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Touch in children’s everyday peer relations in preschools

Abstract

The article explores how touch appears in children’s everyday peer relations in preschools. 

The narrative research material consists of video recordings produced in four Finnish 

preschools. Touch in children’s relations appeared as an invitation, an attempt to control and 

a conventional pattern. The findings show that narrative environments of the preschools 

produce, enable and limit touch in the children’s everyday peer relations. In terms of touch, 

children follow the practices created by educators and the wider society. However, the 

children also challenge these practices and the set limits, appearing as active agents in 

producing embodied acts of touch in preschools.

Keywords: children’s peer relations, embodiment, narrative, preschool, touch
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Introduction

Children stand hand in hand in a queue in the corridor of a preschool. A group music 

session is about to start in the music room. Milla (the educator) hurries Anniina and 

Thomas, who are still playing in another room.

Milla: Anniina and Thomas, I’m waiting for you!

The children run to Milla.

Milla: Anniina and Thomas, you can come and hold my hand.

Milla, Anniina and Thomas walk hand in hand first in the queue; the other children are 

[insert Figure 1] walking behind them. Iiro, who is holding hands with Sara, touches the 

toys that are lying on the floor near where they are walking. Iiro jumps and bends to get 

the toys, but he doesn’t let go of Sara’s hand.

The above fragment is an example of a moment of touch taking place in everyday life in 

a preschool. This article uses such moments to deepen the theoretical understanding of touch 

in children’s peer relations. In this article, touch is understood in a holistic way: It is an 

embodied act towards someone or something. In addition, touch is seen as a manifold 

phenomenon, since it is physical movement that is shaped by the culture and through which 

social relations can be created (Classen, 2005; Fulkerson, 2014).

Research has established that touch plays a significant role in human lives: People 

communicate and gain vitally important information from the environment via touch (e.g. 

Field, 2014; Paterson, 2007). Moreover, the anthropological research on touch has suggested 

that the ways in which touch is manifested in society are created in a process, wherein the 

communal history should be considered; for example, the Finnish touching culture has been 
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described as evasive or violent as a result of wars, poverty and the country’s agrarian history 

(Kinnunen and Kolehmainen, 2018).

Children’s peer relations have been studied extensively (e.g. Corsaro, 2015), but these 

studies mainly lack focus on touch with few exceptions. For example, the psychologically 

oriented study of Cigales et al. (1996) discusses which body parts children touch, how and 

why children touch each other and how they respond to touch. In addition, there are a few 

studies focusing on touch in the relationships and interactions between children and adults 

(Cekaite and Bergnehr, 2018; Keränen et al., 2017).  Touch has also been studied from the 

perspectives of its physiological effects on premature babies (e.g. Mäkelä, 2005) and on 

children’s development and wellbeing (Carlson and Nelson, 2006; Field, 2014). These studies 

emphasize that caring relations can be created between children and adults through physical 

closeness and touch (see also Aslanian, 2018; Hännikäinen, 2015). In this article, our 

research question is as follows: How does touch appear in children’s everyday peer relations 

in preschools? 

Touch as a part of children’s embodied relations 

Previous research lacks focus on touch in children’s peer relations in preschools. Instead, 

the research has focused on children’s peer culture (Corsaro, 2003), children’s language and 

interactions (Cekaite and Björk-Willén, 2012), closeness and difference in peer relations 

(Jensen, 2018), the meaning of belonging and togetherness (Hännikäinen, 2018; Juutinen et 

al., 2018) and bullying (Repo and Repo, 2016). Touch is present in the findings of these 

studies, but it is not the focus. For example, Juutinen et al. (2018), who studied the politics of 

belonging, noticed that children construct belonging and exclusion via touch. Studies on 

rough-and-tumble play also show how physical interactions like wrestling and hitting one 
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another can be viewed as a space where children can experiment with how to be in touch with 

each other (Peterson et al., 2018). In addition, Cekaite’s (2018) study illustrates that touch 

and language are intertwined in children’s interactions, while Jensen (2018) describes how 

children show closeness to each other by hugging or sitting near each other, whereas distance 

is shown through bodily distance.

Touch is a part of everyday lives in preschools. The Finnish National Core Curriculum 

for Early Childhood Education and Care (2018) guides the practices and pedagogy in 

preschools: This document explicitly states that touch is a part of nurture and care. This is 

significant to note, since an emphasis on touch as a part of nurture and care suggests that 

touch happens only from an adult towards a child. Hence, there is a risk that children are seen 

only as objects of touch rather than subjects. Seeing the adult as the one who nurtures, cares 

and controls children’s bodies is understandable, since traditionally, the aim of educators has 

been to guarantee that children remain physically safe in preschools (Lupton, 2012). 

According to Valentine (2009), this protection of children’s bodies aims to instil proper, 

productive citizenship. A body that is unharmed indicates well-being, and as Christensen 

(2000: 48) writes, ‘the child may become a symbol of adult creation and a moral statement of 

adult achievements’. 

Here, we understand children as active agents in their social worlds, also in terms of 

touch in their peer relations (Alanen, 2010; Prout, 2000). Agency is not something given to 

children by adults, but continuously constructed in the versatile relations that the children 

have (Rautio, 2013) in the institutional context of the preschool. Preschools are constructed 

by adults for children (Rasmussen, 2004) and form a significant field where children learn the 

rules and habits of how to be and live with each other. Rules and habits regarding touch are 

constructed as part of the culture (Classen, 2005). Families’ and preschools’ cultures of touch 
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encounter in preschools, which makes them interesting environments to study touch in 

children’s peer relations.

According to Merleau-Ponty (1962), the essence of being is embodiment: People 

perceive the world in and through their bodies. When studying touch in children’s peer 

relations, we emphasize these relations as embodied and that the environment matters in 

which children encounter as bodies (Grosz, 1994; Merleau-Ponty, 1962; Welsh, 2013). Our 

understanding of relations as embodied stems from the concept of interembodiment (Lupton, 

2012). Lupton (2012) studies the concept of interembodiment in the context of childhood and 

leans on Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) concept of intercorporeality. Interembodiment refers to the 

notion that bodies are connected to other bodies (Lupton, 2012; Springgay, 2008). This 

connectedness, as we see it, refers to the understanding that children come to exist via their 

bodies to themselves and others in their everyday relations. Although people are in the world 

through their own bodies, there are also similarities in their embodied experiences of the 

world (Welsh, 2013). Recognizing these similarities enables people to understand others, 

connect and construct relations; touch is one way to perceive and process knowledge about 

the world, self and others (Merleau-Ponty, 1962).

Touch is an act of interembodiment (Springgay, 2008: 23–31). At the same time, it is 

both private and social (Manning, 2007); both the one who is touched and the one who 

touches become touched (Merleau-Ponty, 1962). This reciprocal nature of touch makes it a 

strong form of communication. However, how strong a message is passed on by touch 

depends on how the touch resonates in the body. Merleau-Ponty (1962: 316) writes, ‘I am 

able to touch effectively only if the phenomenon finds an echo within me […]’. Grosz (1994) 

points out that touch does not extend only to the material form of the body but also touches 

people’s inner worlds and creates a relation between those involved.
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Research material and the methodological starting point

The research material consists of video recordings (altogether, 26 hours), which were 

produced in four Finnish preschools with groups of children aged 1–6 with diverse 

backgrounds. The videos were recorded in autumn 2013 as part of two larger projects.1 The 

video recordings did not focus on touch explicitly, but on everyday situations in preschools. 

Elina, one of the authors of this article, was one of the researchers recording the videos. As 

the moments of touch occurred in preschools, educators were present, who could be early 

childhood education teachers or childcare workers. For ethical reasons, we use the term 

‘educator’ for all these adults and do not distinguish anyone’s exact professional status. In 

addition, all the names used for people and preschools are pseudonyms. Ethical issues were 

closely paid attention to in the larger projects; for example, the conditions and permissions of 

video recording children was considered carefully (Palmadottir et al., 2018). We committed 

to these ethical choices made.

We employ a narrative approach in our research. We understand the moments of touch 

in preschools as small stories, defined as fleeting moments in children’s everyday lives 

(Bamberg and Georgakopoulou, 2008). In addition, we see that, during these moments of 

touch, children make sense of themselves, each other and the world around them (lisahunter 

and emerald, 2017). Furthermore, we understand these small stories as being more than 

verbally constructed (Puroila, 2013). We have been inspired by Merleau-Ponty (1993), who 

does not distinguish between verbal and embodied telling, but instead, comments that all 

humans have a common desire to express and reach out to one another. Hence, small stories 

can be told both through and in the body (lisahunter and emerald, 2017). 

1 From exclusion to belonging: Developing narrative practices in day care centers and schools (BELONG) –
research project:  2013–2015, project number 264370, Academy of Finland; Values education in Nordic 
preschools: Basis of education for tomorrow (ValuEd) – research project:  2013–2015, project number 53581, 
Nordforsk.
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It must be noted that these small stories have been constructed in particular narrative 

environments, including the intertwining relations in preschools (Gubrium and Holstein, 

2008; Ochs and Capps, 2001). The narrative environment produces and enables certain 

stories (Gubrium and Holstein, 2008; Hohti and Karlsson, 2014), and in this research, this 

environment encompasses the peer relations, materiality and the institutional context and 

culture of the particular preschool, as well as the wider culture and society.

In the recordings, Virve found a total of 56 moments of touch that varied in length from 

a few seconds to several minutes. The analysis of these moments was an inductive process 

and did not proceed systematically from one phase to another; instead, different ways of 

analysing overlapped. Virve then wrote the moments of touch in the form of small stories 

(Bamberg and Georgakopoulou, 2008), providing the detail of what happened in each 

moment.

After the moments of touch had been written in the form of small stories, Virve utilized 

holistic reading (Lieblich, 2014; Riessman, 2008). She read the small stories as a whole and 

gave each story a title. Next, she applied heuristic analysis (Georgakopoulou, 2015) to them 

by paying attention to the following: 1) the ways of touch (how the children touched each 

other, and how the touch emerged between the children), 2) the sites in the preschools where 

the children touched each other and 3) who was present, what kind of agency appeared and 

what the touch did.

During the third phase of the analysis, Elina and Minna joined the process and read the 

small stories. At this stage, we returned to the video recordings. The analysis process went 

back and forth between the written small stories and recordings (Palmadottir et al., 2018). In 

this analysis, we paid attention to the narrative environment of the children’s touch. After 

several rounds of reading the small stories and watching the recordings, we established that 
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touch in children’s peer relations appeared 1) as an invitation, 2) as an attempt to control and 

3) as a conventional pattern (see Table 1).

Touch is a phenomenon that is hard to express through the written word alone. Hence, 

we use drawings based on the video recordings to illustrate the small stories of touch in the 

‘Findings’ section.

Table 1. Moments of touch

The preschool 1. Touch as an

invitation 

2. Touch as an 

attempt to 

control

3. Touch as a

conventional 

pattern 

A total of small 

stories

Lilies 5 6 - 11

Roses 26 2 - 28

Maples 6 3 7 16

Anemones 1 - - 1

A total of small 

stories 

38 11 7 56

Findings

Touch as an invitation

Firstly, touch in children’s relations appeared as an invitation in different types of 

situations in preschools as children invited each other to play and to be together via touch. 

The following story is from the Lilies preschool and a group of children aged three to five 

years. The children have gathered for circle time just before lunch. 
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Ville and Miska

Two boys named Ville and Miska sit next to each other on a bench during circle 

time. Anu (the educator) is teaching a poem. Suddenly, Miska places his head in 

Ville’s lap. Ville presses his chin into Miska’s temple. Miska sits up and holds his 

hand to the spot where Ville pressed his chin.

Anu: Let’s clap hands!

All the children except Miska start to clap their hands to the rhythm of the poem 

they are repeating out loud. Miska presses and massages his temple. Then, Miska 

touches Ville with his fist. It is as though Miska is punching Ville, but he does it 

very carefully. Ville does not do or say anything during or after the punch. Miska 

places his head in Ville’s lap again. Ville starts to clap the rhythm on Miska’s head. 

After a while, Miska sits up and watches the other children. He still does not 

participate.

When the poem ends, Anu starts a discussion about the poem. Suddenly, Miska 

presses his mouth quickly against Ville’s arm. Then Miska starts to punch with his 

fist on Ville’s and Miia’s (another child’s) legs. Miia is sitting on the other side of 

Miska. Miia does not pay attention to the punching, but Ville looks at Miska. Miska 

stops punching Miia’s leg but continues to punch Ville’s. Ville punches Miska on 

the knee. Ville wrinkles his face and whispers, ‘Ouch, ouch, ouch’.

Ville starts to pat Miska’s leg with his forefinger. Miska grabs Ville’s hand and 

holds it in his own. Then he lifts his leg onto Ville’s lap. Ville takes Miska’s leg and 

puts it between his own legs.

Anu starts to allow the children to go for their lunch, one child at a time, according 

to the colour of their clothes.
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Anu: Who has red in their clothes?

Ville has lifted his arm onto Miska’s shoulders. His other hand is in Miska’s [insert 

Figure 2] hand. Miska shows Anu his shirt where he has a picture of Superman.

Anu: Superman here is red.

Ville touches Miska’s leg and back. Miska gets up. Ville gently pushes Miska from 

the back. Miska leaves the room.

The institutional context of the preschool is apparent here as circle time is one of the 

preschool’s daily routines. During the circle time, the educator is positioned as an agent and 

children as objects who are expected to listen to and follow the educator. The circle time can 

be viewed as ‘a symbol of the teaching profession in early education’ (Emilson and 

Johansson, 2013: 57), and one of its aims is to teach children the skills that will be required in 

school (Williams, 2001). Although circle time is an adult-oriented moment, here, it produces 

a space for Miska and Ville to touch and relate with each other (see also Prout, 2000). Miska 

seems to be seeking ways to connect with Ville rather than participating in the activity 

planned by the educator. In the small story, the children sit side by side on benches and could 

choose their places. The small story illustrates how the benches and guided circle times 

intertwine in touch between children and enable children to touch each other as part of the 

narrative environments of the preschools (Gubrium and Holstein, 2008; Juutinen and 

Viljamaa, 2016). 

Based on embodied expressions, Miska looks as if he is bored. While the other children 

are participating in the activity, it seems that Miska is trying to fill a boring moment, and he 

starts to punch the children beside him. Research has shown that children are expected to be 

active and show initiative towards educators’ planned action during circle times (Emilson and 

Johansson, 2013). In the small story, Miska shows a different kind of active agency and 
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initiative, as by touching, he invites other children to join him. Here, the educator enables the 

touch because she does not interrupt or intervene in what is going on with the children, and 

thus, her quiet acceptance possibly encourages them to continue. In contrast, the educator’s 

quiet acceptance can also be read as her not noticing the situation or illustrating that it does 

not disturb her.

Touch can be understood as a dialogue where touch is answered by touch (Merleau-

Ponty, 1962: 315), such as when Ville responds to Miska’s touch. However, Miska’s touch 

does not have the same effect on Miia, who does not respond. The dialogue between the 

children is not verbal. In fact, the children say nothing other than Miska’s whispered ‘Ouch’. 

For Merleau-Ponty (1962), there is no boundary between verbal and nonverbal 

communication. Indeed, he writes that all expression has the same roots: It is an attempt to 

express how the world is for oneself. Merleau-Ponty continues by saying that communication 

between people can be viewed as an invitation and experiment towards something that cannot 

be defined beforehand. This idea of communication is illustrated in the above story, as neither 

of the children supposedly knows in advance what will be initiated through touch. The result 

of the invitation and experimentation is accomplished together, in that moment (Merleau-

Ponty, 1962). It seems that Ville is in an in-between space: He is participating with the group 

following the poem, but Miska’s invitation also draws his attention. An intensity of touch 

develops between Ville and Miska, so that, by the end of the circle time, they sit intertwined 

with each other and touch each other with their whole bodies.

As the next small story illustrates, touch appeared as an invitation also during free play. 

The story is from the Roses preschool. Minea and Elviira are three- and four-year-old girls.

Playing doctor
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Elviira is playing with Marja (the educator) on the floor. Elviira is caressing Marja’s 

hand with tools from a doctor’s briefcase. Minea sits on a bench close to Elviira and 

Marja. Elviira turns to Minea and says, ‘It will be your turn soon to come for a 

check-up.’ Minea looks at Elviira and Marja and then to the researcher, who is 

recording.

After a while, Elviira takes the doctor’s briefcase and goes to Minea and says, ‘Good 

day’. Elviira sits next to Minea. She turns to open the briefcase, and in doing this, 

she turns her back on Minea. Minea stands up and moves away. Elviira does not 

notice this, and turning back, looks confused; she sees that Minea has moved. She 

notices Minea standing further away. She goes to Minea and puts her arms around 

her. Minea pushes Elviira away.

Elviira gets the doctor’s briefcase from the bench and goes back to Marja. Minea 

takes a few steps closer. Elviira starts to care for Marja again. Minea comes close to 

Elviira and kneels beside Elviira’s chair. Elviira does not seem to notice.

Marja: Oh, check-up time again. I’m having such good treatment.

Elviira: It is check-up time again.

Minea observes carefully. She takes a tool from the briefcase. Elviira sees this, takes 

the tool from Minea’s hand and gives her another tool. Elviira continues with 

Marja’s treatment. When Elviira has finished, Marja caresses Elviira’s hand.

Marja: Thank you. I wonder if Minea would like to be the doctor now. Elviira, 

would you like to be a patient, would that be nice?

Elviira smiles and Minea takes the briefcase. Elviira takes a doll and goes to sit on 

Marja’s lap.
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Elviira: Here comes a baby to the doctor’s appointment.

Minea, who has not said anything during this time, ignores the doll, takes [insert 

Figure 3] Elviira’s hand and starts to treat it. She is playing to spread lotion on 

Elviira’s hand by gently caressing it.

Here, touch as an invitation begins by Minea directly rejecting Elviira’s touch and 

pushing her away. In earlier research, pushing away has been discussed as children’s one way 

of excluding some children from play (Juutinen et al., 2018). However, in this small story, 

pushing away appears as a meaningful part of how the children’s relation develops. Minea 

shows agency as her rejection hints willingness to take a more active role in care taking and 

touch. Yet, the moment requires the educator’s active involvement. After watching Elviira 

play with the educator, Minea comes closer, step by step. At this stage, Marja verbalizes 

Minea’s possible hope about being the doctor and suggests Elviira can be the patient. With 

the educator’s encouragement, Minea eventually joins in the play.

Similarities in experiences enable people to search for connections with each other 

(Welsh, 2013). In the small story, the children’s and the educator’s experiences about the 

healthcare system and its cultures of touch, as well as the materiality, the institutional context 

and the culture of the preschool and the wider society as part of the narrative environment, 

invite the children to be in touch in particular ways. For example, the doctor’s briefcase and 

its tools invite Minea to ‘spread lotion’ on Elviira’s hand. The doll is suggested as a ‘baby’ to 

be taken care of, but Minea chooses Elviira instead. Elviira also talks about ‘a check-up’. In 

addition, the educator defines that the play is about being in a doctor’s appointment. From the 

viewpoint of embodiment, the bodies appear here as a complex entanglement of the social, 

the cultural and the biological (Lupton, 2012).
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Touch as an attempt to control

Secondly, touch in children’s peer relations appeared as an attempt to control in 

preschools. Here, children use touch to make other children do as they want to. The next 

small story takes place in the Lilies preschool during the part of the day when the children 

can choose their activity. Maria and Aurora are four to five years old. 

A big hug

The girls are on their knees, and Maria is holding Aurora on the floor. Laila (the 

educator) is standing next to the girls. Aurora is trying to get up from the floor, but 

Maria holds her very tightly. After a brief pause, Aurora gets up. Maria follows her 

and again hugs Aurora tightly. Maria presses her cheek against Aurora’s cheek. 

Aurora does not hug back but moans, indicating that she’s not happy with the hug. 

Maria eases up and looks at Aurora with a smile on her face. Maria hugs Aurora 

again, but Aurora still does not hug back. Aurora looks confused and uneasy.

Aurora takes a couple of steps towards Laila. Maria is still hugging her tightly.

Aurora: Laila, look!

Aurora’s hands are wide open; she is not hugging Maria. [Insert Figure 4]

Laila: Are you having a big hug? Aurora, do you want to have a hug with Maria?

Maria eases up on the hug.

Aurora: No!
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Aurora goes to hug Laila. Maria starts to dance around them. Aurora joins in and 

starts to jump, holding Laila’s hand at the same time. Maria stands close to Laila and 

winds her arms around Laila’s leg.

Laila: Would you like to find a game to play?

Aurora: I want to read a book.

Educators use touch to control children in preschools (Keränen et al., 2017) which 

means that at the same time they illustrate practices of touch to children. The attempt to 

control is here exerted towards the other’s body by children as Maria holds Aurora on the 

floor and does not let her go. After Aurora manages to stand up, the girls look at each other; 

Maria starts to smile, and her holding turns into hugging. As previous research has shown, 

hugging is often seen as a good and proper thing to do, and educators usually pay positive 

attention when children are hugging each other (see also Laws and Davis, 2010). It seems 

that Maria is aware of this and is able to perform in front of the educator a more appropriate 

kind of touch in terms of what is expected of her in the institutional context and culture of the 

preschool (Lanas, 2019).

Maria’s attempt to control Aurora remains an attempt because both Maria and Aurora 

show agency. Aurora refuses Maria’s touch in various embodied ways, such as spreading her 

hands, making facial expressions, being stiff and moaning. Finally, she turns to the educator, 

saying, ‘Laila, look!’, which can be interpreted as a way of asking for help. After the educator 

gives her attention to the situation and asks her question, Maria lets go of Aurora. The 

educator’s question of whether Aurora wants to be hugged can be interpreted in different 

ways: for Aurora, it seems to indicate that she can choose whether to be hugged, and for 

Maria, that she should place herself in Aurora’s position. Furthermore, Laila’s question to 

Aurora and her response to it, ‘No’, could work as negative feedback, causing Maria to cease 
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her hugging. As children are exploring ways to be in relation to each other, they need 

assistance from the educators, who give feedback regarding the children’s actions (Laws and 

Davis, 2010).

Jensen (2018) argues that children show closeness by touching and being physically 

close to each other, whereas distance is shown by keeping bodily distance. However, this 

small story illustrates how children’s touch appears as a more versatile phenomenon than as 

an expression of closeness. Although Maria and Aurora touch each other, the situation does 

not appear as a moment of closeness. Rather, Aurora shows willingness to distance herself 

from Maria. 

Touch as a conventional pattern

Thirdly, touch in children’s peer relations appeared as a conventional pattern in 

preschools, since children seemed to know how to be in touch with each other. This article 

started with a small story in the Maples preschool, with children of about four to five years 

old holding hands in a queue; this is an example of touch as a conventional pattern. The story 

illustrates that the children routinely perform the pattern of holding hands when walking in a 

queue. Walking hand in hand is so rooted in Iiro and Sara that they will not let go of each 

other even though it might be uncomfortable to walk with Iiro jumping and bending down 

while walking. From an educator’s perspective, walking hand in hand in a queue appears as 

one way of controlling the children and keeping them safe (Lupton, 2012; Valentine, 2009).

Another example of touch as a conventional pattern is also from the Maples preschool. 

The boys in the story are five years old, and the small story takes place during free play.
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Onni knows what to do

Onni and Kasper are playing with cars on the floor. Heli (educator) comes into the 

room and says it is time to clean up and have lunch.

Onni: No, I want to play!

Heli: We can continue in the afternoon.

Onni drives his car at Kasper and hits Kasper with the car. Kasper starts to cry. Onni 

continues to play with the car. Heli is cleaning up further away in the room.

Heli: What happened?

Kasper cries: Onni hit me with that car.

Heli: Did it hurt?

Kasper cries: Yes.

Onni continues driving his car.

Heli: Well, Onni knows what to do. [Insert Figure 5]

Onni goes to Kasper, wraps one arm around him and mumbles: Sorry.

Kasper wipes his tears and goes to Heli.

Heli: Let me see. Where does it hurt?

Kasper shows his hand and says: Here.

Onni has driven his car close to Heli and Kasper. Heli holds Kasper’s hand and 

blows on Kasper’s finger.

Heli: There, it is better now. Put the cars away so that we can go to lunch.
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Prior research has illustrated how certain routines and practices are repeated in 

preschools and how children learn them through being in relations (Williams, 2001). This 

small story reveals how touch can become a routinized act repeated in the narrative 

environments of preschools. Touch in children’s relations appears here as a conventional 

pattern: Onni hits Kasper with a car, Kasper starts to cry, and the educator brings up that 

Onni knows what to do; Onni goes to Kasper, hugs him and apologizes. As such, this pattern 

of apologizing may have a beautiful meaning and purpose of touch, wiping the hurt away. 

However, here, the apologizing becomes a routinized act of hugging and saying ‘Sorry’. 

Furthermore, Onni’s act of apologizing is not enough to comfort; the educator’s comforting 

touch is still needed. This illustrates the meaning of educators’ touch for children (Cekaite 

and Holm, 2017).

Although touch may become a routinized act, it still affects both the one touched and the 

one touching, creating a relation between them and touching their inner worlds (Grosz, 1994; 

Merleau-Ponty, 1962). Yet, the children appear to question here the conventional pattern of 

apologizing with a hug, since neither of the children seems to want to touch. From the 

viewpoint of children’s agency, Onni’s agency appears as an understanding of what 

apologising means and how to do it conventionally. Onni also has agency in how to hug, and 

his manner suggests that he is performing the hugging as expected. Kasper seems to lack 

agency at first as he becomes a mere object of Onni’s touch. However, he seeks comfort from 

the educator.

The above small story illustrates how educators can produce touch between children. 

The educator’s simple phrase, ‘Onni knows what to do’, reveals that children have been 

guided on how to act in these kinds of situations. In these routinized acts, educators can 
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assume that children already know what to do and trust them to do what is expected 

(Williams, 2001). Hence, the educator emphasizes here children’s agency, and the touch as a 

conventional pattern directs children to the categories of good behaviour (Lanas, 2019).

Concluding discussion

This article brought up how touch appears in children’s everyday peer relations as an 

invitation, as an attempt to control and as a conventional pattern. In previous research on 

children’s peer relations, touch has been in a marginal role (e.g. Corsaro, 2003; Hännikäinen, 

2015; Juutinen, 2018). This article deepens theoretical understanding about touch in 

children’s peer relations: it shows touch as a multifaceted phenomenon and that the narrative 

environments of the preschools influence on touch in children’s relations. In addition, it 

shows the meaning of children’s agencies as children seek, experiment and challenge ways of 

touch in these embodied relations. Furthermore, educators have a meaningful role in 

constructing cultures of touch in preschools.

Previous research has acknowledged wrestling and hitting as well as hugging and being 

close to each other as a meaningful part in children’s relations (Jensen, 2018; Peterson et al., 

2018). These acts are also present in our findings. However, viewing touch explicitly in 

children’s embodied relations and in the institutional context of the preschools reveals touch 

as a multifaceted phenomenon and diverse ways of touch as overlapping. The findings show 

how hugging in children’s peer relations is not only a positively loaded act but can also 

appear as an attempt to control and as a conventional pattern. Similarly, the findings illustrate 

that punching and pushing away are not necessarily negatively loaded acts but can work as 

invitations and through which relations can further develop. 
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The findings show how preschools as narrative environments produce, enable and limit 

touch in the children’s everyday peer relations. In preschool, children encounter a narrative 

environment that is already there: Benches, doctor play, queues, disagreements and hugging 

provide hints to the children about how to be and how to touch (Merleau-Ponty, 1962; see 

also Prout, 2000). The idea of preschools as narrative environments includes both the culture 

of the preschool and the wider culture and the society (Gubrium and Holstein, 2008; Hohti 

and Karlsson, 2014). One of the aims in preschools is to educate children as proper citizens, 

also in terms of touch. The findings demonstrate how touch can become a conventional 

pattern and a routinized act repeated in preschools and how children can be aware of how 

they are expected to touch in their peer relations (cf. Williams, 2001). On the other hand, 

preschools enable children to experiment their own ways of touch in peer relations as the 

examples of touch as an invitation illustrate. 

 In terms of touch, the children follow the practices created by educators and the wider 

society. However, the children also challenge these practices and the set limits and 

experiment ways to connect via touch with each other, appearing as active agents in 

producing embodied acts of touch in preschools. In addition, children can perform the right 

kind of behaviour (Lanas, 2019), including in terms of touch. 

The findings demonstrate the educators’ meaningful role in touch in children’s peer 

relations and in creating cultures of touch in preschools (see also Cekaite and Bergnehr, 

2018). The findings show how the educators enable touch in these relations, as the examples 

of touch as an invitation showed. The educators also guide the children in touch, as the 

educator did in the stories of hugging turning into controlling and in the examples of touch as 

a conventional pattern. Finally, the educators maintain practices of touch, which became 

visible, for example, in patterns like apologizing by hugging and walking in a queue.
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We stress the importance of educators becoming aware of the cultures of touch that exist 

in preschools and society in general. Touch can play a big role when children invite each 

other to share something; when asking, answering, suggesting and making sense together; or 

when controlling. As touch needs to be interpreted based on the context and situation, it is 

important that educators have a wide understanding of touch in children’s peer relations. 

Furthermore, educators—along with children, their families and the wider society—are 

creating and producing preschools’ cultures of touch, which are continuously re-created.

In evaluating our research process, we stress its dialogical nature: Joint regular 

discussions deepened the analysis and interpretations (Heikkinen et al., 2007). Video 

recordings enabled us to study how touch appears as naturally occurring in children’s 

everyday peer relations in institutional contexts (Cekaite and Berghner, 2018). It is worth 

noting that the video camera captured only one instance of touch between the children in the 

Anemones preschool. This reminds us that, while video recording, the researcher is forced to 

decide where to direct the camera. Hence, it is impossible to capture everything that is 

happening in the preschools, including all the touches in children’s relations.

Children carry touches in their bodies from the cultures in which they live, including the 

preschool, society and family cultures, to name a few. As Uitto and Estola (2009) write, all 

these touches can leave a memory mark on a child’s body. Therefore, touch and its meaning 

in children’s everyday lives in preschools and peer relations need to be fully acknowledged 

and appreciated.
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Figure 1 Walking in a queue 
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Figure 2 Ville and Miska 
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Figure 3 Playing doctor 
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Figure 4 A Big hug 
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Figure 5 Onni knows what to do 
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