
 

 

 
www.ijres.net 

Ethnography in Early Childhood 

Education and Care  
 

 

Mirja Köngäs  

University of Helsinki, Finland 

 

Kaarina Määttä  

University of Lapland, Finland 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To cite this article:  
 

Köngäs, M. & Määttä, K. (2023). Ethnography in early childhood education and care. 

International Journal of Research in Education and Science (IJRES), 9(3), 787-801. 

https://doi.org/10.46328/ijres.3215 

 

 

 

 

The International Journal of Research in Education and Science (IJRES) is a peer-reviewed scholarly online 

journal. This article may be used for research, teaching, and private study purposes. Authors alone are 

responsible for the contents of their articles. The journal owns the copyright of the articles. The publisher 

shall not be liable for any loss, actions, claims, proceedings, demand, or costs or damages whatsoever or 

howsoever caused arising directly or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of the research 

material. All authors are requested to disclose any actual or potential conflict of interest including any 

financial, personal or other relationships with other people or organizations regarding the submitted work. 

  

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International License. 
 

 

 

 

http://www.ijres.net/


 
International Journal of Research in Education and Science  

2023, Vol. 9, No. 3, 787-801 https://doi.org/10.46328/ijres.3215 

 

787 

Ethnography in Early Childhood Education and Care 

 

Mirja Köngäs, Kaarina Määttä 

 

Article Info  Abstract 

Article History 

Received: 

12 March 2023 

Accepted: 

28 June 2023 

 

 Childhood research is increasingly being conducted from different disciplines, and 

research methods for showing the child's world are also increasing and evolving. 

This article examines the challenges and opportunities of childhood research in an 

early childhood education and care (ECEC) environment from an ethnographic 

approach. The purpose of the article is to create a vision of what ECEC 

ethnography is, which can be used to make visible the culture of an under-school-

age child, his or her experience, feelings, voice, and actions. A key challenge in 

ECEC ethnography is that the researcher is a representative of adult culture, 

emphasizing the need for reflexivity. We highlight five key themes for the 

researcher: the acquisition of material, the degree of researcher participation, 

taking on the role of a researcher, reaching the child's voice, and describing the 

results in a child-centered and ethically sustainable way. Respect for the child and 

earning the child's trust are essential. When successful, ECEC ethnography 

provides knowledge and understanding of childhood in a way that can contribute 

to supporting children's development and overall well-being. 
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Introduction 

 

Childhood research has risen up increasing interest (Uusiautti & Määttä 2013; Yelland & Bartholomaeus, 2021) 

as part of educational, social, and cultural research. Scientific research in the world of children's experience has 

also evolved and several different methods have been introduced (see e.g. Fargas, McSherry, Larkin, Robinson, 

2020). Over the past two decades, ethnography has become increasingly prominent in depicting children's lives 

(Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2015; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). 

 

Childhood research seeks to make visible the nature of childhood, its various stages of development, and its social 

connections, to which ethnographic research is well suited (James & Prout, 2015; Köngäs, 2018; Köngäs & 

Määttä, 2021a). Children have been successfully studied with an ethnographic approach, especially in the context 

of school and ECEC (Gallacher & Gallacher, 2008; Köngäs, 2018; Köngäs & Määttä, 2021a; Köngäs, Määttä & 

Uusiautti, 2021; Rantala & Määttä, 2013) and in the home environment (Kyrönlampi 2012). Examining the 

children's perspective in ethnographic research appears as an interpretation of children's internal symbolic 

messages, such as words, pronunciations, expressions, and postures, that allow the researcher to understand 

children's experiences, feelings, and perceptions of childhood (Sommer, Pramling Samuelsson & Hundeide, 

2010). The starting point for child-centered research is information obtained from the children themselves or in 

the production in which children themselves participate (Hunleth, 2011). The idea of child-centeredness is to 
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emphasize the subjectivity of children being the object of study. Children are not always primarily actors in words, 

but researchers should seek to hear the consistent and genuine ideas children are striving for with the information 

they provide. 

 

When research seeks to emphasize the role of children as valid actors and producers of culture, the ECEC center 

is one natural arena to make childhood visible, its developmental stages, and processes (Kirk & Jay, 2018). ECEC 

center is a key activity environment for a small child. In ECEC, children's social activities, numerous interactions, 

and peer culture form a central part of a child's world (Köngäs & Määttä, 2021a). 

 

Early childhood educators, their pedagogy, and their role in ensuring the balanced development of children and 

overcoming learning difficulties have been studied a lot (Äärelä, Uusiautti, & Määttä 2018). The research has 

focused on the curricula of ECEC (Lundkvist, Nyby, Autto, & Nygård 2017), their educational goals and methods 

(Hujala, Fonsén, & Elo, 2013), cooperation between home and early childhood educators (Määttä & Uusiautti, 

2013) and early childhood education attitudes and working conditions (Happo, Määttä & Uusiautti 2013). Instead, 

the way ECEC looks from a child's point of view, his or her thoughts and activities, has remained a marginal area 

of research. The paucity of research work is also due to the limited research methods. It is easy to approach early 

childhood education professionals through interviews and or to analyze early childhood education plans through 

content analysis, but reaching a child's real-world requires a different approach. To fill this gap, in this article, we 

open up a perspective on the possibilities of ethnographic research to reveal the reality of ECEC from a child's 

experiences. ECEC ethnography can show the ECEC center's environment in a new way, taking the child's 

experience world as a starting point. 

 

How to implement ECEC ethnography, ie ethnographic research in an ECEC environment, so that the voice and 

world of under-school-aged children are opened to the researcher? The purpose of this article is to describe the 

core stages of ethnographic research in the context of ECEC and to create a valid picture of ECEC ethnography. 

What are its key perspectives and themes in bringing out a true picture of a child's world of experience? The article 

is based on previous research and literature on the topic. 

 

Purpose of the Article 

 

How to conduct ethnographic research in ECEC in a way that opens the specialty of child-centered subjects to a 

researcher who is a representative of adult culture? Is the so-called "foreign culture researcher" able to hear the 

honest voice of children from the material? Are children an unfamiliar group to the ethnographer and is the current 

childhood too unfamiliar a field for reliable analysis? Does children's micro-culture in ECEC centers ever allow 

adults to enter their world? (Gallacher & Gallagher, 2008; Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen & Määttä, 2013; Tisdall, Davis 

& Gallagher, 2009; Warming, 2011.) 

 

In the implementation of ECEC ethnography, special attention must be paid to certain choices and stages when 

conducting research describing the child's world. The purpose of this article is to describe the main stages and 

choices of ethnographic childhood research in ECEC based on our previous research work on children (e.g. 
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Köngäs, 2018; Kyrönlampi & Määttä, 2012, 2013; Köngäs & Määttä 2020) and applying ethnography in an ECEC 

context and reflecting on critical points in childhood research. At the same time, we want to define and make 

visible the essence of ECEC ethnography. We want to highlight the key solutions that a researcher should make 

when conducting ECEC ethnographic research with a child-centered approach. 

 

Ethnography as a Methodology 

 

Ethnography is a qualitative study (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Reeves, Peller, Goldman & Kitto, 2013). It 

is considered a particularly suitable research approach when 1) the nature of a social phenomenon is studied, 2) 

the data are unstructured, 3) the subject of the study is a small number of cases, 4) the analysis aims to elucidate 

the purposes and meanings of human activity, and 5) explanations (Köngäs, 2018). 

 

There are references to ethnographic childhood research from the observations of Bronislaw Malinowski and 

Margaret Mead as early as the 1920s when they justified the relevance of cultural practices, norms, and customs 

based on their field observations and questioned the evolutionary mindset (LeVine, 2007). The actual educational 

ethnography can be considered to have developed since the 1950s when a counter-reaction to quantitative 

educational psychological measurements, tests, and statistics was sought (Swauger, Castro & Harger, 2017). 

Ethnographers stressed that standardized results could not describe and explain the reality within educational 

institutions, for example (Delamont, 2007). 

 

Ethnographic research is characterized by 1) that the phenomenon under study is approached through empirical 

observation, 2) research cannot be approached according to a predetermined coding, and 3) the researcher must 

be prepared to change his or her preconceptions as the research progresses (Bassanger & Dodier, 1997; Emond, 

2005; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 

 

Within ethnography, clarifications can be made about what kind of research is involved, such as confessional 

ethnography, life history, autoethnography, feminist ethnography, or ethnographic narratives (Creswell, 2007). 

Ethnography can also be divided according to the questions in the disciplines, such as sociological, psychological, 

developmental, or educational ethnography (Gordon, 2002). William Corsaro is considered to be a pioneer in 

ethnographic research focusing on the ECEC institutions (Köngäs, 2008). 

 

The Main Stages of ECEC Ethnographic Research 

 

We look at ECEC ethnography and the key stages of its implementation with five themes. These include the 

acquisition of material, the degree of participation, taking on the role of researcher, reaching out to the child's 

voice, and describing the results to open up the world of children. 

 

Method of Data Acquisition 

 

In ethnographic research, the material is often captured by the researcher in the time spent in the field. Even if the 



Köngäs & Määttä  

 

790 

ECEC ethnographer has defined a specific data acquisition framework, it is only the operational reality in the 

ECEC centers and the words, deeds, non-verbal messages, and symbols of the members of the micro-culture that 

form usable material. A longer common time also promotes access to open information in ECEC ethnography: 

over time, children find it easier to talk about things, they don't have to pinch in different situations, and they don't 

have to be unaware of what it's all about or what they should do. 

 

Reaching out to guardians of children for research permits is absolute, but often relatively effortless. Ensuring 

children's consent is important and difficult. Achieving consent from children is challenged by children's potential 

difficulty in understanding the process and meanings of research (Corsaro & Eder, 1999; Emond, 2005; 

Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, 42). For example, the child may be willing to interact with the researcher but may 

not share the communication that occurred in their encounters with anyone else, or the child may want to 

participate in some areas of research (such as videotaping) but not others (such as an interview). 

 

An ethnographer can set out to pursue his or her material through, for example, various observations, interviews, 

children's drawings, or other documentaries and artifacts (Harvey & Lareau, 2020). Ethnographic observation 

makes it possible to obtain information about real events without the need for participants to reflect on the 

situation. Still, it is not easy to observe, and the acquisition of the material requires the ability to integrate into the 

daily life of the ECEC centers and the group under study without feeling overwhelmed. The observer needs to 

note his or her as authentically as possible to ensure reliability (Emond, 2005). 

 

The researcher may have access to a so-called child diary in ECEC. A child diary is a structured booklet in which 

ECEC personnel and also maybe children's parents can write their observations about the child. The researcher 

will intensively record all his or her findings in the child diary for a limited period. The child diary is important 

in describing children's "life as it is lived" (Bolger, Davis & Rafaeli 2003). The child diary method is an effective 

way to get information about situations that are easily forgotten and missed in everyday life (Lämsä, Rönkä, 

Poikonen & Malinen 2013). 

 

Videotaping children's activities can be easier than traditional pen-paper observation, as children's activities are 

often extremely fast-paced without traditional courtesy rules for adults, such as waiting for their turn, considering 

an issue, and staying put. A camcorder can be a great help and give an objective picture of the phenomenon being 

studied. It can also be more invisible and minimize the control effect, not misinterpret or misunderstand. The same 

video material can be viewed from different perspectives and can be used to confirm events and recall insights 

that you may not have had time to write down. 

 

Capturing children's culture through video requires detailed and close-contact filming (Walsh et al., 2007). 

Children's attitudes toward the camcorder do not follow any clear line. Sometimes children struggle for attention 

to be at the center of the shooting beam, while other times they don't even notice it. Often children do not see the 

camcorder as an interesting device but as an opportunity to see themselves through the eyes of an outsider. The 

camcorder acts as a mirror of children's culture of themselves for themselves. 

 



International Journal of Research in Education and Science (IJRES) 

 

791 

Video recording of children has its advantages and disadvantages. During shooting, children may cover the 

camcorder, turn their backs on the camcorder (making it difficult to interpret expressions), or move too close to 

the camcorder. The blind spot is one of the biggest ongoing problems with video recording. Important situations 

can occur out of the reach of the camera, relying only on audio material. This, in turn, makes it difficult to reliably 

identify subjects, as well as excludes nonverbal communication. Things that affect children's activities can also 

occur outside the camcorder (Walsh et al., 2007). For example, in an ECEC center, a staff member may be sitting 

and watching children play in the invisible to the camera, which may contribute to the behavior of the subjects. 

 

Degree of Participation 

 

The different socio-cultural dominance between the adult and the child must be taken into account in the role of 

the ECEC ethnography researcher. Children play a marginal role in adult society, but children are active actors in 

their own culture (Graue & Hawkins, 2005) and capable of decision-making (Powel & Smith, 2009). At worst, 

however, power relations with an adult can prevent children from fully participating and sharing genuine 

experiences with the adult on their own terms. 

 

Whether the researcher is a silent observer or a participant (Observer continuum), he or she should guarantee the 

approval of the subjects (Holland, Renold, Ross, & Hillman, 2008). However, even during the observation of the 

participant, one should be able to follow all the communication of the members of the community, from the tone 

of the voice to the gaze and the touch, and to boldly carry out their research. It is important to reflect on one's 

feelings by keeping a research diary. 

 

The goal of the researcher may appear to the children as visiting adult who does their own work for a while in the 

same space as them, just like a cleaner or indoor air surveyors who also work in the space from time to time and 

who also pay no more attention to children than a quiet polite smile. Excessive attachment of the ethnographer to 

the subjects may confuse the purpose of the study and the power relations in the field. For example, although a 

researcher may want to spend time with a lonely child during data collection, this only alleviates the researcher's 

own current discomfort if the child is left equally lonely in a peer group after the research is over (see Batty, 

2020). The researcher can make warm and caring contact with the children without joint action. It is often enough 

for a child to receive confirmation from an adult that they have been taken into account, accepted, and valued, 

which can encourage the creation of relationships in a new way (Corsaro & Eder, 1999; Köngäs, 2018; Köngäs, 

Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2021). 

 

In most cases, the researcher cannot be completely outside, in which case he or she should spend time building 

trust in the community before observing the details of children's activities. An outsider researcher can confuse 

children, rise up suspicion, and uncertainty that can inhibit children's courage to be themselves (Emond, 2005). 

When observing children, the researcher may eventually appear in two roles; both as a participant and an observer. 

Through the researchers' participation, he or she demonstrates their acceptance of children's activities, making it 

easier for the children to accept the researcher also to move into the role of observer. 
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Regardless of the form of data collection or the degree of participation, there is always the possibility that the 

researcher will be perceived as an external distraction. Children are intuitive. Nevertheless, the researcher should 

strive to approach all his or her observations objectively. An adult is hardly able to give the impression that he or 

she is "one of the members of the culture". The researcher may try to think of himself as a friend, helper, non-

adult, unauthorized, or entertainer (Hedegaard, 2008), but in the end, the definition is made by the children 

themselves (Corsaro & Molinari, 2000; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2015). Often 

the easiest choice is to communicate one's role honestly and openly, striving for a linguistic expression that 

children understand the situation. 

 

Taking on the Role of a Researcher 

 

The interaction between adults and children challenges the researcher to pay special attention to their role because 

the adult has more power to define the nature and rules of the interaction (see Taft, 2015). It is therefore important 

that the researcher consciously seeks to break free from the connections we consider to be differences between 

children and adults. It is also significant that the researcher seeks to be aware of his or her personal experience of 

being a child and an adult. (Harden, Scott, Backett-Milburn, & Jackson, 2000). Garratt (2021) reflects on the role 

of the researcher under the title "The least-adult role" to minimize its position of authority in the role of the 

researcher. 

 

Getting rid of adult focus is difficult (Peltokorpi, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2011). In childhood research, it is so easy 

for a researcher to look at research material that only reinforces an existing practice or one's own preconception. 

The ability to rule out the obvious as well as the ability to look from and to a child is at the core of ethnographic 

childhood research (Simon, 2020). 

 

The researcher may feel that he or she is an intruder in the ECEC centers when collecting research material as a 

person outside the community. Not knowing how the role of the researcher can be properly communicated to both 

children and adults can increase the researcher's uncertainty. The situation is facilitated by thorough forethought, 

information, and the construction of cooperation and joint agreements with ECEC staff, children, and parents 

before the material is collected. It is also important that the researcher sets his or her ground as a researcher and 

familiarizes themselves with the ECEC activities, children's peer culture, and ECEC regulations and guidelines 

for daily activities before going to the field (Köngäs, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2021; Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012). 

 

The researcher must have a theoretical frame of reference to guide the research work and data collection. The 

researcher should be solid on their attitudes towards the children being studied, their interaction with them, and 

the research situations. A particular ethical challenge relates to how the researcher sees his or her role and the role 

of the child in the research. 

 

The researcher has a great responsibility for children and must not in any way cause maltreatment, harm, or anxiety 

to children (Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen & Määttä, 2013; Peltokorpi, Määttä, & Uusiautti, 2012). The researcher's 

choices and the way he or she interacts with children are also ethical. ECEC ethnography follows the same ethical 
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principles as any study that speaks of ethical symmetry (Mishna, Antle, & Regehr, 2004). 

 

Hearing the Child's Voice 

 

Ethnography has been questioned about reaching children's voices (Gallacher & Gallagher 2008; Tisdall, Davis, 

& Gallagher, 2009; Warming, 2011), although it is a valued research method in childhood research (James & 

Prout, 2015; Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2015). In ECEC ethnography, hearing a child's voice requires a child-

centered approach, observing and acquiring information about children from themselves without adult guidance. 

Like adults, children create their own culture and learn and change in constant interaction with the environment 

(Corsaro, 2012; James & James, 2008). 

 

It is important for an ethnographer researching a child to be able to look for unspoken messages in interactions 

and conversations rather than interpreting words. Often, of adult dominance, children have the assumption of a 

three-part interaction structure in which 1) the adult inquires, 2) the child responds and 3) the adult assesses the 

answer (Fargas-Malet, McSherry, Larkin, & Robinson, 2010; Köngäs, 2018). It's important to make the child feel 

at ease. The presence of the researcher should be calm, participatory, and patient. Time should be spent on the 

child's feelings and possible hesitations. 

 

ECEC ethnography enables a child to open to the world in their environment, from their starting points, and with 

their thoughts. Numerous studies have highlighted the child's ability to participate in the study. The child is not 

only a dependent, vulnerable, and passive party (Daelman, Schauwer, & Van Hove, 2020; Komulainen, 2007). 

And the definition of a child's voice can also take on different meanings depending on whether it is a voice about 

children, an objective voice of the children, a voice for a dialogue with children, or a silenced voice for children. 

(Alasuutari, 2014; Mayes, 2019.) Ethnography can prove that a child is capable of expressing his or her feelings, 

thoughts, and opinions. They can make decisions as well as plan and evaluate their actions. At its best, ECEC 

ethnographic research is not carried out on children but also with them. 

 

All forms of data acquisition require special sensitivity from the researcher. Obtaining information about 

children's views and experiences by interviewing children requires the researcher to have special child knowledge, 

a child-respecting approach, and fair and honest treatment. The child should be encouraged to speak openly about 

his or her views, but his or her way of speaking or willingness to communicate may be impeded either because of 

a lack of expression or because he or she does not feel part of the research process (Hill, 2005; Powell & Smith, 

2009). The child may not understand why they are being asked questions, may feel pressured, and the questions 

may feel stressful and complex. They may have fears about the correctness of their answers, about their failure, 

or issues related to self-esteem (Kyrönlampi & Määttä, 2013). Children respond sensitively to what they think an 

adult wants (O`Reilly, Ronzoni, & Dogra, 2013). 

 

With the advent of children's voices, modern technology and video offer new possibilities. One example could be 

the Video-Stimulated Recall method of visual ethnography, which is based on an interview using the presentation 

of previously described video material to provide stimuli. It would be important to get more reliable answers from 
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children about their experiences and views in certain situations. In childhood research, it is considered important 

to allow children to bring out their own daily lives so that the children's world would be more authentic, and the 

researcher's impact would be minimized (Kullman, 2012). If they want information generated by the children 

themselves, the researcher must find ways for children to participate in the study. Under the guise of play and 

imagination, it is possible to approach what they find interesting to tell an adult. Children are very keen narrators 

in appropriate settings if the adult is a sufficiently alert listener. 

 

Child-centered Performance Description 

 

In a good description of ECEC ethnographic research, the researcher can rise an interest in understanding 

children's development, emotional world and behavior, and culture. At its best, an accurate description of the 

acquisition of research material, a careful description of the analysis of the material, and a detailed description of 

the results will make the reader experience the research reality of the ECEC environment and be convinced of the 

phenomenon being studied. 

 

A prerequisite for a successful ethnographic result description is a strong theoretical background and the 

examination of field data using different methods of analysis. There is no single right way to analyze data. The 

analysis is a process that involves insights, inspiring aha -experiences, and connections to theoretical starting 

points (Smith, 2002) as well as a reflection of all this (Köngäs & Määttä, 2021b). Perhaps we can consider the use 

of several different methods and analyses to be seen more as a desire to experiment than as uncertainty to bring 

out a child's world (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2015). In ECEC ethnography, the researcher must consider both 

the effects of his or her physical presence on the data and the effect of thought patterns concerning the results. 

This is important in all child research and is particularly relevant in ECEC ethnography. 

 

Generating a child-centered research report requires a lot of work and constant vigilance on the part of the 

researcher to banish one's adult focus. Repeated reading of literary material, searching for answers to various 

questions (such as who did what, why did he/she do it, what did the act look like, how did it start, how did it end, 

who influenced it), seeking what identifiable similarities there are to the theories used as prerequisites in the data, 

whether the data confirm the assumptions made in the ECEC center focused observation, and what in the data feel 

foreign or contrary to the assumptions (Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, 2012). The material can be accessed as a new 

person is introduced and a variety of new information is learned from another. Some of the examples and episodes 

are relevant, some less relevant, but all provide a basis for producing results in which the ethnographer opens the 

ECEC phenomenon under the study for the reader to experience. 

 

Discussion 

 

Childhood research has diversified in recent decades and various methods have provided a better picture of 

children's social, psychological, emotional, and physical development and developmental delays (Hujala, Fonsén, 

& Elo, 2013). However, research on early childhood education has focused specifically on ECEC professionals 

and their thoughts, perceptions, and methods of upbringing. There has been an ever-expanding field of qualitative 
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research, such as phenomenography, grounded theory, discourse analysis, action research, reminiscence research, 

and design research (Uusiautti & Määttä 2013). Research has helped to promote early childhood education and 

promoted diversified methods of supporting the growth of children. Yet hearing the child's genuine and personal 

voice and opening up the children's world of experience has been overshadowed in the study. ECEC ethnography 

adds a new addition to childhood research due to its child-centered nature. 

 

Limitations 

 

For its part, the ethnographic approach has changed childhood research (Rantala & Määttä, 2013). ECEC 

ethnographic research can be carried out in many different ways. Children know their own lives and know what 

they have experienced. Yet children are different as individuals, and each has its self. This also brings limitations 

to ECEC ethnography. The researcher is responsible for the children's experience of the research. Children are 

not all the same but may have very different feelings about research. The researcher should remember to protect 

the well-being of children throughout the research process and strive to avoid potential pressure, stress, fear, guilt, 

and feelings of failure. The researcher should keep ethics in mind at all times. (Naseem, 2018). 

 

Children's research must be based on an appreciation of the child's individuality (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). 

Unless the researcher always maintains a solid respectful attitude when accompanied by children, children may 

experience the researcher crossing over their borders. In this case, genuine information is not received from 

children. An adult is not part of the world of children but a stranger who needs to show appreciation for both the 

children and the information he or she receives. A researcher cannot assume that he or she is part of children's 

daily lives. The researcher must achieve his or her position of authority with warmth and discretion. 

 

In ECEC ethnographic research, the researcher should strive to give a balanced picture of childhood in daycare. 

That is a challenging goal for many reasons. To achieve a child's experience, there must be an open and equal 

interaction between the researcher and the child, and the researcher must be sensitive to act ethically in different 

situations. It should also be noted that not all children or groups of children have the opportunity to bring out their 

voices in ECEC (Mayes, 2019). 

 

The researcher must earn the trust of children through his or her ethical work. (Hedegaard, 2008; Kustatscher, 

2014.) The researcher must also be sensitive to recognizing children's ways of communicating their discomfort 

with being examined (Konstantoni & Kustatscher, 2015; Kustatscher, 2014). The child needs to be taken seriously, 

says Michael Freeman (2007), showing how this expression has a history of more than 40 years. It is a matter of 

valuing the status and rights of children throughout the research journey, especially in the description of results. 

The hectic nature of the ECEC's actions brings its limitations to the ECEC ethnography. ECEC institutional 

practices control children's use of time and social relationships. Children are surrounded by the ECEC's order, 

routines, rituals, and rules that mimic adult schedules and hours of operation. The order of the ECEC center 

consists of symbols and rituals, such as consecutive activities in the day program, space planning, seating 

arrangements, and the children's places and compartments (Köngäs 2018). They serve as a structure for 

maintaining and renewing the daily life of the ECEC centers. However, the structure created by adults serves only 
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to a limited extent as a frame of reference for children's activities (Strandell, 1997). Yet there are numerous 

different activities taking place in children's culture that reveal the world of childhood experiences in a new way. 

Similarly, children's peer culture gives children its own rules and operating models (Köngäs, Määttä & Uusiautti, 

2021). 

 

In ECEC ethnography, we should also take into account societal perspectives on what research on children is 

thought to be. What opinions are prevalent and how the realization of children's voices is seen? Renewed research 

data is also shaping our perspectives on ECEC ethnography as well as the whole concept of childhood. This in 

turn shapes our ability to conduct childhood research, its ethical principles, methods, and goals. Hearing the 

authentic voice of children is an important challenge. The researcher should also look at how the information 

obtained from children is understood (eg whether the children's voice is neutral, whether the adults' voice about 

the children is truthful, whether the information is generated in conversations with children, and what can be 

deduced from unheard or unwilling voices) (Mayes, 2019). 

 

It has also been proposed to strengthen the reliability of ethnography by involving children in interpreting and 

commenting on research material during data collection. The interpretation of the study should also be done 

together with the children, allowing their views to stand out (Dockett, Einarsdottir & Perry, 2009). Holland, 

Renold, Ross, and Hillman (2008), among others, reviewed each of the children in their study individually for the 

material and results associated with each. 

 

The reliability of ECEC ethnographic research is also ultimately assessed by the reader's experience of whether 

the interpretations appear to be consistent with the experiences being studied. It is up to the researcher's 

professionalism how well he or she constructs the views produced by the subjects in his or her text and also how 

well he or she can produce them in a readable form in his or her research. In other words, does the text convey 

interpretations of the subjects only appropriately or aptly? Has the researcher repeated only the words of the 

subjects or interpreted them between the lines? The topic can also be referred to as credibility and can be thought 

of as reflecting an important concept of competence in quantitative research. 

 

Why Do We Need ECEC Ethnography? 

 

The goal of childhood research is to improve the well-being of children. Research is also hoped to provide new 

insights into grievances or misunderstandings in children's daily lives (Hill, 2005). This goal can also be referred 

to as the 'Starting Strong Agenda' (Farrel, 2015). When conducting ECEC ethnographic research, an educator in 

the field of education often makes observations already in the field at the ECEC about grievances that he or she 

would like a more positive change with his or her research results. 

 

For ECEC centers to evolve, their practices need to be researched. A great ECEC system has been built in Finland. 

Every child has the right to early childhood education and care. The National Core Curriculum for Early 

Childhood Education and Care (Finnish National Agency for Education 2018) emphasizes the educational 

partnership, which seeks to emphasize the conscious commitment of parents and staff to support the child's 
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growth, development, and learning processes. There must be trust, equality, and respect for each other between 

parents and staff, and the need for support in the child's development and growth must be recognized. An early 

childhood education plan is drawn up in cooperation with the child. The terminology of cooperation and 

partnership easily remains a common language that is repeated in early childhood education guides (Köngäs 2018; 

Vähäsantanen, 2013). 

 

In ECEC centers, the work of professionals tends to drown in everyday administrative work, material work from 

changing diapers to serving food and preparing crafts, writing documentaries, hurry and overload, all of which 

take time out of pedagogic work (Köngäs 2008; Köngäs, Määttä & Uusiautti, 2021). There is less time left for the 

child to encounter the child's individual characteristics. However, the educator is assumed to be individually 

understanding, listening, and encouraging to the child. The teacher should be close to the child, trying to see things 

through the child's eyes and hear the child's sayings. The idea behind a good teacher and educator is that the 

teacher takes care of the child and is interested in him or her as an individual and accepts him or her as such. 

These are the traditional values of teaching to which teachers are trained from generation to generation (Uusiautti, 

Määttä, & Määttä 2018). Those values can easily fall short of other things to do and manage. 

 

ECEC ethnographic research opens up the world of children, their perceptions, thoughts, motives, and ideas to be 

taken into account when developing ECEC centers. At the same time, attention is being paid to the most important 

thing: securing the growth of children and creating a foundation for a good life. ECEC ethnography helps to 

understand the child as an influencer and innovator of the ECEC environment, which in turn contributes to the 

development of the everyday pedagogy and goals of the ECEC from the perspective of the staff and the 

curriculum. Objectively, the researcher is aware of the social framework of action but can subjectively boldly 

defend the interpretation he or she sees as correct about the state of education because only in this way is 

development possible. Education needs new methods such as ECEC ethnography to support the positivity and 

resources of childhood life. At the same time, research also needs new igniters. 

 

References 

 

Alasuutari, M. (2014). Voicing the child? A case study in Finnish early childhood education. Childhood, 21(2), 

242-259. doi: 10.1177/0907568213490205 

Baszanger, I. & Dodier, N. (1997). Ethnography: relating the part to the whole. In D. Silverman (Ed.), Qualitative 

Research: Theory, Method and Practice (pp. 8-23). London: SAGE. 

Batty, E. (2020). Sorry to say goodbye: the dilemmas of letting go in longitudinal research. Qualitative Research, 

20(6), 784-799. doi: 10.1177/1468794120905737 

Bolger, N., Davis, A., & Rafaeli, E. (2003). Diary methods: Capturing life as it is lived. Annual Review of 

Psychology, 54(1), 579-616. doi: 10.1146/annurev.psych.54.101601.145030 

Christensen, P. & Prout, A. (2002). Working with ethical symmetry in social research with children. Childhood, 

9(4), 477-497. doi: 10.1177/0907568202009004007  

Corsaro, W. (2012). Interpretive reproduction in children’s play. American Journal of Play, 4(4), 488-504. 

Corsaro, W. & Eder, D. (1999). Ethnographic studies of children and youth: Theoretical and ethical issues. Journal 



Köngäs & Määttä  

 

798 

of Contemporary Ethnography, 28(5), 520-531. 

Corsaro, W., & Molinari L. (2000). Entering and observing in children’s worlds: A reflection on a longitudinal 

ethnography of early education in Italy. In P. Christensen & A. James (Eds.), Research with Children: 

Perspectives and Practices (pp. 179-200). London: Routledge. 

Creswell, J.W. (2007). Qualitative Inquiry and Research Design: Choosing Among Five Approaches. Thousand 

Oaks: SAGE. 

Daelman, S., De Schauwer, E. & Van Hove, G. (2020). Becoming-with research participants: Possibilities in 

qualitative research with children. Childhood, 27(4), 483-497. doi: 10.1177/0907568220927767 

Delamont, S. (2007). Ethnography and participant Observation. In C. Seale & G. Gobo (Eds.), Qualitative 

Research Practice (pp. 205-218). London: SAGE. 

Dockett, S., Einarsdottir, J. & Perry, B. (2009). Researching with children: Ethical tensions. Journal of early 

childhood research, 7(3), 283-298. doi: 10.1177/1476718X09336971  

Emond, R. (2005). Ethnographic research methods with children and young people. In S. Greene & D. Hogan 

(Eds.), Researching Children’s Experience: Methods and Approaches (pp. 123-141). London: SAGE. 

Fargas-Malet, M., McSherry, D., Larkin, E. & Robinson, C. (2010). Research with children: methodological 

issues and innovative techniques. Journal of Early Childhood Research, 8(2), 175-192. doi: 

10.1177/1476718X09345412 

Farrel, A. (2015). Ethics in early childhood research.  In A. Farrell, K. L. Sharon & T. Kay (Eds.), The SAGE 

Handbook of Early Childhood Research (pp. 187-201). London: SAGE.  

Finnish National Agency for Education (2018). Varhaiskaskasvatuksen perusteet. [National Core Curriculum of 

Early Childhood Education and Care]. Publications 2018: 3a. Helsinki: Finnish National Agency for 

Education. 

Freeman, M. (2007). Why it remains important to take children's rights seriously. The International Journal of 

Children's Rights, 15(1), 5-23. doi: 10.1163/092755607X181711 

Gallacher, L.-A. & Gallagher, M. (2008). Methodological immaturity in childhood research? Thinking through 

’participatory methods’. Childhood, 15(4), 499-516. doi: 10.1177/0907568208091672 

Garratt, L. (2021). Embodying the least-adult role. British Educational Research Journal, 47(5), 1194-1208. doi: 

10.1002/berj.3721 

Gordon, J. (2002). Beyond the Classroom Walls: Ethnographic Inquiry as Pedagogy. London: Routledge. 

Graue, M. E. & Hawkins, M. (2005). Relations, refractions, & reflections in research with children. In L. D. Soto 

& B. B. Swadener (Eds.), Children’s voices (45-54). New York: Peter Lang. 

Hammersley, M. & Atkinson, P. (2007). Ethnography: Principles in Practice.  London and New York: Routledge. 

Happo, I., Määttä, K., & Uusiautti, S. (2013). How do early childhood education teachers perceive their expertise? 

A qualitative study of child care providers in Lapland, Finland. Early Childhood Education Journal, 

41(4), 273-281. doi: 10.1007/s10643-012-0551-8 

Harden, J., Scott, S., Backett-Milburn, K. & Jackson, S. (2000). Can't talk, won't talk?: methodological issues in 

researching children. Sociological research online, 5(2), 104-115. doi: 10.5153/sro.486 

Harvey, P. F. & Lareau, A. (2020). Studying Children using Ethnography: Heightened Challenges and Balancing 

Acts. Bulletin of Sociological Methodology/Bulletin de Méthodologie Sociologique, 146(1), 16-36. doi: 

10.1177/0759106320908220 



International Journal of Research in Education and Science (IJRES) 

 

799 

Hedegaard, M. (2008). The role of the researcher. In M. Hedegaard, M. Fleer, J. Bang & P. Hviid (Eds.), Studying 

Children. A Cultural-Historical Approach (pp. 202-208). Berkshire: Open University. 

Hill, M. (2005). Ethical considerations in researching children´s. In S. Greene & D. Hogan (Eds.), Researching 

Children´s Experience. Approaches and Methods (pp. 61-86). London: SAGE.  

Holland, S., Renold, E., Ross, N. J. & Hillman, A. (2010). Power, agency and participatory agendas: A critical 

exploration of young people’s engagement in participative qualitative research. Childhood, 17(3), 360-

375. doi: 10.1177/0907568210369310 

Hujala, E., Fonsén, E., & Elo, J. (2013). Evaluating the quality of the child care in Finland. In K. Määttä & S. 

Uusiautti (Eds.), Early Child Care and Education in Finland (pp. 9-24). London & New York: 

Routledge. 

Hunleth, J. (2011). Beyond on or with: Questioning power dynamics and knowledge production in ‘child-oriented' 

research methodology. Childhood, 18(1), 81-93. doi: 10.1177/0907568210371234 

James, A. & James, A. (2008). Changing Childhood in UK: Reconstructing discourses of risk and protection. In 

A. James & A. James (Eds.), European Childhoods: Cultures, Politics and Childhoods in Europe (pp. 

105-126). New York: Palgrave Macmillan. 

James, A. & Prout, A. (2015). A new paradigm for the sociology of childhood?: Provenance, promise and 

problems.  In A. James & A. Prout (Eds.), Constructing and Reconstructing Childhood: Contemporary 

Issues In the Sociological Study of Childhood (pp. 7-34). New York: Routledge.  

Kirk, G. & Jay, J. (2018). Supporting ECEC children’s social and emotional development: Examining the 

synergetic role of environments, play, and relationships. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 

32(4), 472-485. doi: 10.1080/02568543.2018.1495671 

Komulainen, S. (2007). The ambiguity of the child's ‘voice' in social research. Childhood, 14(1), 11-28. doi: 

10.1177/0907568207068561 

Konstantoni, K. & Kustatscher, M. (2015). Conducting ethnographic research in early childhood research: 

Questions of participation. In A. Farrell & K. Sharon (Eds.), The SAGE Handbook of Early Childhood 

Research (pp. 223-240). London: SAGE. 

Kullman, K. (2012). Experiments with Moving Children and Digital Cameras. Children’s Geographies, 10(1), 1-

16. doi: 10.1080/14733285.2011.638174 

Kustatscher, M. (2014). Informed consent in school-based ethnography – using visual magnets to explore 

participation, power and research relationships. International Journal of Child, Youth, and Family 

Studies, 5(4), 686–701. doi: 10.18357/ijcyfs.kustatscherm.5412014  

Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen, T. & Määttä, K. (2012). What is it like to be at home: the experiences of five-to seven-

year-old Finnish children. Early Child Development and Care, 182(1), 71-86. doi: 

10.1080/03004430.2010.540013 

Kyrönlampi-Kylmänen, T. & Määttä, K. (2013) Using children as research subjects: How to interview a child 

aged 5 to 7 years.  Teoksessa S. Uusiautti & K. Määttä (toim.), How to Study Children? Methodological 

Solutions of Childhood Research (pp. 51-65). Rovaniemi: Lapland University Press. 

Köngäs, M. (2018). "Eihän lapsil ees oo hermoja". Etnografinen tutkimus lasten tunneälystä päiväkotiarjessa 

["But kids don´t even have nerves" - An Ethnographic Study of Children´s Emotional Intelligence in 

Everyday Lives of Kindrgarten]. Doctoral dissertation. Acta Universitatis Lapponiensis 368. Rovaniemi: 



Köngäs & Määttä  

 

800 

Lapland University Press. 

Köngäs, M. & Määttä, K. (2021a). Four cornestrones of the ethnography of children. European Journal of 

Education Studies, (3), 46-63. doi: 10.46827/ejes.v8i3.3613 

Köngäs, M. & Määttä, K. (2021b) Researcher reflexivity in ethnographic research. GESJ: Education Science and 

Psychology, 4(61), 95-102. 

Köngäs, M., Määttä, K. & Uusiautti, S. (2021). Participation in play activities in the children´s peer culture. Early 

Child Development and Care, ifirst. doi:  10.1080/03004430.2021.1912743 

LeVine, R. A. (2007). Ethnographic studies of childhood: A historical overview. American anthropologist, 109(2), 

247-260. doi: 10.1525/aa.2007.109.2.247 

Lundkvist, M., Nyby, J., Autto, J., & Nygård, M. (2017). From universalism to selectivity? The background, 

discourses and ideas of recent early childhood education and care reforms in Finland. Early Child 

Development and Care, 187(10), 1543-1556. doi: 10.1080/03004430.2017.1295041 

Lämsä, T., Rönkä, A., Poikonen, P.-L., & Malinen, K. (2013). The child diary as a research tool. Teoksessa K. 

Määttä & S. Uusiautti (Eds.), Early Child Care and Education in Finland (pp. 179-196). London & New 

York: Routledge. 

Mayes, E. (2019). The mis/uses of ‘voice' in (post) qualitative research with children and young people: Histories, 

politics and ethics. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 32(10), 1191-1209. doi: 

10.1080/09518398.2019.1659438 

Mishna, F., Antle, B. J. & Regehr, C. (2004). Tapping the perspectives of children: Emerging ethical issues in 

qualitative research. Qualitative Social Work, 3(4), 449-468. doi: 10.1177/1473325004048025 

Määttä, K. & Uusiautti, S. (2013). How do the Finnish family policy and early education system support the well-

being, happiness, and success of families and children? In K. Määttä & S. Uusiautti (Eds.), Early Child 

Care and Education in Finland (pp. 1-8). London & New York: Routledge. 

Naseem, S. K. (2018) Just Sumaira: Not her, them or it. In K. Runswick-Cole, T. Curran & K. Liddiard, (Eds.), 

The Palgrave Handbook of Disabled Children’s Childhood Studies (pp. 351-360). London: Palgrave 

Macmillan 

O'Reilly, M., Ronzoni, P., & Dogra, N. (Eds.) (2013).  Research with Children: Theory & Practice. London: 

SAGE. 

Peltokorpi, E. L., Määttä, K. & Uusiautti, S. (2011). Children as teacher-researcher’s research partners–Action 

research in the classroom. Journal of Education, Society and Behavioural Science, 1(1), 18-35. 

Powell, M. A. & Smith, A. B. (2009). Children's participation rights in research. Childhood, 16(1), 124-142. doi: 

10.1177/0907568208101694 

Rantala T. & Määttä, K. (2013). Ten theses of the joy of learning in primary schools. In S. Uusiautti & K. Määttä 

(Eds.), How to Study Children? Methodological Solutions of Childhood Research (pp. 261- 286). 

Rovaniemi: Lapland University Press. 

Reeves, S., Peller, J., Goldman, J., & Kitto, S. (2013). Ethnography in qualitative educational research: AMEE 

Guide No. 80. Medical teacher, 35(8), e1365-e1379. doi: 10.3109/0142159X.2013.804977 

Simon, A. (2020). Are Children Interviewees Just Like Any Others?. Bulletin of Sociological 

Methodology/Bulletin de Méthodologie Sociologique, 146(1), 81-98. doi: 10.1177/0759106320908223 

Smith, D. (2002). Institutional ethnography. In T. May (Ed.), Qualitative Research in Action. (pp. 17-52). London: 



International Journal of Research in Education and Science (IJRES) 

 

801 

SAGE.  

Sommer, D., Samuelsson, I. & Hundeide, K. (2010). Child Perspectives and Children’s Perspectives in Theory 

and Practice. London: Springer.  

Strandell, H. (1997). Doing reality with play: play as a children's resource in organizing everyday life in daycare 

centers. Childhood, 4(4), 445-464. doi: 10.1177/0907568297004004005 

Sunstein, B. & Chiseri-Strater, E. (2012).  FieldWorking: Reading and Writing Research. Boston: Bedford/St. 

Martin’s. 

Swauger, M., Castro, I. W., & Harger, B. (2017). The continued importance of research with children and youth: 

The “new” sociology of childhood forty years later. In I.E. Castro, M. Swauger, & B. Harger (Eds.), 

Sociological Studies of Children and Youth (pp. 1-7). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing. 

Taft, J. K. (2015). “Adults talk too much”: Intergenerational dialogue and power in the Peruvian movement of 

working children. Childhood, 22(4), 460-473. doi: 10.1177/0907568214555148  

Tisdall, K., Davis, J. & Gallagher, M. (Eds.) (2009). Researching with Children and Young People: Research 

Design, Methods and Analysis. London: SAGE. 

Uusiautti, S. & Määttä, K. (Eds.) (2013). How to Study Children? Methodological Solutions of Childhood 

Research. Rovaniemi: Lapland University Press. 

Uusiautti, S., Määttä, K., & Määttä, M. (2018). Love-based practices in education. In K. Määttä & S. Uusiautti 

(Eds.), Love Around Us. The Role of Love in Education, Parenting, and Romantic Relationships (pp. 33-

50). Berlin: Peter Lang. 

Vähäsantanen, K. (2013). Vocational teachers' professional agency in the stream of change. Doctoral dissertation. 

Jyväskylä studies in education, psychology and social research 460. Jyväskylä: University of Jyväskylä. 

Walsh, D. et al. (2007). Using digital video in field based research with children. In A. Hatch (Ed.), Early 

Childhood Qualitative Research (pp. 43-62). London: Routledge.  

Warming, H. (2011). Getting under their skins? Accessing young children’s perspectives through ethnographic 

fieldwork. Childhood, 18(19), 39-53. doi: 10.1177/0907568210364666 

Yelland, N. & Bartholomaeus, C. (2021). Towards learning dialogues as data: researching children's lifeworlds in 

global cities. Qualitative Research Journal, 21(4), 394-407. doi: 10.1108/QRJ-10-2020-0141 

Äärelä, T., Uusiautti, S., & Määttä, K. (2018). Toward the pedagogy of preventing social exclusion. In S. Uusiautti 

& K. Määttä (Eds.), New Methods of Special Education (pp. 147-170). Berlin: Peter Lang. 

 

Author Information 

Mirja Köngäs 

 https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3930-6050 

University of Helsinki 

PL 8, Siltavuorenpenger 10, 00014 Helsinki 

Finland 

Contact e-mail: mirja.kongas@helsinki.fi 

Kaarina Määttä  

 https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5658-7021 

University of Lapland 

Yliopistonkatu 8, 96101 Rovaniemi 

Finland  

 

 




