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Acta Univ. Oul. E 179, 2018
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Abstract

This study brings together the politics of belonging, relational narrative inquiry and values and
values education in the context of Finnish early childhood education. The study draws on the
politics of belonging within which belonging and exclusion are understood as relational rather
than individual phenomena. The significant relations for belonging and exclusion do not just
emerge between humans, but they are also material, cultural and political. The study asks how the
politics of belonging are shaped in young children’s diverse relations in a Finnish preschool
context.

The onto-epistemological premise of the study relies on the relational narrative inquiry. The
study was implemented in six Finnish preschools, where the children’s ages ranged from 1 to 5
years. The research material consisted of written small stories, videos, participatory observations,
field notes and discussions with the educators. The analysis was based on holistic reading and re-
reading and supported by the idea of small stories and theory of gaps.

The findings highlight three interrelated entrances to understanding the politics of belonging
in the preschool context. First, the study emphasises the politics of belonging as constantly shaped
and lived in daily encounters. The findings illustrated the co-existence of belonging and exclusion.
Usually it was one child who was excluded by other children in the fleeting moments of daily life,
and often when the educators were not present. Second, the study reveals the meaning of the
pedagogical practices in the politics of belonging. Pedagogical practices were tightly surrounded
with the materiality, institutional routines and cultural aspects, such as spaces, artefacts, routines,
rules, curriculum and legislation. The third entrance provides insights into the value-bound nature
of the politics of belonging. Belonging emerged as closely related to democratic, caring and
disciplinary values. The findings raised a tension between individually and collectively oriented
values. The study argues for understanding the politics of belonging shaped in a landscape of
diverse relations and value fields, where the children were active agents in their belonging and
exclusion.

Keywords: belonging, early childhood education, exclusion, politics of belonging,
relational narrative inquiry, small stories, values
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Tiivistelmä

Väitöskirja yhdistää yhteenkuuluvuuden politiikan, suhteisen kerronnallisen tutkimuksen sekä
arvot ja arvokasvatuksen suomalaisen varhaiskasvatuksen kontekstissa. Yhteenkuuluvuuden
politiikka käsitteenä haastaa tutkimaan yhteenkuuluvuutta ja poissuljetuksi tulemista suhteissa
muotoutuvana ilmiönä ennemmin kuin yksilön näkökulmasta. Suhteisuus nostaa esille ihmisten
välisten suhteiden lisäksi myös materiaaliset, kulttuuriset ja poliittiset suhteet merkityksellisinä
yhteenkuuluvuudelle. Tutkimus kysyy: Kuinka yhteenkuuluvuuden politiikka muotoutuu pienten
lasten moninaisissa suhteissa suomalaisessa päiväkotikontekstissa?

Tutkimuksen onto-epistemologinen lähtökohta on suhteisessa kerronnallisessa tutkimusot-
teessa. Tutkimus toteutettiin kuudessa päiväkodissa, joissa lapset olivat 1–5-vuotiaita. Tutkimus-
aineisto koostui kirjoitetuista pienistä kertomuksista, videoista, osallistuvista havainnoinneista,
muistiinpanoista ja keskusteluista varhaiskasvattajien kanssa. Tutkimusaineiston analyysi poh-
jautui kokonaisvaltaiseen luentaan ja uudelleen luentaan, soveltaen kerronnallisia käsitteitä ”pie-
net kertomukset” ja ”välien teoria”.

Tulokset tuovat esille kolme toisiinsa kietoutunutta näkökulmaa. Ensiksi tutkimus korostaa
yhteenkuuluvuuden politiikkaa jatkuvasti muuttuvana ja arjen kohtaamisissa muotoutuvana
ilmiönä. Tulokset havainnollistavat yhteenkuuluvuuden ja poissuljetuksi tulemisen samanaikais-
ta olemassaoloa. Yleensä yksi lapsi poissuljettiin leikin ulkopuolelle arjen ohikiitävissä hetkis-
sä, joissa työntekijöitä ei ollut läsnä. Toiseksi tutkimus nostaa esille pedagogisten käytänteiden
merkityksen. Pedagogiset käytänteet suhteissa materiaan, institutionaalisiin rutiineihin ja kult-
tuurisiin näkökulmiin tuottivat yhteenkuulumista ja poissuljetuksi tulemista. Tulokset avaavat
tilojen, tavaroiden, rutiinien, sääntöjen, varhaiskasvatussuunnitelman perusteiden sekä lainsää-
dännön merkityksiä. Kolmas näkökulma avaa arvojen ja arvokasvatuksen kietoutuneisuuden.
Yhteenkuuluvuuden politiikka liittyy läheisesti demokraattisiin, hoivan ja välittämisen sekä
kurin ja järjestyksen arvoalueisiin. Tutkimus paljastaa jännitteitä suhteessa yksilöllisiin ja yhtei-
söllisiin arvoihin. Tutkimus haastaa tarkastelemaan yhteenkuuluvuuden politiikkaa moninaisten
suhteiden ja arvojen maisemassa, jossa lapset ovat aktiivisia toimijoita yhteenkuulumisessaan ja
poissuljetuksi tulemisessaan.

Asiasanat: arvot, kerronnallinen tutkimus, pienet kertomukset, poissuljetuksi tuleminen,
suhteisuus, varhaiskasvatus, yhteenkuuluvuuden politiikka, yhteenkuuluvuus





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ajan kehrän kertomuksia; 

yksin ja yhdessä, 

valoja ja varjoja, 

pysähtymisiä ja liikettä, 

lähellä ja kaukana, 

mennyt ja tuleva. 
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1 Introduction 

It is early morning in the preschool. A 3-year-old boy named Luke is wandering 

the hall after breakfast. Some girls—Anna, Sofia and Sanni—are playing with 

the boys, Jonas, Alvar and Mike, in the playroom. All the children are 3 to 4 

years-old. Jonas is sitting in the lap of the educator, Lisa. The children in the 

room are pretending that they are cats and dogs, and they are building an 

airplane in the sofa. Luke stands on the threshold of the playroom and looks 

keenly at the other children. Suddenly, he gets on his knees and crawls to the 

others, saying, “I am a little dog”. (Continued in Chapter 2) 

This was the beginning of a small story, ‘Luke the little dog’, that I encountered at 

one of the preschools1 participating in my study. I had placed myself in the hall, 

near Luke, with a video camera; I was getting ready to plunge into the life of the 

early childhood education setting. However, something happened on the threshold: 

Luke, a 3-year-old boy with blond hair and enthusiastic eyes, decided to play the 

role of a little dog and entered the playroom with a desire to join the others’ play. 

The children greeted him with smiles, and Luke was included in the joint play 

within a few seconds. Still, joining the play with others was not always that simple 

for Luke, nor was it for the other children participating in my study. This small 

story continued for several days, and there were many turning points in it. The story 

of Luke has two functions in this study: it indicates both the theoretical and 

methodological orientation of the research. First, it illustrates the topic, the politics 

of belonging, and second, it is connected to the narrative approach employed in this 

study. In my study, I am interested in the moments when a child becomes an insider 

or outsider in a preschool context. Luke’s story offers glimpses into children’s 

diverse relations–how children search for company, and how they are included and 

excluded.  

This study is a narrative inquiry focussing on young children’s belonging and 

exclusion in a Finnish early childhood education and care context (ECEC later in 

the text). The study has been conducted in close connection with three broader 

research projects, as follows: TelLis, BELONG and ValuEd2 (details in Subchapter 

                                                        
1 Here, a preschool represents an early childhood education institution for children aged from 1 to 6 
years; it is synonymous with the concept of a day care centre or kindergarten.  
2 TelLis project (“Children tell of their wellbeing – who listens?”, 2010–2013, project number 21892, 
Academy of Finland); BELONG project (From exclusion to belonging: developing narrative practices 
in day care centers and schools, 2013–2015, project number 264370, Academy of Finland); ValuEd-
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1.4). Previous research has shown that human beings have a fundamental need to 

belong, as well as to form and maintain interpersonal relations (Baumeister & Leary, 

1995; May, 2013). Belonging to a community is assumed to be a crucial part of the 

individual’s wellbeing (Allardt, 1993). Rogoff (2003), among others, notes that 

participation and action in cultural communities are part of human beings’ 

development.  

Belonging has been widely discussed in traditionally multicultural societies, 

such as Australia, New Zealand and the United Kingdom. For example, belonging 

is a significant concept in the ECEC curricula in Australia and New Zealand 

(Australian Government, 2009; New Zealand Government, 2017). The recent 

increase in immigration and diversity has made belonging a highly topical issue in 

the Nordic countries, as well as in the rest of Europe. In the year 2016, 6,6% of 

Finland’s population were citizens with foreign background, and most of them were 

either children or at working age (Statistics Finland, 2017). Recent studies on 

ECEC have pointed out that even young children encounter exclusion and bullying 

in preschools (e.g., Kirves & Sajaniemi, 2012; Nutbrown & Clough, 2009; Puroila, 

Estola, & Syrjälä, 2012b). Children’s exclusion creates inequality and 

marginalisation, which are regarded as scientifically and societally significant 

educational issues, both in Finland and around the world (Macartney, 2012; 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016; Puroila et al., 

2012b). These notions challenge researchers and educators to deepen the 

understanding of belonging and exclusion in children’s everyday lives in ECEC. 

In previous research, the concept of belonging has been approached from two 

slightly different but interrelated perspectives—the sense of belonging and the 

politics of belonging (Stratigos, Bradley, & Sumsion, 2014; Yuval-Davis, 2011). 

The sense of belonging refers to people’s emotional attachments to others and 

communities, while the politics of belonging explores how belonging operates 

between people and their environments, that is, “how different groups continuously 

produce and reproduce the boundaries of membership” (Nagel, 2011, p. 120). In 

this study, the emphasis is on the politics of belonging. I approach the politics of 

belonging in preschools as a relationally constructed and value-bound phenomenon. 

This study relates to the scientific field of childhood studies in which childhood 

is considered as a social and multidimensional phenomenon, and children are 

viewed as active agents in a society and in their communities (Alanen, 2005; James 

                                                        
project (Values Education in Nordic Preschools: Basis of Education for Tomorrow, 2013–2015, project 
number 53581, Nordforsk). 
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& James, 2008). I have approached the children’s daily lives in their own 

community of a preschool group (see also Karlsson, 2012; Kellet, 2010). Although 

I am interested in children’s daily lives, my focus is not on individual children, but 

rather the complex nexus of relations where children’s belonging, and exclusion 

emerge. Preschools are significant communities for children to engage in relations 

and exercise membership. Therefore, preschools are crucial for the construction of 

the politics of belonging. As Dahlberg and Moss (2005) write, educational settings 

form sociocultural communities where children should be able to learn, participate 

and experience respect and belonging. In democratic societies, all children, 

regardless of their age, gender, ethnic, linguistic and cultural backgrounds, have a 

right to experience belonging and membership in their communities (Organisation 

for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016). 

The politics of belonging provides conceptual tools for exploring belonging 

and exclusion as intertwined aspects of human life. As England (2011) notes, there 

is no belonging without exclusion. In this study, I understand that the politics of 

belonging includes both these sides—belonging and exclusion operating 

simultaneously in daily life. The politics of belonging is an emerging research field 

that has rarely been addressed in ECEC. As Stratigos et al. (2014) and Sumsion and 

Wong (2011) note, children’s role and position in producing belonging and 

exclusion has largely been ignored in previous studies, and they challenge 

researchers to take children’s experiences into account. This study aims to fill these 

gaps.  

1.1 Setting up the aims and the research question 

The objective of this study is to deepen the understanding of the politics of 

belonging in a preschool context. Although, the study is conducted as a part of the 

broader projects, this study focuses on the concept of the politics of belonging. The 

specific aims are set at three levels; empirical, theoretical and conceptual, and 

pedagogical. Primarily, I aim to produce empirical knowledge about how the 

politics of belonging are shaped in diverse relations between children and their 

environments in the daily lives of preschools. At the theoretical and conceptual 

level, this study aims to elaborate the conception of the politics of belonging thus 

contributing to scientific discussions in ECEC research. At pedagogical level, the 

study aims to identify the practices that promote or hinder children’s belonging and 

exclusion in early education settings. The following research question covers three 

sub-studies of this doctoral thesis:  
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How are the politics of belonging shaped in young children’s diverse relations 

in a Finnish preschool context?  

The study proceeds in the following way. Subchapter 1.2 continues to introduce the 

context of the study, namely the Finnish ECEC. Subchapter 1.3 gathers previous 

research on the concept of belonging. The study process and included research 

articles, Articles I, II and III, are presented in Subchapter 1.4. Chapter 2 explores 

the theoretical and methodological starting points of the study, presenting 

narrativity, the politics of belonging and values as intertwined conceptions in this 

research. Chapter 3 describes the research process, participants, research material, 

analysis and ethical issues confronted during the study. The findings of the study 

are summarised in Chapter 4. The final chapter, Chapter 5, reflects on the findings 

at the empirical, theoretical and pedagogical levels. In addition, this chapter takes 

an evaluative perspective on the implementation of the study, and it looks forward 

to future research. 

1.2 The context of the study – Early childhood education in Finland 

According to Välimäki (1998) the day care system in Finland began to develop in 

about 1850. The first Finnish kindergarten was established in Tammisaari in 1861. 

She opens up that it was based on the idea of supporting families in their upbringing, 

especially there were concerns of the poor families and girls without decent care. 

In the beginning of the 1900th century, kindergartens and créches were provided by 

different associations, communities and industrial employees. The government’s 

role was to control financial perspectives and the first legislation took place in 1927 

(Välimäki 1998). Strong industrialisation, reconstruction and the formation of the 

welfare state emerged in 1950s, which increased the need for a day care system. 

Initially, the aim of the day care system was purely sociopolitical; it was to provide 

day care for children while parents worked outside their homes (Lujala, 2007). The 

ECEC was governed under the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health but it became 

an administrative sector of the Ministry of Education and Culture in 2013. The 

preschools are organised by the public or private sector. The number of private 

preschools has increased in the past 10 years. 

Currently, ECEC is based on the combination of education, teaching and care, 

and it is provided for children under the age of 7 years. Children can enter preschool 

from the age of 9–10 months to 6 years on a voluntary basis. At 6 years of age, 

children attend pre-primary school, which is now part of the compulsory education 
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programme. In the year 2016, 69,3% of 6 year-old children participated also in the 

early childhood education, after the 4 hours’ pre-primary school (Sosiaali- ja 

terveysministeriö, 2017). According to a recent report by Karila, Kosonen and 

Järvenkallas (2017), 27.9% of children under 3 years old participate in ECEC in 

Finland, as well as 73.8% of 3 to 5 year-old children. The number of children 

participating in ECEC is much lower in Finland compared with other Nordic 

countries, as well as 28 other OECD countries. The low ECEC attendance is also 

below the EU target (OECD, 2017). This issue has recently been a topic in multiple 

discussions at the scientific and societal levels in Finland. The government is 

seeking to increase the number of children participating in ECEC. 

In the framework of this study, my interest lies at the level of the preschool 

group. There are multiple terms for early childhood settings, and the conceptions 

vary from country to country. In this study, I use the term preschool to refer to a 

full-day institutional early childhood setting in which children’s ages range from 1 

to 6 years. In the ECEC settings, children are usually divided into groups according 

to their age and the legislation-defined ratios between children and qualified staff 

members. Each qualified teacher3 or nurse4 is responsible for four children aged 1–

3 years old or eight children aged 3–6 years old. Children aged 3–5 years are often 

placed in the same group, with each educator responsible for eight children. In this 

study, the term educator refers to both teachers and nurses working in the 

preschools. This study does not aim to compare the pedagogical work of teachers 

and nurses, so they are encompassed under the same term, educator, since they are 

both qualified to work in the preschool context in Finland. Children enter pre-

primary education at the age of 6, and these pre-primary education groups can be 

situated in the same complex as the preschools or part of the primary schools. There 

are other ways to organise groups, such as placing siblings in the same group, but 

that is not as common as grouping by age.  

At the societal level, ECEC has gone through multiple major changes and 

improvements in the past decades in Finland. The changes are viewed as shifts in 

the legislation and core curriculum, as well as the understanding of the child, 

learning and teaching. The new core curriculum became a legislative document at 

the beginning of August 2017. The core curriculum emphasises that ECEC should 

develop children’s collaboration and communication skills, encourage children to 

                                                        
3 A qualified teacher is a person who holds a 3-year undergraduate or 5-year master’s degree in 
education from a university or a person who has graduated from the University of Applied Sciences as 
a qualified preschool teacher.  
4 A nurse is a person who has completed a 3-year degree in vocational school and specialised in ECEC. 
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interface in peer groups and guide them to respect others and serve as members of 

society (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). There is a shift toward 

democratic values in the new core curriculum, and it emphasises the children’s 

participation, rights to influence and equality in the diversity of the group.  

In relation to the focus of this study—the politics of belonging—the core 

curriculum highlights that the aim is for each child to feel that he/she belongs; 

personnel’s responsibility is to help those children who are at risk of not achieving 

a sense of belonging (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). Belonging is 

addressed as an important part of human development, and it is the educator’s 

responsibility to support belonging. The core curriculum emphasises the 

perspective of the individual child’s sense of belonging, while at the same time, 

there is a strong tendency towards democratic and collective values. This opens a 

fruitful starting point for exploring the politics of belonging in the daily life of the 

preschools. 

1.3 Framing the concept of belonging – Previous research 

Where do you belong? Do you think of people near you, groups or communities, 

certain places or your nationality? The conceptual multiplicity of belonging has 

challenged me greatly in this research: How do I locate this study in the theoretical 

landscape when working with the fields of childhood studies and ECEC? The 

concept of belonging has been discussed in a range of disciplines, such as 

psychology, sociology and social geography, but only slightly in the field of ECEC. 

Lähdesmäki et al. (2016) write that studies focussing on belonging have increased 

greatly in the 2000s. However, while the amount of research has increased, several 

scholars have noted that the concept of belonging is still vaguely defined and ill 

theorised (Antonsich, 2010; Mahar, Cobigo, & Stuart, 2012; Mee &Wright, 2009). 

Belonging as a concept is closely connected to many other concepts, such as 

inclusion, participation, democracy, and community. Theoretically, the notion of 

inclusion is often related with exclusion in the field of inclusive education 

(Armstrong, Armstrong, & Spandagou, 2011). Ainscow and his colleagues (2006) 

write that the narrow definition of inclusion refers to promoting the inclusion of 

specific students who need special education. In contrast, the broader definition of 

inclusion focusses on how educational settings respond to the diversity of all 

students. Belonging is closely related to the concept of participation and 

democracy (Mannion, 2007; Zachrisen, 2016). Skelton (2008) notes that if children 

are considered active agents, their participation and consideration are required. In 
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Article 12 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), it is underlined that 

children have a right to express their views in all matters affecting them. In the 

studies of exclusion, the concept of bullying is used in educational studies focussing 

on social relations (Kirves & Sajaniemi, 2012; Thornberg, Wänström, Hong, & 

Espelage, 2017).  

England (2011) points out the multiplicity of the concept of community that 

social theorists have been examining for over a century. She describes that 

community can be scaled from the global to the local, from a light social network 

to an intensive community that shares the same values and goals. People formulate 

a community for various reasons in a certain time and place (England, 2011). Early 

childhood settings are children’s entry points to the wider society (Olwig & Gulløv, 

2003). England (2011, p. 103) concludes that the meaning of community is 

subjective, and it can be understood as a concept, process and effect. Moreover, 

England (2011) comments that “the concept of community involves issues of 

inclusion and exclusion, of unity and division, of heterogeneity and homogeneity” 

(p. 92). Children do not come to preschools by their own will; it is their parents’ 

decision. This study takes a step toward exploring the concept of belonging as 

ontologically based on relationality and a fundamental part of children’s existence 

in an educational community. 

In previous research on belonging, the predominant perspective has involved 

the sense of belonging, which refers to the individual’s emotional attachment to 

other individuals and communities. This subjective orientation has been widely 

studied in psychological and sociological studies (e.g., Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Bowlby, 1969; Parsons, 1951). According to Nagel (2011), “Belonging is partly a 

matter of the heart–it is a feeling of being part of something and some place, and 

its absence is felt very keenly” (p. 110). In the studies of disabilities, Mahar et al. 

(2012) have developed a transdisciplinary conceptualisation of the sense of 

belonging, which they “define as a subjective feeling of value and respect derived 

from a reciprocal relationship to an external referent that is built on a foundation of 

shared experiences, beliefs or personal characteristics” (p. 1026). In these (social) 

psychologically oriented approaches, belonging is conceptualised as a personal, 

informal feeling of being part of something and/or some place. 

In the context of ECEC research, the sense of belonging has been approached 

from various perspectives. For instance, Singer and de Haan (2007) and 

Hännikäinen (2007) have studied young children’s sense of belonging in terms of 

togetherness. Hännikäinen (2007) defines togetherness as a feeling or sense that 

people create together, again and again, in their activities. These studies highlight 
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children’s multiple expressions of belonging, such as verbal and physical closeness 

to each other and sharing play and learning. Many studies have also focussed on 

the meaning of friendship as a part of children’s development and overall wellbeing 

(Corsaro, 2003; Degotardi & Pearson, 2014; Hännikäinen, 1999; Rogoff, 2003). 

Koivula and Hännikäinen (2016) use the concept of a sense of community. Their 

study opens the development of the sense of community through three interrelated 

stages, as follows: experiences in joint play, formulating stable friendships and the 

emergence of emotional bonding between children (Koivula & Hännikäinen, 2016). 

Johansson (2017) states that a sense of belonging is “a matter of children’s very 

existence and part of the everyday life in preschool” (p. 13), and children’s 

commitment to sharing worlds with peers evolves early in life.  

In many studies, belonging is perceived as a dynamic, constantly shaped 

phenomenon that is often taken for granted (Antonsich, 2010; May, 2013; Mee & 

Wright, 2009; Sumsion & Wong, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011). The concept of 

belonging has often been explored by dividing it into multiple parts or perspectives 

(e.g., dimensions, areas, levels). Nagel (2011) draws her four dimensions of 

belonging from social geography and migration studies. First, the emotional 

dimension comprises people’s attachments to places and how people construct their 

sense of belonging to certain places. Second, the formal dimension describes how 

citizenship and migration draw lines of membership in communities and nations. 

Third, the normative dimension of belonging refers to daily practices and narratives 

through which belonging to a specific place is constructed in the legal frameworks. 

With the final dimension of belonging, the negotiated dimension, Nagel (2011) 

considers how marginalised groups contest their exclusion and engage with 

dominant groups to broaden their belonging. In addition, Fenster (2005) approaches 

belonging from a social geographical perspective, studying different formations of 

belonging to a place from the perspectives of gender and citizenship. She divides 

belonging into three areas, as follows: the sense of belonging, everyday practices 

of belonging and formal structures of belonging. In her conceptualisation, the sense 

of belonging emphasises the affective dimensions of belonging to a place, the 

everyday practices refer to activities by which the sense of belonging is built and 

the formal structures concern citizenship and equality (Fenster, 2005).  

Yuval-Davis’ (2006, 2011) studies on gender and ethnicity have a significant 

role in the theorisation of belonging. Her research provides a fruitful scientific 

discussant for this study. In Yuval-Davis’ (2006) definition, belonging is 

constructed through three analytical levels. The first level, the social locations, 

refers to the relatively stable categories to which people belong, such as gender, 
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race, ethnicity, class or nation. However, Yuval-Davis emphasises that these 

locations constitute each other, and should not be taken as one-sided. The second 

level of her definition, identifications and emotional attachments, comprises the 

narratives people tell about themselves, others, being a member of a certain 

community and the meaning of belonging to a certain group or location. Finally, 

the third, ethical and political values, refers to the ways in which social location, 

identities and attachments are judged and valued (Yuval-Davies, 2006). 

This diversity of conceptions is a crucial part of the theorisation of belonging. 

Scholars across the disciplines emphasise not only the individual’s feeling of 

belonging, but also the levels of community and nation, asking how belonging is 

organised and what the conditions for belonging are. As Lähdesmäki et al. (2016) 

conclude, contemporary research has taken up diverse meanings in theorising 

belonging via existing two-dimensional polarities, concentrating on personal or 

public, psychological or political belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2006); micro- or macro-

structures of belonging (Fenster, 2005; Jones & Krzyzanowski, 2008); and place-

belongingness or socio-spatial inclusion/exclusion (Antonsich, 2010). These 

binaries open two ways of approaching belonging–as something individually and 

personally experienced/sensed and something that is constructed and produced 

collectively and culturally. Figure 1 illustrates the binaries in conceptualising the 

phenomenon of belonging. 

 

Fig. 1. Mapping the theory of belonging. 
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In this study, the theoretical emphasis is on the politics of belonging, which is 

clarified in Subchapter 2.2. However, I understand the sense of belonging and the 

politics of belonging as interrelated aspects of the phenomenon of belonging. As 

May (2013) puts it, “an individual’s sense of belonging is affected by collectively 

negotiated understanding of who ‘we’ are and what ‘we’ stand for, and who gets 

excluded as the ‘other’ “ (p. 3). 

1.4 The evolving path of the research process – Summing up the 

articles 

The research path has evolved via three connected research articles that have been 

independently published (or are in press) in national or international peer-reviewed 

scientific journals or books (see Appendix 1). In each article, I have been the first 

author who has had the main responsibility of developing the framework, analysing 

the empirical research material, elaborating the conclusions and reporting the study 

as a scientific article. In the research articles, I explore the politics of belonging 

from different, though interrelated, perspectives. Figure 2 describes the research 

process, materials and the articles that creates the core of this study. 
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Fig. 2. The research process in years 2013–2017. 

The research articles with their main viewpoints are presented here in the same 

order as they were written/published. 

Article I: The construction of children’s belonging in small stories of daily 

life in day care centres 

In the first article, my interest was in the children’s small stories of belonging in 

the preschools. The first article focussed primarily on the children’s social relations 

that were meaningful to the politics of belonging. The politics of belonging was 

analysed from two perspectives: First, how is the children’s belonging constructed 

in the daily life of preschools? Second, in relation to what and whom is the 

children’s belonging constructed? The methodology of the study was based on a 

narrative approach. The research material consisted of written observation and the 

audio-recorded data of the interactions between the children, practitioners and 

researchers in daily life. These two sets of research materials were written in the 
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form of small stories by the researchers. There were 350 small stories analysed in 

this article, for a total of 200 pages.  

The study identified three different ways in which the children constructed 

their belonging—the verbal, functional and material. First, children’s belonging 

was constructed verbally using the word “we” and expressing the similarities 

among friends, and as attempts to verbally help and care for others. Constructing 

belonging verbally often emerged among friends; the educators were not part of it. 

The role of the educators seemed to be more like maintaining order and disciplining, 

not engaging in the children’s narration. The second perspective was functional; 

children constructed belonging by doing things together, physically hugging and 

being close to each other. There were fewer expressions of care toward the 

educators. Third, the findings from the first article showed that materiality, 

comprising toys, spaces, nametags, lockers and own places, played a significant 

role in producing children’s belonging in the preschools. The second research 

question was designed to scrutinise those relations that were important to children’s 

belonging. The children constructed their belonging toward their friends, families, 

relatives and the culture and society around them and expressed that they were part 

of these diverse communities.  

Article II: A narrative inquiry about values in a Finnish preschool: The case 

of traffic lights 

The second article extended my approach concerning belonging to materiality and 

values in the preschool context. While the first article focussed on the children, 

both the children and educators were at the fore of the second article. The research 

question was as follows: How are values communicated and what values are 

communicated concerning traffic lights? The study involved a collaboration with 

one preschool group of 20 children and three trained educators (there were also two 

assistants in the group, but they were not actively engaged in the study). The 

research material was created by making video observations and discussing the 

videos with three educators during the 18-month period.  

The study pointed out that the educators utilised a pedagogical tool made of 

cardboard–the traffic lights–to communicate different values, such as discipline, 

care and democracy. The educators highlighted the active role of children and 

children’s right to participate; they attempted to address the children in a positive 

manner. The educators provided space and time for the children to participate in 

making meaning of the traffic lights, which emerged as a significant element in 
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promoting children’s belonging. The piece of cardboard did not “work” alone as a 

pedagogical tool; rather, the educators and children made the meanings through 

their values. The article revealed the need for educators to reflect on professional 

values and their sense of community and belonging.  

In relation to values and values education, this article discussed how values are 

tightly intertwined with materiality. Values were not stable, but rather, they were 

shaped and negotiated constantly in relations. According to the value of belonging, 

it seemed that promoting children’s belonging was not a conscious aim of the 

educators, but the practices around the traffic lights created and supported 

belonging.  

Article III: “There is no room for you!” The politics of belonging in children’s 

play situations 

In the third article, we took a step toward exploring the tensions connected with the 

politics of belonging. This article focussed on the children’s play situations and the 

moments when the children balanced in the boundary of being inside or outside the 

joint play. The research question in this article was as follows: What kinds of 

tensions can be identified when children are included and excluded in play 

situations? Sumsion and Wong’s (2011) three axes of belonging were used as an 

analytical tool to understand what happened in the play situations when the children 

became insiders or outsiders of a certain play. These axes were categorisation, 

resistance and desire and performativity. The research material consisted of 26 

hours of video observations and written field notes from the four Finnish preschools. 

The concept of small stories was employed in the analysis. 

The findings revealed how the politics of belonging operated in the tensions 

between stability and variability, including and excluding and individuality and 

collectivity. From the perspective of values education, the article showed that 

values of belonging were lived and enacted in multiple relations in the preschools. 

It seemed that usually one singular child was excluded from the play situations, and 

exclusion usually occurred when the educators were not present.  
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2 Mapping the theoretical and methodological 
underpinnings  

The children’s play continues in the playroom. Luke starts to collect plastic 

cups and plates from the shelves and he takes the box and a tablecloth from the 

floor. He carries these things with him around in the playroom. Sanni says to 

Luke, “Hey, come here!”, and she points to the sofa. Luke carries his things to 

the sofa and organises the tablecloth and cups on top of the box. Sanni asks, 

“Are these the little dog’s food?” Luke nods and begins to eat. Then, Mike 

comes and takes one of the cups. Luke shouts, “Hey, Mike took from me!” An 

educator, Lisa, approaches and calmly explains to Mike, “These things belong 

to Luke; you should give the cup back to Luke”. Mike passes the cup to Luke 

and says, “Mike ate it all”; Mike runs away. Another educator, Maria, comes 

into the room and asks, “How are you? What is happening here?” Lisa points 

to the children and explains, “These children are playing here together”. 

(Continued in Chapter 3) 

The small story of Luke continued with Sanni’s invitation to play. The children 

moved around the room, closer to each other and farther away. There was a conflict 

between Luke and Mike and the educator Lisa’s interpreted that all the children 

were sharing the same play. Sanni and Luke created a shared meaning for the cups 

in the play. Luke and Mike negotiated the rules of the play—Who had a right to 

play with the toys? Lisa clarified Luke’s right to have the cups. The small stories 

from the daily life in preschools like this, were full of shifts toward others and apart, 

constant movement and negotiation in relations, allowing reflection on how I 

understand the phenomenon of the politics of belonging and how to gain knowledge 

from it. Among others, this fleeting moment invited me to think about the 

epistemological and ontological questions; the nature of belonging, what was going 

on in children daily lives and how to understand this.  

Denzin and Lincoln (2011) challenge us—qualitative researchers—to define 

the principles that guide our studies; they call these premises paradigms, which 

include “ontology (What kind of being is the human being? What is the nature of 

reality?), epistemology (What is the relationship between the inquirer and the 

known?), and methodology (How do we know the world or gain knowledge of it?)” 

(p. 12). In this study, narrativity and relationality create the ontological, 

epistemological and methodological foundations. First, when reflecting on its onto-

epistemological underpinnings, the premise of the research is that humans make 
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sense of the world and themselves through narratives (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 

2008; Bruner, 2006; Gubrium & Holstein, 2008; Puroila, Estola, & Syrjälä, 2012a; 

Spector-Mersel, 2010). Second, this study relies on a relational ontology; the 

politics of belonging is approached as something emerging in-between different 

relations, where the child is understood and encountered as emergent in relations 

(see also Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 2010). I understand that human existence 

comprises being in relations with other, both human and nonhuman, beings. This 

study argues for understanding belonging and exclusion as relational and value-

bound phenomena. Based on these premises, narrativity and relationality are 

intertwined (see also Clandinin & Murphy, 2009). 

In this Chapter, Subchapter 2.1 and its Subchapters 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 describe the 

narrativity and relational narrative inquiry applied in this study. It reflects on the 

premises of the ethnographic approach and clarifies the role of the researcher in 

performing relational research. Subchapters 2.2 and 2.3 specify the theoretical 

perspectives of this study by focussing on the concept of the politics of belonging 

and connecting belonging with the values and values education.  

2.1 Mingling with – Relational narrative inquiry and small stories 

In this study, I have mingled the ontological, epistemological and methodological 

perspectives from both narrativity and relationality to shed light on the complex 

concept of the politics of belonging in children’s daily life in an educational setting. 

The ontology of this study is situated in the nonpositivist paradigm understanding 

that reality is multifaceted (Spector-Mersel, 2010). The relational narrative inquiry 

(Huber & Clandinin, 2002) provides a holistic approach to deepening the 

understanding of the politics of belonging in everyday life in preschools.  

Spector-Mersel (2010) describes a “narrative turn” (p. 204) that has taken place 

in the last three decades as narrative inquiry has emerged as an approach in various 

disciplines. Narrative inquiry has spread widely to human sciences, such as 

sociology, psychology, history, linguistics, communication and cultural studies 

(Spector-Mersel, 2010). As a research approach, narrative thinking has also become 

a practice in the fields of psychotherapy, education and medicine, among others 

(Gergen & Gergen, 2006; Heikkinen, 2010). Spector-Mersel (2010) highlights the 

diversity of definitions and points out that there is a need to somehow reach for the 

ontology and epistemology of the narrative inquiry that originated in literary 

studies. She crystallises the narrative turn as the intertwining of what and how: 

“[T]he core of narrative inquiry combines both a philosophical stance towards the 
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nature of social reality and our relationship with it, and the mode in which it should 

be studied” (Spector-Mersel, 2010, p. 206). 

Traditionally, narrative studies have concentrated on large-scale and verbal life 

stories of adults. The recent studies have approached people at all ages and raised 

the meaning of everyday narration, short encounters and multimodality of narration 

in the interest of narrative inquiry (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008; Kinnunen 

& Puroila, 2016; Puroila, 2013). The interpretation of narratives has also broadened 

from the personal life stories and identity formation to “hear the operation of 

broader social discourses shaping that person’s story of their experience”, as 

Clandinin and Rosiek (2007, 58) describe the poststructural inquiry of narratives. 

This study draws ideas from the poststructural approach on narratives by reaching 

for the collectively constructed knowledge. Abbott (2001) establishes three 

distinctions, as follows:  

“[N]arrative is the representation of events, consisting of story and narrative 

discourse, story is an event or sequence of events (the action), and narrative 

discourse is those events as represented.” (p. 16, bold in the original)  

It is important to be conscious of different concepts used in narrative inquiry. In 

light of this study, the concepts of story and narrative discourse are meaningful. I 

understand the actions emerging in daily life as stories. I find Bamberg and 

Georgakopoulou’s (2008) conception of small stories applicable for describing and 

understanding everyday narrations as they come and go, sometimes without logical 

beginning and ending—just a flow of thoughts and actions shaped in the moments 

of multiple encounters. In this study, small stories were created with children, 

educators and researchers during the study. This meant that we all participated in 

telling in multiple ways. I have applied the concept of small stories in Articles I and 

III, and in this study, the story of Luke the little dog is one example of the research 

material, the small stories of daily life. The process of re-living and re-writing the 

stories in this study can be understood as narrative discourse. As Abbott (2001) 

clarifies narrative discourse is the representation of stories. The narrative discourse 

is present in this study in terms of transcribing (video)observations into small 

stories, re-reading and re-telling my interpretations into conference presentations 

and written articles. When I have formulated the findings of the articles and this 

study, these were narrative discourses. 

However, Abbott (2001) continues to elaborate the conceptualisation of the 

story by pointing out that “the story is always mediated–by voice, a style of writing, 

camera angles, actor’s interpretation–so that what we call the story is really 
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something that we construct” (p. 17). The story does not exist somewhere out there, 

but “it comes to life when it is narrativized” (Abbott, 2001, pp. 17–18). In this study, 

I have selected the small stories; I have chosen what to record, how to be involved 

with the participants and whose stories to listen to. This resonates with Riessman’s 

(2008) comment that “stories don’t fall from the sky” (p. 105). This refers to the 

significant point that there is a reason why stories are told, and they are told for 

specific listeners. Relationality lies behind this perspective; the context and 

processes of narration are as meaningful as the content of the stories (see 

Monteagudo, 2011). Like Gubrium and Holstein (2008), I emphasise that “we do 

not draw a sharp distinction between stories and the storying process” (p. 241). This 

resonates with the idea of narrative discourse. 

The premise of the study is based on the understanding that by listening to and 

capturing the small stories of daily life, I can deepen the understanding of the 

politics of belonging shaped in relations. The narration happens or takes place in 

relations; the identities of the teller and listener are important (see also Spector-

Mersel, 2010). The relational starting point challenged me to employ methods that 

do justice to the multiplicity of relations meaningful for the politics of belonging 

and the multimodality of young children’s narration. Therefore, there was a need 

to go beyond the traditional narrative approaches that have largely neglected young 

children’s narration and emphasised adults’ verbal stories as a source of narrative 

inquiry.  

2.1.1 Engaging in narrative ethnography with the children and 

educators 

The methodological frame of this study was based on narrative ethnography 

(Gubrium & Holstein, 2008), which is not commonly used in ECEC research. 

Gubrium and Holstein (2008, p. 251) write, “we use the term narrative ethnography 

to signal the combination of epistemological, methodological, procedural, and 

analytical sensibilities that just to be brought to bear understand narrativity in social 

context” (p. 251). In the narrative ethnography, the settings are understood as 

essential part of the narrativity, and it orients towards diverse interaction and 

institutional order to formulate understanding of daily lives (see Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2008). My aim was to be close to the children, listen to them and try to 

live the daily life of preschools with the children and educators when they invited 

me to share their lives (see also Pálmadóttir, Juutinen, & Viljamaa, in press).  
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In my study, children’s small stories of belonging and exclusion were more 

than just spoken language and (my) written words. Narrating is both ontological 

and a construct; it is a holistic and embodied way for the children to understand and 

express themselves. The recent narrative research with children has revealed the 

multimodality of children’s narration, as well as the potential involved in children’s 

spontaneous narration (Kinnunen, 2015; Puroila et al., 2012a; Viljamaa, 2012). 

This type of narrative research draws attention to the process and context of 

narration, instead of concentrating solely on the contents of narratives. Narratives 

are shaped and constructed in social situations and formulated by the teller and 

other people (Ochs & Capps, 2001). This occurs not only via verbal narration, but 

also through the physical environment, institutional and cultural routines and the 

entire way of being and living in the preschool context.  

Regarding children’s competence to narrate their personal experiences, Ochs 

and Capps (2001) raise three problematic perspectives based on developmental 

studies about children’s narratives. These studies examine children’s narrations in 

terms of how well they can retell “once upon a time” stories, or they only focus on 

one of the dimensions of the narrative. Moreover, they are usually based on white, 

middle-class, English-speaking populations. Ochs and Capps (2001) refer to 

Rogoff (1990) when describing: 

the child as part of one or more communities and as actively and appropriately 

interacting with more experienced persons in socially organized ways that by 

accident or design facilitate the child’s competence in cultural practices critical 

to membership in these communities. (p. 63)  

In this study, children’s narration was not understood through developmental stages. 

I prefer to understand children’s narration as something that, in a sense, is already 

“ready”, not something that is going to develop under adult guidance. This draws 

on the ontological and epistemological assumptions that narration is relational and 

an approach to understanding oneself and the surrounding world. This poses a 

challenge to exploring children’s ways of narrating.  

According to Ochs and Capps (2001), via storytelling, children construct their 

understanding about what it is to be an individual, part of the community and part 

of the world. The epistemological perspective in this study, is in narrativity in its 

broad sense—what, where, when and with whom children narrate about their 

belonging and exclusion (see Gubrium & Holstein, 2008). Clandinin, Huber, 

Steeves, and Li (2011) state that “narrative inquiry is grounded in relationships that 

offer both researcher and participants a narrative space for telling and retelling 
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experiences they have lived and are living” (p. 34). This resonates with the 

conception of narrative environments used by Gubrium and Holstein (2008), which 

highlights the consideration of the circumstances of production and reception of the 

stories. In light of this research, preschools were conceptualised as narrative 

environments where small stories become lived, told, relived and retold (see also 

Huber, Caine, Huber, & Steeves, 2013).  

This study was also a close collaboration with the preschools’ educators. The 

goal of this collaboration was to support professional development and enhance 

practices of belonging (e.g., Nutbrown & Clough, 2009). Previous research 

emphasises the use of narratives to support critical reflection in educational settings 

(Heikkinen, Huttunen, Syrjälä, & Pesonen, 2012; Keränen, Juutinen & Estola, 2017; 

Pushor & Clandinin, 2009). The educators were committed to developing their 

work and practices with the researchers (see also Heikkinen et al., 2012). As a part 

of the broader research projects, this study also aimed to challenge and encourage 

the educators and leaders of the preschools to reflect on daily practices, everyday 

narration and values in relation to children’s belonging and exclusion. 

2.1.2 Positioning myself 

Where do I belong? I have been processing this question throughout the study. I 

have been involved in the lives of the children and educators in preschools 

alongside other researchers in our research group. First, I position myself as a part 

of the research team, and second, I clarify my role as an ECEC researcher in the 

preschools.  

This PhD study was conducted under the framework of three ECEC projects. 

In the TelLis project, the aim was to investigate how children experienced and 

narrated wellbeing in their different everyday life contexts–day care, school and 

home. The BELONG project focussed on exploring the phenomena of belonging 

and exclusion in the narrative approach. The aim was to develop the narrative 

practices as a tool for professional reflection and listening to children in the 

everyday life of preschools. Simultaneously, we carried out the ValuEd project, 

which was a collaboration between the Nordic countries (Johansson, Puroila, & 

Emilson, 2016). The aim of the ValuEd project was both to contribute to a change 

and create knowledge about the work with values in Nordic preschools. The project 

investigated how values are prioritised and communicated on different levels and 

in various settings, ranging from the Nordic level to national policy documentation, 

preschool communities and individual educators. The research material created in 
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these large projects was analysed from the perspectives of both belonging and 

exclusion and values and values education. 

In these projects, I worked as a PhD candidate in the research group, which 

consisted of four researchers from the University of Oulu. We were part of a Nordic 

research group consisting of 20 ECEC researchers from Finland, Sweden, Norway, 

Denmark and Iceland (Johansson et al., 2016). My responsibilities involved 

planning and implementing the projects with the research team. Together with other 

ECEC researchers, I engaged in close collaboration with the four participating 

Finnish preschools. My main responsibility was to conduct the video observations 

in all four preschools and collaborate with the educators during their developmental 

phases.  

Who am I? My role in the preschools as a researcher and educator became 

entangled due to my background as a preschool teacher for over 10 years, during 

which I also worked as a preschool leader for 3 years. My profession as a preschool 

teacher, working experience with children aged 1–6 years old and enormous will 

to come closer to childhood and understand it more deeply, guided me to be a part 

of the preschools’ daily life when creating the research material. I prefer to think of 

myself as an “interested observer”, as Johansson (2011, p. 45) has defined the role 

of the researcher who is friendly but plays a different part from that of the educators 

in the preschool settings. Based on the relational narrative inquiry, as written in 

Article II, I did not think of myself as an outsider and the children and educators as 

insiders in the research process; rather, knowledge was created in these relations 

between me, the participants, the environment and our research team. The relational 

starting point challenged me to reflect on the relationship between me and the 

known: How did the knowledge in this study emerge? My former background as a 

preschool teacher forced me to reflect on my position before entering the daily life 

of preschools and throughout this study. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) have 

written about relationality and narrative inquiry as follows: 

We learned that, we, too, needed to tell our stories. Scribes we were not; story 

tellers and story livers we were. And in our storytelling, the stories of our 

participants merged with our own to create new stories, ones that we have 

labelled collaborative stories. The thing finally written on paper (or, perhaps 

on film, tape, or canvas), the research paper or book, is a collaborative 

document; a mutually constructed story created out of the lives of both 

researcher and participant. (p. 12) 
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This illuminates the intriguing, but at the same time puzzling, underpinning of the 

relational narrative inquiry. Indeed, these concepts of relationality and narrativity 

are shaping me as a researcher, rather than me shaping the concepts—or is it the 

other way around, or even both ways? As Pink (2009) writes, “the ethnographic 

experiences are “embodied”—in that the researcher learns and knows through her 

or his whole experiencing body” (p. 25). I understand that these concepts are both 

shaping me, and I am shaping the concepts in relation to the politics of belonging. 

My aim was to be close to the children, share daily practices with the children 

and educators and gain insights into the politics of belonging. The role of the 

researcher draws attention to the significance of listening when doing research in a 

relational approach. Davies (2014) writes that “listening is about being open to 

being affected”, and she continues, “listening to children is not just a matter of good 

pedagogy; encounters with others, where each is open to being affected by the other, 

is integral, I will suggest, to life itself” (p. 14). I have been inspired by a recent 

narrative childhood study where children are viewed as active participants and 

narrating and listening are interweaved (Ahn & Filipenko, 2007; Engel, 2005; 

Puroila, 2013). Caine (2007) uses the conception of narratives’ in-between space, 

referring to the idea that narration provides a space between the participants and 

the researcher. Kinnunen (2015; see also Kinnunen & Puroila, 2016) has applied 

this conception in her research on children’s spontaneous narration in day care 

centres, and she highlights that “the narrative in-between space is not only for 

narrating but is closely intertwined to listening” (Kinnunen, 2015, p. 37). During 

my study, listening and narrating with the children, educators and I were 

intertwined in the daily life of preschools. 

2.2 Taking a relational perspective – The politics of belonging  

This study was theoretically inspired by narrativity, as described above, the 

conception of the politics of belonging and studies where childhood is explored in 

the framework of sociomaterial approaches (Barad, 2008; Lenz Taguchi, 2010; 

Rautio, 2013; Stratigos 2015a, 2015b, 2015c; Sumsion & Wong, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 

2011). The politics of belonging challenge this study to focus on belonging and 

exclusion as a relational rather than an individual phenomenon; the relations 

significant for belonging and exclusion are not just between humans, but they are 

also material, cultural, economic, historical and political by nature (Sumsion & 

Wong, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011). As May (2013) argues, belonging concerns 

people’s connection to one another, while the concept of identity, for example, starts 
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from the idea of an autonomous and separate individual. May (2013) defines 

belonging as a process of creating a sense of identification in relation to people, 

cultures, places and material objects. I understand belonging as a phenomenon that 

takes place not only in social relations between humans, but also in human beings’ 

relations with their material, cultural and political environments (see also Clandinin 

& Murphy, 2009; May, 2013). 

Sumsion and Wong (2011) developed a cartography based on the theoretical 

underpinnings of belonging. They divide belonging into 10 dimensions, “the ways 

of belonging”, and three analytical axes, the “dynamics and politics of belonging”. 

They highlight the multiplicity of interconnections between the dimensions and 

have labelled the dimensions as emotional, social, cultural, spatial, temporal, 

physical, spiritual, moral/ethical, political and legal. Belonging is not a stable state 

(Sumsion & Wong, 2011, Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011), so the axes of belonging are 

needed to explore the dynamic nature of belonging—the politics of belonging. The 

axes of categorisation, resistance and desire and performativity provide an 

analytical tool to explore how belonging operates, even in the daily encounters at 

the micro level. Stratigos (2015a, 2015b, 2015c) has applied these axes in exploring 

belonging in ECEC. Her studies are based on the work of Deleuze and Quattari. 

She concludes that the focus of her studies was on the dynamic movements, so 

binary positioning; a child’s belonging or not belonging is not in the focus, but 

rather the complexity of the processes. Her studies revealed “the role played by 

objects, bodies, words and repeated actions in the continuous politics of belonging” 

(Stratigos, 2015a, p. 53). These axes of belonging are interesting in relation to how 

the politics of belonging operates; I have applied the axes to explore children’s play 

situations in accordance with what happened in the boundary line of entering the 

others’ play or being excluded from the joint play with others (see Article III).  

Nagel (2011), among others, highlights that the politics of belonging is 

relational, distinguishing between “us” and “them”. The boundaries are 

“simultaneously disciplining the behaviour of those inside, while keeping others 

out” (Stratigos et al., 2014, p. 178). As Yuval-Davis (2006) puts it:  

The politics of belonging is all about potentially meeting other people and 

deciding whether they stand inside or outside the imaginary boundary line of 

the nation and/or other communities of belonging, whether they are ‘us’ or 

‘them’. (p. 204) 

Nagel (2011) continues that for those who are excluded from the social membership, 

belonging becomes something to fight for and achieve. This means discussion on 
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the societal level (e.g. between ethnic minorities and majorities), but can this be 

explored at the micro level, in the daily life of preschool groups? I wish to explore 

the politics of belonging by reflecting on Davies’ (2014) notion of how “a 

community is always relational, plural, and emergent”; as she explains, “we are not 

separate from the encounters that make up the community but, rather, emergent 

with them” (p. 19). I do not wish to look only at the binaries, opposite positioning 

or areas of belonging. Rather, I hope to reach something that is meaningful to 

children’s belonging and exclusion in terms of in-between relations. 

In educational research, the social relations are usually emphasised, but as 

many scholars (e.g. Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Pacini-Ketchabaw, Kind, & 

Kocher, 2017; Paju, 2013; Rautio, 2013; Viljamaa, Estola, Juutinen & Puroila, 2017) 

highlight, research should also explore and increase the attentiveness to children’s 

strong relations to materiality, including toys, artefacts, spaces and environments. 

As Mahar et al. (2012) emphasise, the dynamic nature of belonging is either 

promoted or hindered in the multiple interactions between personal and 

environmental factors. The politics of belonging is something that the children, 

their families, the educators and the environment with its artefacts and architecture 

construct and produce together. When exploring the moments when human and 

nonhuman meet, Blaise (2013) highlights that this produces collectively created 

different kind of knowledge. Davies (2014) argues that it is “through mutual 

engagement of children with each other, with adults and with their material 

environment that their always-emergent community is accomplished” (p. 17).  

Stratigos (2015a) highlights that new ways of thinking about belonging are 

needed in ECEC settings. Peers and Fleer (2014) define belonging both as an 

everyday concept and theoretical or philosophical concept that needs to be further 

theorised. In ECEC studies, politics of belonging has been characterised by 

movements (Stratigos, 2015a; Sumsion & Wong, 2011). Sumsion and Wong (2011) 

use their cartography of belonging (dimensions and axes) to analyse belonging in 

their national ECEC curriculum (Australian Government, 2009). They note that it 

is important for the curricula to highlight fostering of critical reflexivity toward the 

politics of belonging, as well as the role of the early childhood settings in building 

more socially just societies (Sumsion & Wong, 2011). These viewpoints are also 

related to inclusive education, the sense of community and participation. Next this 

study elaborates connections between belonging and values and values education. 

The preschools are understood as significant places for learning basic principles of 

sharing lives with others. Therefore, the preschools are crucial for children’s 
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learning of values and it is the educators’ responsibility to teach values and foster 

values education.  

2.3 Connecting the politics of belonging with values and values 

education 

This study is an endeavour to understand the politics of belonging as emerging in 

multiple relations in daily life and as a value-filled phenomenon in the early 

childhood context. Based on the theoretical discussion in various disciplines, the 

theorisation of belonging is filled with binaries, or even opposite counterparts, and 

divisions into different parts. In this study, the politics of belonging is approached 

as closely connected with values education and the values being negotiated in the 

early childhood settings.  

ECEC institutions are important places for children to learn values 

(Einarsdóttir, Puroila, Johansson, Broström, & Emilson, 2015; Emilson & 

Johansson, 2009; Jensen, 2009). Values education is two-faceted: Explicit values 

and values education are defined in the official curricula and implicit values and 

values education refer to communicating values through the daily practices in 

educational settings (Emilson & Johansson, 2009; Thornberg & Oğuz, 2013). 

Research literature from various disciplines emphasizes diverse perspectives or 

levels of values. When defining the concept of values, Johansson, Emilson and 

Puroila (in press) highlight that “It is most striking that values appear to be an all-

embracing element of human life; that is, values are connected both to the human 

mind and action, and they emerge at the levels of individuals, cultural groups, and 

societies.” Halstead and Taylor (2000) argue that values can be noted as principles 

by which human’s actions are considered as good or bad. Emilson and Johansson 

(2009) identified three value fields when exploring the values communicated 

between a teacher and a child in early childhood setting. These value fields were 

caring, democratic and disciplinary values.  

This study approaches values as more implicitly created, experienced 

spontaneously and in interaction with others and values as lived in the encounters 

of daily lives (see also Puroila & Haho, 2017; see Article II). The politics of 

belonging challenges to explore what kind of values are important in shaping 

belonging, what kind of values are allowed for and what are values excluded in the 

processes of belonging and exclusion. Understanding the politics of belonging as 

relationally constructed, means that values are interpreted as collectively produced 
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and shaped, at the levels of individual encounters, a community of preschool as 

well a societal level. 

Belonging is often located in the discussions of various democratic values, 

such as participation and rights (see also Johansson, in press; Zachrisen, 2016). In 

previous educational research, democratic values refer to, for instance, children’s 

opportunities to participate in and influence the preschool community (Puroila et 

al., 2016; Zachrisen, 2016). Biesta (2011) highlights participation as a way of 

learning about democracy in the educational setting (see also Einarsdóttir et al., 

2015). The Nordic countries are considered as one of the most equal countries, and 

curricula in all the Nordic counties highlight the democratic values as a crucial part 

of values education in ECEC.  

Johansson (in press) describes belonging as a part of a democratic value field 

highlighting the strong idea that everyone should be included and experience 

belonging in early childhood settings. Belonging can be understood as a 

fundamental need, something that is prioritised in ECEC (see also Baumeister & 

Leary, 1995; May, 2013). In ECEC in Finland, the core curriculum states that each 

child has a right to belong and be respected as a member of the various communities 

(Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). Belonging can be also connected 

with value of ethics and care. Being a member of the community is perceived as a 

significant part of the psychological development of human beings. The 

individual’s identity is shaped in relations with others (Kraus, 2006), and belonging 

to a community influences the development of a positive identity (Brooker & 

Woodhead, 2008). As Baumeister and Leary (1995) note, belonging depends on 

care; when creating belonging to a certain group, relations among the group 

members ought to be stable, positive and filled with care (see also Puroila et al., 

2012a, 2012b; Roos, 2015). Overall, the politics of belonging touches upon both 

individual child and collectively constructed community. 
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3 Unfurling the research process  

Luke wanders around the playroom, crawling on the floor and barking like a 

dog. Other children greet him, and the playroom is full of laughter and imitated 

animal sounds that the children are making. Anna and Jonas are lying on the 

floor, being cats, and the educator, Lisa, is stroking Jonas’ back. Anna asks to 

be stroked too, but Lisa explains that “I just stroked you, now it is Jonas’ turn 

to be stroked”. Luke is wandering around the room with his cups and box. Sofia 

is now in the role of the animal keeper, and Anna and Jonas are her pets. Lisa 

comes closer and starts to gently stroke Anna. Sofia says to Lisa, “You are not 

allowed to stroke my little cat!” Luke takes part in the discussion with barking 

sounds and comes closer to cats with his cups and box. (Continued in 

Subchapter 3.4) 

The children’s lively play continued; the room was full of sounds and fuss, and the 

atmosphere was intensive and unhurried. The educator, Lisa, took part in the 

children’s play by stroking the “cats” gently on their backs. This small story draws 

attention to many issues: Who has a right to be stroked by the educator, and could 

the animal keeper change the rules of the play? I remember that when I was sitting 

on the floor, filming the situation, I was wondering where to focus with my camera, 

how to capture everything that filled the room. How could the video camera 

memorialise all the voices, both quiet and loud? How could I locate myself in a 

good position? What was my part in the play that morning?  

In this chapter, I describe the implementation of the study, including the 

participants, research material and process of analysis. I also reflect on the ethical 

issues of the study. 

3.1 Travelling with – The study participants  

In the first phase, I started to explore belonging as a part of the TelLis research 

project. There were two preschools involved in the TelLis project, located in an 

urban district in Northern Finland. Altogether, 47 children aged from 3–5 years and 

seven educators participated in the project (see Table 1).  
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Table 1. The participants in the TelLis project. 

Preschool Children Educators 

1 23 children aged 3–5 years 3 educators 

2 24 children aged 3–5 years 4 educators 

As a continuation of the TelLis project, the second phase consisted of two research 

projects, BELONG and ValuEd, conducted in 2013–2015. Four preschools in 

northern Finland participated in these research projects. The preschools were 

situated in socioeconomically diverse areas and included children with various 

backgrounds and needs; moreover, the size of the preschools varied. Altogether, 

these four preschools involved four leaders, 85 educators and 525 children. Each 

preschool chose one group to serve as a research group, and the research groups 

participated in my study. The aim of the whole project was to support educators 

and leaders to develop their work, daily practices and pedagogical awareness of 

belonging, exclusion and values and values education. Each preschool selected a 

theme they wanted to concentrate on during the project. Table 2 presents the 

participants in this study–the research groups and their developmental themes.  

Table 2. Participants and their developmental themes in BELONG and ValuEd projects. 

Preschool Children Educators  Developmental theme 

3 20 children aged 3–4 years 3 educators,  

2 assistants 

Promoting collaboration between preschool 

groups 

4 24 children aged 3–5 years 3 educators,  

2 assistants 

Being present, listening and encountering 

5 24 children aged 3–5 years 3 educators,  

1 assistant 

Increasing children’s participation 

6 36 children aged 1–5 years 6 educators Enabling children’s long-lasting play 

In total, there were 104 children aged 1–5 years, 15 educators and five assistants5 

in the research groups that took part in my study. The significance of the research 

group was twofold; first, the research group educators were committed to 

collaborating closely with the researchers and sharing their reflections with the 

other members of preschool. Based on their developmental theme, the educators 

from the research group worked as developers in their own preschool communities. 

This meant that their role was to develop daily pedagogical practices and share their 

                                                        
5 The term ‘assistant’ refers to adults who were working in preschools, but they were not qualified as 
educators.  
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experiences with others. Second, the research groups opened their daily life for 

researchers to enter with video cameras and tape recorders. The educators from the 

research groups became well acquainted with the researchers during the 3-year 

research project.  

3.2 Drawing small stories from videos, observations, field notes 

and group discussions 

The research material for this study was generated in two phases. In the first phase, 

the research material consisted of small stories that had been gathered by other 

researchers earlier in the TelLis-project in years 2009–2010. The research material 

was created with a narrative ethnography (Gubrium & Holstein, 2008). Two 

researchers were involved in the daily life of preschools, writing observations and 

recording with tape recorders. For my first article, I analysed 200 pages of 

transcribed material, which consisted of 350 written small stories.  

The second phase began with an ethnographic period that was conducted as a 

part of the BELONG and ValuEd projects in Autumn 2013. The research material 

consisted of videos and participatory observations from four participating 

preschools. When participating in the daily life of preschools, I was not invisible; 

children often came to me and asked me to join in their play, and I did. Sometimes, 

I observed from a distance. I was an active part in the creation of the research 

material. I had a notebook with me, and I wrote field notes during the day. The 

children also wanted to draw in my notebook, and I allowed them to do so. At the 

end of each day, I transcribed my field notes into a document, where I also wrote 

down my experiences, feelings and interpretations from the daily life situations. All 

this material was formulated as small stories. I also carefully noted when the video 

and tape recordings were taken. Altogether, the ethnographic research material 

consisted of 22 hours of tape recordings, 26 hours of video recordings and 60 pages 

of written field notes.  

During the second phase, we (our Finnish research team) collaborated 

intensively with the educators from four preschools participating in the projects. 

This collaboration with the educators consisted of six reflection meetings at each 

participating preschool and three joint seminars for all the participants. The goal of 

these meetings was to provide space for the educators to share their stories and 

reflect on their daily practices. Moreover, as researchers, we attempted to support 

and challenge the educator’s pedagogical work in relation to belonging as part of 

the values and values education in preschools.  
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I engaged in a closer collaboration with the educators from one of the 

preschools. These educators were willing to watch their daily videos and discuss 

their daily practices with me and my researcher colleague, Elina Viljamaa. We 

invited these educators to recall and reflect on their practices through the videos 

(see Huber et al., 2013). We watched the videos together and asked the educators 

to tell us about their pedagogical tool, the traffic lights. We recorded this 2-hour 

discussion. After 8 months, we returned to the same preschool and organised the 

second group discussion with the aim of hearing how their practices had developed. 

This 2-hour discussion was also recorded. Article II was based on these two group 

discussions in this preschool, investigating the communicated values around the 

traffic lights.  

3.3 Wondering with small stories – Filling the gaps 

The analysis of this study is based on a holistic approach (Butler-Kisber, 2010) to 

understand the formulation of the politics of belonging as a relational and value-

bound phenomenon. I have read and reread the research material, back and forth, 

from the little details to taking larger views, and vice versa. The research material 

included visual, audio and written material, but also my memories from the 

ethnographical phase. The research material was formulated as small stories and 

this study serves as re-written, narrative discourse as Abbott (2001) defines it. 

Bamberg (2004) has critically reflected on the dilemma of how nonverbal, bodily 

communications can be turned into words, where they are transformed into words 

“so we can see them” (p. 366, italics in the original).  

Each of the three articles concerned different types of research material, and 

they all followed their own processes of analysis. The first article focussed on the 

small stories written by other researchers, and they were analysed through the 

thematic analysis of narratives (Riessman, 2008). The analysis focused on the ways 

of children’s belonging were constructed and towards whom children expressed 

their belonging. The second article consisted of various research materials (videos, 

participatory observations, group discussions). The videos were retold and 

analysed in collaboration with the educators from one of the preschools. This 

analysis process took the values in the core and explored how values were 

communicated in daily practices (Huber et al. 2013). In the third article, the videos 

from four preschools formed the research material. The analysis proceeded from 

considering all the material to focusing on play situations. The play situations were 

fruitful to analyse children balancing in the boundary line of being insiders or 
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outsiders. In the third article, the three axes of belonging (categorisation, resistance 

and desire, performativity) were used as an analytical tool to understand the politics 

of belonging (see also Sumsion & Wong, 2011). The analytical questions were 

based on the theorisation of these axes.  

MacLure (2013) encourages researchers to wonder with data, adding that 

wonder is in our bodies and in our minds—“wonder is relational” (p. 239). This 

wondering with the small stories was the beginning of the analysis in this study. 

The small stories did not exist “out there” as such; rather, my attention fastened 

onto something in the fleeting moments of daily life (see also Abbott, 2001). The 

relationality and values have been my analytical lenses when wondering with the 

small stories. During the study process, I have written the small stories meaningful 

to the formulation of belonging and exclusion, but something has always forced me 

to go back and look at the videos. Each time I went back to videos, I saw something 

new—some tiny movement or gesture that I missed earlier. The knowledge of this 

study was deepening through these multiple layers of watching the videos, reading 

the scientific literature and wondering with the research material. 

I have been theoretically inspired by Abbott’s (2013) writings and his theory 

of gaps. Abbott (2013) draws this theory from literature studies by concluding that 

gaps in narrative are general. He cites Iser (1974), who defines gaps in the 

following way: “Gaps are points at which the reader can enter into text, forming 

his own connections and conceptions and so creating a configurative meaning of 

what he is reading” (p. 40). As readers, this is what we start to do immediately when 

we read texts: We start filling the gaps to make sense of the story. Abbott (2013) 

writes that “the demand[s] of gaps that can and must be filled…are what give 

narrative its power to move us and to deepen our understanding” (p. 110). How can 

this be understood in the present study? How is my knowledge constructed? Both 

Abbott (2013) and Iser (1974) refer to interpreting texts and novels, but I would 

dare to apply this theory of gaps to another type of narrative as well, namely small 

stories.  

How have I filled the gaps? I understand the theory of gaps as twofold in this 

study. First, the politics of belonging, as lived phenomena of daily life, are more or 

less invisible, not always clearly articulated; where and when they happen cannot 

be explicitly pointed out (see also Antonsich, 2010; Yuval-Davis, 2011). This study 

has challenged me to wonder how to understand and make conclusions about 

something that is not always verbal or clearly defined, something that is not easy 

to put into words. For instance, the continuing small story of Luke the little dog is 

filled with gaps—perhaps they are something that I, as an adult, can never reach. 
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However, I can think and wonder with the small story, as I have lived those fleeting 

moments beside Luke. This means that I have followed little cues when filling the 

gaps; I have interpreted the children’s movements, gestures and body language.  

The second perspective of the theory of gaps leads to the role of the researcher. 

When I was participating in the daily life of preschools, I entered with my 

experiences from ECEC. My understanding has increased through multiple layers; 

for example, I was a child once, I have played a role of a dog as a child, I am a 

mother and I have worked with children in preschools for over 10 years. I have 

filled the gaps from these starting points. This echoes with Gould’s (2016) 

suggestion that in ethnography, the important question is “who is this researcher – 

I who produces knowledge and how my researcher identity is constructed and how 

do I know” (p. 11, transcribed from Finnish).  

Concerning narrative analysis, I can easily agree with Lieblich’s (2014) view 

that “while the first term, narrative, has the nature of one coherent unit, which is 

open, subjective and flowing, the second term, analysis, sounds fractional, 

systematic, objective, and focused” (p. 115, italics in the original). What happens 

when I reflect on the research articles after they have been written, in a different 

time and place from this study? As MacLure (2013) points out, temporality and 

place formulate “a different assemblage” (p. 661). The research articles have 

emerged during a 4–year research process. Time has done something for me and 

my thinking during the process in relation to the core of this study. The theoretical 

and methodological underpinnings—narrativity and values as intertwined with 

relationality—have guided me to a deeper understanding of the politics of 

belonging in preschools. Filling the gaps of the small stories, with the aim of 

coming to a deeper understanding—“we need to do that” (Abbott, 2013, p. 112, 

italics in the original). It is my time to wrap something up and unfurl the process 

and come up with something in the end. 

3.4 Hand on heart – Ethics throughout the study 

Luke approaches Anna and Sofia, and says, ‘I am the little dog, and this is my 

food’. Anna and Sofia smile, and they pretend they are all eating. Luke carefully 

collects his dishes and comes to me, saying, ‘This is sugar!’, and pours from 

the cup to the plate. He starts to eat, raises his head and looks me in the eyes, 

saying, ‘Will you scratch me, the little dog?’ (Continued in Chapter 4) 
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I was sitting on the floor, and I was immediately absorbed with the play with Luke 

the little dog. I put down the video recorder and started to scratch Luke’s back 

gently. The children’s play was smoothly going on in the room. The educator was 

participating in the play every now and then, according to children’s wishes. We all 

shared the world of the imagination, where we could identify the invisible sugar 

and food, interpret which children were animals by the expressions of their bodies 

and sounds. That fleeting moment with Luke, where he invited me to join the play 

and scratch him, was one of those warm encounters with children that filled my 

research material. According to the ethical issues of the study, everyday encounters 

included emotions and challenging questions. 

This subchapter puts together the ethical considerations that arose during the 

study using the two dimensions of ethics, namely procedural ethics and relational 

ethics (Ellis, 2007; Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) to understand ethics as a constantly 

present entity. I think that there is no moment in (relational narrative) inquiry where 

ethical issues are not present. As Huber and Clandinin (2002) write about solving 

ethical dilemmas during research, they “realize that an ethic of relational narrative 

inquiry will not take us in a linear progression of steps” (p. 799).  

Procedural ethics (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004) refers to the formal approvals 

required when research involves humans. In this study, consents were collected 

from the children and their parents, educators and supervisors of those preschools 

that participated in the TelLis, BELONG and ValuEd projects. The municipalities 

of the participating preschools had given their approval for the preschools to be 

involved in the project. Our research material is stored safely, and it is only 

available for the members of our research group. In all types of reports, articles and 

writings, as well as conference presentations, the names of the participants and 

preschools have been changed. These types of issues are rather technical and formal, 

based on the language and discourse of “ethics-committee speak”, as Guillemin 

and Gillam (2004, p. 263) put it. However, what about the ethics of being in the 

field and encountering participants?  

Research ethics in this study were also based on relational morals and 

responsibility for the “other” (Estola, Kontio, Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen, & Viljamaa, 

2010; Josselson, 2007). Ellis (2007, p. 3) describes this as a relational ethics, which 

demands that researchers act from hearts and minds, becoming aware of the 

interpersonal bonds with others and taking responsibility for their actions and their 

consequences. In practice, this required ethical sensitivity and constant reflection 

throughout the research process. From the beginning, I was open about my 

background as a preschool teacher, and sometimes, the educators approached me 
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more as a colleague than a researcher. This multiplicity of roles made me reflect on 

my position (see Pálmadóttir et al., in press). I started the collaboration with the 

educators before entering the preschools with the cameras. I arranged meetings at 

each preschool to discuss issues related to carrying out video observations. It was 

obvious and understandable that the educators were a bit nervous about the 

researchers coming in with cameras. They wanted to ask questions about my role 

and issues related to filming, like whether they could also see the videos and how 

they could prepare the children for us to come. We had a meeting with the parents 

in each of the research groups. At the beginning of the ethnographical phase in each 

preschool, I introduced myself to the children as an “interested observer” 

(Johansson, 2011, p. 45) who wanted to be part of their daily practices, and the 

children could freely approach me. I also showed them my research equipment—

the video camera, tape recorder and notebook.  

When entering the daily life of the preschools, I became aware of ethical 

concerns that Guillemin and Gillam (2004) call ethics in practice. During the daily 

encounters, I had to respond to Luke’s or other children’s attempts to invite me to 

play with them or determine how to respond when someone was excluded by others. 

This required me to act from my heart and mind, and in fact, this lies at the core of 

relational inquiry; it is my ethical responsibility to be present for the participants. 

If children approached me for help in their conflicts or other issues, I helped them. 

Usually, they approached the educators, but sometimes, there were no educators 

nearby, and the children came to me. This relationality affected the research 

material and I have been influenced in some of the processes of belonging and 

exclusion. I have written these perspectives clearly in the small stories. Beyond 

obtaining written consent from the participants, I was pushed to be sensitive and 

interpret the children’s and educators’ willingness to be filmed (see also Eide & 

Winger, 2005; Pálmadóttir et al., in press). There were also moments when I felt 

that it was not appropriate to film, for example, when an educator and child were 

dealing with some difficult situation, and I could sense that my presence and the 

camera were making the child nervous. In addition, there were situations in which 

the children told me not to enter their play with the camera. I respected their wish 

and put the camera away and left the room. As Huber and Clandinin (2002) describe, 

This knowing of the shifting qualities between in-classroom and out-of-

classroom places and how people—children, families, teachers, and 

researchers—are positioned as they live on school landscapes heightens our 

awareness of the complexities of negotiating relational narrative inquiry with 
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children as coresearchers. When stories are lived and told within shared 

narrative unities, we see our ethical responsibilities in new ways. We need to 

care for the stories, and the people we are in relation with, more thoughtfully. 

(p. 795–796) 

When exploring the children’s narration of everyday life, I have been privileged to 

listen to children, as well as taking part in narrating when invited. However, this 

methodological decision to be involved with the children and educators has 

influenced the small stories and our relational travels in the study. It is my ethical 

responsibility to cherish this relation between me and the participants. 

One special analytical as well as ethical challenge in my study is addressed in 

Article I, and it concerns the research material created in the TelLis project. I have 

not created the research material alone. Two other researchers spent time in two 

preschools with an ethnographical approach, and they wrote field notes and tape 

recorded the daily life. Following this, the researchers wrote up the field notes and 

tape recordings in the shape of small stories. I interpreted these small stories as 

written stories of daily life created in telling with the children, educators and two 

researchers. I was aware of that I could not reach all the meanings, tones of voice 

or gestures. However, the small stories were familiar to me; they echoed and 

resonated the world of the preschools that had been my daily life for over 10 years 

(see also Bruner, 1986; Conle, 2005; Heikkinen et al., 2012). Throughout the 

writing process, I could discuss points with the researchers who had created the 

material, thereby confirming my interpretations of the small stories.  
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4 (Re)Making the politics of belonging 

The children have continued their play as cats and dogs the whole morning in 

the playroom. The educator, Lisa, turns on the red light in the traffic lights 

made of cardboard, which is placed on the wall of the playroom. This means 

that it is time to stop the play, get dressed and go outside to play. Alvar 

approaches Luke and asks, “Will you take the red tractor?” Luke responds, 

“Yes, the little dog will take the red tractor, and the trailer, too”. Alvar comes 

closer to Luke, looks keenly in Luke’s eyes, and replies, “Will you be my friend?” 

Luke nods to him with a smile on his face. The boys start to bounce into the 

hallway, and they bark like dogs on their way. I follow the boys into the hallway 

and sit down near their coat racks. Luke and Alvar start to dress. Lisa comes 

to help them choose what to wear. (Continued in Chapter 5) 

This encounter between Luke and Alvar was captured on video, and I have watched 

it many times with the aim of understanding how the politics of belonging could be 

shaped in the daily encounters. At this moment, there was a desire to play with a 

friend. One could interpret this from the boys’ bodies, movements, presence and 

verbal language. The daily practices, like the traffic lights and getting dressed, 

intertwined with tractors, as the material environment played an important role in 

making friends. The small stories of this study showed the children’s joy and 

happiness about joint activities with peers. However, finding a friend was not 

always that smooth and cohesive. This chapter summarises the findings of the study. 

I reflect on the answers to the research question—How are the politics of belonging 

shaped in young children’s diverse relations in a Finnish preschool context? The 

findings highlight three interrelated entrances to the politics of belonging; how 

belonging and exclusion are lived out in daily encounters, constructed through 

pedagogical practices and how they form a part of values and values education (see 

Figure 3). 
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Fig. 3. The politics of belonging.  

These three perspectives or layers are inseparable, constantly made and remade in 

the daily life of preschools. Subchapter 4.1 discusses how the politics of belonging 

are constructed by the children and educators in the entangled daily encounters. 

Subchapter 4.2 reflects on how pedagogical practices frame the politics of 

belonging. Following this, Subchapter 4.3 discusses the politics of belonging in 

connection with a diversity of values.  

4.1 Lived in entangled daily encounters 

The small stories in this study illustrated the multiple ways in which the children 

attempted to create membership in their preschool communities. Moreover, the 

study showed that children’s social relations ranged from an individual friend to 

the preschool group, community and surrounding society. The small stories of daily 

preschool life provided a rich and lively picture of children’s peer relations. 

Children used many approaches to express that they enjoyed being and doing things 

with friends in the same preschool group. Verbally, the children often used the word 

“we”, enjoyed fooling around with each other and expressed sameness and a will 

to help others (see Articles I and III). The children also expressed belonging with 
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their bodily actions, like hugging, being close to others, holding hands and helping 

others in daily situations. Being with friend(s) delighted the children, eliciting joy 

and happiness (see Articles I, II and III). These notions are in line with the previous 

studies on togetherness that highlight the meaning of peer relations in early 

childhood settings (e.g., Hännikäinen, 1999, 2007; 2018, Singer & De Haan, 2007). 

These children’s ways of narrating themselves in relation to other children and the 

community also echoed with one of the axis of belonging, performativity (see 

Sumsion & Wong, 2011). 

By interpreting the small stories from the perspective of the politics of 

belonging, the stories also revealed the processes of exclusion. The politics of 

belonging seemed to be paradoxical by nature: Some children’s belonging was 

strengthened by excluding one child, for instance, from play (see Article III). 

Children excluded others verbally and with their bodily actions, like by pushing 

others, turning their back and ignoring them or outlining the physical space to play 

and denying others entry (see Articles I and III). Depending on whose perspective 

the situation was analysed from, both belonging and exclusion operated 

simultaneously; there was not one side without the other (see also England, 2011).  

The power relations between the children were obvious; some children used 

power when verbally and bodily excluding others from the shared play (see Articles 

I and III). The findings highlighted that, in most cases, it was a single child who 

was excluded from the shared play with others. This was an interesting finding in 

relation to the theories of the politics of belonging. Many scholars emphasise that 

belonging emerges as maintaining boundaries between “us” and “them” (e.g., 

Nagel, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006). However, in the small stories of this study, in the 

daily encounters among the children, it was more like “us” and “the other one” (see 

Article III).  

The children shaped boundaries between groups and individuals on the 

grounds of gender, age, competence and material possessions, such as toys (Articles 

I and III). This relates closely to the concept of categorisation by Sumsion and 

Wong (2011), which they define as one of the dynamic axes of belonging (see also 

Stratigos, 2015c). Although the children used many approaches to enter the play 

with others, sometimes it was impossible for them to access the group. This kind 

of exclusion appeared quite discreetly and through small gestures and signs in the 

children’s behaviour. Usually, the child was excluded from shared play by other 

children when the educators were not present (see Articles I and III). Sumsion and 

Wong (2011) refer to this movement in the boundary lines with the axis of 

resistance and desire in their cartography of belonging. 
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The role of the educators appeared somewhat complex. Children did express 

belonging toward the educators, both bodily and verbally, but this appeared to a 

lesser extent than it did toward children (see Article I). The educators touched and 

nestled with the children in a caring way, and this relationship was obviously 

reciprocal; children were not just receivers of care, but also, they expressed warm 

emotions toward the educators and researchers (see Articles I and II; see also 

Hännikäinen, 2015; Pálmadóttir et al., in press). However, the educators were rarely 

part of the children’s ‘we’ talk, nor did they take part in fooling around verbally or 

physically with the children (see Article I). Often, the educator’s role was to guide 

and make sure that certain rules were followed, such as ensuring that toys were put 

away correctly or there was not too much noise at the lunch table (see Articles I, II 

and III). Although the educators controlled the situation and made sure the rules 

were followed, this was done in a way that supported children’s belonging and their 

right to participate (see Article II; see also Sandberg & Erikson, 2010). At the same 

time, the educators seemed to support exclusion without being aware of their 

actions, for example, by not helping children to join other’s play see (see Articles I 

and III).  

The small stories echoed that the children’s belonging extended beyond the 

preschool settings to the broader society and culture around them (see also Ochs & 

Capps, 2001). The children narrated and negotiated their belonging to families, 

relatives, pets and their neighbourhoods, and they showed that they were aware of 

topical matters in society and even globally (see Article I). For instance, the 

children missed their family members and close relatives, wondered if they would 

be able to enter the nearest primary school and they expressed concern about global 

issues, such as the swine flu epidemic (see Article I). As Puroila et al. (2012a) 

reported, the small stories were bound in the specific context of the preschools, but 

the children could move in time and place in their narration.  

The findings emphasised the children’s active role in constructing belonging 

and exclusion. The children were active in making their membership (see Articles 

I, II and III); challenging the boundaries of certain categories, like age (see Article 

I and III); and remaking and narrating themselves in relation to others (see Articles 

I, II and III). Overall, the politics of belonging appeared as a dynamic phenomenon, 

constantly shaped, lived and negotiated in the daily encounters. This confirms the 

notion from previous studies that belonging is not a stable state (Sumsion & Wong, 

2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011).  
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4.2 Framed by pedagogical practices 

The findings highlighted the meaning of the pedagogical practices in the politics of 

belonging. In this study, the pedagogical practices included practices related to 

materiality, institution and culture. Here, a “practice” is understood as more than 

doing; rather, “doings are performances, shaped by and constitutive of the complex 

relations—of materials, knowledges, norms, meanings and so on—which comprise 

the practice-as-entity” (Shove, Watson, Hand, & Ingram, 2007, p. 13). Drawing on 

Schatzki (1996), Shove et al. (2007) conceptualise this practice-as-entity on two 

levels: Practice is a nexus of doings and sayings, but it is also a process of doings 

in a certain time and context, with specific participants. In this study, practices were 

understood as pedagogical because the context of this study was ECEC. The 

practices were more than what the children or educators did; the small stories 

echoed the meaning of the pedagogical practices that shaped the politics of 

belonging.  

All three articles emphasised the meaning of the artefacts, spaces, materiality 

and environment for the politics of belonging. The pedagogical practices around 

materiality, like the personal nametags and assigned seats at the lunch table (see 

Article I), traffic lights (see Article II), and play map6 (see Article III), played a 

significant role in the politics of belonging. As a part of performativity, one of the 

axes of belonging, nametags involved means through which the children’s 

belonging to certain places and groups were expressed in different daily situations. 

On the one hand, the educators used the nametags to maintain order and split the 

whole group of children into smaller ones. This both promoted belonging among 

some children and produced exclusion among others. On the other hand, the 

children could use the nametags to choose their play and peers with whom to play. 

For children, their own, named places were something that they could rule; sitting 

on someone else’s chair was not allowed. The traffic lights provided an example of 

children’s influence in pedagogical practices. As shown in Article II, the children 

were included in the meaning-making process of the traffic lights; they had 

                                                        
6 The idea of the play map was to support children’s long-lasting play. The preschool was divided into 
certain kinds of play areas (e.g., a drawing room, construction room and home playroom), and children 
chose their activity from the play map and placed their nametags, for example, on the drawing room. 
The play map was made of cardboard, and it was placed on the wall in the hall. It was reflected through 
both belonging and exclusion. On the one hand, the play map helped children to find a friend to play 
with. Children did not always need to tidy up toys after play, and they could continue to play after lunch 
or the next day. 
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opportunities to shape the practices around the traffic light together with the 

educators, which strengthened their agency and belonging to the group.  

As described in Article III, the educators organised the areas for the children’s 

different activities, such as drawing, playing with blocks and Lego and role play, 

through the play map. The play map united children to play together, but it also 

maintained categories like gender and age, and thus produced exclusion. However, 

it was interesting that beyond adapting and maintaining, children also challenged 

and mingled via the conventional use of toys and spaces (see Article III). This 

constant movement is described as resistance and desire in Sumsion and Wong’s 

(2011) axes of belonging. Resistance and desire emerged clearly in relation to 

pedagogical practices; children challenged and transgressed the boundaries of 

categorisations, such as the division of the play areas (see Article III). Considering 

the politics of belonging, children played a twofold role; they were both recipients 

and active producers of belonging.  

The small stories echoed that the rules and routines of the preschools were 

crucial in shaping the politics of belonging. For instance, there were certain types 

of schedule for the day in each preschool, and the children had their lunch in certain 

smaller groups with their own, named educators (see Articles I and III). There were 

also certain times of the day when the children could freely choose the play, peers 

to play with and a space for their play. These daily rules and routines were part of 

the dynamics that both promoted and prevented children’s belonging in the daily 

situations at the grassroots level.  

To some extent, the pedagogical practices originated from the Finnish 

preschool culture and educational policies at the macro level. The legislation and 

core curriculum of ECEC draw a boundary between children of different ages 

(Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). Usually, children of different ages 

are assigned to different groups—“young children” and “older children”. 

According to the legislation, the number of educators also differs according to the 

children’s age. The small stories of this study revealed the twofold meaning of the 

children’s age for their belonging. On the one hand, children could identify with 

other children of the same age in the same group. The age provided a basis for 

belonging. On the other, the younger children were not able to enter the playroom 

with small items (like marbles), and age could be a reason for excluding children 

from the joint play (see Article III). Moreover, grouping the children according to 

their age prevented children from formulating relations with children of different 

ages and groups. These notions relate to the concept of categorisation introduced 
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by Sumsion and Wong (2011), which they define as one axis of the politics of 

belonging.  

4.3 Produced through tensions of diverse values 

The daily encounters and practices relating to belonging and exclusion were tightly 

intertwined with values and values education. The small stories echoed the diverse 

landscape of values in the formulation of the politics of belonging. As noted in 

Articles II and III, the politics of belonging has a close connection with democratic 

values. In this study, daily practices, such as the traffic lights (see Article II) and 

play map (see Article III), supported and maintained the children’s participation in 

and influence on the daily pedagogical practices and decision making. For example, 

children participated in the meaning-making process of the traffic lights; they 

invented the meaning of the red light (“You are allowed to tidy up”), created the 

ownership of the practice and taught the usages of the traffic lights to the other 

children and researcher. The play map, in turn, provided children with a space and 

means for their actions to influence the course of daily life. The children had 

opportunities to choose a play or other activity, the room in which they would play 

and a friend or friends to play with.  

Democratic values also emerged in how the children’s rights were addressed 

and discussed in the preschool community. Johansson et al. (2016) note that, to a 

large extent, preschool practices are organised around rights. This perspective 

became clear in the present study. For instance, the children had the right to their 

own places, such as named lockers, chairs and beds; they had a right to use the toys 

and other artefacts of the preschool. The children also referred to equality in sharing 

toys and considering the wellbeing of others. These were related to the politics of 

belonging; through rights and equal encountering, belonging was supported or 

hindered. However, these rights were often framed by the educators and the 

common rules and practices (see Articles I, II and III). As Emilson and Folkesson 

(2006) write, children’s influence is limited and framed by the power of the 

educators in the preschool context.  

The study showed that disciplinary values were intertwined in the pedagogical 

practices of the preschool groups. Emilson and Johansson (2009) define 

disciplinary values relating to obedience, independence and achievements, and they 

frame them as values that oblige children to behave in a certain way. The practices, 

such as the play map and traffic lights, not only provided children opportunities for 

participation, but the educators also used them to maintain order and manage the 
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group of children. These pedagogical practices defined rooms for different plays, 

the number of children attending different rooms and activities available in the 

rooms. Moreover, the educators managed the time, schedule and moving from one 

situation to another through certain practices, like the traffic lights. All these 

practices influenced the children’s belonging and exclusion by organising certain 

groups and drawing boundaries between different groups of children. This relates 

with all three axes of belonging; categorisation, resistance and desire, 

performativity (Sumsion & Wong, 2011). The educators played a significant role 

on the politics of belonging. Sigurdardóttir and Einarsdóttir (2016) also note that 

the value of discipline is often understood as a negative way of controlling 

children’s behaviour, and not so much related to participatory values. In their study, 

the educators of the preschool saw themselves more as helping children to gain 

self-control when directing children’s behaviour in a suitable direction or ordering 

them to follow the rules. In this study, the values of democracy and discipline 

emerged simultaneously, for example, around the practices of the traffic lights. 

All three articles (I, II and III) emphasised the significance of caring values in 

the politics of belonging. In previous research, caring values refer to taking care of 

others, understanding and showing compassion, helping others and sharing 

emotional intentions (Einarsdóttir et al., 2015; Emilson & Johansson, 2009). 

Previous studies also raise the tendency to highlight caring values in ECEC 

(Broström, 2006; Einarsdóttir et al., 2015; Estola, 2003). Based on the Finnish 

ECEC core curriculum, it is the educators’ responsibility to foster children’s sense 

of belonging and membership (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). 

However, the small stories in this study highlighted the reciprocity of care; children 

were not only recipients of care and affection, but they also showed caring toward 

other children inside and outside the preschool community, the educators and the 

researchers in multiple ways (see Articles I, II and III; see also Pálmadóttir, et al., 

in press). By showing care toward others in preschools, the children also 

strengthened their belonging in those relations and the preschool community.  

In the small stories in this study, diverse values emerged simultaneously in 

different situations. It seemed that the politics of belonging was shaped in diverse 

and tension-filled landscapes of values. Especially, the study revealed tensions 

regarding individually and collectively oriented values in the politics of belonging 

in preschools (see also Johansson, Emilson & Puroila, in press; Johansson et al. 

2016). On the one hand, valuing individuality was obvious in situations where the 

educators emphasised the right of an individual child to continue his or her play 

without including others in the play (see Articles I and III). Although these types of 
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situations would be fruitful for educators to support relationships between children 

and enhance their belonging, the educators often preferred individuality at the 

expense of collectivity. On the other hand, many daily practices mentioned above, 

like the play map, underlined the children’s collectivity and shared activities. It 

seemed that a desirable child was continuously social, playing with others and 

engaging in joint activities.  

Belonging appeared as a value-bounded phenomenon. The power perspective 

emerged clearly, and this led to more questions about the role of cultural rules and 

practices, as well as values, in relation to the politics of belonging. The notion of 

diverse values is in line with the study of Puroila and Haho (2017), who describe 

the messy landscape of values in ECEC. As we noted in Article II, “values were not 

stable but rather they were shaped and negotiated constantly in relations” (p. 204). 

The small stories in this study showed how values and values education were lived 

in the daily encounters.  
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5 Looking back and forth 

Luke and Alvar are dressing in their outdoor clothes in the hallway. Their 

clothes are placed on the floor in front of their labelled coatracks. The boys 

continue to talk about the tractors and trailers. Alvar asks, “What colour 

trailer will you take? Will you take the red trailer?” Luke responds, “The little 

dog will need the trailer, red!” There is an assistant, Nina, helping boys to get 

dressed; Nina is deaf and uses sign language with children. Alvar puts his 

outdoor trousers on and says to Nina, “Look, I did it!”—he points to his 

trousers, smiles and claps his hands. Nina looks at Alvar, smiles at him and 

claps her hands as well. Another educator, Tina, comes into the hall with two 

other children. Luke is now lying on the floor. Tina says, “Will you get up, Luke 

the little dog? The watchdog should not sleep now. Can the little dog put on 

the coat and gloves himself?” Luke answers, “Luke the little dog can!” Alvar 

is almost ready and replies, “I am the big dog”. Both Luke and Alvar run to 

the yard. (Continued in Subchapter 5.3) 

Luke’s play continued the whole morning. It involved many other children, the 

educators and me. It was time to go outside; Luke was still playing the role of the 

little dog, and the educators and Alvar played along. There was no clear beginning 

or the end to the story—the play was simply shaped in the relations between Luke, 

the other people and the environment. This study has been like reliving the daily 

life of preschools through videos and my memories, and the small stories have 

guided me to see the complexity of belonging through multiple relations in the 

preschool context. This final chapter rounds up the findings and takes an evaluative 

perspective toward the study. It is time to look back and forth, lingering in the 

moment.  

5.1 Reflecting on the findings – Empirical, theoretical and 

pedagogical conclusions 

The main aim of this study was to deepen the understanding of the politics of 

belonging in a preschool context. I have set up the aims on three interrelated levels; 

empirical, theoretical–conceptual and pedagogical levels. The empirical findings 

of this study highlight the significance of daily moments as sites of the politics of 

belonging in a preschool context. Many scholars (e.g., Antonsich, 2010; Mee, 2009; 

Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011) have emphasised that belonging is often taken for 
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granted. In addition, in this study, the politics of belonging took shape in fleeting 

moments, through small and often silent gestures and actions. The findings 

highlighted that when the children balanced in the boundary of being inside and 

outside, the educators were not often present. However, these moments would have 

been fruitful situations for educators to support children’s ability to resolve 

conflicts and find a place in the specific group (see also Johansson et al., 2016; 

Johansson & Emilson, 2016).  

The findings challenged to review the material environment, cultural rules and 

routines and interactions between the children and educators from the perspective 

of the politics of belonging. The children’s relation to the material environment 

seemed twofold; certain types of toys could serve as a key to enter the play, or lack 

of toys could appear as a reason for exclusion. Overall, material environments with 

spaces and items, artefact and toys, were not irrelevant in the relations; rather, the 

children actively used them in shaping their politics of belonging (see Articles I, II 

and III; see also Hultman & Lenz Taguchi, 2010; Rutanen, 2012; Stratigos, 2015).  

The small stories also showed the complexity of belonging: It was challenging 

to separate the sense of belonging from the politics of belonging. Although the 

focus of the study was on the politics of belonging, the senses and emotions of the 

individual child or educator were also clearly present in the study. Also, the study 

pointed out the coexistence of belonging and exclusion in the daily lives of the 

preschools. When the belonging was confirmed for one group, it drew a boundary 

between other groups or the other (see also England, 2011; Nagel, 2011; Stratigos 

et al. 2014). This study challenges to continue exploring the politics of belonging 

in the early childhood settings in a broader manner than through binaries of sense 

and politics, or belonging and exclusion, because they are inseparable, twisted 

together like a garland.  

At the theoretical and conceptual level, the study applied the axes of belonging 

(categorisation, resistance and desire, performativity) to identify the dynamic 

nature of belonging (Sumsion & Wong, 2011). These axes offered a fruitful 

conceptualisation to explore the politics of belonging in ECEC settings. Through 

these axes, we can gain understanding about the operation of belonging and 

exclusion. The axes provided clear perspectives to investigate the politics of 

belonging. However, the axes alone tended to imprison us in Article III. The 

findings about the different tensions between stability and variability, including and 

excluding as well as the tensions between individuality and collectivity, showed a 

need to see the fluidity and interconnection among the axes. The axes were not 

separate perspectives, but rather forces that constituted and re-constituted the 
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politics of belonging. This study provided insights to the politics of belonging as a 

lived phenomenon and invites to develop the theorisation of the concept beyond 

different binaries or classification. The exploration of the operation of the axes 

revealed that it was often one single child who got excluded. The boundary line 

was drawn between us and the other, not us and them, like discussed in the earlier 

studies (for example Nagel, 2011; Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011).  

The contribution of this study is twofold in relation to the theorisation of the 

politics of belonging. First, the study highlights the meaning of materiality in 

shaping the politics of belonging, it is not only a social phenomenon occurring in 

relations between humans. The material relations were significant as well. This 

connects with the physical and spatial dimensions of belonging by Sumsion and 

Wong (2011) but this study highlights the active role of materiality in the operation 

of belonging and exclusion. Materiality can be understood as dynamic and active 

relation shaping the politics of belonging. Second, this study contributes to the 

theoretical discussion of belonging by highlighting how tightly values are 

intertwined with the politics of belonging in ECEC settings. The study adds to the 

theoretical conception of Sumsion and Wong (2011) by bringing the moral and 

ethical dimension in the front. The diversity of values and tensions between 

individuality and collectivity raised a need to reflect on what types of values were 

highlighted, and at the expense of what, regarding the politics of belonging. 

Individual rights have been emphasised in the discussions of Nordic curricula and 

preschools (Einarsdóttir et al., 2015). Johansson et al. (2016) explored the 

interaction between the child and educator and found that their interactions were 

embedded with a strong individualistic paradigm, while the collective building of 

communities seemed invisible. These studies point out the importance of studying 

the daily lives of preschools from the viewpoint of values education. In this study, 

the educators highlighted the individual child and her/his rights, while they did not 

consciously support belonging and solidarity, doing together nor learning to live in 

a community of diverse people.  

The multiplicity in the cultural backgrounds of children in ECEC settings is 

increasing, and this poses a challenge concerning the focus on values and values 

education (Johansson et al., 2016); thus, the value of belonging is highly topical. 

Based on this study, I call for an ethical perspective: If we understand belonging as 

a value, it is meaningful whether a child does or does not belong. As Puroila et al. 

(2016) put it, “education is legitimated by its purpose of promoting a good life for 

children” (p. 143). It is a matter of each child’s wellbeing that she/he feels 

belonging in early childhood settings or any other educational context. Figure 4 
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illustrates an empirically based conceptualisation of the politics of belonging in the 

preschool context. 

 

Fig. 4. Conceptualisation of the politics belonging in preschool context. 

Based on these empirical and theoretical reflections, this study suggests 

implications for pedagogical practices in early childhood settings. It was 

interesting to note that supporting belonging was not a conscious aim of the 

educators, although the educators did so in their daily practices. In this study, the 

educators reflected on their personal feeling of belonging to a preschool group. 

When the aims and values were shared by the educators, they felt a strong sense of 

belonging and joy of working together toward what was best for the children. This 

finding is in line with the previous studies highlighting that the processes of 

belonging and exclusion are often unconscious (Yuval-Davis, 2006, 2011).  



67 

This study argues for the need to encourage the educators to identify the 

politics of belonging, as well as taking up the challenge of critically reflecting on 

the daily practices in the educational settings. This study challenges the educators 

to become aware of the fleeting moments of belonging and exclusion in the daily 

lives of preschool settings. The politics of belonging often operates in invisible and 

discreet ways of encountering. It requires sensitivity to recognise how the politics 

of belonging operates between the children and the whole community, and what 

types of relations, practices, spaces and routines are meaningful for the children in 

building membership in the preschool community.  

The study emphasizes the development of pedagogical practices in line with 

democratic values. There is a need to encounter the children as active agents in their 

daily lives, and efforts toward belonging are not just something that the educators 

must do and act for. This study also challenges children to discover and understand 

how the politics of belonging is constantly shaped by their actions. Relationality 

invites consideration of the holistic, entire way of being with others, being a 

member and having the right to belong to the community. From the point of view 

of an educator, the politics of belonging needs hard work, multiple skills and 

competence, and most of all, eyes to see, ears to listen and a heart to be conscious 

of what is important. 

5.2 Evaluating the study 

In the following, I take an evaluative gaze concerning the whole study; first, I 

reflect on the methodological choices of this research process. Second, I evaluate 

the study from the three principles of reflexivity, workability and evocativeness that 

have been suggested as criteria for a high-quality narrative inquiry (Heikkinen et 

al., 2012).  

In relation to the methodology of this study, the ontology of relational narrative 

inquiry has challenged me to mingle with different theoretical discussants to locate 

myself as a narrative inquirer in childhood studies, in the context of educational 

settings. My understanding has influenced the way I have interpreted the small 

stories. I have tried to be more inside than outside in relation to the participants and 

sharing the daily life of the preschools; however, I realised that I did not belong 

there permanently. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) write that narrative inquirers,  
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must become fully involved, must ‘fall in love’ with their participants, yet they 

must also step back and see their own stories in the inquiry, the stories of the 

participants, as well as the larger landscapes on which they all live. (p. 81) 

The implementation of this study has challenged me to reflect on my role, as well 

as the larger landscape, ECEC, and how the institutional setting has framed our 

encounters. Van Manen (1990) highlights that “pedagogical research cannot step 

outside the moral values that grant pedagogy its meaning” (p. 162). I think this 

crystallises the larger landscapes in the study. The study took place in educational 

settings where it was the educators’ responsibility to support each child’s belonging 

to a preschool community. In that sense, I thought of myself as an educator too; I 

helped children to solve conflicts if they asked me. I became involved in situations 

if someone was being excluded or if there was no educator in the room and children 

approached me. This means that I did influence the research material and the 

processes of belonging and exclusion. If educators were involved, I tended to retain 

the distance. I have tried to be aware of my own story and my role in the small 

stories. I saw this dilemma of involvement as an ethical concern: I was an adult that 

children approached with their daily issues and conflicts, and it was my 

responsibility to respond to those requests for help. 

The study provides an innovative methodological approach that can be utilised 

in childhood research beyond the research context. The use of a video camera 

helped in capturing the small stories: I could go back to those moments and notice 

the small gestures and actions that I was not able to realise during the fieldwork. 

The analysis has strengthened the assumption that knowledge is layered. Also, the 

video material provided a holistic scenery of the small stories when deepening 

understanding and filling the gaps. Although the videos did not capture everything. 

Barad (2007) argues that the technologies of observation intra-act with the reality 

that is explored, so that they cannot be separated. The video camera influenced the 

encounters and relations in many ways; indeed, I understand the video camera as a 

part of the material relations. Thus, it was not a neutral tool—it was eye-catching, 

and video filming also had limitations and restrictions. The children were more 

comfortable with the camera than the educators were. The camera could also 

prevent the children and educators from doing or saying something. Pink (2009) 

argues that even though a video camera is set up to film something in front of the 

camera, it is related to the person behind the camera as well. I made the decisions 

about where to focus the video camera, what to film and what not to film; in this 
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way, the filming was limited. I could not film everything that was going on in the 

preschools. 

The video material offered another layer for the educators to reflect on their 

work. Previous studies highlight the role of narratives in promoting critical 

reflection and the development of educational practices (Heikkinen et. al. 2012; 

Pushor & Clandinin, 2009). In this study, the educators had an obvious need to tell 

and retell the daily practices and pedagogical issues around them. When we 

encouraged the educators to talk about their work as pedagogues, it also revealed 

their personal sense of belonging and emotional commitment to the colleagues and 

children in their preschool group (see Article II). This opened a ground for a shared 

process of developing the daily practices and reflecting on the values and values 

education. Telling and retelling as a method promoted the awareness of values 

related to belonging (see also Huber et al., 2013).  

In the evaluation of the study, I need to discuss some concepts other than 

reliability—whether the study could be repeated by other researchers and result in 

the same observations and findings. The methodological choice to be involved with 

the participants’ daily life, ensured that the study would not repeatable as such 

(Davies, 1999). This relational commitment lies behind all the phases of the study, 

and at all levels of the writing and reports (see Clandinin & Murphy, 2009). Indeed, 

it exists and continues after this study is finished. Heikkinen and his colleagues 

(2012) refer to the principle of reflexivity when evaluating narrative inquiry. They 

emphasise the nature of the researcher’s relationship toward the object of the 

research, the ontological and epistemological premises and the transparency of the 

research methods and material (Heikkinen et al. 2012). They challenge the 

researcher to be aware of his/her way of knowing. During this doctorate study, I 

was asked, “When did you explicitly ask the children to tell their story to you?” 

Well, I did not do that when I was participating in the daily life of the children and 

educators in the four preschools. Thus, is my study a narrative inquiry at all? Now 

I realise that the question that I was asked at the beginning led me to critically 

reflect on how to define small stories and narrativity. If I had asked the children to 

tell me a story, the space for telling and listening would have been defined by me, 

and it would have contained the idea of what a story is—a certain kind of structure 

with beginning and end, both defined by me, the researcher. As a narrative inquirer, 

educator and mother, I keep wondering: Was I able to stop in the fleeting moments, 

listen the small stories of daily life? Did I hear all the voices, silent and loud? At 

the end of this study, I can say that I have tried my best, and the process does not 

end when this writing is finished. I felt that it was my ethical obligation to encounter 



70 

the participants with respect and a humble attitude; without them, I would not have 

carried out the study and this process of increasing the empirical and theoretical 

understanding of the politics of belonging.  

Heikkinen et al. (2012) raise the principle of workability and ethics that needs 

to be addressed when evaluating a narrative study. This principle evokes reflection 

on the types of practices the study emerged from, and how ethical issues were 

confronted. This study had the empirical aim of producing knowledge about the 

politics of belonging in preschools, and in this way, developing ideas for 

pedagogical practices to become aware of the processes of belonging and exclusion 

in daily life. I introduced the pedagogical implications for the preschool context in 

Subchapter 5.1. The collaboration with the educators aimed to support their daily 

work. As noted in Article II, reflecting on the daily practices together with the 

educators made them more aware of their values and what was important for them 

in their work as early childhood educators. This led to the process of developing 

the practices in that specific preschool (see also Heikkinen et al., 2012). This 

principle of workability can also be reflected on in contexts beyond ECEC. The 

processes of belonging and exclusion emerge whenever people at any age formulate 

a group or a community. The empirical findings of the politics of belonging can be 

applied to groups shaped in diverse situations. In relational narrative inquiry, ethics 

saturates the whole process, and this has forced me to explore my role, my knowing 

and the relationality as an ontological premise of this study.  

The principle of evocativeness refers to how well the study evokes emotions or 

memories related to the theme, and a good piece of research awakens ideas and 

inspires people to think in a different way (Heikkinen et al., 2012). This echoes 

with Bruner’s conception of verisimilitude (1986) and Conle’s (2005) discussion 

of resonance when evaluating narrative inquiry. With the small story of Luke the 

little dog, I offered the reader glimpses from daily life. The small story gives 

something to resonate with, like I did in those days when the small story of Luke 

was captured in the videos, my notebook and my mind. I can still go back to those 

days in all four preschools with all the children and educators, with the help of my 

memories and emotions, as well as the video material.  

I could have chosen any other small story to illustrate the study—Why did I 

choose Luke the little dog? I feel strongly that Luke chose me; the small story began 

in front of me on the first morning when I arrived at that preschool. Luke did not 

talk to me when he wandered the hall that morning. There were no other children 

in the hall at that moment, and I just silently followed him to the playroom and 

plunged in the middle of the sounds, toys, furniture, children and the educator—
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the whole environment of the preschool community. Maybe it was the intuitive 

feeling that something meaningful was going to take place and I was privileged to 

be part of it.  

The theory of gaps (Abbott, 2013) can also be applied to you, the person 

reading this study. You, dear reader, started to fill the gaps from the first page when 

you started to read this. No research report can be watertight. This study was 

formulated by me and through my personal lens, from rewarding interchanges with 

the scientific literature and discussions with other researchers in my community in 

Oulu and the Nordic research team. In addition, the research material was partly 

created and analysed with other researchers in the team (see Articles I, II and III) 

and the educators in Article II. Investigator triangulation (Flick, 2004) ensured that 

the research material, the small stories in the research articles, were analysed 

together with an open perspective to approach belonging and exclusion. Now, you 

are trying to understand and make meanings through my text.  

5.3 Lingering in the moment(s)  

In the end, there is a new beginning. 

The whole research process has been a huge experience of learning, confusion and 

enormous joy. One of the most challenging and rewarding parts of it has been 

becoming absorbed in the multidimensional literature of childhood studies, 

belonging and relational narrative inquiry. I have mingled with different kinds of 

theoretical underpinnings and had discussions with researchers from diverse 

disciplines. I have tried to reach the politics of belonging as a holistic, bodied, 

relational, entire way of being and not as being among others. This study has 

naturally made me wonder about my belonging—where my roots, my places and 

my heart are. 

We all belong to multiple groups, communities and categories, whether we 

want to or not. We do this even before we are born. We are part of a certain family, 

gender, generation, ethnicity and nation; these, we cannot choose. Belonging means 

different things to different people, and it is a matter of choice and necessity. In our 

daily lives, we formulate groups by our own choice; sometimes, choosing not to 

belong is as significant as choosing to belong. When looking forward, this study 

suggests exploring belonging and exclusion, for example, from the perspective of 

children at different ages and backgrounds. It is highly important to become aware 

of the conditions of belonging: On what grounds can children belong and what are 
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the boundaries surrounding our communities? This study has shown that belonging 

as a value is intertwined with cultural, historical and political relations. More 

knowledge is needed about these relations and their influence on the politics of 

belonging.  

This final writing process has been coloured by news of terrorist attacks from 

different parts of the world—Paris, London, Stockholm, Manchester and Turku. 

There are no words to understand, just questions and uncertainty. These events 

show that the questions concerning belonging are even more significant than before; 

we need knowledge about the construction and production of belonging and 

exclusion at all ages, in different types of educational environments and from 

micro- to macro levels of society. What types of possibilities and challenges will 

we encounter with increasing immigration and globalisation?  

Throughout their daily lives, children narrate themselves and become narrated 

by others as being inside or outside of the groups and communities in their 

preschools. Finding a place in multiple communities starts from childhood. The 

educational institutions of early childhood are at the core of fostering belonging 

and democratic values. It is the educator’s responsibility to provide each child a 

safe place to feel belonging, membership and become appreciated by others. Are 

you ready?  

It is the afternoon of the same day, and the children are finishing their snack. 

They are wandering around the rooms, looking for a friend to play with. Luke 

comes to the hall and enters the threshold of the play room and stops there. His 

eyes wander around the playroom, as though he is looking for something. He 

smoothly moves to his knees and crawls into the playroom. He starts to bark in 

a friendly way to the other children, and they all laugh. The story of Luke the 

little dog continues the whole afternoon and the next morning. It is my time to 

close the preschool door. But I will not close my heart. 
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