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Abstract: Young children have largely been neglected in narrative identity research. This 
chapter is based on the premise that identity construction is a process that begins in the early 
years and is formed through the everyday narratives that comprise the daily interactions 
through which identities are constructed, negotiated, and performed. These everyday narratives 
provide children with the sense of who they are, who they will become, what kind of children 
they are expected to be, and the nature of the world in which they live. The chapter is based on 
research into everyday narratives produced in early education settings. I suggest that four 
themes frame the construction of children’s narrative identities: the possession of material 
items; skills and competences; peer relationships; and the child’s relation to the rules and 
conventions of the child care center.  
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Introduction 
 

I am standing in the yard of a child care center, observing and listening to children. Children 
have dispersed into different play groups. A group of boys has developed a play theme around 
an imagined castle. Elli (a 3-year-old girl) wants to join in. Ville (a 5-year-old boy) says to 
Elli, “We can’t play with you. You are too small!”  

 
This episode draws attention to young children’s interaction in an early education setting. Elli’s 
desire is thwarted as she is excluded from the play because she is regarded as being too small. 
This brief glimpse into their interaction provides an example of how children’s identities are 
shaped in relations between children and their social and cultural environments. By relating to 
and distinguishing themselves from each other, Elli and Ville make sense of themselves as 
individuals and social beings. While identifying Elli as a small child, Ville performs himself 
as belonging to the group of bigger children. In the cultural context of early education settings, 
belonging to the ‘smalls’ or ‘bigs’, the ‘three-years-olds’ or ‘five-year-olds,’ is significant for 
children’s emerging identities (Ahn and Filipenko 2007; Konstantoni 2012; Olwig 2011; 
Puroila 2013). As Puroila and Estola (2014) note, being narrated as a member of the ‘smalls’ 
or ‘bigs’ implies values, social statuses, and power relationships that influence children’s sense 
of self.  

This chapter focuses on children’s narrative identities in a child care center context. A 
growing body of research suggests that narratives are crucial for people’s identities (McAdams 
2011; Smith and Sparkes 2008). Young children, however, have largely been neglected in 
narrative identity research, generally due to the dominant conceptions of identity and narrative. 
The concept of identity usually refers to humans’ responses to the question, “Who are you?” 
(Ahn 2011; Tracy and Robles 2013). Identity is often approached from the perspective of the 
individual’s psychology as an essential and stable entity that they achieve in late adolescence 
or early adulthood (McAdams 2011; Smith and Sparkes 2008). From this perspective, young 
children are not interesting participants in identity research as they are working towards having 
identities. Narrative research, in turn, has traditionally emphasized the contents, form, and 
structure of verbally articulated accounts of adults’ life events (Puroila 2013). Dimensions such 
as a linear progression of events, temporality, and a plot line consisting of a beginning, middle, 
and an end have been regarded as criteria for well-formed narratives (McAdams 2011). As 
young children have limited capacities to produce verbal narratives that fulfil these criteria, the 
space for exploring their narratives has been restricted (Puroila et al. 2012a; Puroila 2013). 

This study is theoretically informed by a performative perspective on narrative identities 
(Puroila 2013; Smith and Sparkes 2008). Instead of approaching identity as an individual’s 
coherent, internalized life story, the performative perspective highlights the social, relational, 
and dynamic dimensions of identity; the daily interactions through which individuals’ multiple 
identities are negotiated and performed (Smith and Sparkes 2008). The performative 
perspective opens up new space for examining young children’s identities from narrative 
viewpoints (Puroila 2013). With the aim of exploring young children’s narrative identities, this 
study focuses on everyday narratives produced in an early education setting. An everyday 
narrative as a concept refers to daily interactions and practices through which children perform 
themselves and are performed by other interlocutors in a certain light (see Puroila 2013).  The 
research questions include: How do children narrate themselves in a child care center context? 
How do they come to be narrated by other children and adults? 

 
 

Everyday narratives as sites for negotiating and performing children’s 
identities 

 
Narrative researchers usually reject the assumption that identity is an essential, single entity, 
and instead view it in the plural and as connected to the situated and discursive practices 



through which identities are shaped (Ahn 2011; Smith and Sparkes 2008). Smith and Sparkes 
(2008), however, argue that “although there is a chorus of qualitative researchers singing that 
identities and selves are narratively constructed, they are not always in harmony” (p. 6). They 
present five distinct, though interrelated understandings of narrative identities: the 
psychosocial, the intersubjective, the storied resource, the dialogic, and the performative 
perspectives. Smith and Sparkes (2008) highlight that these perspectives should not be 
understood as mutually exclusive but rather as a continuum, with a ‘thick individual’ and ‘thin 
social relational’ focus at one end and a ‘thin individual’ and ‘thick social relational’ emphasis 
at the other (p. 7).  

This study draws on the performative perspective on narrative identities that represents the 
‘thin individual’ and ‘thick social relational’ emphasis in the afore-mentioned continuum 
(Smith and Sparkes 2008). Peterson and Langellier (2006) argue that the performative 
perspective has a significant function in re-situating the object of a narrative study: “Narrative 
is embodied in communication practices, constrained by situational and material conditions, 
embedded in and ordered by fields of discourse, and strategically distributed to reproduce and 
critique existing relations of power and knowledge” (p. 175). Employed in narrative identity 
research, the performative perspective requires focusing on the interactional and contextual 
aspects of narratives, rather than on narratives as cognitive, internalized structures through 
which individuals understand themselves. Accordingly, identities are understood as something 
that people do or perform, rather than have (Smith and Sparkes 2008).   

In previous research literature, researchers use the concepts of a story and a narrative in 
many different ways. Whereas some researchers use the terms interchangeably, others view a 
narrative as a broader term than a story (Van Oers 2003; Hyvärinen 2008). I draw on 
conceptualizations in which two distinct though intertwining aspects of narration are 
distinguished; the content (What is told?) and the process (How and where the telling occurs?). 
While a story refers to the content, a narrative covers both the content and the process through 
which the story is produced. This chapter focuses on everyday narratives as sites for negotiating 
and performing young children’s identities in an early education setting. I understand the 
concept of an everyday narrative as a dynamic meeting place where children’s identities are 
shaped in relations between people and their environments (Ahn and Filipenko 2007; Puroila 
et al. 2012a). In accordance with previous studies, the ‘performing’ of children’s identities 
includes not only spoken language but also other means of multi-modal narration, such as 
bodily activities, gestures, tone of voice, and emotional expressions (Puroila 2013; Smith and 
Sparkes 2008).  

Moreover, I highlight the significance of the social, cultural, and material environment for 
the performing of children’s identities. In previous research, the home environment, and 
especially mothers as primary caregivers, has been viewed as significant for young children’s 
narrative identities (e.g., Reese et al. 2010). On the other hand, some studies acknowledge the 
importance of institutional education for children’s identities, as contemporary generations of 
young children spend a large part of their childhood outside home in institutional early 
education settings (Farquhar 2012; Puroila 2013; Puroila and Estola 2014). As Farquhar (2012) 
maintains, such settings play a crucial role in young children’s identity construction through 
the practices and technologies that provide social spaces for normality, regulation, and 
surveillance. Performing children’s identities thus has close connections with moral 
development; what it is to be ‘a good child’. 

 
 

Study 
Setting and participants 

 
This study was conducted in a municipal child care center in an urban area in Northern Finland 
with a group of twenty-one children aged between three and six: eleven girls and ten boys. The 
staff consisted of three female educators: two kindergarten teachers and one trained nurse. The 



indoor spaces included two rooms, the corridor, and the toilet, and the group sometimes had 
the chance to use the center’s common spaces, for instance the gym hall. The center was open 
from 6.30 a.m. until 5 p.m., and the children’s daily activities were usually structured around 
regular routines. 

In my previous studies, I have explored the daily lives of children in this group from diverse 
viewpoints, such as the nature of children’s spontaneous narrating (Puroila et al. 2012a), 
children’s narrated well-being (Puroila et al. 2012b), the child care center as a narrative 
environment (Puroila 2013), and the narrative identities of the youngest children (Puroila and 
Estola 2014). The focus of this chapter is the everyday narratives in which four children emerge 
as protagonists: Titta (a three-year-old girl); Nuutti (a five-year-old boy); Joni (a three-year-
old boy); and Leevi (a five-year-old boy). The other children and educators are present in the 
narratives as interlocutors with Titta, Nuutti, Joni, and Leevi. As a researcher, I am also part of 
the everyday narratives because, as Spector-Mersel (2010) notes, narrative research is not 
neutral or clean from researchers’ effects, as researchers influence by their mere presence.  

 
 

Co-composing everyday narratives 
 

The methodology of the study was based on ideas about narrative ethnography (Gubrium and 
Holstein 2008) and the multi-modality of children’s narratives (Puroila 2013; see also Smith 
and Sparkes 2008). I spent a lot of time with the group of children during the course of one-
and-a-half years, and I lived and co-composed the everyday narratives alongside the children 
and educators (see Clandinin et al. 2016). The notion of the multi-modality of children’s 
narratives challenged traditional ideas about listening. Listening to children’s multi-modal 
narratives demanded going beyond listening only with ears, and meant listening to the rich 
variation of languages, symbols, codes, and expressions through which children’s identities 
were negotiated and performed (Puroila et al. 2012a). This kind of listening was not possible 
for an outsider observer, but rather required me to form relationships with the children and 
adults. As Caine et al. (2013) remark, narrative research involves a research orientation that 
grows out of being in relationships: “Through attending to the relational in-between space in 
narrative inquiry, possibilities arise to discover new ways of knowing and understanding” (p. 
580). 

The relational research orientation also challenges the research ethics. Hyry-Beihammer et 
al. (2012) argue that though important, it is not enough to obtain written consents and follow 
formal ethical protocols. Rather, researchers are responsible for treating participants in an 
ethical way throughout the research process. In my study, I had the consent of the children, 
their parents, the staff members, and the municipality. Moreover, I attempted to be sensitive 
and respect children and adults in different phases of the process. For instance, I joined the 
children’s activities if invited, but avoided disturbing their playing situations if they did not 
want my participation. Similarly, I tried to adapt my role to suit adults’ different situations. My 
role as a researcher thus varied on a situational basis.  

Rather than organizing special occasions to generate research material, I observed children’s 
daily situations, participated in their activities, and listened to their spontaneous narratives. I 
co-composed a vast collection of material with the children and educators through tape-
recording daily conversations and keeping written diaries. The research material was 
transcribed into a form of everyday narratives. In this study, I primarily use material generated 
at the end of my field work, which involved following one child during an entire day at the 
center. Thus, this chapter is based on everyday narratives drawn from Titta, Nuutti, Joni, and 
Leevi’s day in the early education setting.  

 
 
 
 



Interpreting and re-telling everyday narratives 
 

My approach to the everyday narratives was a holistic one, which influenced how I understood 
the entire research process and working with the narratives. In accordance with Spector-Mersel 
(2010), I view field work, co-composing the everyday narratives, interpretation, and writing as 
inseparable processes. From this perspective, the first interpretations were already made during 
the field work phase and when co-composing the narratives. Hence, the everyday narratives 
employed in this study do not reflect children’s daily lives authentically, but rather are filtered 
through my interpretations and capacity to understand what is going on.  

Lieblich (2014) suggests that the concept of narrative contradicts the idea of analysis; when 
analyzing narratives down to fractions there is a risk of losing the context expressed by the 
narratives. Rather than analyzing and fragmenting the everyday narratives into smaller units, 
my intention was to read and re-read the everyday narratives as a whole to interpret and better 
understand the children’s narrative identities. Gradually, I began to perceive four different 
dimensions meaningful for children’s narrative identities: the possession of material items; 
skills and competences; peer relationships; and the child’s relation to the rules and conventions 
of the child care center.  

Identifying these dimensions was not the end of the process; I continued the re-reading in 
parallel with previous research literature and aimed to place the everyday narratives and the 
previous research literature into a dialogue. Viljamaa (2012) calls this kind of approach 
dialogic re-reading and re-telling (pp. 20, 103). With dialogue, Viljamaa refers to knowledge 
that is accumulated in spaces between participants, between participants and researcher, and 
between research material and previous research literature. For the researcher, the dialogic re-
reading and re-telling means seeking to enter the spaces where knowledge and knowing 
stratifies into multiple layers in different narrative encounters. In this study, the dialogic re-
reading and re-telling involved constant movement; when writing this chapter, I moved back 
and forth between my memories of the field work, the research material on which this chapter 
is primarily based, what I have written about this group of children in my previous publications, 
and previous research literature. In what follows, I will re-tell the four dimensions of children’s 
narrative identities by drawing examples from the everyday narratives and discussing them 
together with previous research literature. I will use the term ‘everyday narrative’ when 
referring to the whole research material, and the term ‘example’ when referring to the extracts 
from broader everyday narratives. 

 
 

Findings 
 

I have: Performing children’s identities through possession 
 

The everyday narratives provided insights into the meaning of material objects in shaping 
children’s narrative identities. Children repeatedly told me and shared stories about getting new 
clothes, backpacks, movies, games, and books. Children discussed what they had, what they 
did not have, and what they wished to have. Thus, ‘having’ was present in the everyday 
narratives in many ways. In particular, the toys brought from homes to the child care center 
inspired the children and prompted them to narrate. During my field work, the children taught 
me much about the childhood consumer culture. I learned to know Bagugans, Spidermen, Zhu 
Zhu Pets, Disney princesses, Hero Factory figures, and numerous other trendy toys (see Puroila 
et al. 2012b; also Ruckenstein 2010; Wohlwend 2017). The following examples demonstrate 
how the dimension of having intertwined with children’s narrative identities.  

 
Example 1. 
I learned to know Leevi as a child who is very interested in Hero Factory figures. One 
morning,   Sami brought Hero Factory figures to the child care center.   



Sami: Leevi, look what I have with me! 
Leevi takes one of the figures and begins to knock it down and put the pieces together. Sami 
and Leevi start to play with the figures; they fly the figures around the room.  
Sami: Do you have this kind of figure? 
Leevi: I’ve one that color, but it’s a baddie. 
 
Example 2. 
After resting time, children come one by one to the room where I am sitting.  Joni, 
Nuutti, and Pekka chat about Sami’s Hero Factory figures. They seem to wait for Sami, but 
do not realize that Sami is on the other side of the room. 
Joni: We (Sami and Joni) will play with Sami’s Hero Factories. I’ll ask Sami if I can have 
the one with a shredder. 
Sami comes over with a bag filled with different Hero Factory figures. 
Joni (smiling): Hey Sami, can I play with that one? 
Sami gives each boy a figure. They begin to play. 
Example 3. 
Titta comes to me and shows three little princess figures she has brought from home.  
AM: What are they? 
Titta: Look, I’ve this Cinderella! I bought this with my mum from the  market yesterday. 
AM: Oh, it’s new! 
Titta nods. Alli joins our discussion, pointing at one of the figures. 
Alli: I’ve got that, it’s called Auroora. 
AM: Auroora. And what are the names of these? 
Titta: Cinderella and Bella and Sleeping Beauty. 
AM: Mm. 
Alli to Titta: Can I play with that one? (pointing at one figure) 
Titta ignores this question.  
Titta: Veera and Niina and Hilla are not here yet. 
The girls go to build with some blocks. Titta keeps the figures close to her. 
 
In these examples, some children perform as owners of trendy toys. Even though many 

children explain that they have similar toys at home, the ownership is most concretely present 
in Sami and Titta, as they have brought their toys to the child care center. Similar to 
Nordtømme’s (2012) study, the everyday narratives echo how material items create power 
relations and interplay with the children involved. In the first two examples, Sami utilizes his 
toys to connect other children to a joint play. This appears to be a successful strategy; in the 
first example Sami and Leevi − an older boy in the group − engage in a common play with 
Sami’s Hero Factory figures. In the second example, Sami’s figures connect a group of boys 
to a common play. In Example 3, Titta shares her joy at having new princess figures. In this 
situation, Alli shows interest in playing with Titta’s figures, but Titta ignores Alli’s suggestion; 
the girls begin to play together, but not with Titta’s figures. These examples show that having 
a toy frames the children’s right to choose the play and to include or exclude others. Similar to 
Sami’s Hero Factory figures, Titta’s princess figures cropped up in different situations 
throughout the everyday narratives. 

In accordance with previous research, the everyday narratives reveal that material items are 
not neutral, but instead have an influence on children’s relationships, opportunities for 
participation, and identities (Nordtømme 2012; Wohlwend 2017). Drawing on William 
James’s conception of self, Hermans (2012) argues that the self is not restricted to inside a 
person, but rather extends to their environment: 

[…] not only do one’s thoughts and feelings (Me) belong to the self but also that which the 
person calls his or her own (Mine) – like my body, my mother, my father,  my children, and 
even my opponent – belongs to the self in a broader sense of the term. (p. 2) 



Besides extending the conception of identity to relations between humans, some studies 
have addressed how adults use material objects to express who they are and who they would 
like to be. The everyday narratives of this study propose that Dittmar’s (2008) argument “to 
have is to be” has associations with young children’s narrative identities. Having a material 
item makes a child a certain kind of child, thus producing statuses, hierarchies, and boundaries 
that are significant for the child’s identities. For instance, during my field work I did not meet 
any boys who showed interest in princess figures, nor any girls who brought Hero Factory 
figures to the child care center. (I do not, however, argue that such boys and girls do not exist.) 
Having a nice toy was meaningful for how the child was treated by others; the other children 
admired their toys and sought their company in order to play with the toys. 

The everyday narratives also drew attention to the space for children’s own toys in the 
pedagogical culture of the child care center. As noted in previous studies, there are differences 
between educational institutions in terms of how children are allowed to bring their own toys 
(Puroila et al. 2012b; Ruckenstein 2010; Wohlwend 2017). In this group, the rules allowed the 
children to bring their own toys to the setting whenever they wanted. The educators showed 
interested and discussed the children’s own toys but they did not restrict children’s toy choices 
nor utilize the toys for pedagogical purposes (c.f., Wohlwend 2017). Therefore, the individually 
owned toys created an arena for children’s peer culture and provided one dimension through 
which children were differentiated one from another. 

 
 

I can: Performing children’s identities through competences 
 

When participating in children lives and re-reading the everyday narratives, I encountered 
several examples of children presenting themselves as competent. They did this by telling me 
about their new skills and proudly showing me their drawings and craft works, and they 
compared their accomplishments with their peers while drawing, playing, and working on 
assignments. They were also commended by the educators when they demonstrated their 
knowledge, skills, and progress in learning. Sometimes, the children seemed to search out 
praise from their peers and the educators – to be acknowledged as competent. These notions 
resonate with research literature highlighting the importance of positive experiences of 
achievements and competences for one’s agency and well-being (e.g., Brown 2011; 
Kumpulainen et al. 2014). The following examples show how children performed as being-
competent, being-less-competent, and being-not-competent in relationships with peers and 
between children and educators.  

 
Example 4. 
I am in a room where the educator has gathered all five-year-olds together  for 
‘Viskari’ (a club for five-year-olds). They discuss different shapes  (circle, square, 
triangle). The educator challenges the children to think  about how they could form a 
circle. 
Leevi: I know! Let’s make a ring. 
The children hold hands and make a ring. 
Educator: Excellent, Leevi! 
 
Example 5. 
Nuutti, Leevi, and Annika are playing together in the yard. They all shovel  sand onto a 
swing. Nuutti takes the shovel from Leevi’s hand. 
Nuutti to Leevi: You should hold the shovel like this. 
Nuutti gives the shovel back to Leevi. Leevi and Annika follow Nuutti’s  example. 
Nuutti: It’s good to swipe this way. 
Other children follow his example. 
Nuutti: Good work! 



 
Example 6. 
Joni and Sami sit side-by-side eating breakfast. Sami is first finished.  
Joni: Sami, can you wait for me? 
Sami: Yeah. 
Sami remains at the table. 
Sami: Joni, I’ll get the figures from my locker. 
Sami goes to the locker room and comes back with a bag full of Hero  Factory figures. 
Joni has now finished eating and takes his dishes to the  trolley. Sami advises him where to 
put each of the dishes. 
Joni: Yes, I know. 
 
Example 7. 
I am sitting at a table with Titta, Alli, and Veera who are coloring pictures.  Titta has 
given one of her princess figures to each of the girls. I note that  Titta colors very carefully, 
without crossing the border lines.  
Veera: Look, Titta! (showing her picture) 
Alli: Look, Titta! (showing her picture) 
Titta glances at the pictures, then continues her own coloring. 
Titta: They’re quite messy.  
 
These examples draw attention to different moments in which children’s competences are 

performed. Example 4 occurred in an adult-directed situation with a clear pedagogical goal to 
support children’s learning of shapes. In this example, Leevi had an opportunity to shine; he 
was the one who showed himself as a clever and skillful child, and the educator’s reaction to 
Leevi’s suggestion confirmed his success. Similar to Brown’s (2011) study, this example 
shows the crucial role educators play in supporting children’s perceptions of themselves as 
learners. In the everyday narratives, the children’s competences were often performed in this 
kind of learning-oriented situations. This is not surprising, as the ideas of promoting children’s 
development and increasing children’s competences are inherent in institutional early 
education; indeed, one of the main purposes of early education is to promote children’s growth, 
learning, and development. As Claxton and Carr (2004) argue, early education settings always 
have a learning curriculum, whether explicitly or implicitly articulated.  

The other three examples above reveal the fleeting moments that provided space for children 
to demonstrate their competences. The performed competences did not only concern so-called 
academic skills; rather, the children expressed several kinds of skills, such as being able to play 
with sand, bring the dishes to the trolley, or color a picture. In Example 5, Nuutti played a 
leading role in the children’s outdoor play. He treated the other children as if they were less 
competent by advising them in how to sweep the sand more effectively, and the other children 
maintained his leading role by following his suggestions. In Example 6, Sami showed his 
competence by giving advice to Joni about placing dishes on the trolley. However, Joni proved 
equally competent by rejecting the need for such advice. Finally, in Example 7, Alli and Veera 
seemingly searched for feedback from Titta, who did not appreciate the other girls’ work. By 
dooming their colorings as ‘messy,’ and working carefully on her own picture, she portrayed 
herself as more competent than the other two. 

In the everyday narratives, the children’s competences provided one dimension for the 
children to differentiate themselves. Competences were thus significant for children’s evolving 
narrative identities. However, competences did not emerge as measurable skills, inherent 
qualities, or unified properties of the child (see Ahn and Filipenko 2007; Smith and Sparkes 
2008). Rather, competences appeared as narrated and performed aspects attached to particular 
children in particular situations.  

 
 



My friends: Shaping children’s identities in the nexus of peer relations 
 

The everyday narratives were full of episodes revolving around children’s peer relations. On 
the one hand, there were narratives involving children who formed close friendships that 
endured over time. For instance, Joni and Sami often performed as best friends; they searched 
for each other’s company and expressed loneliness when one was not present (see Examples 6 
and 12). On the other hand, the everyday narratives also involved children who played with 
many peers and inhabited an extended nexus of social relationships. Negotiations about play-
mates penetrated the children’s interactions throughout the everyday narratives. As the 
following examples show, ‘who plays with whom’ was a frequently addressed question among 
this group of children.  

 
Example 8. 
Pekka, Leevi, and Nuutti are building a castle with Lego blocks.  
Pekka: Paavo won’t play with us in the yard. 
Nuutti: Who is he playing with? 
Leevi: He’ll be playing with Sami. We can play with many friends. 
Pekka to Nuutti: You can’t force me to play only with you! 
Nuutti: No, I can’t. 
Pekka: I’ll play with you another day. 
 
Example 9. 
I am standing in the yard and looking how a group of boys (Nuutti, Leevi, Paavo, and Pekka) 
are playing around a climbing frame. They begin to  chat about who is allowed to join 
in. 
Nuutti: We don’t let girls come here. 
Some of the boys: They’re nasty! 
The boys notice Annika (a girl) on the climbing frame. 
The boys shout: Annika, you can’t come here! 
After a while, I note that the boys have included Annika in their play.  
Nuutti: Let’s go, boys! 
 
Example 10. 
Four girls are drawing and coloring pictures. Viivi finishes her drawing and begins to talk 
about who plays with whom. 
Viivi: I know. Veera plays with Niina and Viivi with Hilla. 
Titta: Someone must play with me. 
Viivi does not pay attention to Titta. Titta gathers the papers and pens and  takes her 
drawing to her locker. She takes her princess figures from the  locker and goes to the 
window, glancing out. 
Titta: When is my mom coming? 
 
These examples were drawn from the ‘free play’ situations in which children could choose 

their playmates and activities (also Børve and Børve 2017; Konstantoni 2012; Wood 2014) and 
provide insights into children’s preferences when choosing who to play with. One of the most 
striking dimensions in the everyday narratives was the children’s tendency to develop common 
activities on a gendered basis, which is also obvious in the examples above. This is not 
surprising, as previous research literature presents notions about the significance of structural 
factors, such as gender, age, and ethnicity, in children’s peer relations (Børve and Børve 2017; 
Konstantoni 2012; Puroila and Estola 2014; Wood 2014). The question also involves the 
process of identification, where similarities and differences form the basic dynamics through 
which identities are shaped. Applied to children’s worlds, this means children must have 



something in common to form relationships and identify themselves as members of certain 
social groupings (Konstantoni 2012).  

In Example 8, a group of boys negotiated the principles by which playmates were chosen. 
It was clear from the entire research material that Nuutti enjoyed a high status in the group, and 
other children, both boys and girls, often searched out his company and acceptance. Nuutti also 
played a leading role in several daily situations (see Examples 5 and 9). The hierarchies of the 
group colored the boys’ conversation in Example 8. Unlike in many other situations, Nuutti 
found himself on the losing side; he had to admit that he could not always decide who plays 
with whom. In Example 9, outdoor play initially involved the group of boys, who performed 
their male identity by inventing rules that girls were not allowed to join. However, Annika 
entering their territory changed the situation. Although they first forbade her from playing, she 
was soon regarded one of ‘the boys’. Example 10 provides a view of peer relations among the 
youngest girls in the group. Although Titta expressed her willingness to be included in the joint 
play, she was left alone; she did not stand up to take her place in the other girls’ play. Her 
actions implied loneliness and being left alone made Titta miss her mother. 

These examples draw attention to the dynamics through which peer relations shape 
children’s identities. Although some social bonds and power structures transcend situations, 
such as close friendships and social hierarchies, they do not seem absolute or unchanging in 
the context of this study. For instance, Nuutti’s high status in the group was questioned when 
the other children resisted him and made their own choices. The narratives also echo how 
flexibly children re-created the boundaries between the playing groups. The group of boys 
accepted Annika to play a role of ‘a boy’, while Titta was excluded from the play despite having 
the attractive princesses. Similar to previous studies, the everyday narratives portray peer 
relations as an arena for the politics of belonging, where boundaries between ‘us’ and ‘them’ 
are created, maintained, and contested (Sumsion and Wong 2011; see also Over 2016). 
Through this boundary maintenance, children were identified as insiders and outsiders in 
relation to the groupings.  As Konstantoni (2012) argues, being included and chosen as a friend 
forms an important aspect of children’s lives, their development and well-being.  

 
 

My place: Children’s identities shaped by cultural rules and conventions of the 
child care center  

 
The everyday narratives provided a range of diverse insights into the pedagogical and 
institutional cultures of the child care center, which are important for shaping children’s 
identities. As Tuval-Mashiach (2014) notes, all single narratives echo the culture and shared 
meaning systems in which narratives are created and performed. An increasing body of 
research maintains that the pedagogical and institutional cultures of early education settings 
shape children’s identities through framing and regulating the social spaces of normality 
(Edmiston 2010; Farquhar 2012; Olwig 2011; Puroila and Estola 2014). Children’s identities 
thus have a close connection with a moral perspective: What are good and desirable children 
like in the context of early education settings? 

In accordance with previous studies, the child care center appeared as a well-structured 
place where physical spaces, material items, and people’s actions were framed by a particular 
spatio-temporal order (Olwig 2011; Puroila 2013). On the one hand, cultural conventions were 
expressed explicitly; for instance, the daily schedule was made visible using a series of pictures 
representing the order of daily routines and activities (see Puroila et al. 2012b). In the yard, the 
fences indicated a clear border that children were not allowed to cross without the educators’ 
company, while the borders between the different groups’ indoor spaces were marked with 
doors and walls. The children’s lockers and chairs were labeled with nametags; “this is my 
place” and “this is my locker” were often heard during the children’s daily activities. On the 
other hand, some cultural rules were less explicit, and these became particularly evident when 
children did not behave as expected and when they contested or broke the rules. In the extracts 



above, the moral landscape of children’s lives is mapped by rules concerning how to use the 
physical spaces and material items, how to engage in the tasks assigned, how to treat other 
children, and how to behave in different situations. The examples below offer insights into how 
the children navigated in the culturally marked landscape of their center.  

 
Example 11. 
I am sitting on a bench in the locker room in which children are playing. Two cleaners go 
through the locker room to a small room meant for their detergent and cleaning implements. 
Sami shuts the door behind the cleaners and runs away laughing. Leevi remains beside the 
door. The educator enters the locker room and reminds Leevi that children are not allowed 
to enter the cleaners’ room. Leevi moves from the door, giggling. 
Leevi (to Sami): The cleaners are locked in the room forever! 
 
Example 12. 
The educator has organized material on a table for children to make cards,  as Fathers’ 
Day is coming. The educator asks children to engage in card  making in small groups. 
Joni has not yet made his card, as he and Sami  have played the morning with Sami’s 
Hero Factory figures. 
Educator: Hey, Joni, please come here to make the card! 
Joni: I’d like to get this [Hero Factory figure] ready. 
Educator: Does it take a long time? 
Joni: No (continuing his play). 
Educator: Joni, please, come! 
Joni leaves the figure and comes to the table. He makes the card and wraps it with the 
educator’s help.  
Educator: Thank you, Joni! 
Joni runs back to Sami. 
Joni: I got off now, doesn’t it take a long time? 
 
Example 13. 
I am observing children who are playing in the yard. Leevi runs to one boy (Heikki), shoves 
him down, and presses him on the back.   
Leevi: Nuutti, come here! 
Heikki begins to cry. An educator approaches the boys. 
Educator: What’s going on? Why’s Heikki crying? 
Heikki: Leevi’s teasing me. 
Educator (to Leevi): Why? 
Leevi: They bullied us. 
The educator talks to Leevi about how he should behave. 
 
Example 14. 
The children are gathered in a locker room for a circle-time situation. They sit on benches 
and wait for an adult. Nuutti is sitting between two boys. An educator enters the room. 
Educator: Nuutti, do you have such a place that you can sit there? 
Nuutti: Yes. 
 
The examples above took place either in the rooms dedicated for this group or in the yard, 

spaces that formed the ‘stages’ where children’s identities were performed (see Puroila 2013; 
also Børve and Børve 2017). Example 11 involves the spatial regulations of the center; the 
border between the permissible and prohibited spaces for children lies between the locker room 
and the cleaners’ room. Even though Leevi did not cross this border, he was reminded that the 
children are not allowed to enter the cleaners’ room. Example 12 offers a glimpse of the 
curricular activities of this group; in the light of the everyday narratives, it was obvious that 



the children had plenty of space to choose their activities, which reflects the idea of a play-
based curriculum (see Wood 2014). As Joni’s case in Example 12 reveals, the educator 
respected the children’s engagement with play, and therefore the children could complete the 
task of making cards within a flexible time frame. However, one can see that the educator was 
determined that Joni must make the card. Even though Joni’s mind seemed set on the Hero 
Factory figures, he met the educators’ expectations by making the card.  

In addition to Examples 11 and 12, there were a number of other situations where children 
adapted themselves to the moral order of the center, thus performing as nice and obedient 
children. However, there were clear differences between the children in this respect. Titta often 
played the role of ‘a good girl’; she managed the conventions and rules of the center very well 
and took care that other children did not break the rules. Joni usually adapted to the center rules 
as well, and rarely contested them. Of the four children considered in this chapter, it was more 
difficult for Nuutti and Leevi to fulfil the adults’ expectations. In many situations, these boys 
were on a collision course with the moral order of the center; they appeared too energetic and 
too noisy to play the role of a desirable child. These boys often found themselves in conflict 
with other children in the group, like Leevi in Example 13. As noted in previous research, 
misbehavior may have a cumulative nature in terms of children’s emerging identities; the more 
children perform as trouble-makers, the more the community begins to expect this kind of 
behavior from them (Puroila 2013). According to my interpretation, the educator views Nuutti 
as a potential trouble-maker in Example 14. She is seemingly concerned whether Nuutti is able 
to sit quietly when seated between two boys. Seating is one of the various means by which 
educators maintain order among children and indicate a child’s place within the group (Puroila 
2002). 

 
 

Discussion 
 
The questions “Who am I?” and “What constitutes the world in which I live?” are among 

the most fundamental ones that children encounter already in their early years. In many 
Western societies, a growing number of children spend many of their waking hours in 
institutional early education settings. These settings provide young children with a significant 
context for their development; a context where they can make sense of themselves and the 
surrounding world. On the one hand, it is the first context that allows young children to mirror 
themselves against their peers and learn to participate in the creation of peer culture (Børve and 
Børve 2017; Konstantoni 2012). On the other hand, it is a context for children’s civilizing 
process in which public educational policies frame children’s shaping as social beings 
(Farquhar 2012; Olwig 2011). The present study offers insights into how children’s narrative 
identities are negotiated and performed between children and the complex nexus of social, 
material, and cultural relationships. The study both contributes to early childhood education 
research and has implications for educational practices. 

 
 

The potential and challenges of the narrative approach in research with young 
children 

 
Previous research has proved the potential of narrative approaches in research with young 
children. Exploring young children’s lives from narrative viewpoints has provided insights 
into, for instance, children’s psychological and linguistic development (e.g., Engel 2006; 
Nicolopoulou 2008). However, research on young children’s narrative identities has been 
scarce. This is due to the long tradition of narrative research that has placed the emphasis on 
individual narrators’ verbal stories of their past life events. During the past decade, there has 
been increasing interest in expanding narrative research beyond the mere verbally articulated 
narratives towards scrutinizing narratives as social practices in context (Lannamann and 



McNamee 2011; Striano 2012). Research on narrative identities has also become more complex 
and multi-voiced; research literature contains “various ideas of what narrative identities and 
selves are and how they should be studied” (Smith and Sparkes 2008, p. 6). This expansion of 
narrative research broadens the opportunities for utilizing narrative approaches in research with 
young children (Puroila 2013). 

This study contributes to early childhood education research by opening new spaces for 
applying narrative approaches in studies of young children’s identities. Rather than restricting 
the concept of narrative to children’s verbal accounts, this study conceptualized narratives as 
dynamic meeting places where children’s identities are shaped in relations between people and 
their environments (see Ahn and Filipenko 2007). The everyday narratives explored indicated 
the holistic nature of children narrating, as children’s verbal accounts were connected closely 
to their bodily actions, emotional expressions, gestures, and the situation where narrating 
occurred. Building and knocking down Hero Factory figures, sweeping sand, playing, drawing, 
crying, climbing, and participating in the daily routines of the setting had a crucial function in 
the narratives. By looking merely at the children’s verbal accounts, the narratives would not be 
understandable.   

The performative perspective applied in this study offered a fruitful framework for 
exploring young children’s narrative identities. This perspective challenged me to focus on 
how narrative identities were negotiated and performed in the dynamic, relational space 
between children and their contexts. As a researcher, I was essentially part of the nexus of 
relations under study. Clandinin et al. (2016) maintain that as narrative inquirers we do not try 
to get out of stories; rather, “we linger in the complex layers of the intertwined and interwoven 
stories” (p. 20). The everyday narratives co-composed in this study provided a rich and life-
tasting ground for this ‘lingering,’ that is, going back and forth between various narratives, my 
memories from the field work, and previous research literature. 

Its highly relational nature can be seen as both a strength and a limitation of this study. On 
the one hand, the study shows that engaging in living, telling, re-living, and re-telling the 
everyday narratives enabled getting close to the children’s daily lives. Close reading and re-
reading of small, even minimal, extracts of daily interactions provided insights into the 
children’s life events in their complexities. Regardless of my honest willingness to understand 
children’s lives, I cannot escape the fact that my interpretation and understanding are restricted 
unavoidably by my role as an adult researcher, nor can I argue that the findings of this study 
are generalizable. However, the study may provide inspiration for further studies and provoke 
memories, images, and feelings of familiarity in the readers beyond the research context. 

 
 
Young children’s identities: A crucial part of their daily lives 
 

Early childhood education research and practice has long been dominated by age-dependent 
and individually focused developmental theories that have provided an overarching framework 
for understanding early years (Edmiston 2010; Hedges and Cullen 2012; Urban 2012). From 
the developmental viewpoint, the interest in young children’s identities is focused primarily on 
their ‘becoming’, that is, the developmental steps through which children build their identities. 
As Edmiston (2010) remarks, the developmental theories drawn from the ideas of Piaget or 
Kohlberg tend to assume that children are at less competent stages of their cognitive and moral 
development than adults: “Young children are inherently more egocentric, lacking in deep 
empathy, and less able than adults to abstractly and rationally reason about moral issues” (p. 
198). 

This study explored young children’s identities from a slightly different perspective thus 
providing an alternative and complementary theoretical view for understanding children’s 
identities. In accordance with a growing body of research literature, this study highlights 
identity as a dynamic and relational phenomenon that is crucial to young children’s daily lives 
in early education settings (e.g., Ahn 2011; Farquhar 2012; Konstantoni 2012). The study offers 



glimpses of a variety of daily interactions in which children relate their selves to other children 
and adults, and to the material, institutional and pedagogical cultures of the early education 
setting. The findings reveal that four intertwining dimensions permeate the negotiating and 
performing of children’s identities in the context of this study: the possession of material items; 
skills and competences; peer relationships; and the child’s relation to the rules and conventions 
of the child care center. These findings indicate that children’s identities are interwoven tightly 
into the whole texture of the early education setting.  

In addition, the findings of the study draw attention to three aspects relevant to educational 
practices in early education settings. First, children appeared both as active and passive in 
negotiating and performing their identities. They not only performed identities themselves but 
also became narrated and treated in a particular way by other interlocutors. From this 
perspective, the quality of interaction among children and between children and educators 
forms an important means of influencing children’s identities. Second, the shaping of 
children’s identities emerged as both situation-specific and trans-situational by nature. Even 
though the children’s identities often changed from situation to situation, some aspects of 
identities seemed to cumulate and offer continuity in the children’s lives. For instance, close 
friendships and the role of a trouble-maker characterized a variety of some children’s 
situations. Undoubtedly, all children sometimes encounter unpleasant matters in the heat of 
everyday life, such as negative feedback and disputes. However, being repeatedly excluded, 
rejected, or labelled as a trouble-maker is a real threat to the child’s well-being and 
development. Therefore, educators need to be sensitive to the relationships and interactional 
patterns that exist in the setting. Third, the children’s identities were shaped by both adapting 
to and contesting and transgressing the power structures of the child care center. The children’s 
identities were connected closely to how they exercised their agency within the hierarchies of 
the peer group and the social and moral order of the setting. This notion calls for reflecting on 
the moral basis of early childhood education: What are the desirable children like in 
institutional early education settings? What kinds of identities are preferred and promoted? The 
Table 1. summarizes some practical tips for educators how to utilize everyday narratives in 
supporting the development of children’s positive identities in early education settings. 

 
Table 1. Practical tips for utilizing everyday narratives in early education settings 

Provide space for 
children’s 
spontaneous and 
multimodal 
narratives 

• Appreciate children’s spontaneous 
initiatives to narrate and share their 
experiences. 

• Create opportunities for children to 
narrate in multiple ways: in addition 
to verbal narratives children tell, for 
instance, by singing, drawing, 
playing, and moving.  

• Pay attention to different children’s 
ways of narrating; those who tend to 
remain silent have also their stories to 
be shared. 

Engage in 
children’s 
narratives 

• Organize time and space for yourself 
to engage in children’s narratives: 
utilize the potential involved in 
diverse daily moments and 
encounters. 

• Create fruitful situations for narrating 
and listening: keep close to children 
and encounter children face-to-face. 

• Recognize adults’ tendency to speak 
a lot; reduce your own speech and 



show your interest in what children 
are expressing.  

• Exercise your skills of listening to 
children’s multimodal narratives: 
listening requires using not only ears 
but all senses. 

Utilize the 
potential of 
everyday 
narratives in 
developing the 
pedagogical 
practices of the 
setting 

• Document everyday narratives co-
created in the setting; observe, write 
diaries, and use technologies 

• Provide spaces for educators to share 
and reflect on everyday narratives. 

• Reconsider the significance of 
materiality for children’s identities; 
reflect on practices connected with 
physical spaces and material items.   

• Reflect on your interactional 
patterns; reconsider how you support 
children’s positive sense of self, give 
positive feedback, and strengthen 
children’s sense of being competent. 

• Reflect on how you support 
children’s peer interaction and peer 
culture: help children form 
relationships; support children’s 
sense of belonging; create practices 
of intervening in exclusion and 
bullying. 

• Reflect on the moral basis of early 
childhood education in the setting; 
reconsider explicit and hidden rules 
that frame children’s moral 
development.  

 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

This study portrays a child care center as a context in which young children engage in a variety 
of relations with their social, material, and cultural environment. These relations constitute the 
messy landscape where children’s narrative identities are continuously negotiated and 
performed. Throughout their daily lives, children narrate about themselves and they encounter 
narratives about who they are, who they will become, and what kind of children they are 
expected to be. These narratives are important, as they provide children with a view of how 
they relate to other people and the world in which they live. The findings of this study challenge 
us to reconsider the significance of daily interactions, material and social environments, 
educational practices, and institutional and pedagogical cultures in terms of children’s narrative 
identities. In light of the findings, we can see that the function of institutional early education 
goes far beyond promoting children’s academic learning. Rather, the development of children’s 
personalities is on view in a holistic manner throughout the day in a range of situations in such 
settings. 
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