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Doing belonging in early childhood settings in Sweden
Anette Emilson and Liselotte Eek-Karlsson

Department of Education and Teachers’ Practice, Linneuniversitet Fakulteten for samhallsvetenskap, Vaxjo, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The aim of this study is to contribute knowledge about the politics of
belonging that is embedded in the educational practice of early
childhood institutions in Sweden, with the focus on children’s doing of
belonging. The research questions are: What appears as important
aspects for belonging in everyday children’s interactions in the ECE
practice? How are positions and borders for belonging negotiated,
produced, and reproduced among the children? Yuval-Davis’s [(2011).
The politics of belonging: Intersectional contestations. London: Sage]
theory about the politics of belonging is used as a framework. Data
consists of 13 h of video-film of interactions among children at two
Swedish ECE institutions. The findings show how the doing of
belonging involves an ongoing positioning process among the children,
and how the borders for being inside or outside the community are
continually constructed and reconstructed. One suggestion is to talk
about a glimpse or moments of a sense of belonging.
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Introduction

The overall aim of this study is to contribute knowledge about the politics of belonging that is
embedded in the educational practice of early childhood institutions in Sweden. The focus is on
the ‘doing of belonging’, here understood as the ongoing belonging processes in everyday life situ-
ations in the educational practice. More specifically, the interest is directed towards how borders1 for
being inside or outside different peer communities are constructed and negotiated among the chil-
dren. Thus, the research questions guiding the study are:

. What appear as important aspects for belonging in everyday children’s interactions in ECE
practice?

. How are positions and borders for belonging negotiated, produced, and reproduced among the
children?

The research problem derives from identified societal changes and globalization, which have led
to a growing pluralism and diversity in the society in general and thus also in early childhood insti-
tutions. Hence, these institutions are places where children and adults with different cultural, politi-
cal, and social backgrounds meet. Different value preferences could therefore be present, which
might mean tensions between public requirements and personal needs and beliefs. Belonging
can be viewed as a construction in the intersection between micro and macro levels, which is the
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focus for a larger multidisciplinary international project2 that this study is a part of. In this present
study, however, the attention is foremost directed towards the micro level and how belonging
appears in everyday interactions, primarily between the children, in educational settings. Neverthe-
less, what happens at this micro level has also to do with the macro level, since directions formulated
in policy documents are expected to be interpreted and transformed by the educators into practical
pedagogical action.

In this study, belonging is viewed as a fundamental human need that is of importance for chil-
dren’s development of identity and how to view others and respond to diversity. Enhancing chil-
dren’s sense of belonging, and by that, also preventing children’s sense of exclusion, has become
a major policy agenda worldwide (Armstrong, Armstrong, & Spandagou, 2011; Stratigos, Bradley,
& Sumsion, 2014). Thus, awareness about children’s belonging is an important issue, yet there is
still a lack of knowledge about how belonging is experienced, embedded, and realized in early child-
hood education (Johansson, 2017).

Previous research

Children’s belonging in an ECE context has been explored from different angles. Several studies are
based on educators’ perspectives. In an investigation focused on educators’ talk about children’s
belonging, it was detected that they strongly believed in the ECE community, and in the idea of
diversity, which was exclusively expressed in positive terms (Eek-Karlsson & Emilson, 2021). Such
strong rhetorical emphasis is also demonstrated by Phillips (2010), who argues that educators’
support for inclusive education is typically high in rhetoric and low in practical application. Previous
research portrays implementing rhetorically expressed ideas regarding belonging in an inclusive
education as challenging. Such challenges refer, for example, to educators’ lack of requisite knowl-
edge and skills (Adebayo & Ngwenya, 2015; Piškur et al., 2017). Educators’ understanding of belong-
ing has also been investigated by Tillett and Wong (2018), who found a strong sense of social,
emotional, spatial, and temporal dimensions, but also that the educators’ own sense of belonging
was of importance. The importance of recognizing one’s own roots and diversity is also highlighted
by Juutinen and Kess (2019) in a Finnish study based on educators’ narratives. They found that
‘belonging and diversity are tightly intertwined and closely connected with the concept of partici-
pation and equality in early education’ (p. 46). A drawn conclusion is that belonging has to be
approached from different perspectives to enhance a more holistic view (ibid.). A cross-cultural
study about educators’ interpretations of belonging through a common picture, revealed how edu-
cators categorized people into different groups related to gender, generation, ethnicity, and pos-
itions (Puroila, Emilson, Palmadottir, Piskur, & Tofteland, under review). This categorization
emerged as an unconscious process in which the educators differentiated individuals or groups of
people from each other.

There are also studies approaching children’s belonging from a relational perspective; for
example, Juutinen, Puroila, and Johansson (2018) have investigated processes of belonging and
exclusion in early childhood education. They found that different tension fields were involved in
the processes of belonging, like tensions between stability and variability, including and excluding,
and between individuality and collectivity. Mainly, it was one child at a time who was excluded from
a peer community, and only in a few cases were more children excluded (Juutinen, Puroila, and
Johansson 2018). Belonging as a relational phenomenon is also studied in the light of togetherness
or participation in a community. Ree and Emilson (2019) have shown how co-operative communi-
cation between educators and children contributes to mutual participation and children’s belonging
in a community, while controlling and supportive communication rather restricts children’s oppor-
tunities to take part in the community. The findings show priority placed on the individual child and
a goal-oriented practice, where the educator controls the communication and, by that, the children’s
life-worlds. Sharing life-worlds and being included in collective activities is, according to Johansson
(2017), fundamental for children’s sense of belonging in their everyday life in preschool. It is shown
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that children’s sense of belonging in a community evolves gradually through experiences in joint
play, stable friendships, and emotional bonding (Koivula & Hännikäinen, 2016). However, it is also
evident that children who differ in some way in a specific context have more difficulty in experien-
cing belonging (Kernan, 2010; Stratigos et al., 2014). In a study about Polish children’s experiences of
their migration to Norway, Sadownik (2018) reported that the children’s cultural capital was deva-
lued during the migration, and thereby their sense of belonging was limited, since they lacked
important cultural competences to participate in peer communities.

Several researchers have approached belonging from children’s perspectives. In a cross-cultural
study, children’s perspectives on belonging were investigated through walking and talking situ-
ations with children between 4 and 8 years old in Finland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden and the Nether-
lands (Einarsdottir, Juutinen, Emilson, Ólafsdóttir, & Meuser, accepted). It was revealed that the
children viewed belonging as strongly related to friendships, caring authorities, and membership
in the community. Boldermo (2020), who has explored negotiations of belonging among two-
year-old children in ECE institutions, found that belonging appeared as fleeting moments of
caring and sharing, shared joint experiences, and ongoing negotiations of mutual bonds, hierarchies,
and group boundaries. She argues that the peer culture includes hierarchies and symbol systems,
which is why she calls for educators’ awareness to secure inclusive practices for young children.
In a study about children’s belonging in peer communities in Norwegian early childhood education,
Johansson and Rosell (2021) identified three communities built on closeness, conflict/negotiation,
and joyfulness. The different communities offer various conditions for belonging, but characteristic
for all three is the relationship between the individual and the community. According to the
researchers, the findings show how different conditions for belonging are created in different
kinds of communities.

Despite a growing interest in children’s belonging, we know too little about how belonging is
realized in children’s daily lives in early childhood education (Johansson, 2017). There is a need
for more knowledge regarding their doing of belonging: how children both position and are posi-
tioned during ongoing belonging processes and how borders are both maintained and transgressed.
This study contributes knowledge about children’s border work when doing belonging, how pos-
itions are negotiated in peer communities, and how the processes that might lead to inclusion or
exclusion of peers in educational settings can be understood from an ethical and political
perspective.

Theoretical framework

Several researchers have problematized the concept of belonging. The concept is often stressed as a
universal human need that is evident in all cultures (May, 2013; Stratigos et al., 2014), but also as a
vaguely defined concept that needs to be more deeply scrutinized (Lähdesmäki et al., 2016). One of
the foremost quoted researchers is Nira Yuval-Davis and her theory about the politics of belonging
(Yuval-Davis, 2011). This theoretical approach has developed as a criticism towards the predomi-
nance in research of the perspective of the individual’s sense of belonging (Juutinen et al., 2018).
The politics of belonging moves the attention from the individual towards the collective, based
on the idea that different collectives or groups always both produce and reproduce the borders
(Yuval-Davis, 2011). According to Yuval-Davis, the politics of belonging is always about determining
who is inside and who is outside the imaginary border, and she emphasizes that border maintenance
comprises both inclusion and exclusion processes. This means that power relations must be taken
into account when approaching belonging (Yuval-Davis, 2011).

To interpret and understand children’s doing of belonging, we use Yuval-Davis’s (2011) analytical
framework. It consists of three interrelated dimensions: (1) the social locations and positionings
which refer to an individual’s belonging to particular categories, such as sex, age group, ethnic
group, social class, or nation; (2) the human identifications and emotional attachments to various
categories and groupings; and (3) the ethical and political value systems that accompany the
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ideologies, judgements, and power related to categories and identifications. These dimensions com-
prise Yuval Davies’s ideas about bordering processes. She means that bordering is both ‘a political
project of governance’ and ‘a political project of belonging’ (Yuval-Davis, Wemyss, & Cassidy, 2019,
p. 5). Both these processes are intertwined, physically and symbolically, in the social practice. By
extension, this leads to the separating of the world into ‘us’ and ‘them’. It can be verbalized as an
‘othering’ process that creates both privileged and marginalized categories. An interest related to
this study is to uncover how the politics of belonging operates in children’s everyday practice.
The intention is to explore how the children do belonging, both by positioning themselves and
by being positioned by others, which in turn lead to different power positions. Of interest is how
the children, in their border work, use their positions to ‘do belonging’.

The emphasis in the analysis process is the micro level, focused on the children’s everyday inter-
actions in early childhood institutions, but the macro level is present as well, which is focused on
ethical and political values, ideologies, and the maintenance of power relations.

Method

The fieldwork took place in two different ECE institutions in Sweden, participating in the belonging
project funded by NordForsk (2018–2020) (85644). Video-observations were conducted in two
departments, one at each institution. One institution was located in a small town with 20,300 inhabi-
tants, in a neighbourhood where the socio-economic status was quite low. This particular depart-
ment included 22 four-to-five-year-old children. Twenty of these children did not have Swedish as
their first language. Five educators worked at the department: three educated preschool teachers,
one nurse, and one Arabic-speaking assistant. The other institution was located in a small village
with approximately 250 inhabitants. Fifteen children one-to-five years old attended this department.
Five of these children did not have Swedish as their first language. Four educators worked in this
child group: two educated preschool teachers, one nurse, and when needed one Arabic-speaking
assistant. Thus, the departments represented some varying conditions, e.g. the age of the children,
but had similar low socio-economic status including high ill-health rates and unemployment. The
aim was not, however, to compare the different institutions, but to enable variations in the data
material. Data was constructed during one week at each department, focused on interactions
among children in both formal and informal situations. The video-film includes circle times, meal-
times, free play activities and dressing situations. In total, the material consists of approximately
13 h of video-recordings distributed on 166 film sequences. A sequence lasted between 50 s and
17 min. Table 1 presents the amount of the different sequences.

Initially, in the analysis process, we watched the video-film over and over again with the purpose
to become familiar with the data. Quite soon, it was possible to identify positioning processes and
border work among the children, which were of both including and excluding character. Identified
positioning processes were then transcribed into text to conduct more in-depth analyses by using
Yuval-Davis’s three analytical dimensions: social locations and positionings, human identifications
and emotional attachments, and ethical and political values. Thus, in the transcriptions, we
looked more deeply into the different positioning processes and the border work among the chil-
dren. The focus was directed towards how they positioned themselves, how they were positioned
by others, and how they defended and transgressed borders. Different patterns emerged and

Table 1. Amount of different film sequences.

Circle
time

Meal-
time Free play/activities

Dressing
situations

Games/
puzzle

Role-
play

Build/
construct

Outdoor
activity

Play w
cars

Draw/
create

Run &
chase Other

13 33 12 24 14 10 7 15 4 16 18
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were sorted out into four different positioning markers, continuously used by the children to com-
municate verbally and/or bodily for who belongs in a specific peer community and who does not.
These positioning markers concerned language, joint play idea, age and gender. The next step in
the analysis process was to interpret what kind of emotional attachment the children expressed
in relation to identified positions. Finally, the analysis focused on how the positions seemed to be
judged and valued in the settings, as per the third dimension in the Yuval-Davis analytical frame-
work. The dimensions are explicitly addressed in the discussion part of this article.

Since we found all four identified positioning markers in one transcription from an ordinary
morning in one of the departments, we chose to present our findings through a constructed narra-
tive from this morning. At the same time, as this narrative represents the data as a whole, it enables
us to visualize how positions are continuously negotiated and how rapidly they change.

The study was approved by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority. Participating educators, as well
as parents, were informed about the research project. They were also informed about confidentiality
and utilization of data (Swedish Research Council, 2017). Only those children whose parents gave a
written consent were video-recorded. The observing researcher was very sensitive to the children
during the observations and asked for their permission before turning on the camera. If a child
gave any verbal or bodily expression of discomfort, the camera was immediately turned off.

Results

The video-observations provided rich insight into embedded ongoing belonging processes in the
everyday children’s interactions in ECE practice in Sweden. As mentioned above, some patterns in
the children’s doing of belonging stand out as significant for the entire data material, here presented
as positioning markers to communicate who belongs and who does not. Representative sequences
in a constructed narrative exemplify children’s doing of belonging. The sequences are presented in
chronological order from one morning between 8:30 and 11:00.

Sequence 1
Five girls, four-to-five years old, are playing in the home corner. They speak Arabic with each other
and seem very engaged in the play. Anna (5) enters the home corner and asks in Swedish with a
begging voice, Can I join you? She looks at the others with some concern in her eyes. No. We
want to speak Arabic, answers Adiba (5) with a determined voice. She turns her back to Anna and
continues the play with the others. Anna, who does not speak Arabic, looks disappointed and a
bit confused, and soon after she leaves the home corner.

A common language as a positioning marker

This short sequence shows how a common language unites a group of children in the home corner,
and how they defend their play in their common language by excluding Anna who cannot manage
their language. A strong border is produced around language in this setting, and it is not negotiable
who can join this community. To be inside, you must speak Arabic. The border is maintained both
verbally, by shortly declaring that the participants in this community speak Arabic, and non-verbally,
by turning the back to indicate that this is not negotiable. Thus, speaking a language that cannot be
understood by others outside this peer community, appears here as a powerful positioning marker
for both inclusive and exclusive purposes.

It is obvious in the total data material that a common language is important for creating a ‘we’ in
an identification process. The peer group in the home corner categorizes themselves as Arabs, and
by that they position themselves in relation to Anna who has another ethnic background and speaks
another language. Emotionally Anna looks confused and uncertain about being positioned as
someone who does not belong to the peer group. Maybe this is because a dominant value discourse
in the ECE institutions is that everyone has the right to join others playing, which is shown in the next
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sequence. It is an example in which a joint play idea appears as a crucial aspect of children’s doing of
belonging. A common language is no longer a positioning marker for being inside or outside. Let us
see what happens when soon after Anna was refused access to the peer group in the home corner,
she approaches Fatima (5 years) and Jwana (4.5 years), children with different ethnical backgrounds
and first languages.

Sequence 2
Soon after Anna (5) left the home corner, she finds Fatima (5) and Jwana (4.5), and they begin to
interact with gestures and some words in Swedish. Soon they move to the part of the room that
is used to build a playhouse. A screen separates the playhouse from the rest of the room. Anna,
Fatima and Jwana start to construct beds with big pillows in different colours. I want the blue,
says Anna holding a big blue pillow in her arms. And I want the red, says Fatima and Jwana at the
same time. Anna gives a red pillow to Fatima. She looks at Jwana: Fatima will have the red one.
Jwana stops building and observes the others. She looks sad. Maybe Anna notices this, because
she gives a pillow with another colour to Jwana. Anna and Fatima have their beds close to each
other, while Jwana’s bed is a bit away from the others. Jwana sits down on her bed. I don’t want
Jwana next to me, says Fatima. Jwana looks at Fatima and says with a steady voice: You only say I
don’t want… I don’t want to sit next to Jwana… No one wants to sit next to me. So, I don’t want… .

She is interrupted by Nicole (4) who enters the playhouse. She is immediately welcomed by Anna
who points at her bed and says with a playful but demanding voice that Nicole should lie down
because she is a baby. Nicole smiles and lies down. At the same time, she looks at Jwana who
still sits on her bed. She asks with a teasing tone in her voice: Jwana, why are you alone over
there? Anna looks at Jwana and asks her if she wants to sleep on her bed. Jwana does not
answer; she looks down, still quiet. Jwana, if you do not want to play, you can leave, says Fatima.

Soon after Anna and Jwana leave the play, an educator notices directly that something is wrong. I
will help you, come here, she says. Anna stands behind Jwana holding her hand protectively on
Jwana’s shoulder. Fatima doesn’t want Jwana to sleep next to her, says Anna and continues: but every-
one is allowed to join. Yes, the educator confirms, we will organize so everyone can join the play. Can’t
we make a big bed, Anna suggests. Jwana expresses with a happy voice that she knows how to do it.
Fatima looks sour. Now Fatima you have to help us, all together, says the educator. Anna, Jwana and
Nicole construct beds, while Fatima observes. When they are ready, Fatima takes the bed next to the
wall, as far from Jwana as possible. All the children lie down on the beds, and the educator puts a big
blanket over them and kisses them good night. The children laugh, and they look happy again.

A joint play idea and negotiations of positions

The identification process in this group of children is not focused on a common language; instead,
the children seem to be occupied with constructing a joint play idea and with positioning them-
selves in a favourable way. A prerequisite is to accept the play idea, but obviously, this is not
enough. It is also about navigating in a complex social world, and in this setting, we can see how
the children constantly work with their social positions. Their positions and their opportunities for
a sense of belonging appear fluent and seem to wander among the children. For example, we
can follow how Anna’s experience of being excluded from one peer group soon after turns into
the experience of inclusion in another constellation. Here Anna takes a central position as a
mother with the power to make decisions and lead the play forward. This central position seems
to be accepted by the others. The borders for belonging to this group look more open, or implicit,
compared to the setting above. At the same time, power struggles regarding positions appear expli-
citly. The power struggle between Fatima and Jwana seems to be a personal conflict, since Fatima
expresses that she does not want to have Jwana next to her. First, Jwana looks emotionally wounded
but takes courage and protests loudly. The situation is tense when Nicole enters the room.
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Joining others’ play appears as a norm, and Anna is almost seizing the moment to distract the
attention from the conflict. Very soon, Nicole reads the situation and uses it to put herself in a
favourable position. With a facial expression of superiority and a teasing voice, she differentiates
Jwana from the peer group by asking, Why are you alone over there? It is not expressed as a
serious question, rather as status positioning. This seems to strengthen Fatima, who gets even
tougher on Jwana by more or less asking her to leave. Anna responds by leaving the playhouse
together with Jwana. She acts protectively by holding a comforting hand on Jwana’s shoulder,
while letting the educator know what has happened. Anna seems to struggle with the situation
in relation to the norm that everyone is allowed to join others playing, and she is confirmed by
the educator. Including each other appears highly valued, while exclusion is condemned. Anna
even has a solution: to make a large bed that holds all the children, which is encouraged by
the educator. Anna is confirmed in her way of handling this, but also Jwana is confirmed as a
member of the peer community. Now Fatima’s and Jwana’s positions have switched, and the
power has changed and probably also their sense of belonging.

Soon after the sequence above, the educators declare that it is circle time, and the children are
gathered and asked to sit down on three benches placed in a U. The next sequence exemplifies how
gender is used by the children when doing belonging. Also, the settings above could be interpreted
as communities based on gender, but the difference below is that gender is used as a marker for who
belongs and who does not.

Sequence 3
Girls and boys sit next to each other as the educator seated them. The teacher sits in front of the
children and starts to explain how to play a game. She will play the tambourine, and as long as
she plays, the children should move around, but when she stops playing, they should stand still
and count to 10. When they have finished the game, the children return to the benches, but not
to their seats they had before. Now the boys sit together on one bench and the girls on another
bench. Three of the boys put their arms around each other and sing: You are my friends, how
happy I am. You are my friends, how happy I am. They look at each other with happy faces.

Gender as a positioning marker

Gender appears quite strongly as a positioning marker that both produces and reproduces the
borders for belonging. Clearly, the different peer communities so far in the analyses have been
made up of girls, and the characteristic of the whole data material is that girls mostly play with
girls and boys mostly with boys. The sequence above shows how the children contribute to main-
taining the gender categories, when the group divides into girls and boys when returning to their
seats after the game. Three boys make clear how happy they are to sit next to each other by
singing it out loudly and holding their arms around each other. It is a quite strong expression of a
sense of belonging. The educators do not comment on this gender positioning, or on the boys’
song that explicitly marks who belongs and who does not, even though one interpretation is that
the educators somehow try to transgress gender categories by seating girls and boys next to
each other at the beginning of the activity and create one big community of all the children in
the department. Whether this is a conscious choice to transgress gender patterns or be done for
other reasons cannot be determined from the data.

After circle time, the educators urge the children to move to the entryway to get dressed for
going outside. The transition from the circle time activity to the outdoor activity is a bit chaotic,
since the entryway is quite small and the children have to wait for their turn to the toilet before
getting dressed. While the children are waiting, an episode arises that exemplifies another
common positioning marker in children’s doing of belonging, namely age.
Sequence 4
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Adria (4.5), Jwana (4.5) and Ben (4) wait for the toilet, meanwhile looking at some pictures hanging
on the wall. The pictures illustrate a nursery rhyme. Ben points to the images while they say the
nursery rhyme together. At the end of the rhyme, Ben missed some words. Adria looks at him
and smiles broadly. I know, says Ben as an admission that he failed a bit. Adria takes a step
forward towards Ben and puts her hands around his neck and says firmly: I am older than you. I
knooow, says Ben and continues, and I am older than Sue. He moves a bit away from the girls.
Fatima (5), who just entered the hall, steps forward and places herself just in front of Ben. Fatima
is tall, taller than Ben and the other girls. She looks down at Ben and says slowly: And I am older
than you. The girls walk away, and Ben is left alone in the hall.

Age as a positioning marker

Age seems to play a crucial role in children’s doing of belonging. It is evident in the data that age
often is used as a positioning marker for children when they produce and reproduce borders for
belonging. The sequence above shows how the children identify themselves in relation to age. To
be positioned and belong to the older children can be interpreted as highly valued and connected
to both specific skills and respect. Ben seems to be very aware of his position in this age hierarchy.
Emotionally he looks a bit inferior, and he readily admits that he failed and that he is younger than
Adria. Adria, on the other hand, uses power expressions to state her position in relation to Ben.
Putting her hands around his neck is a threatening way to convince Ben about the age hierarchy.
Fatima is, however, the one who completes the discussion with another power expression. She
uses her entire height and voice to mark that she is the oldest, end of discussion. The atmosphere
is almost antagonistic in character. The sequence shows that age and power positions are inter-
related and that the children use age to mark their position in the child group. It also demonstrates
how both age and power are related to competences and skills.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to contribute knowledge about children’s doing of belonging in early child-
hood education, and the research questions concerned important belonging aspects, positionings,
and border work. The analysis revealed four positioning markers used by the children in their doing
of belonging, here presented as A common language as a positioning marker, Joint play idea and
negotiations of positions, Gender as a positioning marker, and Age as a positioning marker. Character-
istic for the data material as a whole, here shown in a narrative, is how the doing of belonging is an
ongoing positioning process among the children, and how the borders for being inside or outside
the community are continually constructed and reconstructed. The children constantly act and inter-
act, create relationships, and negotiate and renegotiate the borders and their positions in the child
group, which become central aspects in their ‘doing of belonging’ (cf. Johansson, 2017). Thus, these
processes appear as non-static; instead, they seem to be in constant motion. The main findings will
now be discussed from the perspective of Yuval-Davis’s three dimensions and in comparison to pre-
vious research.

The categorization among the children

Categories that could be identified in the data related to language (and in some way to ethnicity),
gender, and age. These are often reported categories in previous research and are therefore consist-
ent with earlier findings (e.g. Puroila et al., under review). However, these results indicate how
strongly rooted such categories are in society, and as shown in this study, they are already substan-
tiated in early childhood education. When these categories dominate children’s doing of belonging,
as in sequences 1, 3 and 4 in the finding chapter, it is interesting to notice that these situations also
are characterized by strongly maintained borders. This can be compared to sequence 2, where the
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children are gathered around a joint play idea, in which the categories rather seem to be trans-
gressed. When the children do not use established categories as positioning markers, the borders
for who belongs and who does not seem to be more open and negotiable. At the same time,
these more implicit borders seem to encourage power struggles, and a characteristic is the continu-
ously ongoing relational work for belonging and power positions. Therefore, a contribution of this
study is the suggestion that peer communities with explicit borders for who belongs and who
does not reproduce to a greater extent traditional categories, while peer communities with implicit
borders offer negotiation but also struggle for power positions when producing differentiations.

This suggestion could be strengthened by Johansson and Rosell’s (2021) findings that the chil-
dren were gathered in different communities created around closeness, conflict, and joyfulness.
The community around closeness has similarities with the sequences based on strong categories
in this study, which are sequences 1, 3 and 4, in terms of strong unquestioned borders, and the com-
munity around conflict has similarities with sequence 2 and the joint play idea and negotiations of
positions, through descriptions like open borders, strong emotions, power, and individual justice.

Another finding is that age as a category is very strong and figures on different levels. On an insti-
tutional and organizational level, the children in the example are already categorized according to
age. Toddlers are gathered in one department and the older children in another. But the analysis
revealed that also within this particular age group of four-to-five-year-olds, the children both identify
themselves and are identified by others as younger or older. To belong to older children seems to be
associated with power, physical strength, and knowledge.

Categories are layered, and intertwined identities create different structures of power (Yuval-
Davis, 2011), and this study shows how this can lead to experiences of both privilege and oppression
at the same time in ECE. For example, in the first sequence, Anna becomes excluded and subordi-
nated, probably because of her lack of knowledge of the Arabic language; at least, this is the explicit
argument to not include Anna. In the next sequence, however, Anna’s position in another constella-
tion of children is attributed with sufficient power to lead the play activity. A contribution of this
study is the illustration of how the distribution of power is in constant motion in the child group.
Depending on the involved children, the power processes take different expressions. Juutinen et
al. (2018) stress that the process of belonging deals with tensions between inclusion and exclusion.
In the present study, this tension becomes distinct in the children’s play. To include or exclude is a
powerful way to show who belongs and who does not. The children use available markers in every
situation to include or create borders towards ‘the Other’. In a study about children’s talk about
belonging, the respondents emphasized friendship, authorities, and membership in the ECE commu-
nity (Einarsdottir, Juutinen, Emilson, Ólafsdóttir, & Meuser, accepted). Membership could also be
related to the categorization that appears among the children in this study. One could say that
the children argue in different ways to consolidate their membership, for example, by using
common markers in explicit situations.

Emotional attachments to different positions

The narrative exemplifies how emotional attachment to different positions differs, but also how fast
both the positions and the emotions can change. This is obvious in the power struggles among
Jwana, Fatima and Anna when building a bed with big pillows in the playhouse. It is interesting
to see how Jwana at first is given a low position and how she expresses her disappointment
both bodily and verbally, but also how she is able to turn the situation and win a more favourable
position. Different strong emotions appear in all sequences in the narrative, and the emotional
expressions seem to be related to how the child identifies a specific position, taken and/or
given, which also appears crucial to the child’s sense of belonging. Moreover, the sense of belong-
ing emerges casually, and as something the children constantly had to achieve and re-achieve.
Based on this study, a suggestion is to talk about a glimpse or moments of a sense of belonging.
This strengthens Boldermo’s (2020) findings about belonging as fleeting moments, especially

EARLY CHILD DEVELOPMENT AND CARE 9



between caring and sharing, shared joint experiences, and ongoing negotiations of mutual bonds,
which are aspects evident also in this study. Since the peer cultures include hierarchies and symbol
systems, she calls for educators’ awareness to secure inclusive practices for young children. Perhaps
it is challenging for educators to catch sight of ongoing belonging processes, because of this
fleeting character of children’s belonging. A prerequisite to discover such processes is dependent
on the educators’ own experiences about inclusion and exclusion, according to Juutinen and Kess
(2019). They argue that educators’ sense of belonging is of importance when interpreting a situ-
ation with the children (see also Tillett & Wong, 2018). The presented narrative exemplifies educa-
tors who both act supportively, as in sequence 2, and educators who rather seem to ignore the
ongoing categorization, as in sequence 3.

Values and judgements of identified categories and identifications in children’s doing of
belonging

As indicated above, the presented categories and identifications seem to be valued or judged differ-
ently. Some categories appear highly valued and attractive to be identified with, while others rather
seem to be associated with exclusion and marginalization. To belong to the older group of children
seems, for example, to be associated with high status and competence. In sequence 4, age appears
as an explicit positioning marker and a clear means of power linked to children’s skills. Even if age is
included as an important aspect in children’s doing of belonging, it is also built into the education
system by the organization of departments according to age. The participating departments in this
study were differently organized according to age, but no comparison is done in this context
because the further analysis is needed.

Several ethnic groups are represented in the data material as well as in the presented narrative,
and the most spoken language in the child group seems to obtain higher status, even though it is
not the dominant language in the society. This is exemplified by the Arabic-speaking girls in
sequence 1. On the one hand, they take the liberty to speak their own language and thereby estab-
lish a border to the others. This is not a matter of course for other ethnic groups, who rather seem to
take for granted that the dominant language in society, in this case, Swedish, is also the language to
use in ECE. On the other hand, the Arabic-speaking girls are given the opportunity to put themselves
in this particular position, since the municipality, in a way, encourages the Arabic language to be
spoken in ECE by employing an Arabic-speaking educator to facilitate communication. In this
way, the institution legitimizes the use of Arabic, while other minority languages are not handled
in a similar manner. This seems to create tensions between different ethnic groups, since children
could comment that they were not allowed to speak their first language (see Einarsdottir, Juutinen,
Emilson, Ólafsdóttir, & Meuser, accepted).

Moreover, language as a positioning marker for belonging challenges the general ECE value that
everyone has a right to join children playing. This right is explicitly shown and verbally expressed in
sequence 2, but is characteristic in the entire data material. It is defended and supported by children
and educators, but also challenged by different peer communities, which sometimes put the educa-
tors in a dilemma. The Arabic-speaking girls in this narrative defended their play, which also can be
seen as a right. The sense of belonging for these girls was at the expense of exclusion for another girl.
But in this case, this sense lasted for a moment. More problematic is if the same child continuously is
denied participation in peer communities. It is known from previous research that children who are
perceived as different in some way have difficulties to experience belonging (Kernan, 2010; Stratigos
et al., 2014). Diversity is, however, highly valued among educators, and Eek-Karlsson and Emilson
(2021) even argue for a normalized diversity in Swedish ECE institutions. Nevertheless, this study
shows how the children use markers to differentiate similarities and differences in order to
include or exclude, but when the borders are more implicit they also become negotiable, and
border transgression, as well as a normalized diversity, seem to be possible.
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Conclusion

The study contributes insight into the politics of belonging embedded in children’s everyday inter-
actions in ECE institutions in Sweden. The findings contribute knowledge about how children are
doing belonging in practice, thereby broadening the view of belonging based on educators’ and
children’s perspectives. It is well known that speech and action are not the same thing. Micro ana-
lyses of actions can be helpful in seeing what is happening in the interactions to be able to reveal
and prevent the marginalization of children.

The theoretical approach of the study is not commonly addressed in studies about early child-
hood education, why this study also can be viewed as a theoretical contribution in how to use
this political theory in a new context. It is empirically shown how the children negotiate who has
the right to belong and who has not, which actually is a political matter. Both the theoretical
approach and the findings show the importance of being observant of the categorization, identifi-
cation, and values that are in play in everyday interactions. Identified categories appear as strongly
rooted not only in society but also among young children in early childhood education. Supporting a
child’s sense of belonging requires that one has awareness about ongoing inclusive and exclusive
processes. As shown in this study, one child’s sense of belonging is often at the expense of another’s
exclusion. It is also shown how positions and borders for belonging are continuously negotiated,
produced, and reproduced among the children by using common language, gender, and age as
strategies to both exclude and include, while a joint play idea among a group of children seems
to make transgression of borders possible. A conclusion is that a sense of belonging is non-static,
rather it is an ongoing process and something that constantly needs to be achieved. Therefore, a
suggestion is to talk about a glimpse or moments of a sense of belonging. By putting several
glimpses of inclusion and exclusion processes together, it might be possible to observe if some chil-
dren are at risk of being marginalized in the ECE community.

Notes

1. The concept ‘border’ is used throughout the text. It refers to a bounding or separating line, a real or imaginary
limit and the outer edge of something (authors’ comment).

2. This study is part of a larger multidisciplinary international project, funded by NordForsk (85644), with the aim to
promote children’s belonging in educational institutions in Finland, Iceland, Norway, The Netherlands and
Sweden. The project focuses on children’s belonging as a construction in the intersection between micro and
macro levels.
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