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Karjalainen, Satu, Doing joy. Performances of joy in children’s relations in early
childhood and education settings
University of Oulu Graduate School; University of Oulu, Faculty of Education
Acta Univ. Oul. E 200, 2021
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

The study focuses on performances of joy in children’s relations in everyday life situations in early
childhood education and care (ECEC) settings. The aim is to explore how these joyous
performances shape and are shaped by children’s relations. The study was conducted at one
Finnish open ECEC center between 2013 and 2016. The research material consisted of video
recordings, written observations, and field notes. In the analysis, a holistic narrative approach was
utilized.

The study is positioned in the scientific field of childhood studies. The theoretical and
methodological premises are drawn from narrative approaches and from the dialogical philosophy
of Martin Buber. The study challenges the traditional individual perspective on emotion research
and is based on a holistic approach to performativity in which insights are applied from the fields
of narrative and emotion research. The joyous performances in children’s everyday relations
incorporate the feeling body and mind and the diversity of the socio-cultural, temporal, and
material world.

The study provides novel insights into joy, which is, on the one hand, emphasized in curricula
and other educational documents, but on the other hand, often remains unspecified. The findings
show that ECEC settings form a particular environment in which the joys of both children and
teachers are performed. The joyous performances serve as the means for navigating through the
daily routines and timetables and through the complex relations that are entangled with temporal,
spatial, and material conditions. The study demonstrates that performative joys are active ways of
doing. By performing joy with peers, children co-construct their culture in ECEC settings and
smooth their making and living within complex relations. Teachers’ joyous performances create a
positive and safe atmosphere and emphasize pedagogical purposes. The findings imply that doing
joy shapes both children’s and teachers’ being, becoming, and belonging in the everyday relations
in the ECEC environment. Although the study reveals how joy can be a means of exclusion, it also
shows the potential of co-constructed joyous performances to enhance reciprocal encounters and
relational agency in children’s everyday lived relationships.

Keywords: dialogue, early childhood education, joy, narrative approach, performativity





Karjalainen, Satu, Iloa tekemässä. Lasten suhteissa performoitu ilo varhais-
kasvatuksen arjessa
Oulun yliopiston tutkijakoulu; Oulun yliopisto, Kasvatustieteiden tiedekunta
Acta Univ. Oul. E 200, 2021
Oulun yliopisto, PL 8000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto

Tiivistelmä

Väitöstutkimuksessa tarkastellaan performatiivista iloa lasten suhteissa. Tutkimuksen huomio
kiinnittyy varhaiskasvatuksen arjen hetkiin, joissa performoidaan iloa sekä lasten vertaissuhteis-
sa että lasten ja opettajien välisissä suhteissa. Tutkimuksessa kysytään, kuinka performoitu ilo
sekä muovaa että muovautuu lasten moninaisissa varhaiskasvatuksen arjen suhteissa. Tutkimus
toteutettiin yhden suomalaisen päiväkodin avoimen varhaiskasvatuksen ryhmissä vuosien
2013–2016 aikana. Aineisto koostui videotallenteista ja havainnointimuistiinpanoista. Tutkimus-
aineiston analyysi rakentui kokonaisvaltaiselle kerronnalliselle lähestymistavalle.

Lapsuudentutkimuksen kentälle sijoittuvan tutkimuksen teoreettiset ja metodologiset lähtö-
kohdat nojaavat kerronnallisuuteen sekä Martin Buberin dialogisuusfilosofiaan. Tutkimus haas-
taa perinteistä yksilöpsykologista näkökulmaa lasten tunteiden tutkimuksessa ja tarkastelee ilon
kokonaisvaltaista performatiivista luonnetta sekä kerronallista että tunteiden tutkimusta sovelta-
en. Tutkimus avaa uusia näkökulmia iloon, jonka merkitystä toisaalta korostetaan opetussuunni-
telmissa ja muissa opetus- ja kasvatusalan asiakirjoissa, mutta joka toisaalta jää usein vaille tar-
kempaa määrittelyä.

Tutkimuksen tulosten mukaan varhaiskasvatuksen arki muodostaa erityisen ympäristön las-
ten moninaisissa suhteissa rakentuvalle ilolle. Ilon performansseissa ovat samanaikaisesti läsnä
sekä tunteva ruumis ja mieli että sosiokulttuurinen, ajallinen ja materiaalinen maailma. Tutki-
muksen tulokset osoittavat, että ilo on aktiivista tekemistä. Iloa tekemällä lapset luovivat arjen
rutiineissa sekä usein haastavissa vertaissuhteissaan ja rakentavat yhdessä päiväkodin kulttuu-
ria. Kun tarkastellaan performoitua iloa lasten ja opettajien välisissä suhteissa, tuloksissa koros-
tuu opettajien pyrkimys turvallisen ja iloisen ilmapiirin luomiseen, vastavuoroiseen kohtaami-
seen sekä pedagogisten tavoitteiden painottamiseen. Tulokset osoittavat, että ilon performanssit
muovaavat lasten suhteiden maailmaa sekä lasten ja opettajien olemista, tulemista ja yhteenkuu-
luvuutta. Vaikka tutkimus tuo esille myös ilon poissulkevan ulottuvuuden, ennen kaikkea se
avaa näkökulmia siihen, kuinka ilon performanssit raivaavat tiloja vastavuoroiselle kohtaamisel-
le ja vahvistavat lasten suhteissa rakentuvaa toimijuutta.

Asiasanat: dialogisuus, ilo, kerronnallinen tutkimus, performatiivisuus, varhaiskasvatus
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1 Introduction 
In this opening chapter, I present my personal departures for the study, after which 
I position the study within existing research on emotions and other tangential 
phenomena. At the end of the introduction, I offer a literature review related to joy.  

1.1 Inspiration for exploring joy in relations 

After school day, me and my friend Sanna ride our bikes at a fast pace. When 
we reach the forest edge, we both jump off our bikes and begin to run as fast 
as we can, simultaneously wheeling our bikes uncomfortably. We jump over the 
hummocks and stumps and our bikes tip over many times. Still, I feel I run like 
a fairy or a deer and it feels as if my legs do not even touch the ground. I look 
at Sanna whose face seems to get blurred with the cheerfulness. I feel the fusion 
of excitement and breath-taking joy. I feel connected and out of connection at 
the same time. When we reach the far side of the forest, we continue to ride on 
the cycle path heading to our homes. The motion slows down. We chatter about 
this and that. The heady feeling of joy drifts to a light tranquility. (Personal 
memory, Satu, 8 years) 

Over 30 years later, I sit on the floor in the open early childhood education 
center with four-year-olds Aino and Siiri. We are discussing the video 
recording that I am about to continue with that day. Aino is sitting on a small 
chair, swinging back and forth, making some kind of a vehicle sounds. I ask: 
“Are you going somewhere by train?” “Yes, I am heading to home,” she replies. 
“Could there be more wagons so that Siiri may join the ride?” We take another 
chair, Siiri sits down. I begin to sing a familiar train song in which the children 
may choose the terminal station. “Helsinki,” “Kajaani,” “Granny,” 
“Amusement park.” Aino and Siiri suggest, and we begin to chug like a train. 
The wagons and children increase, along with the sparkling atmosphere. We 
make sounds, laugh at the creative travelling destinations and the funny ways 
of travelling. We end up rejoicing with the whole child group, the train winds 
around the room. The feeling that we are in this together is tangible. (Field 
notes, 2013) 

My memories and the field notes above illustrate the starting point for my research: 
the joys that I experienced with others as a child and, later, in the early childhood 
education and care (ECEC) center where the study was conducted. What is joy, 



18 

then? For me, it is a primarily relational phenomenon. Although I have experienced 
joy while alone, the joys have still been in relation to something; related to some 
other, such as another human being, another animal, or some material item. The 
moments of joy that I have witnessed or experienced—as an ECEC teacher, as a 
mother, and now as a researcher—echo the same kind of sparkling spirit that 
permeates the memories from my childhood. These fleeting moments come and go, 
but they have often left me wondering about the role that joy plays in relations.  

Taking a relational standpoint in my research, I focus on the emotion of joy, 
not solely as an individually experienced phenomenon but as an entanglement of 
the inner and the outer, which is realized and actively performed in everyday 
relations in ECEC settings. In research on joy, according to Kern, Hawkins, Al-
Hindi and Moss (2014), academics often seem to distance themselves and take a 
critical stance to avoid being too emotional and idealistic (p. 836). However, 
researchers must make their own relationships with the research topic explicit 
(Kuby, 2014; Zembylas, 2007). 

I am humbly aware that my personal experiences lay the foundation for my 
study and affect the way in which I understand and interpret the emotion of joy. 
From the start of the study process, I have been very aware of the bends in the path 
before me. Is it possible to study something so elusive, abstract, and “slippery” as 
joy (Rantala & Määttä, 2012)? Mazzei and Jackson (2009) have inspired me with 
their encouraging words:  

We assert that in our zeal as qualitative researchers to gather data and make 
meaning, or to make easy sense, we often seek that voice which we can easily 
name, categorize and respond to. We argue that a more fertile practice … is to 
seek the voice that escapes easy classification and that does not make easy 
sense. (Mazzei & Jackson, 2009, p. 4) 

The meanings that emotions embody and portray are easily taken for granted or 
remain totally unnoticed in our everyday lives (Micciche, 2007, p. 7). Although the 
relationality of joy is widely recognized (e.g., Johnson, 2020; Kast, 1991; Kern et 
al., 2014; Lindsay-Hartz, 1981; Potkay, 2005; Segal, 2018; Strawn, 2020), studies 
have mainly approached joy from the perspective of individual experience and have 
focused on people’s descriptions of their feelings of joy. More needs to be known 
about joy as it appears in spontaneous daily living relations. In this dissertation, I 
grasp the challenge of exploring joy in children’s everyday relations in ECEC 
settings as being actively and relationally performed.  
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1.2 Positioning the study among existing research on emotions 
and tangential phenomena 

In order to position and frame the premises of my study on joy, it is relevant to 
locate it within the broader context of research on emotions and related phenomena. 
When I was framing the objectives of the study, I explored many tentative 
phenomena and viewpoints that could encompass the interest-arousing moments 
that I encountered in the everyday life of ECEC. Was it joy that I was focusing on? 
Several moments that captured my attention were colored with humorous activities; 
however, the concept of humor seemed to leave the bodily performed joys aside. 
Therefore, I did not narrow the focus of this study to children’s humor. However, 
studies relating to children’s humor opened fruitful insights for understanding the 
joyous performances that occur within children’s peer relations and peer culture 
(Loizou, 2007), as well as within child–adult relations in ECEC settings (Tallant, 
2015). The joyous moments also echoed features of Maslow’s peak experiences 
(1964), Csikszentmihalyi’s flow (1991), and rough-and-tumble play (Pellegrini & 
Smith, 1998). In addition, there are reciprocal relations between joy, play, and 
playfulness. It has been noted that joy sparks the urge to play (Fredrickson, 2004; 
Johnson, 2020), and in turn, play in the early years enables the child to experience 
the joy of learning (Rantala & Määttä, 2012). The connection between joy and play 
is noted in the Finnish National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood Education 
and Care (Finnish National Board of Education, 2018). In my study, I consider play 
to be an essential context within which joy is performed.  

The concept of emotion that I mainly use in this dissertation is just one of the 
various concepts employed in research on emotions, other closely related concepts 
being, for instance, affect and mood. There does not seem to be a prevailing 
consensus regarding the meaning of these concepts, and several academics use 
them interchangeably, while others draw strict lines between them (see Batson, 
Shawn & Oleson, 1992). Relative to moods, emotions are considered shorter in 
duration and to occupy the foreground of consciousness (Fredrickson, 2004). Affect 
is often identified as a broader concept, referring to a prelinguistic and visceral 
condition (Micciche, 2007, p. 15; see also Zembylas, 2014, p. 541). 

Emotions have intrigued researchers in various disciplines (see Lupton, 1998), 
and research into emotions has stretched and slipped across disciplinary boundaries 
(see Bondi, Davidson & Smith, 2007). Attempts to theorize emotions have 
generally tended to reduce academic discussion to a dichotomic debate, with 
notions that circulate between rational–emotional, mind–body, individual–social, 
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and private–public dualisms (Holland, 2007; Leavitt, 1996). Emotions are viewed 
as the antithesis of rationality (Lupton, 1998) drawing mainly form the Cartesian 
rationalism (see Holland, 2007). In my research, I draw on the perspective that 
emotions are not just things that happen to passive human beings but are tied up 
with knowledge (Ahmed, 2014; Micciche, 2007). Considering emotions to be 
mediated rather than immediate, Ahmed (2014) writes that knowing is inseparable 
from the feeling body. She suggests that people not only interpret what they feel, 
but the feelings are also bound to previous interpretations that were made by the 
individuals themselves or by other people (Ahmed, 2014).  

Viewpoints on whether emotions are internal or external alternate between the 
extremes of seeing emotions as primarily individual, intrapsychic experiences or as 
solely socio-cultural phenomena (see e.g., Kuby, 2014; Lupton, 1998; Zembylas, 
2007). My study places itself beyond these extremes. Although the focus is on 
relationally performed joy, I do not ignore individual experience but view joy as an 
entanglement of the personal and external worlds. Some researchers consider 
emotions to be contagious or infectious, that is, spreading to others (Wild, Erb & 
Bartelsm, 2001). While providing fruitful insights, this assumption may lead to the 
consideration that emotions move inward and outward—that is, that felt emotions 
are transmitted to recipients who may take or leave the emotion as their own 
(Micciche, 2007, p. 13). In my study, I understand the emotion of joy to be dynamic, 
relationally constructed, and lived in children’s daily relations.  

The research literature on children’s emotions within the educational sciences, 
particularly in the context of ECEC, has traditionally drawn on the psychological 
perspective. These studies have focused on children’s emotional experiences (e.g., 
Murray & Palaiologou, 2018), their socio-emotional development (e.g., 
Goldschmidt & Pedro, 2019), their socio-emotional competence (e.g., Colwell & 
Hart, 2006), and on emotion regulation (e.g., Arnott, 2018; Kurki, 2017). Recently, 
a welcome and growing body of research has extended to study emotions and 
affects beyond the individual experiences in children’s everyday lives from varied 
perspectives (see Kraftl, 2013); for instance, children’s peer relations (Lindsey, 
2019; Ogelman & Fetihi, 2019), relations between children and practitioners (Davis 
& Dunn, 2018), and encounters between the researcher and children (Hadfield-Hill 
& Horton, 2014). To date, there is a lack of research that explicitly focuses on 
performed joy in children’s peer relations in everyday life in institutional settings. 
In addition to filling this gap and deepening the understanding of children’s peer 
relations from the perspective of joy, my study broadens the focus by investigating 
teacher–child relationally performed joys.  
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The methods used to explore emotions, such as joy, in empirical research are 
extensively based on self-reports, interviews, or collected biographies (e.g., Kast, 
1991; Meadows, 1975; Peasley, 2013). The information is also gathered by 
employing different survey instruments of emotional experiences and expressions 
(see Zembylas, 2007). However, research designs that are constructed upon 
verbalizing felt emotions ignore the youngest children with their still-developing 
verbal skills (de Vocht, 2015, p. 321), as well as the relational aspect of joy. As 
Kuby (2014) states, although children do not have vocabulary, they still have the 
emotions and capacity to understand and use emotions in their relations (pp. 1285–
1286). Research on children’s emotions has been broadly implemented in settings 
organized especially for research purposes (e.g., Petersen & Holodynski, 2020; 
Shimoni, Asbe, Eyal & Berger, 2016). However, there is a growing body of research 
exploring children’s emotions in their natural surroundings (e.g., Ahn, 2016; 
Cekaite & Andrén, 2019; Kuby 2014; Prosen & Vitulic, 2018; Zembylas, 2003). 
The methods used for research on young children’s emotions in educational settings 
are, for instance, based on adults’ observations and scaling of the expressed 
emotions, or they are based on sociometric interviews and teacher ratings (Lindsey, 
2019). Although the field of narrative research recognizes children’s emotions as 
an essential part of narrating, studies that explicitly focus on children’s emotions 
from a narrative perspective are rare.  

This also applies to studies that explore children’s emotions as performative. 
To my knowledge, there are study by Zembylas (2003), which focus on young 
children’s emotional practices in science learning, and a study by Kuby (2014) that 
explores children’s performed emotions while discussing social justice issues. In 
my study, I follow the call to extend the focus beyond a psychological orientation 
to consider the complexities of the emotion of joy as performed in children’s 
relations by utilizing a holistic narrative viewpoint (see Kuby, 2014, p. 1286). 

1.3 The topic of the study – Celebrated yet cumbersome joy 

In recent decades, increased attention has been paid to so-called positive emotions, 
including joy. This is particularly evident in positive psychology. The emotion of 
joy is broadly connected with positive emotions (De Rivera, Possell, Verette & 
Weiner, 1989; Watkins, Emmons, Greaves & Bell, 2018), which are viewed as 
essential to human well-being (Fredrickson, 2004; Murray & Palaiologou, 2018). 
In general, positive emotions are considered desirable and should be cultivated, 
while negative emotions should be absorbed (e.g., Ahn, 2016). However, positive 
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emotions have gained less attention in empirical research than negative ones 
(Ellsworth & Smith, 1988; Fredrickson, 2004; Rantala & Määttä, 2012). The 
challenge in studying positive emotions is partly one of vocabulary (Ellsworth & 
Smith, 1988; Lindsay-Hartz, 1981); for instance, the concept “happy” appears 
frequently as a word used by study participants to characterize most of their 
pleasant emotional experiences (Ellsworth & Smith, 1988, p. 327). This notion 
resonates with Potkay’s (2005, p. 76) suggestion that the holistic experience of joy 
appears in an ineffable essence that escapes linguistic categorization. 

In general, joy and closely related (positive) emotions are acknowledged to be 
an essential part of life for human beings (Vaillant, 2008), as is rapidly recognized 
when reviewing existing studies on joy. At first sight, joy seems to appear broadly 
in every field of life. It is evident in non-academic areas, such as the media, politics, 
marketing, and fiction, to mention just a few. Joy has inspired authors such as 
Shakespeare (2001) and C. S. Lewis (1955), and poets such as Schiller, whose 
famous Ode to Joy in 1785 later served as the inspiration for Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony. Joy, together with happiness, is a common theme in self-help books (see 
Ahmed, 2007). The emphasis on joy may, at least in part, reflect the prevalence of 
an official happiness agenda (Segal, 2018) or a kind of happiness industry (Ahmed, 
2007; Meadows, 2014). 

Within both academic and non-academic fields, joy is frequently celebrated in 
headings but is missing from the body text (see also Kern et al., 2014). One reason 
for this may be that joy, as are other emotions, is complex to examine. Joy is often 
considered a non-specific emotion (Ellsworth & Smith, 1988), and there are 
challenges in differentiating joy from closely related emotions such as elation and 
gladness (De Rivera et al., 1989; Lindsay-Hartz, 1981), gratitude and subjective 
well-being (Watkins et al., 2018; see also Robbins, 2006), amusement (Herring, 
Burleson, Roberts & Devine, 2011), and happiness (Cottrell, 2016). From one 
viewpoint, joy and sorrow are not considered discrete emotions but rather an 
affective qualification of other emotions, shading them in positive or negative ways 
(McDougall, 1908; see also Meadows, 2014). In contrast, for instance, Watkins et 
al. (2018) state that joy is discrete from other positive emotions and can be 
measured reliably with self-report instruments. Roberts (2020) suggests that there 
are different types of joy that can be differentiated in relation to their intentional 
objects. Spinoza formulates joy not as a single concept but as an assemblage of 
active affects, such as gladness and cheerfulness (Lloyd, 1996). It has also been 
pointed out that emotions, such as joy and sorrow, cannot occur in their pure form 
and are likelier to be touched by their opposites (Segal, 2018, p. ix). 
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Although discrete emotions have been studied extensively, joy has received 
minimal attention, particularly in empirical studies (Watkins et al., 2018, p. 522). 
Existing research literature is mainly psychological in orientation, and it paints a 
fragmented picture of joy, in part due to the diverse and often contrasting 
vocabulary used in studies relating to positive emotions. Studies that have explicitly 
focused on joy tend to be reviews of the existing literature on joy (e.g., Johnson, 
2020; Potkay, 2007), concept analyses (Cottrell, 2016), empirical studies that 
attempt to differentiate joy from closely related emotions (e.g., De Rivera et al., 
1989; Ellsworth & Smith, 1998; Lindsay-Hartz, 1981; Watkins et al., 2018), or 
reviews of the work of particular theoreticians who have addressed joy in their 
writings (e.g., Gordon, 2001; Żelazna, 2009). Over the years, various philosophers, 
from Descartes to Spinoza, Sartre, Nietzsche, and Kierkegaard, to mention just a 
few, have written, to some extent, about joy (see Hamm III, 2015). Alongside the 
field of psychological research, joy has also been studied among theologian (e.g., 
Volf & Crisp, 2015) and feminist (Ahmed, 2014; Kern et al., 2014; Peasley, 2013; 
Segal, 2018; Tamboukou, 2018) approaches. 

It is noteworthy that a wide range of educational studies emphasizes the 
conducive role played by joy in learning (e.g., Ford & Opitz, 2015; Leskisenoja, 
2016). This includes research into joy-eliciting learning environments (Huhtamäki, 
Holma, Nokelainen & Kumpulainen, 2017) and pedagogies of joy (Korpinen, 2009; 
Pyykkö, 2014). Joy has been explored, for instance, within academic practice (Kern 
et al., 2014; Tamboukou, 2018), among college students (Berenbaum, 2002), in 
terms of teachers’ empathic joy toward their students (Pittinsky & Montoya, 2016), 
and in joy-oriented physical education (Blankenship & Ayers, 2010). Joy is also 
emphasized in the context of Finnish education. For instance, in 1997, the Finnish 
Ministry of Education published a national strategy for lifelong learning with the 
title The Joy of Learning, where the key premise was the following: “An open and 
enquiring attitude to the new provides the means for every citizen to pursue a more 
fulfilling life and to realize the joy of achievement” (Committee for Lifelong 
Learning, 1997, p. 1). 

From the perspective of my study, it is noteworthy to recognize that the linking 
of joy with children and childhood is not a novel phenomenon. Joy has long been 
featured as part of children and childhood, and the Western view particularly 
emphasizes the carefree and happy essence of childhood (see Vehkalahti, 2012). 
Cunningham (2020, p. 59) notes that the European and American view of childhood 
has been shaded by Romanticism and embedded within the idea that the qualities 
of a happy childhood, if maintained into adulthood, will salvage the adult world. 
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However, a small number of studies have focused on the joy of younger, under-
school-age children. Existing studies, mainly in the field of psychology, have 
explored, for instance, infants’ responses to joy-eliciting episodes in their home 
surroundings (Aksan & Kochanska, 2004) and children’s emotional expressions of 
joy and anger in a preschool context (Prosen & Vitulić, 2018). As in the educational 
field in general, joy is also linked to learning in the early years (e.g., Rantala & 
Määttä, 2012). Joy is frequently included in studies in the field of special education, 
such as the knowledge of joy among children with mild intellectual disabilities 
(Jasielska & Buchnat, 2017) and as related to the parents of children with special 
needs (Fanos & Mackintosh, 1999). 

Although studies with an explicit focus on children’s joy are rare, joy has been 
touched on in many studies; for instance, as relating to children’s well-being and 
humor (Loizou, 2007; Puroila & Estola, 2012; Puroila, Hohti & Karlsson, 2016), 
as part of child–animal relations in ECEC settings (Tammi, Rautio, Leinonen & 
Hohti, 2020), as an essential part of making and experiencing the arts (Korn-
Bursztyn, 2012), in process drama in kindergarten (Ødemotland, 2020), in science 
learning (Zembylas, 2003), and in math education (Kenan, 2018). Joy and humor 
have been found to have community-enhancing power in everyday life in ECEC 
settings (Karlsson, 2014, p. 55). In Boldermo’s (2020) study, shared moments of 
joy and fun are characterized as features of children’s negotiation of togetherness 
(see also Juutinen, 2018). Studies have highlighted that children experience joy 
when they are able to complete tasks by themselves (Puroila, 2019; Sirkko, 
Kyrönlampi & Puroila, 2019). Findings from studies on children’s peer relations 
indicate that young children’s expressions of positive emotions, such as happiness, 
are positively connected to peer acceptance (Lindsey, 2019) and, additionally, to 
positive interactions and good classroom adjustment (Shin et al., 2011). 

What relevance do the previous remarks on joy have to my study? Although 
the significance of positive emotions such as joy is widely recognized in 
educational science (e.g., Hinton, Miyamoto & Della-Chiesa, 2008), the realization 
of the existence of joy in everyday life is not a face value. It seems that the diverse 
manifestations of joy and reality in educational settings collide (see Olson, 2009). 
Inspired by my own experiences and by the discourses that circulate around joy, in 
my study, I pay attention to the joys in the spontaneous everyday life situations of 
ECEC relations.  
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2 Setting the goals and introducing the sub-
studies  

In the following sub-chapter, I will present the aims and purposes of the research. 
After that I turn to describe the sub-studies of which the study is constructed upon.  

2.1 The purpose of the research and the question setting  

This study places itself in the scientific field of childhood studies, and particularly 
in the field of early childhood. Theoretical and methodological premises are drawn 
from narrative approaches and from the dialogical philosophy of Martin Buber. In 
this study, I implement performative approaches both from narrative (e.g., Smith, 
Collinson, Phoenix, Brown & Sparkes, 2009; Smith & Sparkes, 2008a) and 
emotion research (see Ahmed, 2014; Kuby, 2014; Micciche, 2007; Scheer, 2012; 
Zembylas, 2007). Applying these viewpoints, I take a holistic approach that 
incorporates the feeling body and the mind and the diversity of the socio-cultural 
and material world that shape the narratives that are composed in children’s 
everyday relations in ECEC.  

It is beyond the scope of this study to conceptualize the emotion of joy by 
attempting to find a fixed answer to the question: “What is joy?” nor do I attempt 
to evaluate the inner feelings of the research participants. By considering joy as 
performative, I approach it as a broad concept, a cluster of closely related emotions 
(Olsson & Heikkinen. 2019) such as elation, delight, cheerfulness, and gladness. In 
disengaging from the traditional dualistic positive–negative and “good” vs. “bad,” 
I understand that children’s and teachers’ joys may be, and presumably are, infused 
with other emotions, including the so-called negative ones. As Segal (2018) 
elegantly expresses it: “What gives us greatest happiness one moment, such as the 
laughter of those we care about, brings greatest pain the next, when we feel their 
hurt” (p. ix).  

Inspired by Ahmed (2014), my aim is to explore what joy does, and how these 
doings are performed in everyday relations in the ECEC settings and how these 
performances shape and are shaped by the everyday lives’ relations of the children. 
By engaging with the performative viewpoint, which emphasizes emotions as 
“doings” or verbs (see Ahmed 2014; Kuby 2014; Scheer 2012; Micciche, 2007; 
Zembylas, 2007), I train my eyes to the contingence of joint actions and 
responsiveness in the interactive moment, understanding the performed joyous 
narratives as “open, ongoing, and relational” (Lannamann & McNamee, 2011, p. 
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389). In the early phase of my research material gathering, I became aware of the 
hard to grasp, but nevertheless, tangible and holistic connection between the 
research participants during their shared moments of joy. This resonated with my 
own experiences of joy. This in-between sphere, which is not easily conceptualized 
in words, even coming close to the spiritual, persuaded me to turn to Martin Buber’s 
dialogical philosophy. What I consider useful in Buber’s work is his 
conceptualization of the human being’s stance(s) in relation to the world and its 
beings (Buber, 1923/1937). This Buberian dialogical orientation works to deepen a 
comprehension of the relationality of the narratives and runs through the whole 
study process as an ethical and methodological principle. The question guiding this 
dissertation is: How are the performances of joy shaping and being shaped by 
children's relations in everyday life in ECEC settings? 

2.2 Overview of the articles 

The research for this dissertation is constructed upon three sub-studies—peer-
reviewed articles that were published in scientific journals. The Table 1 below 
gathers the particularities of each article, described in greater depth in the 
subsequent chapter. In what follows, I describe the main points of each research 
article. 

Table 1. Particularities of the sub-studies.  

Key elements of the sub-

studies 

Article I (2017) Article II (2019) Article III (2020) 

The research question What are the moments 

like within which one can 

sense children’s joy in 

the context of ECEC 

settings? 

How do shared moments 

of joy between teachers 

and children appear in 

everyday life in ECEC 

settings? 

How is joy performed in 

children’s everyday 

relations in ECEC 

settings? 

Theoretical and 

methodological 

perspectives 

 

Narrative approach and 

childhood studies 

- Dialogical philosophy 

(Buber) 

- Frame analysis 

(Goffman) 

Narrative approach and 

childhood studies 

- Dialogical philosophy 

(Buber) 

Narrative approach and 

childhood studies 

- Joy as performative 

(e.g., Kuby; Scheer) 

- Dramaturgical 

perspectives (Goffman) 

Research material Video recordings and 

field and observation 

notes 

Video recordings and 

field and observation 

notes 

Video recordings and 

field and observation 

notes 
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Key elements of the sub-

studies 

Article I (2017) Article II (2019) Article III (2020) 

The number of everyday 

narratives 

132 113 74 

Particularities of analysis Holistic narrative analysis

- Dialogic re-telling 

Holistic narrative analysis 

- Thematic narrative 

analysis 

Holistic narrative analysis  

- Dialogic performative 

analysis 

Article I: The code of joy: Children’s dialogically and culturally shaped 
moments of joy in the daily lives of daycare centers  

In the first article, the starting point was to explore the children’s shared moments 
of joy. The question guiding the study was: What are the moments like within which 
one can sense children’s joy in the context of ECEC settings? 

The theoretical and methodological framework drew on Erving Goffman’s 
frame analysis, Martin Buber’s dialogical philosophy, and a narrative approach. 
The premise of the study was to approach joy, not from the viewpoint of individual 
psychology, but rather as a relational phenomenon that takes place between 
children. The study findings revealed that children’s shared moments of joy were 
unexpectedly emergent and rapidly passing. Children shared moments of joy were 
surprising events, which launched spontaneously within the daily practices of 
everyday life in the ECEC center. However, the findings opened up an intriguing 
discovery, that children also constructed joyous cultural narratives that were 
maintained over time. These narratives seemed to find their way through the 
changing members of the child group.  

According to the study findings, children took advantage of free spaces in the 
everyday life of the ECEC to launch their joyful peer activities. Children possessed 
and utilized various joyous resources in constructing their peer culture. 
Participating in the joint joyful moment required cultural knowledge about what is 
worth to rejoice in the particular context. In addition, the unpredictably proceeding 
moment required an open, dialogical stance from the participants. The broader 
cultural norms and rules shaped children’s moments of joy, but the children 
stretched and challenged those cultural norms and expectations in creative joyous 
ways. Through this study, we formulated that there prevails a certain “code of joy” 
appearing as children’s capacity to balance between these two extremes: between 
the cultural and the dialogical dimensions. The findings attracted our interest to 
investigate the joys in children’s relations in more detail, particularly the ways in 
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which children may utilize joy as a navigating medium in their peer relations (see 
Article III).  

Article II: Dialogues of joy: Shared moments of joy between teachers and 
children in early childhood education settings 

In Article II, the focus turned to the teachers’ and children’s shared moments of joy 
in early childhood education settings. The research question was: How do shared 
moments of joy between teachers and children appear in everyday life in ECEC 
settings? In the study, we continued to utilize the theoretical and methodological 
underpinnings of narrative approach, and we focused on exploring joyous moments 
in the light of Martin Buber’s dialogical philosophy. Through the process of the 
second article, the essence of joy became simultaneously both more accurate and 
more multifaceted.  

The study findings show that the scene of everyday life in the particular ECEC 
center radiated an overall positive atmosphere. The everyday life was loaded with 
joy-filled encounters between child(ren) and teacher(s). The unpredictable joyful 
moments had a tendency to blur the accustomed institutional roles. During those 
moments, the teachers’ mishaps were often emphasized, and the children’s success 
and agency were highlighted. Altogether, joy seemed to highlight things and events; 
for instance, children’s know-how was celebrated by strongly expressed joy. 

The teachers were sensitive and supportive of the children’s participation in the 
moments. However, the findings showed that the access to joyful moments did not 
seem to be self-evident to the children. For instance, joy was instrumentalized for 
the teachers’ pedagogical purposes, such as a child’s access to a joyful moment was 
pending upon the completion of a task. The study findings suggest that there is a 
prevailing twofold relation between joy and dialogue: the encounters arouse joy, 
and the joyful moments open space for dialogue between children and teachers. 
The shared moments of joy between children and teachers have the potential to 
strengthen equal and respectful relations in the ECEC settings. 

Article III: Joy as a practice: Performing joy in children’s everyday relations 
in early childhood education settings 

In the third article, I moved forward in theorizing the relational aspects of joy and 
considered the emotion of joy as a practice that is performed in everyday relations 
in ECEC settings. At this point, I followed an inspiration that arose during the 
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process of the first article. The research question now was: How is joy performed 
in children’s everyday relations in ECEC settings? The study drew on narrative 
approaches and focused on children’s joyous everyday narratives. I utilized Ervin 
Goffman’s dramaturgical perspectives to outline the social dimensions of the 
children’s performances. I continued with the same research material, as in the 
previous sub-studies, but left the moments with adults’ presence or participation 
away. The study revealed a striking recurrence in children’s performed joy. The 
findings implied that joy is a practice, something that children “do” in their peer 
relations. On the one hand, the joyous doings enabled the children to generate the 
emotion of joy, and on the other, promoted the children’s personal objectives, such 
as getting a friend to play with. The study also illustrated the layered nature of 
children’s “on-stage” performances, which they perform to variable audiences. 

The findings of the third article highlight that the joyful performances act as an 
effective navigation medium within the children’s relations. Through performing 
joy, the children possessed competence in frequently complex peer situations. The 
joys, whether actively or passively performed, were a way to strengthen friend 
relations and a means of exercising power. 
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3 Theoretical and methodological 
underpinnings 

The ontological, epistemological, and methodological premises of my study are 
drawn from a performative narrative viewpoint and from Martin Buber’s dialogical 
philosophy. In the first half of this chapter, I outline the performative narrative 
approach as a theoretical and methodological premise by which to explore joys in 
ECEC relations. Then I proceed to discuss how the performances of joy weave 
together the personal experiences of joy and the world lived with others. At the end 
of the chapter, I reflect on the relationality of joy from the perspective of Martin 
Buber’s dialogical philosophy. 

3.1 Taking a narrative standpoint 

The framework for my study is drawn from narrative approaches, which I consider 
a fruitful standpoint from which to comprehend children’s relational and 
multidimensional being and living. Within the diverse research field of narrative 
approaches, there seems to be a prevailing consensus that the world we live in is a 
story-shaped one (Bruner, 2004; Puroila, 2013; Smith & Sparkes, 2008b) in which 
human beings are natural story tellers (Lannaman & McNamee, 2011). Narratives 
are understood as a way that people make sense of their experiences and lives 
(Gubrium, 2003). 

Thus, narrating is an essential element of human existence (Spector-Mercel, 
2010). Outlining the ontological and epistemological premises from a narrative 
standpoint, I recognize their entanglement. In a narratively shaped world, being and 
knowing are intertwined (see Bruner, 2004; Park, 2005). In my study, I understand 
the narratives performed in daily relations as dynamic co-knowing processes 
among the participants (see Caine, Estefan & Clandinin, 2013; Kinnunen, 2015). I 
also ground the study on relational ethics (Barad, 2007; Ellis, 2007; Kuby & Christ, 
2018), applying Kuby and Christ’s (2018) ideas of “[D]oing (ethico—relationships, 
ethics), being (onto—realities), and knowing (epistemology—knowledge, learning) 
are all entangled in a process of the world becoming …” (p. 132). 

The field of studies that draws from narrative approach is diverse (Spector-
Mercel, 2010), as is the way the concepts are applied in these studies. The terms 
narrative and story are often used interchangeably (Carter, 2004; Frank, 2000). My 
study is based on the viewpoint within which story a refers to the contents, whereas 
narrative also covers the process and context of the narrating (Puroila, 2019; Puroila, 
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Estola & Syrjälä, 2012a). I employ the concept of everyday narrative, and by this, 
I refer to the multiple spontaneous narratives in children’s daily relations in the 
context of ECEC. In addition, a holistic relational viewpoint on narrating among 
the participants extends my focus to the performative and dialogic nature of the 
narratives (see Kim, 2016; Monforte, Pérez-Samaniego & Smith, 2018), which I 
discuss in the next sub-chapters. 

3.2 Performative standpoint in children’s everyday narratives 

In my study, I lean on the viewpoint that narratives are integral features of 
children’s experiences (Gubrium, 2003). From an early age, children use narratives 
to tell “about” (see Adler & McAdams, 2007, p. 97) and to apprehend their 
experiences (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p. 21). Through narrating, children make sense 
of themselves as individuals, as social beings, and of the world they live in (Ahn & 
Filipenko, 2007; Engel, 2005; Puroila, 2019), and navigate in their relationships 
with others (Ochs & Capps, 1996). Thus, studying children’s narratives provides 
insights into their experiences (Puroila et al., 2012a) and the ways in which they 
perceive themselves in relation to other people, the community, society, and culture 
(Ahn & Filipenko, 2007). However, with reference to Frank (2010, p. 15), I do not 
see children’s everyday narratives as portals to the participants’ minds; rather, my 
interest lies in narratives as dynamic doings that are performed in daily relations.  

Several studies have emphasized children’s narratives as dynamic identity 
constructions (Gubrium & Holstein, 2001; Ochs & Capps, 2001; Puroila & Estola, 
2014; Riessman, 2008). To launch a narrative is simultaneously an opening to a 
reconstruction of the self (Ochs & Capps, 1996, p. 37). Bruner (1997, p. 146) 
describes narrative self-construction as a peculiar mixture of the inner and the outer, 
which is captured well in the words of Ochs and Capps (1996): “We define 
ourselves through our past, present, future, and imagined involvements with people 
and things; ourselves extend into these worlds, and they into us” (p. 30). 

In my study, I approach the children’s everyday narratives as dynamic meeting 
places in which the children’s inner lives and their external worlds meet (Ahn & 
Filipenko, 2007; see also Puroila et al., 2012a). This entanglement has drawn me 
to explore shared moments of joy from a performative perspective. Interpreting 
narratives as performances emphasizes their social, relational, and dynamic nature 
(Puroila, 2019): a sense of the self is a continuous interactional process in children’s 
daily relations (see Smith & Sparkes, 2008b). Viewing the narrative self as 
performative puts the individual more into the background and the social more into 
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the spotlight in the research (Smith & Sparkes, 2008b, p. 24). A description by 
Clandinin and Rosiek (2007) comes close to the essence of the narrative approach 
employed in this study: “The focus of narrative inquiry is not only on individuals’ 
experience but also on the social, cultural, and institutional narratives within which 
individuals’ experiences are constituted, shaped, expressed, and enacted” (p. 9). 
Viewing the everyday narratives as relationally co-constructed (see Smith et al., 
2009), the ECEC context forms a particular environment within which children 
perform themselves and where their selves are shaped in dynamic relation with the 
socio-cultural and material aspects (Puroila, 2019). I view the relational nature of 
the narratives not as something that takes place solely between humans but as 
something that extends to the material world comprising both material objects and 
the organic bodies of human beings (see Smith & Monforte, 2020). 

Although people have a great degree of freedom in composing their narratives, 
the freedom is still framed by the context, the preferred narratives within the society 
(Spector-Mercel, 2010, p. 212), and the ever-changing conditions (Peterson & 
Langellier, 2006). In their narratives, children employ and utilize various cultural 
themes (Nicolopoulou, Cates, De Sá Barbosa & Ilgaz, 2014). They play an agentive 
role in cultural production and reproduction and actively and dynamically apply, 
test, and reshape cultural resources, and in this way, contribute to and construct 
both the broader and their peer culture and their own place in it (Ahn, 2010; Corsaro, 
1990). 

From a social perspective, emotions play an essential part in children’s 
narrating in their relational lives from birth. Through narrating, children affiliate 
with other people in the community (Ochs & Capps, 1996). However, children’s 
daily peer relations are complex in essence (e.g., Ahn & Filipenko, 2007; Juutinen, 
2018). I assume that while performing their narratives, the children are 
simultaneously able to explore and position themselves in relation to social power 
structures in their peer relations (Ahn & Filipenko, 2007). Rather than just being 
passive respondents, children are intentional agents utilizing a variety of social and 
emotional capabilities in their relations (Salamon, Sumsion & Harrison, 2017), 
employing various emotional means to gain attention from others (see Reddy, 
2003). It has been noted that, in their social relations, children are keenly aware of 
and sensitive to the audience and have a sense of detail, and in turn, the audience 
is not a passive recipient of their performances (Engel, 2005). 

The performative turn in narrative research is partly influenced by Ervin 
Goffman’s work (see Kim, 2016; Riessman, 2008). Goffman’s (1959) contribution 
to the theorization of my study is primarily in his ideas about the situational nature 
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of performances. His writings have helped me to comprehend how the selves are 
performed in everyday social situations in ECEC settings. The plural term “selves” 
is used intentionally, highlighting Goffman’s view that there is no given and 
permanent being, but something more like an actively engaging self that performs 
itself in the light of particular social scripts (Goffman, 1959; see also Holstein & 
Gubrium, 2000). Goffman (1959) uses dramaturgical metaphors to refer to people’s 
social situations as on-stage performances. Approaching joyous narratives from a 
dramaturgical perspective may lead to the implication that social life is filled with 
manipulation (Gergen, 2009, p. 73). However, I tend toward the idea that the 
performative standpoint does not mean treating performed selves as inauthentic but 
rather as situational and presented with the audience in mind (Riessman, 2008, p. 
106). The narratives performed in everyday relations are not rehearsed events 
(Ochs & Capps, 2001; Riessman, 2008), nor are they polished and coherent 
products; rather, they are rough works in progress involving unfinished thoughts, 
hesitations, interruptions, and contradictions (Ochs & Capps, 2001). 

According to Goffman (1959), people pursue performing themselves in a 
certain light in social situations. In order to comprehend the social situation and 
predict its proceedings, the participants tend to closely observe the ways in which 
others are performing (Goffman, 1959). The emotional appearance and behavior—
in this case, performed joys—provide significant information, enabling an 
understanding of the social situation (Peterson, 2006). From the standpoint of my 
study, I conceive the children’s performative joys as venues through which they 
(give and) construct meanings of their experiences (see Tamminen & Bennet, 2017) 
and take part in their complex relational world. 

3.3 Holistic and embodied performances of joy in children’s 
relations 

To understand the entanglement of the inner and the outer in joyous everyday 
narrative performances, in this sub-chapter, I first introduce how I understand the 
holistic and embodied essence of joyous narrative performances, and then I move 
to briefly outline how the experience of joy is described in the research literature. 

The previous emphasis on oral or written narratives or on broad life stories has 
recently expanded to children’s diverse ways of narrating in spontaneous life 
situations (Juutinen, 2018; Kinnunen, 2015; Ochs & Capps, 2001; Puroila et al., 
2012a; Viljamaa, 2012). The traditional consideration of narratives as coherent 
linguistic productions with beginnings and endings omits key features of children’s 
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emotional narrative performances (see Hyvärinen, Hydén, Saarenheimo & 
Tamboukou, 2010). However, the narratives performed in everyday life in ECEC 
settings grasp the holistic essence of children’s multimodal and embodied narrating. 
The relational performances extend beyond verbal utterances and encompass a 
variety of enactments of the feeling bodies (Goodwin, 2015, p. 203). Studies have 
highlighted the special potential and richness of the youngest children’s narratives 
(Engel, 2005; Kinnunen, 2015; Puroila et al., 2012a, b; Viljamaa, 2012). According 
to Nicolopoulou et al. (2014), children’s narratives creatively infuse different 
elements at the expense of continuity and coherence. Exploring children’s joy-filled 
everyday narratives as purely verbal productions would omit the most crucial 
features: the diverse means of children’s narrating, without which the joyous 
performances would not be understandable (see also Puroila, 2019). In this 
dissertation, I understand the joyous narrative performances as primarily anything 
else but the verbal (see Kinnunen, 2015), which I will explore in greater detail in 
Sub-chapter 4.4.1. 

Seeing joy as embodied means that the emotion of joy does not reside solely 
in the psyche of the individual, but that it is actively performed in relation to others 
(Kuby, 2014). According to Spinoza, perhaps one of the theorists most often 
referred to in relation to joy, the mind and the body are modes of a single substance, 
and emotion can be viewed as a mindful enactment of the bodily affect (Watkins, 
2016). In Ethics, Spinoza (1677/2003) describes human beings as having three 
basic affects: joy, desire, and sorrow, of which joy and sorrow are the most 
fundamental. Joy involves a transition toward greater perfection, whereas sorrow 
decreases human capacity (Spinoza, 1677/2003). Lloyd (1998) emphasizes the 
dynamics of this Spinozian transition: joy should not be treated as perfection itself 
but more like a transition to a greater perfection (p. 26). The body’s parallel feelings 
to joy and sorrow are pleasure and pain: Pleasure increases the body’s ability to act, 
whereas pain diminishes it (Lord, 2010). Scheer (2012) captures the entanglement 
of activity and experience well: “We need not think of experience and activity as 
separate phenomena, but instead view experience itself as something we do—and 
that we do with our entire bodies, not just the brain” (p. 196; see also Clark & 
Chalmers, 1998). Ahmed (2014) also refers to Spinoza’s view when she writes that 
emotions shape what bodies can do. Ahmed’s concept of the “stickiness” of 
emotions and affects helps us comprehend emotions as performative. In this sense, 
emotions both stick to and move between different objects (Ahmed, 2014; see also 
Kuby, 2014; Micciche, 2007), taking shape through collisions of contact between 
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human beings and the material objects, narratives, and beliefs that people encounter 
in their lives (Kuby, 2014, p. 1287). 

Spinoza’s (1677/2003) ideas about joy as transition to greater perfection and 
Ahmed’s (2014) ideas about the stickiness of emotions challenge to take a closer 
look at how the inner and outer are dynamically entangled in the performances of 
joy. The experience of joy has been broadly seen as a momentary and passing 
mental state (Potkay, 2005; Segal, 2018). Most definitions highlight its spontaneous 
emergence (Fredrickson, 1998; Lindsay-Hartz, 1981; Meadows, 2014; Potkay, 
2005). Csikszentmihalyi (1991) writes that the optimal experience of flow, which 
is often paralleled with the experience of joy, is the result of one’s effort. However, 
he notes that the actual experiences of flow are shaded with effortlessness and ease 
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). Several definitions highlight the active essence of joy: 
Joy increases one’s effort (Kreibig, 2014), sense of expansive possibilities 
(Lindsay-Hartz, 1981), playfulness (Fredrickson, 2004; Moltmann, 1973), vitality 
(Meadows, 2014), creativity (Fredrickson, 2004), and active engagement with the 
world (Robbins, 2006). It is also noted that the experience of joy expands human 
beings’ thoughts (Fredrickson, 2004) and awareness (Peasley, 2013). Joy is also 
connected to a sense of freedom (Peasley, 2013; see also Watkins, 2018) and 
thriving, which involves a sense of agency and power (Peasley, 2013).  

Ruddick (2010) refers to the Spinozian view when writing that human beings 
organize their encounters in order to maximize joy. This notion sheds light on the 
strong relational nature of joy, which is underscored in most studies (e.g., Johnson, 
2020; Kast, 1991; Kern et al., 2014; Lindsay-Hartz, 1981; Potkay, 2005; Segal, 
2018; Strawn, 2020). Potkay (2005) writes that joy is in connection to something 
other; it is about bonding to another being and, typically, to something greater than 
the self. Potkay extends this view by writing that, during the experience of joy, 
human beings, at least partially, lose themselves within some larger collective 
(Potkay, 2005). Experiencing joy is connected to a mutual attending and responding 
to the other. In a study by Lindsay-Hartz (1981), the participants described how 
during joyous moments, they experienced themselves as open and sensed a 
closeness to others. Like Potkay, Lindsay-Hartz does not reduce “the other” solely 
to human beings but rather to “another person, some natural object, or a diffuse 
spiritual presence to which they felt close” (p. 192). 
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3.4 The Buberian perspective – The relationally performed joys as 
dialogues 

From among the several theoreticians who have focused on dialogue in their work, 
this study draws upon Martin Buber’s dialogical philosophy, due to his holistic 
approach. Buber’s writings have been accused of being spiritualistic and obscure. 
My aim is not to grasp the whole body of his complex and rich work but rather to 
follow his holistic, ontological viewpoint on human relationality in order to 
understand both the relational stances and the in-between sphere of my study 
participants in their joyous performances. Although Buber (1923/1937) rarely 
mentions joy in his writings and generally argues that emotions are something that 
reside “in” the human being, for Buber, joy seems to be essentially relational. 
Gordon (2001) interprets Buber’s Hasidic writings from the perspective of joy, 
explaining that within them, there is an existential link between joy and the life of 
dialogue. For Buber, joy is a blessed moment in human existence that occurs both 
individually and relationally (Gordon, 2001). Gordon also notes the active essence 
of joy in Buber’s writings. Buber did not see joy as a mere psychological event but 
rather as an event occurring in the sphere between human beings or accompanying 
actual doings in the world (Gordon, 2001, pp. 115–116).  

According to Buber (1923/1937), “all real living is meeting” (p. 11). Buber 
(1923/1937, 1947/2002a) uses the word pairs “I–Thou” and “I–It” to describe the 
twofold relations and attitude of a human being toward the world and its other 
beings. With the monologist I–It relation, Buber (1923/1937) refers to the natural 
everyday stance of human beings. The realm of the I–It relation holds when one is 
perceiving, sensing, or willing something; in other words, when a human being is 
experiencing the world. It is characterized by objectification and categorization, 
such as classifying things and human beings based on advance information and 
previous experiences (Buber 1923/1937, 1947/2002a). 

Although the I–It stance is the human being’s natural daily orientation, as 
Buber (1923/1937) puts it, there is no actual meeting in an I–It relation. As he 
emphasizes, the experience in I–It relations is in the human being, not between the 
human and the world and its beings (Buber, 1923/1937, p. 5). While the relation of 
I–It is only partial, the dialogical I–Thou involves the whole being and the whole 
presence (Buber, 1923/1937). The premise of a genuine dialogic meeting lies in 
stretching the individually experienced world and stepping in between (Buber 
1923/1937, 1947/2002a). However, every genuine I–Thou meeting is condemned 
to be occasional: As soon as the “Thou” is defined in some way, the Thou becomes 
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an It (Buber 1923/1937, pp. 16–17). While the I–It stance is characterized by its 
objectifying stance, the premise of an I–Thou encounter rests on its openness. 
Buber (1923/1937) claims that a dialogic meeting is possible only when all means 
are gone, and even one’s memory is transformed (p. 11). It is a mutual and direct 
relationship without objectives or foreknowledge (Buber, 1923/1937). Although for 
Buber, the I–Thou encounter occurs in a moment of grace, a human being can still 
strive to relate dialogically in the world, both by being open to the possibility of 
encountering the Thou and by a readiness to be influenced by the I–Thou encounter 
(Gordon, 2001, p. 113). 

Lindsay-Hartz’s (1981) and Potkay’s (2005) writings on people’s joyous 
experiences especially resonate with the holistic stance of the Buberian dialogue. 
Almost unanimously, they argue that the experience of joy emerges spontaneously, 
which is in line with the object-free and aimless dialogical stance of Buber’s 
philosophy. According to Lindsay-Hartz (1981), a joyful meeting is not just about 
a meeting between a person and the other, but it includes the whole presence of the 
other, whether a human being or some natural object (p. 192). 

As noted, the sense of self during a joy-filled experience is described as a sense 
of a heightening of self-awareness (Lindsay-Hartz, 1981) or of a losing of the self 
(see Potkay, 2005). A view that stands between these extremes is expressed well by 
Kast (1991): “We experience the self through momentary forgetfulness of self” (p. 
8). These notions have similarities to the Buberian dialogical encounter. When 
human beings experience joy, they simultaneously experience themselves in their 
personal wholeness (Lindsay-Hartz, 1981), which echoes the Buberian perspective 
that one becomes a person through meeting the other (Buber, 1923/1937). 

A joyful meeting is about being wholly present to each other in a moment of 
self-revelation (Lindsay-Hartz, 1981, pp. 198–199). This is worth noting: Dialogue 
is not based on similarities between participants; quite the reverse. The grounds for 
a genuine dialogue are the realization and acknowledgment of the differences 
between the other and oneself (Buber, 1923/1937). Dialogue does not require 
agreement or consensus. Even empathy, despite its positive image, may turn to 
projection (Smith et al., 2009; see also Buber, 1923/1937). In sum, from a dialogical 
standpoint, genuine dialogical meeting is not about selves fusing with one another 
and becoming one and the same (Smith et al., 2009); it is about people wholly 
opening themselves and reaching out to others in their uniqueness. These notions 
connect with the performative perspective on the construction of selves; I 
understand selves as dynamically remade through performances in everyday 
relations rather than as permanent and fixed entities. 
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4 The research process 
In this chapter, I outline the process of my research. I begin by locating the study 
in the broader and temporal context of Finnish ECEC and provide an overview of 
how joy is outlined in key ECEC documents. Then I present the research settings, 
the participants, and the research material. Finally, I open the process of analysis, 
after which I reflect on the ethical aspects of the study. 

4.1 Finnish early childhood education and care 

The research was carried out during a period in which ECEC in Finland was 
undergoing great change. The Finnish ECEC had traditionally been part of the 
social welfare system, but in 2013, its governance and steering were transferred to 
the Ministry of Education and Culture (Onnismaa, Kalliala & Tahkokallio, 2017). 
The legislative reform of ECEC came into force in 2015, and the core ECEC 
curriculum became legally binding in 2017. These changes, with the legislated shift 
in emphasis from care to pedagogy, have strengthened ECEC as part of the broader 
education system.  

In the legislation (Act on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2018), ECEC 
is defined as a systematic and goal-oriented whole consisting of upbringing, 
education, and care, with a special emphasis on pedagogy (p. 9). With this emphasis 
on pedagogy in the legislated reform, the personnel structure of ECEC was 
redefined. The composition of personnel1  in ECEC settings now ensures that at 
least two out of three are qualified teachers or social pedagogues in ECEC, and at 
least half of these personnel must be qualified as teachers in ECEC. 

In Finland, ECEC activities are intended for children prior to compulsory 
schooling age. Six-year-old children attend compulsory pre-primary education. 
Although pre-primary education is compliant with the Basic Education Act, it is 
mainly organized in ECEC centers (Salminen, 2017). Local authorities have an 
obligation to arrange these services, either to be provided by the municipality or to 
be purchased from private service providers.  

 
1 In the legislation the qualification requirement for a teacher in ECEC is at least a bachelor’s degree in 
education including studies that give teacher professional skills for the assignments of ECEC. The 
requirement for a social pedagogue involves at least a bachelor’s degree in health care and social 
services including studies related to ECEC and social pedagogy. Child carers in ECEC have a suitable 
vocational upper-secondary qualification (Act on Early Childhood Education and Care, 2018). 
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In December 2015, the Finnish parliament accepted a bill that limited the 
subjective right of children to attend the ECEC services to 20 hours per week. 
Although the subjective right was returned in August 2020, at the time, the 
limitation still affected the implementation of ECEC services. The act provided the 
municipalities with the possibility of restricting the right to participate in full-time 
ECEC depending on the family situation, in particular, the guardians’ employment, 
educational, and parental leave situations. Several municipalities executed these 
restrictions (see Puroila & Kinnunen, 2017), including the municipality within 
which this my study was conducted. In effect, many municipalities had increased 
the provision of lighter services, such as open ECEC activities at that time and 
already before. 

The implementation of open ECEC activities may vary depending on local 
needs and the decisions made by the organizer (Finnish National Board of 
Education, 2018, pp. 19–20). In general, open ECEC differs from full-time services 
in that children attend activities from two to four times a week, for approximately 
three hours per time. The open ECEC day does not include nap times or provide 
lunch. The open ECEC activities are goal-oriented and follow the National Core 
Curriculum for ECEC (Finnish National Board of Education, 2018). The general 
goal of the core curriculum of ECEC is to promote children’s comprehensive 
growth, development, and learning in collaboration with their parents. The key 
premise of the curriculum is to foster equality and reinforce children’s inclusion, 
active participation, and agency in society (Finnish National Board of Education, 
2018, p. 16). 

When exploring the core curriculum for the framework of this study, I found 
joy to be mentioned in many contexts, altogether 13 times. In the curriculum, joy 
is linked particularly to learning, to children’s success, and to play. The curriculum 
highlights that young children’s learning should have space for joy. According to 
the curriculum, positive emotional experiences promote learning, and in turn, 
learning and success evoke joy. In addition, the curriculum stresses that children 
and personnel should have the opportunity to rejoice over play and other joint 
activities (Finnish National Board of Education, 2018).  

Joy is also present in the title of the Finnish recommendations for physical 
activity in early childhood (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2016), which 
mentions that good motor skills bring joy to children. In a publication called Health 
and Joy from Food: Meal Recommendations for Early Childhood Education and 
Care (National Nutrition Council, 2018), ECEC staff are encouraged to implement 
goal-oriented food education that fosters children’s joy of food and a positive 
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atmosphere during mealtimes. The publication also emphasizes the joy of making 
food, sharing it with others, and eating together. Joy was also emphasized in Finnish 
ECEC publications prior to the current times. For instance, in 1975, the Finnish 
Social Government (1975a, b) published two related publications: Joyous Activity 
Moments and The Work and Activity Methods in Fostering and Teaching Five- and 
Six-Year-Old Children, which can be considered the first curriculum for ECEC in 
Finland. Although it was not a mandatory curriculum at the time, it was considered 
a seminal instrument guiding pedagogical work in Finnish ECEC settings. Despite 
the promising heading, joy receives rather minor attention in the actual body text. 

4.2 The participants and the settings 

This study was conducted in one Finnish open ECEC center. In the particular open 
ECEC settings, the children attended the center two or three times a week, three 
hours per day. Five child groups participated in the study; the groups were mixed 
in age, and each group consisted of eight to 20 children between two and six years 
of age. A total of 102 children participated in the study. The child groups remained 
fairly permanent each semester and sometimes even between semesters, although 
it is characteristic of open ECEC that the children in the groups change 
continuously throughout the semester as they move to other groups in the same 
center or to the full-day ECEC program. It is worth noting that for many of the 
children, the ECEC center was the first institutional, out-of-home setting that they 
attended. The teachers and assistants changed during the period of my fieldwork. 
Four teachers and six assistants participated in the study. 

The daily schedule of the open ECEC center did not include a lunch provided 
by the municipality, as the full-time service does, but the children brought their own 
lunch, which was eaten in the middle of the day. The relatively short ECEC day did 
not include naptime, and activities were very rarely organized to take place 
outdoors. The daily schedule of ECEC groups consisted of a shared circle time at 
the start of the day, in which the children and adults orientated to the themes and 
activities of each day. The pedagogical emphasis was on play activities. The 
teachers participated in the children’s play to a large extent. 

4.3 The research material 

As my study focuses on multifaceted and embodied joyous performances in the 
flow of the eventful everyday life of ECEC, I decided to use video recordings, 
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which enabled me to look carefully at and return to the relational events. In addition 
to videos, the research material consisted of observational writings and field notes. 
The material was gathered on individual days between 2013 and 2016, and during 
two one-week periods in autumn 2015 and spring 2016. I gathered the research 
material myself, apart from the autumn week in 2015, when the coauthor of the 
second article, Eija Hanhimäki, gathered the material. The particular ECEC center 
functioned as a learning-at-work environment for the teacher students whom I was 
supervising. I was their teacher for three courses that took place in the particular 
settings which resulted in my spending much time in the center. Although I 
observed the student teachers working with the children, I did not use that material 
in my research. Frequently, I stayed on in the center to gather research material 
once the students had left. The active and enthusiastic role that the ECEC teachers 
played during the research process (see Article I) was noteworthy. Their motivation 
to professional growth and to develop the quality of pedagogical practices 
highlighted their orientation as teacher-as-researcher.  

To obtain versatile video material, four cameras and microphones were 
installed in the facilities of the ECEC center, enabling me to explore the activities 
from different angles. The video recordings consisted of 65 hours of everyday life 
in the ECEC center. The actual data length was four times longer, as the four 
cameras recorded simultaneously. Although the particular research setting provided 
high-quality tools for recording everyday events, there were still limitations (see 
Palmadóttir, Juutinen & Viljamaa, 2018, p. 134). As the video recording system 
was not always available or working, I made observational notes during ten 
individual days. In both situations, in addition to video recording and writing down 
observations, I wrote field notes that included, for instance, information received 
from discussions with teachers and children, my immediate reflections and 
interpretations of the situations observed, my own emotions, and evaluations of my 
position as a researcher. In order to ease the handling of the research material, I 
created a table that I used to compile the material described (see Appendix). 

4.4 Hide and seek – Catching and analyzing elusive joy 

In what follows, I describe and reflect on the path of my analysis. However, I 
recognize the necessity of first indicating how I identified the performances of joy 
in the research material.  
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4.4.1 Embodied joy in children’s relations: How to capture the 
escaping one? 

Strawn (2020) poses an essential question to a researcher studying joy: “When it 
comes to studying emotions such as joy, we too must ask, ‘Whose joy? What does 
it look like and mean in this particular context?’” (p. 63). During both the fieldwork 
and the later process of analysis, I took a careful look at the embodied performances 
to comprehend the participants’ ways of doing emotions in their relations (Kuby, 
2014). Considering that the youngest children rarely address their emotions 
verbally, I broadened my analysis from linguistic features to bodily performances 
(Kuby, 2014). Scheer (2012) emphasizes that emotions are always embodied, and 
the bodily act of the experience and its expression are intertwined. Instead of 
focusing on single joy-mediating expressions (see Barrett, 1993), I concentrated on 
the dynamics of the joyful performances that moved beyond single—albeit rich and 
lively—enactments of joy. I examined the joyful performances through varied 
embodied means (e.g., smiles, laughter, glances, bodily movements, verbal 
accounts) and as interactive, developing from moment to moment (Lannaman & 
McNamee, 2011), dynamic coordination and meaning-making processes between 
participants (Parkinson, 1995, p. 143). 

The selection of moments for the analysis was not an easy task. I spent much 
time exploring the interactional net woven between the participants in order to 
search for clues as to how the other participants interpreted and responded to the 
joyous enactments. For instance, I focused my attention on tiny details, such as 
moments when one child fixed their eyes on another child or on the teacher to 
secure them as the “principal addressee” (Ochs & Capps, 2001, 119). I strived to 
achieve a dialogical interpretation of the participants’ performances of joy, which 
entailed a careful examination of theories relating to joy and simultaneously being 
sensible of my own emotions that were evoked during the process (see Holtan, 
Strandbu & Eriksen, 2014).  

4.4.2 The process of analysis 

Living and working with the data was an intriguing process, covering the entangled 
phases of fieldwork, familiarization with theories, and the process of writing. It is 
common among narrative approaches that researchers modify and develop their 
theorizing (Smith & Sparkes, 2008b, p. 8). Instead of following a linear analysis 
procedure (see Lieblich, 2014), the analysis of each sub-study process was one of 
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constant movement. Perhaps consecutive and fixed steps would have made the 
analysis process more stable, but supposedly it would have done the same to my 
thinking. The analysis was an evolving process within which I engaged myself in 
an open dialogue with the research material and the theories. I raked through the 
theories, and through parts of the theories, to shake up my thoughts and to think 
with (see Jackson & Mazzei, 2013). Allowing my thoughts to move led me in 
unexpected directions, opened new ways of seeing, and most of all, brought lifeless 
theories to life (Smith & Monforte, 2020; see also Jackson & Mazzei, 2013). 

The analysis of each sub-study began and ended with the holistic approach 
(Lieblich, 2014). However, to make sense of and look for stability (see Jackson & 
Mazzei, 2013, p. 263) in the performed joys, in each process of the analysis, the 
coauthors and I endeavored to thematize the joys. Yet, the vibrant nature of the 
joyous performances escaped categorization. Rantala and Määttä (2012), in 
referring to the joy of learning, pertinently ask, “How does one go about dividing 
something that is not even holding still and is coming and going as it pleases?” (p. 
90). The analysis involved continuous questioning and doubting, moving between 
smaller pieces and larger entities, outlining the material in themed units, and 
breaking the themes down to grasp the holistic view. Metaphorically, during the 
analysis, I was lifting small pieces of thread from the big piece of fabric with a 
crochet hook, and sometimes, I felt compelled to stuff the stubbornly resurfacing 
threads back into the weave and make a fresh start, to step back and to linger on the 
general view. Jackson and Mazzei (2013) challenge simplistic ways of treating data 
and data analysis “that, for example, beckon voices to ‘speak for themselves’ or 
that reduce complicated and conflicting voices and data to thematic ‘chunks’ that 
can be interpreted free of context, circumstance, other texts, theoretical concepts, 
and so on” (p. 261). 

The challenges during the analysis process for the first article were related to 
the adults’ roles in the children’s joyous moments. Even though we were primarily 
interested in the children’s moments of joy, we could not restrict our analysis to 
what happened among the children. We found that this solution affected the 
findings and emphasized the children’s rule-breaking joy in relation to the adults, 
while the children’s peer relations received less attention. The findings attracted 
our interest in investigating the joys in the children’s relations in greater detail and, 
in particular, the ways in which the children utilize joy as a means of 
communication in their peer relations. As a result, I framed the third sub-study as 
being without episodes involving adults’ activities and direct participation. I 
attempted to make a fresh start—as far as that is even possible—using partly the 
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same material but analyzing the narratives from the viewpoint of the children’s 
performed joys within their peer relations. 

Progressing through the sub-studies, the focus of the analysis shifted gradually 
from descriptive interpretations to applying the idea of thick description (see 
Article III). During the moments I spent with the research material, I was also 
attentive to the “silent and unsayable” and the disruptive and inconsistent, which 
helped me to go deeper below the surface (Spyrou, 2011, p. 157). In order to 
understand the performative joys, the interpretations were layered, moving from 
questioning how the joys were performed to interpreting the “whys” behind the 
performances: Utilizing the dialogic/performative approach, I broadened my 
attention to encompass, in greater detail, the complex dialogic environment as a 
whole (Riessman, 2008). 

When I retold the moments in the form of written narratives, I struggled in each 
analysis process with the feeling that it was impossible to convey the essence and 
complexity of the expressive and life-tasting joys in the format of text. Lannaman 
and McNamee (2011) warn that the compelling nature of narratives shifts the focus 
easily to treat the narratives as finished products so that they appear as autonomous 
units of meaning (p. 384). I understand that although the research material is rich 
and life-filled and undoubtedly opens a valid vista into the relations of everyday 
life in ECEC, the narratives, as retold by me and the coauthors, are only partial and 
incomplete (see Jackson & Mazzei, 2013; Spector-Mercel, 2010). 

4.5 Ethical considerations 

I have endeavored to acknowledge ethical issues and to make them as transparent 
as possible in writing this dissertation. However, it is worth pausing here to discuss 
some of the key ethical matters. Guillemin and Gilliam (2004) identify two 
substantial ethical dimensions in qualitative research: the procedural ethics and the 
ethics in practice. At first, I informed the participants about the aims and schedule 
of the study through letters of information and, additionally, I told about and 
discussed the study during several circle times and at a parents’ evening. When I 
informed the families about the research project and asked for written permission 
for their children’s participation in the study, I also encouraged them to discuss the 
study at home and raise any questions or concerns that might arise. After this, I 
obtained formal consent from the children, their parents, the teachers, and the 
municipal education administration. In every phase of the study process, I protected 
the anonymity of the participants and stored the research material, meticulously 
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following the guidelines of the Responsible Conduct of Research and Procedures 
for Handling Allegations of Misconduct in Finland (Finnish Advisory Board on 
Research Integrity, 2012). 

However, ethical matters go beyond filling in forms and receiving formal 
permission, and they cover the whole research process in spirit as well as deed 
(Guillemin and Gilliam, 2004; Rutanen & Vehkalahti, 2019). While reflecting on 
my position as a researcher investigating everyday life in ECEC, I was intrigued 
by the question of Smith et al. (2009): “[F]or us, how close is too close to a research 
participant, and how far is too far …?” (p. 343). I reflected on the challenge of 
balancing between closeness to and distance from the participants even before the 
field work started. Key ethical issues permeate this study are first, how do I, as a 
researcher, encounter the children, and second, how will I tell about their everyday 
lives (Kinnunen, 2015, p. 28)?  

During the period of research, I became familiar with the children and their 
teachers, especially the children who attended the ECEC center for years. Some 
children were keenly interested in the research (or, more particularly, in the research 
equipment) and, on their own initiative, launched conversations about the research. 
Although it has many benefits, the use of video recordings as research material also 
raises ethical questions (Rutanen, Amorim, Marwick & White, 2018). In this study, 
part of the material was generated through participatory observation during daily 
activities, but the videos were also recorded at times when I was not present in the 
ECEC facilities. While I actually joined daily life, the ongoing and pending nature 
of my permission to study children’s relational lives was more concrete, both to me 
and to children. In a variety of ways, whether verbally or by bodily means, the 
children invited or rejected my participation and eased my way to be relationally 
and ethically alert to reflect on whether they wanted to share their relational worlds 
with me (see also Juutinen, 2018). I strived to extend this sensitivity beyond face-
to-face moments while analyzing the pre-collected research material, and I left out 
events that I felt to be too sensitive and intimate from the children’s viewpoint. 

Over the process of the research, I had many moments of rejoicing with the 
children. In these moments, as my field notes illustrate at the beginning of this 
dissertation, I felt a tangible connectedness. However, I can see that my encounters 
with the children extended beyond the actual moments of being with them. I could 
say that I still felt their presence and our joint lively performances of joy while I 
retold the everyday relational moments—even the ones that I did not participate in 
myself—in written form narratives, and went through the following phases of the 
study process. I was unable to fully know where the participants’ voices ended and 
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my own voice began, and vice versa (see Pillow, 2003). In addition, my own 
childhood (or, more correctly, how it reverted to my mind at each moment) and my 
emotions were entangled with every moment of the research process (see Viljamaa, 
2012). Thus, the past, the present, and the future came together and penetrated the 
moments when I worked with the research material.  

A crucial ethical dilemma is also caused by an adult’s position in attempting to 
understand children’s everyday relational worlds in ECEC settings. How is it 
possible to do this from the perspective of an adult? I see the concepts of child(ren) 
and childhood(s), and adult(s) and adulthood(s) as tricky. Kennedy (2006) argues 
that when adults seek to gain knowledge of a child or try to describe a child, they 
always do so from the standpoint of an adult and, therefore, they do not end up with 
a description of the child’s nature but one that is characteristic of the relation 
between the adult and the child—thus, the child can be seen as a screen for the 
adult’s projections (Kennedy, 2006). Jones (2001) notes that there are differences 
between children’s and adults’ relationships to the world simply due to their size, 
their stock of knowledge, and their amount of experience. This does not imply that 
children are “less” than adults, just different (Jones, 2001). Instead of becoming 
overly concerned by viewing children and adults as contrastive pairs, it is more 
fruitful to steer the focus to how both children and adults, including the researcher, 
come out through the complex interplay of multiple relations (Prout, 2005, p. 81). 

 While I was setting up the research, I reflected on a disturbing ethical question 
about whether I, as a researcher, would be intrusive while investigating the 
children’s lives and paying attention to the nuances and details of their relations. 
Regardless of my benevolent attempt to explore the relational lives of the children 
and to understand them more deeply, I struggled with whether the study findings 
would promote the good of the children or provide more delicate instruments for 
practitioners to exercise their power and authority. My ethical premise in this study 
was to ponder the children’s everyday lives—not to evaluate, not to find new tools 
for control, not to colonize, but to understand. Thus, the study process involved a 
continuous balancing of listening to and hearing the voices of the children and 
protecting them (Einarsdottir, 2007). I believe that the everyday narratives of 
children’s relations, even the tense ones, are worth telling. This is not meant to be 
understood as a prepackaged “this is how children and their worlds in general are,” 
but rather as a way of valuing and getting in touch with the ways in which children’s 
daily relations are lived. The dialogical standpoint of this study was embedded in 
an ethical desire to pursue an understanding and to respect the situationally and 
contextually lived otherness of the participants in their relational worlds, 
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simultaneously being sensitive to my personal entanglement with these relations 
and accepting that very much remains unknowable and mysterious (see Jones, 
2001). 
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5 The performed joys in children’s relations in 
everyday life of early childhood education 
and care  

In this chapter, I present the key findings of my research. First, I show how joyous 
performances generally appeared in the children’s relations in their everyday lives 
in the ECEC context. Second, I take a closer look at the joys that were performed 
in the children’s peer relations, and then I move on to outline the joys performed in 
the relations between the children and their teachers. 

5.1 Temporal, cultural, and spatial performances of joy in 
children’s relations 

The findings of my study show how the performed joys were enmeshed in the 
children’s everyday relations in the ECEC context. The joys appeared to move 
between two extremes: On the one hand, they occasionally burst out, and on the 
other, they were constructed over time. At the beginning of the research process, 
the joys always seemed surprising and sporadic. The joys performed by the 
youngest children were particularly bouncy; they sprouted and then disappeared in 
the blink of an eye. Both the children’s and the teachers’ joyous performances often 
emerged when something unexpected occurred, such as a blunder (see Article II). 
In that sense, the joys were unpredictable by nature, which reflects the spontaneous 
and uninvited nature of joy, as described in previous studies (e.g., Meadows, 2014). 

However, the performed joys could not simply be reduced to unique and one-
off events. Gradually, I realized that the events that seemed to be mishaps were 
hardly ever mishaps; they were rather recurring practices that became part of the 
cultural narrative of the ECEC center (see Article I). These findings resonate with 
Bruner’s (1991) words: “What creates a culture, surely, must be a ‘local’ capacity 
for accruing stories of happenings of the past into some sort of diachronic 
structure …” (p. 20). The findings demonstrate joy as something that children and 
teachers actually do. The interlocutors constructed and reconstructed joyous 
cultural narratives that are nondependent on certain participants and time (Peterson 
& Langellier, 2006). These findings align with the notion that emotions are 
connected to people’s histories (Scheer, 2012). The study shows how the present 
emotional interpretation of a situation is retrospective to past interpretations made 
by people presently involved or by others before them (Ahmed, 2004). Although 
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taking place in the very moment, the joyous performances are thus in temporal 
relation to the past and the future (see Article I; see also Ricoeur, 1983/1984). 

The end of the teacher-guided circle time slips gradually into a situation where 
the children, one after another, go crawling across the floor. At times, they roll 
over on their sides, look at each other, and begin to laugh. Still looking at each 
other, they begin to spin on the floor, using their hands to gain speed on the 
floor. Occasionally, they pause and laugh and again spin themselves. Matilda 
crawls further away, and Viivi speeds up her pace to catch her, reaching over 
to catch Matilda’s gaze. Viivi throws herself on her back. Matilda also turns on 
her back, stamps her feet on the floor, and smiles. Viivi laughs and stamps her 
feet. This continues for a couple of minutes. (Everyday narrative, 2014) 

This everyday narrative gives a tiny fragment of the versatile ways in which the 
joys were materialized in and by bodies combining diverse modes of bodily 
enactments such as movement, gesture, touch, sound, gaze, smile, laughter, and, in 
a few cases, verbally expressed joy, for instance, “This is fun!” (see Articles I, II, 
and III). The teachers performed joy more extensively through linguistic means, 
and occasionally, they also required verbalization from the children to justify their 
activity, in particular, in situations in which the children’s joy was physically lively 
and noisy (see Articles I and II). As the excerpt above illustrates, the joyous 
performances involved bodily communication, both in concrete and figurative 
ways. In these performances, I could see reflections of the dialogical encounter, 
which, according to Buber (1947/2002a), is holistic and often occurs in silence. 
Encounters between children occurred when they reached toward the other 
dialogically through the union of their minds and bodies (see Article I). These 
performances were not mere communication between the participants; rather, they 
could be viewed as embodied existentiality, entangling the mental representations 
with bodily manifestations of the experience (Motal, 2017, p. 324). 

In summary, these bodily choreographies were simultaneously ritualized 
cultural repetitions and dialogically constructed events in the present moment. 
Often, the moments were colored with “rough” tenderness (Hännikäinen, 2015), 
for instance, when a child sat in the teacher’s lap and the teacher tickled the child. 
These touches were accompanied by strongly performed gestures, sounds, and 
laughter. The study conducted by Keränen, Juutinen and Estola (2017, p. 263) 
shows that educators strive to affect the emotional states of a child through touching, 
for instance, by turning a child’s grief into joy through tickling. 
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In addition to being materialized in bodily performances, the joys tended to 
circulate around particular objects and activities relating to those objects, such as 
pulling over the doll carriage or playing with beanbags. The doll carriage, in 
particular, was rarely used for its original purpose; rather, it was a launcher of and 
an instrument for joyous performances (see Article III). Material artefacts played a 
crucial role in the joyous performances, and the children manipulated them in 
creative ways. By utilizing material items, the children invited others—children 
and teachers—to participate in the joyous performance. In many cases, the material 
resources, and the capacity to utilize them served as prerequisites for participation 
in a joint joyous performance (see Articles I and II). Material objects seem to carry 
culturally endowed meanings and have intrinsic values attached to them (see 
Lupton, 1998). 

Procter (2016) links emotion and embodiment with places; emotions are made 
and remade both within and between bodies that are emplaced. According to my 
study findings, the ECEC center itself formed a particular environment within 
which various places and spaces invoked and framed relationally performed joys. 
The children’s joyous peer performances were especially attached to certain places, 
such as the ECEC center’s stage podium, which invited the children to participate 
in physically active and frivolous group performances. The children’s 
performances were also launched when they escaped out of sight of an adult and 
went around a corner or withdrew to the hallway (see Articles I and II). Lunchtime 
and circle time appeared to evoke particular kinds of joyous performance (see 
Articles I and II). These findings are in line with those of Davidson and Milligan 
(2004), who note that emotions can only be understood within particular places, 
and Bruner (2004), who remarks that the places within which the narratives are 
conveyed shape and constrain the narrating. 

5.2 Joy (re)molding the (peer) culture and children’s relations 

Based on the study findings, children’s joyous everyday narratives in ECEC 
settings appeared to be dynamic meeting spaces in which they construct meaning 
about their (peer) world and themselves within that world (see Articles I and III; 
see also Ahn & Filipenko, 2011; Engel, 2005; Puroila et al., 2012a). The flow of 
the children’s performances can be viewed as successful interaction rituals (Collins, 
2004) in which the children shared the view of the moment (see Olsson & 
Heikkinen, 2019). These findings are in line with Kantor, Elgas and Fernie (1993), 
who note that groups develop their own culture, which includes specific ways of 
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interaction, activities, and orientations. In order to create and maintain friend 
relations, children must have something in common (Puroila, 2019). Being aware 
of the appreciated events and meanings in a particular culture helps children weave 
their way through their various daily relations (Barrett, 1993). 

The children skilfully utilized the gaps in the everyday life of the ECEC 
settings to launch their peer activities (see Articles I and III). The children’s joyous 
group performances occurred in the in-between spaces, in the middle of the daily 
scheduled activities and the teacher-guided routines (see Articles I, II, and III). In 
addition, the children flexibly took advantage of the transitions between the 
different activities, the moments after lunchtime, and the “waiting time” before the 
circle time. Instead of being passive recipients of adult socialization, the children 
strategically and in creative ways constructed their emotional worlds within their 
peer culture (see Article I; see also Ahn, 2010). These findings resonate with 
previous notions about children’s range of means to live out their otherness by 
utilizing a variety of spaces (Cloke & Jones, 2005; Jones, 2013). The joyous 
performances of this study open insights into this creativity: The children 
challenged the cultural normative expectations by stretching and breaking with 
etiquette, for instance, during lunchtime. These notions are in line with studies that 
address children’s “carnivalesque” humor (Tallant, 2015) and emotional sharing 
through laughter (Cekaite & Andrén, 2019), both of which are shown to effect 
affiliation among peer groups in ECEC settings. The children utilized and stretched 
the free spaces in their daily lives and balanced on the borders of conventional 
behavior in very delicate and creative ways. In this way, the performances of joy 
echoed both the sense of freedom (Peasley, 2013; Watkins, 2018) and acts of 
resistance (see Lu & Steele, 2019) that have been attached to joy. 

However, the sub-studies all showed that there was no one particular or fixed 
children’s (joyous) peer culture shared by all the children. A cocktail of varying 
emotions especially characterized the boundary-breaking joys. The youngest 
children in particular seemed to feel uncomfortable when the performances crossed 
conventional boundaries (see Article I). However, although they did not participate 
actively and explicitly in the joyous performances, they expressed attentiveness and 
interest in others’ performances in more subtle and unassuming ways. The study 
findings demonstrate that children employed various means of performing joy to 
navigate within their peer relations (see Articles I and III). As previous studies have 
shown, children’s peer relations in ECEC settings are dynamic and complex, 
involving constant negotiation, reforming alliances, including and excluding (Ahn, 
2010; Juutinen, 2018). 
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It is striking that the children simultaneously seem to know in advance how to 
act, and at the same time, everything is so moment-anchored, like anything can 
happen, and things turn in different directions. (Field notes 2015) 

My field notes illustrate how the performed joys were blended with cultural know-
how and openness to the ongoing moment (see Article I). From the dialogical point 
of view, during the children’s lively, often physically active, joyous group 
performances, single choreographies fused with one another, and it seemed as if 
there was a flow of minds and bodies. It was easy to sense the openness and ease, 
the sense of freedom and the sense of being grounded, and the togetherness and 
belonging that characterize the experience of joy (e.g., Kast, 1991). Although there 
could be familiarity and repetition in the children’s joyous performances, the 
process the situation would follow was always unpredictable, and it therefore 
demanded certain aspects of surrender from the children to enter the in-between 
space. Although the joyous performances created a seemingly carefree overall 
atmosphere, the relations and the joys sparkling within them were fragile.  

At this point, I proceed from how the joys (re)molded children’s peer culture 
to how the joys shaped the children’s relations in smaller groups or between two 
children. The findings revealed the relational complexity and multidimensionality 
of the performances of joy. 

A rapid glance points to a possible playmate and then a burst of laughter that 
seems to jump out of nowhere. The recipient child responds with laughter. No 
words are said. The smile lingers for a moment on their faces and then fades 
away, and they go on all fours and begin to play with the blocks. (Field notes, 
2014) 

My field notes represent how the children made overtures to potential friends 
through performing joy. These findings align with studies that show how positive 
emotions in children’s peer relations relate to peer acceptance (Lindsey, 2019; Shin 
et al., 2011) and strengthen their in-group alliances (Cekaite & Andrén, 2019). By 
performing joy, the children strived to achieve certain goals, particularly relational 
ones (see Article III). The joyous initiatives provided effective means of drawing 
attention to themselves and launching the joint activities. In turn, the joyous 
response to these initiatives served as an affirmation of acceptance to carry on 
together, while a lack of response or an explicit rejection left the initiator child’s 
participation in the peer group activities pending (see Articles I and III). In this 
sense, the performed joys served as liminal space (see Turner, 1995) and as a 
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threshold across which there was a chance of being either included or excluded (see 
Article III). In the often-tense friend negotiations, children performed joy both to 
underscore their bond with the desired playmate and simultaneously demonstrated 
their exclusion of others. This was done, for instance, by referring to past joint 
experiences during the moment when undertaking a friend negotiation: “Do you 
remember, we had such fun, once then?” (see Article III, p. 1660). 

Thus, performing joy was an act of relational stand taking. Although beginning 
with a joy-filled mutual engagement in joint activities, the relations became more 
complicated as the situation proceeded (see Article III; see also Goffman, 1959). In 
many cases, when a newcomer attempted to join in ongoing play, they performed 
joy to present themselves as being aware of the current “rejoice-worthy” activities 
(see Article III). Since the experience of joy is associated with the Spinozian 
(1677/2003) view of moving toward greater perfection and, in general, with 
people’s sense of competence (e.g., Kern et al., 2014), these children’s joyous 
performances make sense. By performing joy in often ambiguous relational 
moments, the children presented themselves as competent and therefore potentially 
valid playmates. However, keeping up with the dynamic relational moments and 
maintaining a connection with the others involved required both the ability to 
employ the cultural resources and a dialogical openness to the developing social 
moment (see Article I). When the children’s attempts to participate stuck solely to 
joyous, even vacuous performances, and the child did not contribute in another way 
to the joint activity, the child was easily excluded (see Article III). Preserving the 
credibility of the child’s performance demanded additional contributions. 

In sum, performed joys within children’s peer relations are a means by which 
the peer culture is molded and remolded, peer relations are navigated, and friend 
initiatives are made and ignored. Performed joys have the potential to unite and 
separate children during their daily relational moments. Performing joy is 
simultaneously taking a stance or making a statement regarding the ongoing 
activities and the people involved. Seemingly light cheerfulness on the threshold 
serves as a pre-stage for establishing a dialogical encounter between participants. 

5.3 Joy shaping children’s and teachers’ roles and relations 

Shifting the focus from the children’s peer relations to the performed joys between 
children and teachers draws a positive emotional metanarrative of the ECEC 
settings’ everyday life (see Article II). The teachers’ overall performances echoed 
a positive, occasionally boisterous, joyous appearance. These joyous performances 
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were intertwined with the activities and events of everyday life, beginning with the 
joy of reunion in the morning. The teachers were prone to performing joy in 
response to the children’s doings or sayings, in particular, in relation to the 
children’s skillfulness, success, and know-how (see also Prosen & Vitulić, 2018). 
The rejoicing of personnel over children’s know-how and success is also 
emphasized in the Finnish ECEC curriculum (Finnish National Board of Education, 
2018). 

My study findings show that the teachers were sensitive to the children’s 
moods and perceptions during daily activities (see Article II). In the group settings, 
for instance, during the circle times, the teachers endeavored to create a relaxed 
atmosphere through performing joy and celebrating the children’s engagement or 
contribution within the shared moment. The features characterizing the teachers’ 
performances were responsiveness, respect, and openness, all essential premises of 
dialogical encounters (see Article II; see also Buber, 1923/1937, 1947/2002a). The 
teachers adjusted their joyous performances in response to the children’s reactions. 
When a child expressed discomfort at being in the spotlight, the teacher emphasized 
a carefree attitude by performing joy (see Article II). If the teachers interpreted their 
own lively rejoicing to be the source of a child’s discomfort, they downplayed their 
joyous performance. These notions resonate with the findings of Cekaite and 
Andrén (2019), who noticed that teachers’ laughter was used as “a face-saving 
affiliative device” (p. 9). 

When facing tense moments in group-time activities, for instance, when a 
single child perceived the teacher’s strongly performed joy as oppressive or the 
teachers wanted to highlight pedagogical matters, the teachers stepped back from 
the joyous one-to-one encounter and addressed their attention to the whole child 
group (see Article II). In doing so, the teachers were balancing between two 
extremes: on the one hand, being sensitive to the individual child’s experiences and 
on the other hand, treating the children as a homogenous group or as a generalized 
other.  

As noted previously, with regard to the children’s peer relations, performing 
joy validated relations, as well as things and events. The approving position that 
joy mediated was interesting. During circle times, for instance, the children’s bodily 
responses, smiles, or laughter served as approval for the teacher to proceed with 
the activities that were in progress. The effectiveness of joyous performance in 
social situations may derive partly from its ostensibly spontaneous and holistic 
appearance. Instead of stating verbally, “Yes, I like this, let’s carry on!”, when one 
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refers to an individual experience of emotion by bodily acts, it is to provide, at least 
seemingly, authentic stance-taking (see Article I; Micciche, 2007). 

The joyous performances between the children and the teachers blurred the 
accustomed roles in institutional relations, particularly in free-play situations. The 
content and the progress of the moments were directed mainly by the children. It 
was typical of these moments that the teachers tended to underline their own funny 
mishaps and highlight the children’s abilities. The moments of joy undermined the 
traditional position of the teacher as the initiator and expert and the child as a novice, 
and shook up the learned interactional conventions (MacLure, Jones, Holmes & 
MacRae, 2012). From a dialogical perspective, these moments were colored by the 
dialogical stance of stepping in between and reaching toward the other (Buber, 
1923/1937). Viewing the joyous moments between the children and the teachers as 
endlessly boundless and released from their asymmetry draws a limited picture of 
their complexity. The moments did not last interminably; rather, they ended up with 
the daily timetables and routines, with the teachers’ restrictions of the children’s 
frivolous activities, or with the children immersing themselves in other activities. 
There was a constant alternation between the open and reciprocal meeting and the 
objectifying (I–It) stance in the children’s and teachers’ joint joyous performances 
(see Article II). It would be exhausting, and even impossible, to live in a state of 
continuous dialogue, and the more predictable I–It attitude alleviates the demands 
of daily living (Buber, 1923/1937). 

The study findings (see Article II) suggest that joy is a pedagogical practice. 
Through performing joy, the teachers underlined events as being fun and worth 
joining in and persuaded the children to engage in the preferred activities. Certain 
organized group settings, such as circle times, served as spaces where children were 
publicly praised or, in contrast, scolded for their undesirable behavior. In some 
cases, participation was a reward for accomplished tasks or the fulfillment of 
expected behavior, and this was underscored by joyous performances by the 
teachers (see Article II). Thus, joy underlined the pedagogical statement. According 
to the study findings, although a harmonious picture of daily life in an ECEC setting 
was drawn, the depiction has another side to it, which evokes an intriguing question: 
Does a joyous metanarrative leave room for negative emotions? As noted in Article 
II, the joyful atmosphere in the ECEC setting may sustain a happy and carefree 
emotional climate in which the scale of excepted emotions is limited. For instance, 
the circle times in ECEC were mainly filled with positive news and happy topics. 
Considering ECEC settings as joyful places resonates with research that has noticed 
an inclination toward expectations for a desirable and proper child (Emilson & 
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Johansson, 2008; Lanas, 2019; MacLure et al., 2012; Puroila, 2019). Do children 
who perform negative emotions require more attention from adults than happy ones 
(see Kast, 1991, p. 78)? Is there an imperative for joy in the educational world? 
Ahmed (2010) argues that there should also be a prevailing freedom so that one 
does not have to forcibly adjust themselves into a joyous way of living but also 
have the freedom to be unhappy. Sustaining harmonious and conflict-free everyday 
life receives its justification from increasing children’s safety and rendering daily 
events more predictable, but in turn, it may have the tendency to detract from the 
opportunity to develop social and democratic skills (see Johansson & Emilson, 
2016).  
  



58 

 



59 

6 Reflections and implications 
In this chapter, I draw together and reflect on the findings of my study and make 
suggestions for future research. I conclude with an evaluative overview of the study 
process. 

6.1 Reconsidering the doing of joy in the relations of early 
childhood education and care – Shaping the relational Being, 
Becoming, and Belonging 

Figure 1 illustrates the entanglement and the evolving process of the joyous 
performances in children’s relations within which the individual is bound to the 
relational and vice versa. The compilation of doing, being, becoming, and 
belonging is a demonstration of the theoretical constructions that originate from the 
study findings. 
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My study joins the contemporary discussion in the fields of narrative and childhood 
research, theoretically and methodologically drawing attention to joyous everyday 
narratives from a holistic performative standpoint. The study pays attention to the 
spontaneous and fleeting, and, at first sight, even trifling matters, but nevertheless, 
nuanced, and active joyous performances in the everyday life of ECEC settings. 
Disengaging from the traditional dichotomies (private–public, inner–outer) of 
emotion research, the study foregrounds joy as active doings within which activity 
and experience are inseparable and in which the personal and the world shared with 
others are relationally connected and in constant circulation. The study sheds light 
on the everchanging movement between the intentional and visceral nature of both 
children’s and teachers’ joyous performances. 

The embodied doings of joy intertwine in daily practices and are employed in 
the midst of a complex interplay of cultural, situational, temporal, spatial, and 
material aspects. Theoretically and methodologically, I have merged usually 
distinctive approaches to comprehend the performed joys in children’s relations. To 
simplify this: from Goffman’s dramaturgical perspective, people utilize all their 
foreknowledge and capacity to present themselves in a favorable light, while the 
Buberian dialogical I–Thou encounter involves a total surrender to the moment 
within which all means are gone (see Buber, 1923/1937; Goffman, 1959). However, 
the phenomenon is not dichotomous; rather, there are dynamic parts in the 
relational re-making. The doings of joy move along the course of children’s 
relational continuum: On the one hand, doing joy eases the weaving of the 
interlocutors through their complex daily relations. In that sense, joy is a practical 
orientation. On the other hand, doing joy provides the foundation for a dialogical 
space between the participants (see Articles I, II, and III). 

The ECEC settings form a particular environment within which children’s and 
teachers’ joys are performed. The joys circulate in daily living, and the interlocutors’ 
zigzag through daily routines, timetables, and spatial and material conditions, 
which are tangled with complex relations. These joyous doings become part of the 
process of social and cultural construction (see Markstörm & Halldén, 2009). 
Rather than being passive recipients and responders to randomly occurring joys, 
the performed joys of children and teachers are dynamic in essence, which 
resonates with Gubrium and Holstein’s (1998) contention that people are not 
“merely communicative puppets of their circumstances” (p. 164). 

The research literature on joy opens up a compilation of the empowering 
features that accompany the experience of joy. Consequently, it is reasonable that 
both children and teachers attach joyous performances as a default to various 
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activities and things in their daily relational life. By doing joy, they emphasize 
things and events, for instance, friend relations and pedagogical purposes. An 
intriguing finding is that, by performing joy, children present themselves as 
competent, whereas teachers’ joyous performances often draw a picture of the 
teacher as incomplete and prone to funny mishaps. Subsequent research will be 
needed to explore how performing emotions shapes the roles and relations in ECEC 
settings. Additionally, the study findings inspire an extension of the exploration to 
the material aspects of the performances in greater detail, in particular the agentive 
role the material world plays in the entangled relations in children’s everyday lives 
(see Rautio, 2013). 

In numerous joyous everyday narratives, as recounted in this study, I sensed 
the interlocutors’ tangible absorption in the moment. My interpretations have 
connections with the research literature in which joy is described as transforming 
the sense of self, time, and space. I have sensed how moments of joy are colored 
with openness, freedom, and full presence of being (e.g., Kast, 1991). These notions 
resonate with the relational onto-epistemology of my study. In joyous performances, 
the interlocutors are infused with the relational in-betweens within which their 
being, knowing, and becoming are co-constructed. From the Buberian perspective, 
the human being becomes a person in relation. This does not mean abandoning 
oneself; rather, it means the full realization of the uniqueness of both oneself and 
the other (Buber, 1923/1937). Robbins (2006) sums up the sense of the self in a 
joyful experience:  

Rather than a terrifying loss of self, this connectedness was harmonious. When 
the participants were joyful, self, other, and world were in accordance. The 
diffusion of self into world and world into self was a self-transcendent state of 
being wherein the participant fully stood out, affirmatively in existence. (p. 200) 

By virtue of these qualifications, I see the active doings of joy as potentiating a 
fertile space for reciprocal relationships within which the participants can sense 
themselves as valued in their very being and becoming. The core curriculum of 
ECEC in Finland highlights that personnel should support children’s growth as 
human beings who strive for truth, goodness, beauty, justice, and peace; at the same 
time, the core curriculum addresses children as becoming members of society 
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2018, p. 22). However, both being and 
becoming are also emphasized in the curriculum as something that takes place in 
the present (Finnish National Board of Education, 2018; see also Rutanen & 
Hännikäinen, 2019). According to Rutanen and Hännikäinen (2019), being and 
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becoming are not separate entities in the ECEC curriculum but are tangled together 
in such a way that becoming refers to something that is changing, developing, or 
emerging (p. 101). 

In the context of this study, by being and becoming, I am referring to the very 
here and now that is realized in the everyday relational moments of joy, although 
simultaneously connected to the past and the future. I am inspired by Kuby’s (2014) 
description of emotions as being people’s “ways of being and living that shift over 
time, in various contexts, and in relationships with others” (p. 1287), and by Barad’s 
(2007) view that “the world and its possibilities for becoming are re-made with 
each moment” (p. xx). The doings of joy are not rehearsed performances but 
endlessly (co-)constructed novel narratives (see Riessman, 2008) that enable and 
shape the beings and becomings.  

The study joins the ongoing discussion and debate within childhood studies 
related to the ontology of childhood(s) (Prout, 2005; Spyrou, 2019). Instead of 
becoming too caught up in conceptualizing childhood, it is more fruitful to steer 
attention to the multiple and dynamic relational worlds within which childhood is 
done (Spyrou, 2019, p. 318). The study shows that doing joy—as reflecting the 
being and becoming in the context of children’s and teachers’ relations—breaks the 
traditional binaries that approach children and adults as contrastive pairs (see 
Kennedy, 2006). Considering Buber’s thoughts, reciprocal here–and–now relations 
involve engagement with dialogue and the readiness to be open to change and set 
aside all predetermined outcomes (Theunissen & Noordin, 2012, p. 8). Instead of 
seeing children as still developing and as objects of adult interventions “in order to 
mature into autonomous and ‘fully-human’ beings,” the present study challenges to 
understand children as able and competent knowledge co-creators (Murris & 
Muller, 2018, p. 152). Thus, the performances of joy can be viewed as 
manifestations of relational agency (Raithelhuber, 2016).  

While doing joy, children and teachers simultaneously “do relations” and their 
own place within them. My research has shown that joy is not only about bonding; 
it is also about excluding. The fleeting joyous performances can play a significant 
role in drawing people together, but they can also emphasize the position of being 
outside. A sense of belonging is an integral part of human existence and is related 
to human well-being (see Juutinen, 2018); human beings have a fundamental need 
to belong (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). Belonging is tightly connected with the 
ways in which people understand themselves, both in relation to other people and 
to their social, cultural, relational, and material contexts (May, 2013).  
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The course of everyday life in ECEC settings—whether in structured or non-
structured activities and occurring both in the children’s peer relations and in the 
child–teacher relations—provides possibilities for feeling togetherness 
(Hännikäinen, 1999). Affiliating with others and the formation of a new 
relationship are in themselves occasions of joy since positive emotional interaction 
helps to consolidate the bonds between people (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
Belonging is not just about how individuals experience themselves to belong but is 
affected by the surrounding social and political discourses about who does and who 
does not belong (May, 2013). Children’s sense of belonging to their peer group and 
to the broader community is a process that takes time (Koivula & Hännikäinen, 
2016, p. 137). Children’s joyous peer narratives, although they may look like one-
off events, seem to travel and be constructed over time and to be passed between 
the children and the groups of children. My study has shown how joy underscores 
matters and events and is thus part of the co-knowing process within which shared 
meanings are relationally explored, constructed, and represented. Thus, the cultural 
joyous narratives within a certain group enable new children to integrate 
themselves into the group (Nicolopoulou et al., 2014), which may foster their sense 
of belonging. 

6.2 Acknowledging the doing of joy in practice of early childhood 
education and care  

The study contributes to pedagogical practice by being insightful about the joys 
that are performed in the course of everyday life in ECEC settings and revealing 
how these joyous performances shape and are shaped by children’s relations. In 
pedagogical practice, fleeting moments all too easily pass by unnoticed during the 
hectic daily life (Horton & Kraftl, 2006). Shared moments of joy between children 
and teachers potentiate reciprocal leaps, that reach beyond customary relations. 
These moments expand the opportunity for children’s participation and agency, 
which are recognized as significant in the existing research (Mentha, Church & 
Page, 2015; Venninen, Leinonen, Lipponen & Ojala, 2014) and emphasized in 
ECEC curricula and by ECEC practitioners (Juutinen & Viljamaa, 2016). To 
enhance children’s active partaking demands the focus to turn from allowing their 
participation to intergenerational co-agency (see Kinnunen, 2015). However, the 
study challenges to acknowledge both children and teachers as relational 
becomings, rather than to view intergenerational relations as stable and fixed (Prout, 
2005). 
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Thus, shared moments of joy emerge as significant building blocks of a 
democratic community in which children’s participation and agency are realized 
during mundane daily life and are not seen as detached or organized matters. From 
a pedagogical viewpoint, the teaching profession extends far beyond the teaching 
of certain subjects and skills; it is also about being and becoming human beings 
(Rantala & Määttä, 2012, p. 101). As this study has underscored, the premises of 
being and becoming are constructed in the most fleeting of moments. Although 
these moments pass rapidly, the stance of equality that the moments breathe should 
carry over to include all daily encounters, even those shaded by contradictions or 
sorrow. 

The study broadens the understanding of communication in children’s relations 
by paying attention to the youngest children’s multifaceted and creative ways of 
narrating (see also Engel, 2015). Even though the ability to express themselves 
verbally seems to be a milestone in children’s agency and participation (see also 
Kinnunen, 2015, p. 84), I would argue that even the youngest children have the 
capacity to navigate their daily relations by shaping their performances to meet the 
demands of ongoing situations and their relational complexities. As Engel (2005) 
points out, when children gradually develop their narrating skills and the narratives 
become more coherent, the narratives seem to lose a portion of their expressiveness 
and creativity. In effect, further attention is needed in both educational research and 
practice regarding the embodied narrative performances of very young children. 
Their emotional communication does not simply express a dualistic good or bad, 
joy or sorrow, but, as my study has demonstrated, their communication and its 
content are far more nuanced and delicate. In daily educational life, there is a need 
to give more time and sensitivity to children’s various channels of communication 
that establish grounds for children to be heard and encountered. 

The nuanced and subtle doings of joy that occur in children’s relations serve as 
opportunities to develop more finely tuned pedagogical practices. Although 
presumably well intended and child oriented, there is a risk entailed of exercising 
power in subtle ways. Based on the study findings, many pedagogical conclusions 
could be drawn, and suggestions made, for instance, for improving learning 
methods in ECEC settings. The safe and respectful environment that the doing of 
joy can develop gives room for the children to become totally immersed in their 
activities and tasks. Although ECEC has its own curricula and objectives, through 
this study, I want to redirect the focus onto object-free, here-and-now moments. 
From a pedagogical point of view, I see the relational doing of joy as an autotelic 
practice that contains within itself both the objects and the rewards of the activity 
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(Rautio, 2013). I call on educators to concentrate on the becomings of the here and 
now, and not only to pursue preparation for the future (Ahn & Filipenko, 2011, p. 
288).  

At the societal level, the study sheds critical light on prevailing discourses on 
joy in the educational field. One of the key contributions of the study lies in the 
attention given to the intrinsic value of joy in education, both in the research 
literature and in educational documents. The study provides novel insights into joy, 
which is, on the one hand, celebrated, but on the other hand, gets only a mention. 
According to the study findings, there are collisions between the joyous 
metanarrative and the rather narrow space for children’s lively peer performances 
of joy in educational practice. Further research is needed to explore these 
contradictions.  

I could suggest (and, in fact, I do): “Bring more joy into the daily relations in 
ECEC!” However, I contend that mechanically delivered joys merely “dance on the 
surface” of relations. The mystery of relational joy is that it is discovered and 
remade in every moment; it is not a stamp placed superficially on relations to make 
them lighthearted and easy to live with. If anything, relational joy requires 
cultivating a readiness to linger within mundane daily routines and practices, to 
remake shared meanings, and to experience the joy of sharing the meanings. 

6.3 Evaluating the study 

When evaluating my study, my reflections have moved over the different phases of 
the process, from the first budding ideas for the research theme to the process of 
writing a summary. I perceive that the process will not end with the publication of 
this dissertation; rather, the process will continue to extend to new directions and 
hopefully find resonance in its readers (see Lieblich, 2014). The evocativeness of 
the research, as Heikkinen, Huttunen, Syrjälä and Pesonen (2012) highlight, goes 
beyond rational thinking and touches the reader emotionally (p. 10). Together with 
this insight, Heikkinen et al. (2012) introduce other key principles for evaluating 
narrative (action) research, of which I will reflect on the principles of reflexivity 
and workability as relevant to this study. 

Reflexivity in research is about analyzing and being transparent in opening up 
the ontological and epistemological assumptions of the study (Heikkinen et al., 
2012). In exploring children’s daily relational lives, I grounded my study on 
narrative performativity and dialogue. I acknowledged that being and knowing are 
relationally constructed evolving processes between interlocutors. In uncoupling 
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the study from merely individual experiences and verbally vented joys, I faced 
certain methodological challenges. The elusiveness of the relational joyous 
narratives was one such challenge, while the fact that the dialogical encounter 
occurred in a sphere between participants was another. How to capture and 
conceptualize something that happens “in-between” (see also Kuby, 2016)? While 
I engaged to explore the encounters from the perspective of Buberian dialogical 
philosophy, which is ultimately uncompromising on any fixed conceptualization, I 
had to recognize that I could only examine the holistic encounters between the 
participants, not as verified events but as dialogical possibilities. 

Reflexivity also involves making the researcher’s position and subjectivity 
transparent (Heikkinen et al., 2012, pp. 8–9). The relational premises of the study 
shaped the way I positioned myself in the continuous process of being and 
becoming a researcher. I found the study process to be shaded by an alternation 
between doubts and questions, on the one hand, and to be illuminated through 
experiencing epiphany and certainty, on the other. I was just a visitor in the study 
participants’ lives. Although rich, compelling, and informative as the everyday 
narratives are, they are still quick flashes of a broader continuum into which I 
gained only momentary insights. I believe that the lived joyous moments leave 
relational and emotional footprints on the children and the teachers involved (and 
additionally on me and the people reading this dissertation) and also affect and 
shape future narratives. Giving up an idealistic attempt to consider the narratives 
as products that stand on their own (see Riessman, 2008), I see them as complex 
alternations of both my and the research participants’ voices and subjectivities (De 
Fina & Georgakopoulou, 2012). Dialogues with theories, analytic discussions and 
interpretations with the other authors, my background as an ECEC teacher, my own 
emotions, and being part of the daily living relations in ECEC settings are all 
tangled together in this research report. Although my aim has been to be meticulous 
in my re-narrating, I agree with Dewsbury, Harrison, Rose and Wylie (2002), who 
write that the excessiveness of the world reaches far beyond our theorizing, by 
which I mean that the relational lives of the study participants reach over the 
borders of my re-told everyday narratives. I accept both the messy landscape of 
everyday life and its relations and that I am left without fully knowing it (Jones, 
2008; see also Pillow, 2003).  

Smith and Monforte (2020, p. 5) ask, “What stories do the participant and the 
researcher hold close to their hearts?” This question made me think of Daniel, a 
five-year-old participant in the study. One day, he was telling the teachers and other 
children at the lunch table about what he had been doing. He paused for a while 
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and then said, “The researcher listens to what I am telling at the lunch table.” He 
then continued to tell his stories. Before this moment, on other occasions, he had 
shouted and laughed into the microphone in passing, and when I spent time in the 
center, he had eagerly told me his news. My relationship with Daniel raised a couple 
of questions. There was an ethical question about whose narrative I was telling and 
a question about the methodological limitations of the study. Daniel’s other 
performed narratives formed an essential part of the study, and yet I had neglected 
some of his eagerly narrated stories due to the frame of my research lens. Although 
I had a hunch about his joy of narrating in the moment, his joy was not performed 
as visible and tangible, as were in the narratives I selected, and I therefore lacked 
the courage to include these kinds of narratives among those being analyzed. The 
example I raise here illustrates the challenge of exploring the performativity of joy. 
I entered the lives of the children with a research aim in my mind. My human 
limitations, and perhaps a lack of courage, have no doubt given rise to other similar 
limitations. 

In evaluating the workability of the research, I focused my attention on the 
context of the study. As the research showed, the general atmosphere in this 
particular context was positive and warm. This raises an essential question as to 
whether the conditions would be similar elsewhere. The teachers were all highly 
educated, sensitive, motivated, and committed to developing their professionalism 
and the quality of their ECEC practice. I am aware that there are also other kinds 
of relational daily lives in other ECEC settings where the narratives re-told would 
be quite different. In addition, the rather limited time that the children spend in the 
open ECEC center may influence how their everyday relations are constructed. It 
could be insightful to explore joys as performed in full-day ECEC settings as well.  

Even though the relational joys have revealed their harsh side, it is possible 
that this study will draw a romanticized picture of the daily encounters in ECEC 
life. The many positive associations that the emotion of joy elicits may mislead one 
to romanticize and reduce it to being a purely positive phenomenon. From the 
relational perspective, considering joy solely as good-willed and innocent neglects 
the dark side of joy, which I also encountered in some studies in the research 
literature on joy, for instance, malicious pleasure (see Potkay, 2005) and evil joy 
(Johnson, 2020, p. 6). Due to the context- and language-laden nature of joy 
(Johnson, 2020), Strawn (2020) points to the need to study joy in particular contexts 
in order to comprehend the meanings and functioning of joy in different places and 
situations.  
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The joyous metanarrative draws a harmonious picture of the everyday life of 
ECEC settings. However, there should not be an obligation to joy or happiness. 
Power relations and asymmetry are embedded in teacher–child relations, and the 
children soon learn the preferred interactional conventions of ECEC relations 
(MacLure et al., 2012). Further research is needed to understand the ways in which 
performing emotions, such as joy, are a means to weave one’s way through a variety 
of relational surroundings. 

6.4 Back to where it began 

For these final words, I want to return to my own experiences and thoughts, as 
expressed in the first chapter of this dissertation. Although in the beginning, I was 
aware of the puzzling process ahead of me, the research path still surprised me with 
its diversity. Buber (1955/2002b, p. 23) writes, “All journeys have secret 
destinations of which the traveler is unaware.” The unreachable essence of joy 
constantly troubled me, but at the same time, it delighted me. I was touched by and 
related to the tangible joys I witnessed while sitting behind my computer screen, 
but I have no illusion that I was able to totally capture something so moment-
anchored and relational as the shared moments of joy. Numerous comments have 
been made about the lack of joy in educational settings and in life in general. My 
study shows that joy definitely exists. Maybe it is not as pure and innocent as I first 
supposed, but it is even more embedded in relations than I had expected.  
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