtC practices appear to provide particularly favorable conditions for this form of participation
by combining flexible organization, tolerant spatial arrangements, and pedagogical goals that value
varied forms of involvement. Fragility is a structural feature of participation, not a personal

shortcoming.

5.3.3 Participation as contextually produced

The analysis across both contexts points to a central conclusion: participation is not a property of the
individual child, but a condition produced through the organization of school life. What determines
whether children with disabilities can remain socially involved is not primarily their diagnoses,
impairments, or individual capacities, but how activities, roles, adult practices, and spatial
arrangements are organized around them. It is not the child that changes between contexts. It is that
the situation changes what counts. What varies across contexts is not children’s capacity to

participate, but the conditions under which their varied ways of engaging are recognized as valid.

This understanding challenges deficit-oriented approaches to inclusion that locate the problem of
participation within the child. Within Disabled Children's Childhood Studies, the findings show that
inclusion is produced through everyday organization, through rhythms, routines, and relations that
make difference livable rather than visible as deviation (Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2014; Warming,
2019). EOtC does not remove barriers by changing children. It changes the social and material
arrangements that produce those barriers. When role flexibility increases and face-work demands
decrease, children whose classroom identity has been shaped by what they cannot do gain access to

positions defined by what they can.

EOtC matters precisely because it reorganizes some of those barriers, not only through the outdoor
context itself, but through the deliberate organizational choices that context makes possible. When
adult roles shift from directive to facilitative, when structures accommodate variation rather than
enforce uniformity, and when spatial and material arrangements distribute rather than concentrate
demands, participation is enabled. Across both contexts, the barriers that most consistently constrain
participation are in organizational and relational conditions that decide whose engagement counts.
Peripheral participation occupies a particular place in this picture. The analysis shows that peripheral
participation can function as a chosen and legitimate form of belonging. This connects to Lave and

Wenger’s (1991) concept of legitimate peripheral participation, where individuals can engage from
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the edges of a community in ways that are recognized as valid rather than understood as
disengagement. EOtC appears to create conditions in which such peripheral engagement is more
consistently treated as legitimate, because the activity structure, spatial arrangements, and adult
practices make room for varied forms of involvement. In the classroom, the same forms of
engagement are more often interpreted as non-compliance. Yet legitimacy is not guaranteed by the
setting alone. When peripheral engagement becomes habitual and goes unnoticed by adults and peers,
it risks sliding from a recognized position at the edge of the community toward social invisibility.
The difference between legitimate peripheral participation and marginalization is determined not by
the form of involvement itself, but by whether it is seen, accepted, and relationally supported within

the ongoing interaction.

This has implications for how the inclusion paradox is understood in Danish education policy.
Inclusion reforms have sought to move children with disabilities into mainstream settings, yet
research has documented that such moves can produce new forms of exclusion when institutional
conditions are misaligned with children’s needs (Henze-Pedersen et al., 2016). The findings of this
thesis suggest that the relevant question is not where children are placed but where the conditions for
legitimate and meaningful involvement are present in the setting. The special school in this study
succeeded in creating participation not despite its structure, but through it: smaller groups, predictable
routines, specialized adult knowledge, and the flexibility to adapt tempo and task to children’s actual
conditions on a given day. These are features not necessarily unique to special schools. They are
organizational conditions that, in principle, can be created in any setting, and their absence in
mainstream schools, rather than the presence of disability, is what most consistently produces
exclusion (Barnes & Mercer, 2004; Moesby-Jensen & Bonfils, 2023). This points beyond EOtC itself.
If participation is produced through organizational structures, pedagogical goals, and adult practices
that decide whose contributions are recognized, then inclusion in special schools is best understood
not as a property of children to be assessed but as a condition of the school to be designed (Willis et

al., 2017; Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2014; Warming, 2019).

For special-school pedagogy, the findings point to three levers most likely to affect children’s
participation in practice: the timing and degree of directiveness of adult involvement, the flexibility
of organizational structures in accommodating varied forms of engagement, and the legitimacy

granted to varied forms of being present. These are not primarily matters of individual pedagogical
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skill but of institutional design. The decisions that shape participation most consequentially, how time
is organized, how many adults are present, and whose contributions are recognized, are made at the
organizational level. Attending to them is therefore as much a structural task as it is a pedagogical

one.

6 Concluding remarks

This thesis asked how children with disabilities experience and negotiate social participation in
education outside the classroom in a Danish special school, and under what conditions participation
is enabled or constrained. The analysis addressed this question across three dimensions: the
interactional mechanisms through which participation is produced, the contextual conditions that
enable or constrain it, and the forms participation takes under different conditions. Participation in
EOtC is interactionally produced through shared focus, peer care, and the legitimization of different
forms of engagement, mechanisms that depend on deliberate organizational choices rather than the
outdoor context alone. The contextual conditions that most consistently enable access to peer
community are facilitative adult roles, flexible structures that accommodate variation, and spatial
arrangements that meet different demands. Under enabling conditions, participation takes the form
of attendance combined with different forms of involvement specific to the needs of the child. Under
constraining conditions, it narrows to attendance without involvement or collapses into non-
participation altogether. These findings point to participation as neither a property of the individual
child nor a fixed outcome of being present, but a relational and situational achievement produced
through the everyday organization of school life. The increased risk of limited participation faced by
children with disabilities (Houtrow et al., 2012; Amholt et al., 2026) cannot be understood as a deficit
located in the child. It is, as relational disability scholarship has long argued, produced through the
interplay of impairment and the social, material, and institutional barriers that surround it (UN, 2006;

Goodley, 2025; Thomas, 2007).

The findings also confirm what children themselves showed: they are not passive recipients of
pedagogical conditions but active negotiators of their own participation. Children sought out roles
that fitted their capacities, withdrew and returned on their own terms, and repaired disrupted situations
together. Where adults offered choices and recognized different contributions, participation was
enabled. This aligns with the rights-based commitment, established in both the UNCRC and the

CRPD, that disabled children have the right not only to be present but to exercise influence over their
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own lives (UN, 1989; UN, 2006; Warming, 2019). Maja’s words, “we mostly stay together”, capture
precisely what the analysis has traced: participation as a collective, relational achievement that

depends on conditions being arranged so that staying together remains possible.

These findings carry concrete implications for social work practice. Social work has a mandate to
support participation and inclusion for vulnerable children across institutional contexts, not only by
addressing individual functioning, but by attending to the conditions in which children live their
everyday lives. Andersen (2015) argues that social interventions fail when they are built around
standardized categories rather than the citizen’s own description and understanding of their situation,
and that meaningful support requires a social analysis built from a person’s own definition of

problems, resources and possibilities.

The contribution of this thesis is to show, through children's everyday lives in one Danish special
school, how participation is enabled or constrained, moment-to-moment, in the rhythms, relations,
and arrangements that make up school life. In doing so, it contributes to research on social
participation by demonstrating that participation among children with disabilities is a relational and
situational achievement rather than a fixed outcome, produced through interactions between
organizational structures, social relations, and activity contexts. Specifically, this analysis identifies
legitimacy, emotional alignment, and organizational flexibility as key generative mechanisms
shaping children’s access to peer community. The findings contribute to the growing body of research
in EOtC through a qualitative, interactions-focused approach that centers children’s lived experiences
and examines how participation is produced, sustained, or challenged in specific situations,
addressing the gap of qualitative studies focusing on in-depth data in current knowledge of EOtC
(Stahlhut et al., 2025). What this thesis demonstrates, through children’s own perspectives and
everyday interactions, is that participation is always organized, and that what gets organized

determines who can belong.
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