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Abstract

Joy is diffuse and challenging to define and demarcate. To highlight the individuality and collective
understanding of joy, this paper considers joy in higher education at five points of life—the student, the
doctoral researcher, the early career lecturer, the established senior lecturer and the professor. Various
reports suggest that lecturers feel constrained, fearing that upsetting students could lead to formal
complaints. Many are hesitant to intervene in classroom conflicts, worried about potential allegations of
abusive treatment, and feel unsupported by departmental leadership. Yet joy is experienced in higher
education. It is against this background that the focus of this paper considers the presence and nature
of joy within higher education. Presented as a dialogue, the paper unites five voices across two
countries in a multiethnographic study to tease apart what it means to experience joy in higher education
settings. Each participant examines joy in higher education through their personal lived experiences.
This dialogue unfolds as an open exchange, moving both vertically and horizontally, as each
perspective deepens and broadens the individual and collective understandings of joy in higher

education.
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Introduction

Joy is notoriously difficult to define, materially different in experience, and perceived from multiple
perspectives. Yet, it is a concept that is readily used. Joy is a positive emotion, and as both Johnson
(2020) and Watkins et al. (2018) note, unexpectedly little research has been investigated joy, and it is
the least researched of the positive emotions. It can be nourished and suffocated as it is “a state of
happiness or felicity” (OED) that “can be experienced as either an intense emotion or a more
generalised mood” (Manion, 2002, p.44) and frequently relates to self-identity and self-esteem. In her
doctoral dissertation, Jo Manion defined joy as “an intensely positive, vivid and expansive emotion of
delight, that may result from an external event or accomplishment, or arise from an internal feeling state.
It is a temporary state of heightened energy and excitement” (pp.44—45). Yet, this is just one definition
that is used in the literature. Research on joy has been undertaken in psychology, philosophy, religious
studies, and comparative literature, among others. Consequently, there is no unitary definition of joy.
Although, the need for such a definition coupled with clear demarcations around joy are highlighted by
Johnson (2020), in this paper, we used Manion’s (2002, 2003) descriptions of joy as a non-prescriptive
starting point.

This paper considers adventures of joy in higher education. There are many reports of joy being eroded
from higher education (e.g. Sutton, 2017), and there are also reports of moments of joy in higher
education that keep students and academics engaged in study and work (see e.g. Kern et al., 2014).
Drawing on multiethnographic data, this paper offers an exploratory dialogue of contemporary personal
experiences of joy across academic life from student to professor that critically extends this

conversation.

In 2017, Sutton wrote that “the soul of academic labour is becoming lost in performativity” (p.615) and
more recently Churcher and Talbot (2020) and Oskarsson (2025) have discussed the impact of
accountability regimes in education. These changes, together with wider changes in society are
affecting student behaviour. The media are increasingly presenting examples of students strongly
reacting to ideas in course literature or lectures that diverge from their own beliefs (Flood, 2019, see
also Noddings and Brooks, 2017; Lindstrdm, 2024), and examples of individuals and groups, often
affiliated with specific organizations, and enrolling in courses centred on opposing perspectives with
the intent of disrupting them by systematically challenging the curriculum through repeated questioning
and complaints that in some cases escalate to harassment of lecturers (see e.g., Andersson, 2023;
Larsson, 2021). Reports suggest that lecturers feel constrained, fearing that upsetting students could
lead to formal complaints. Many are hesitant to intervene in classroom conflicts, worrying about
potential allegations of abusive treatment and feeling unsupported by departmental leadership
(Harrison, 2016; Skogstad and Zafar, 2019). This growing tension spurred the Swedish government to
commission the Higher Education Authority to investigate threats to academic freedom and the
prevalence of cancel culture in universities (UKA, 2024, p.15). All these recent phenomena can be seen
as a threat to joy and are well-summarized by Whitsed et al. (2024) who write, “The conditions that
afford joy in work for many academic staff are diminishing” (p.1632), and “The dominant features in the

university work environment do not foster and/or sustain workplace joy” (p.1637). Nevertheless, people
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experience joy in higher education. Indeed, Barclay (2021) reported several areas in which academics
find joy, and Whitsed et al. (2024) found that despite the challenges to joy in higher education,

academics “still find joy in their academic work” (p.1642).

However, as Whitsed et al. (2024) point out that although research on the negative impact of crisis and
change on academics in higher education is “important and abundant, research that moves toward
addressing what gives joy to academic staff in their work is essential” (pp.1642—1643). Equally,
although such research may build on ideas of joy in relation to learning and improving the learning
context for school and undergraduate students (e.g. Crongvist, 2024), in relation to social policy
(e.g. Griffiths, 2012), in relation to genuine connection through self-governance rather than submission
to authority (e.g. Nussbaum, 1997, 2010), and in relation to work (e.g. Manion, 2002, 2003; Perlo et al.,
2017), it is important that such research also focusses on what gives joy across academic life, not least
as this may change. This paper, therefore, draws on autoethnographic data from the five authors of this
paper in multiethnographic exploratory dialogue about experiences of joy across academic life from

student to professor that critically extend the existant conversation in the literature about joy.

Context, participants and methodology

Our interest in exploring joy in higher education arose out of our personal observations of contemporary
currents of discourse about the higher education sector, including the title of Whitsed et al.’s (2024)
article, “Where has the joy gone?”," and our earlier participatory research focusing on teacher education
students’ experiences of education (Holm et al., 2023; Sullivan et al., 2023). The multiethnographic
discussion presented in this paper stems from our conversations about our academic and professional
trajectories in direct response to the call for this special issue of Education in the North. Our researcher
positionalities, histories, experiences, and author-participant subjectivities are articulated in the

following brief life-narratives.

Nils—final year teacher education student

I am in the final year of my five-year teacher education programme. | am studying to be a teacher in
social studies and history. | come from Kalix in far northern Sweden and finished high school in 2019.
After completing high school, | worked as a substitute teacher in a primary school which confirmed my
intended career choice. | started my studies during the COVID-19 pandemic and student life was not
what | imagined. This sparked my interest in reflecting on how | approached my studies, what | enjoyed

about studying, and participating in Kirk and Niclas’ qualitative research projects.

Erika—full-time paid PhD student in the History of Science and Ideas

| began studying history in Falun, Sweden in the spring of 2009 and moved to Umea the same year to
continue my studies at Umea University. | read a range of courses in the history of science and ideas,
gender studies, philosophy, and literature, and took my master's degree in history. After my degree, |
maintained connections to the university through reading groups and seminars while working as a

cleaner, and in other service professions. Since 2022, | am a PhD student in the history of science and

" We did not read Whitsed et al. (2024) until after the initial analysis stage as this would have prejudiced our approach and
potentially normalised our biases.
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ideas at Umea University and work in the same department as Niclas. My field of interest lies at the
intersection of theory, philosophy, history, science, aesthetics, and the environment. In my PhD project,
| examine wetlands from the perspective of the history of science and ideas, focusing on modern society

and its methods of managing risks and establishing protections.

Alex—new university Lecturer in Psychology/recent PhD graduate

| studied Psychology at Prifysgol Bangor University, Wales for both my undergraduate and master’s
degrees, looking to become a lecturer in Psychology. | completed my PhD in educational sciences in
collaboration with Bangor’'s psychology department. During my PhD | took on a teaching role. |
completed my PhD at the end of 2022, and | now have five years of experience lecturing at university.
| have attended several doctoral symposia that Prifysgol Bangor University has arranged together with
Umea University, Sweden. | have also engaged in a variety of science communication initiatives. | have
published with Kirk about special educational needs and have an interest in mathematics cognition,

mathematics anxiety, and executive functions.

Niclas—Docent/Associate Professor in Religious Studies/experienced lecturer and researcher
For a decade, | taught religious education and philosophy at the upper secondary level before deciding
to pursue a PhD in Ethics at Lund University, Sweden. Since then, my focus has shifted to research,
particularly on values and ethics in schools and teacher training. My goal is to bridge the gap between
theory and practice, exploring ways to integrate ethical principles into education for both educators and
students. Currently, | am an associate professor at Umea University, and | am engaged in
interdisciplinary projects in educational studies, where | explore innovative ways to integrate ethical

principles into education. | have co-authored qualitative research articles with Kirk and Nils.

Kirk—Professor

| have been professor of linguistics at Umea University, Sweden since 2009. | moved to Sweden in
1994 from Aotearoa/New Zealand where | had been a post-doctoral fellow at the Te Whare Wananga
o Otakou/The University of Otago following my undergraduate and doctoral studies in the United
Kingdom. My research lies at the nexus of cognition, language, and education. Over the past decade
the use of qualitative inquiry methodologies to understand the learning of teacher education students
and doctoral students has increasingly become a key focus of my research. | am the scientific leader
of a post-graduate school that has held joint symposia with Prifysgol Bangor University, Wales. | have

published together with Alex, Nils and Niclas.

In our dialogues, we draw on multiethnology to approach the lived experience of joy in higher education
from student to professor. This allows us to access our autoethnographic adventures in our experiences
of joy and our collective lived experiences of joy without preconceived ideas of the concept. Indeed, as
Corcoran et al. (2023) write multiethnographic approaches seek “to better understand social realities
... through collective reflection and storytelling” (p.7) through interrogation and critical juxtaposition of
experiences and interpretations of experiences. In this way “the self is not the topic of the research but
the site of the research” (Breault, 2016, p.778). Hence, by reflection in dialogue we are able to better

understand variation in our experiences and interpretations of joy in higher education. We started our
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dialogic process by individually and independently writing 400 reflective words on the theme of joy in
higher education (presented below). When we had all written reflections, these were then uploaded to
a single document in Teams. After arranging a time to discuss these online in Teams, we all read the
reflections in preparation for a conversation. This conversation was recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Together the dialogues form the basis of our thematic analysis (Braun and Clark, 2006, 2019).

Dialogue—part 1

Nils

Joy in education can manifest itself in various ways. Initially, it was only about keeping your head above
water and passing exams. | did not think much about it would be like to be a teacher after graduating.
During the semesters | studied my chosen subjects (Social sciences and History), joy arose when |
found the topics | was studying interesting. When | discovered something new and | felt something
difficult finally fall into place, | experienced joy. As the semesters passed and previous study was
contextualized, | began to see connections between things that | had not previously seen. In these

moments | experienced learning as meaningful, exciting and joyous.

The periods of teaching practice in secondary school | found important because they were when | got
to try out the profession. This was important because the method parts during the on-campus teaching
were limited. It was during this time that | got to experience what it is like to work in school. It gave me
a sense of how | function in the classroom and how theory is put into practice. It is the real-life
experiences that make you face choices and challenges that are difficult to reflect over if you are not in

the real world.

In addition to this, a large part of my degree programme has been spent on campus getting to know
new people. This has been the most joyous part of the programme. The time between lectures has
been important, when | studied together with and got to know other students. An aspect of the teacher
training programme that | enjoy is that with every new course there are people | had not met before.
This meant that | got to know new people over the entire course of my degree programme. However, |
have noticed that as the programme progressed, my chosen subject combination has become less
important, and the identity of becoming a subject teacher has become central. Hence rather than sitting
with students studying the same subject combination, | have increasingly come to university, sat down
with someone who is already there and extended my friendship networks. This has created a sense of
community and belonging that not only shares knowledge and experiences but also supports each other

through the challenges and successes of the degree programme (Sullivan et al., 2023).

The biggest factor of joy with studying is the freedom to choose how you spend your time. You do not
have anyone who decides for you, and you can do whatever you want with the time you have outside
of class. This freedom has not only made studying more enjoyable but also contributed to my personal
development. | have learned to take responsibility for my own time and my work, which has been

invaluable both academically and on a personal level.
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Erika

You enjoy your work, do you not?—I received the question from a friend a Friday night after a couple
of glasses of wine. | responded quickly and intuitively: ‘Yes, | really appreciate learning and
understanding things, and | feel a sense of joy trying to figure out a structure for my thoughts and ideas’.
| hear myself say. But at the same time, | know that the sense of control that I'm enjoying, figuring out
a structure for my thoughts and arguments, is based on a violence against not only my own thoughts,
but at the world itself (Johansson and Martinson, 2003). According to the German philosopher and
sociologist Theodor W. Adorno, thinking in itself, is a violent act, since in its identifying and
instrumentalizing character always negates its own dependence on, and debt to, what itself is not
(Flodin, 2009). His argument is based on a critique of a rational reason that reduces life to a calculating
logic that fails to acknowledge the complexity and inherent value of its objects of study (Horkheimer
and Adorno, 1997).

If thinking is such a large part of both education and the construction of knowledge, why do we rarely
ask the question of the nature of thought? Most commonly, it is taken for granted and seen as a natural
process in the mind. However, Gilles Deleuze, a French philosopher who has given the image of thought
an amount of attention, critiques philosophy's view of thinking and highlights the contingency of thinking.
He argues that the act of cognition begins with an intrusion that forces one to think. Deleuze argues
that “something in the world forces one to think”, thus thinking is an encounter and not a recognition

(Deleuze, 2004). Thinking is a rare event rather than a capacity in one’s mind.

With this in mind, it is hard not to be self-critical as a PhD student learning a deeper scientific
methodology, which certainly has influenced my thinking in many areas. Since science is guided by
rational and logical reason, according to both Adorno and Deleuze something may get lost in my own
will to structure my thoughts and arguments in a coherent manner. This tension between the joy |
experience in managing the information | engage in—the intellectual curiosity the work | am doing
brings—and the possibilities of that process to reduce and constrain both knowledge and the object of
study is inherent in my own learning process and carries equal joy and distrust. However, the most

enjoyable part of my line of work is my ability to think and write about these matters.

Alex

Imposter syndrome brings with it a feeling of inadequacy, as though one does not truly belong in a
setting and will soon be discovered as a fraud. As an early career academic this feeling is extraordinarily
common (Muradoglu et al., 2022), and sources of fears are commonly shared amongst individuals
(Chakraverty, 2022; Hutchins and Rainbolt, 2017). Within myself | often face these worries and
concerns, and it seems as though it is a rite of passage when discussing with my colleagues. However,
the moments where | am able to tear down this veil of caution are where | find my own sources of joy
in education. These scenarios arise from three different avenues. The first being positive interactions
with my colleagues which validate my position amongst them, these can be times in which they
independently identify me as a peer, which overrides the self-doubt | may have. Next are positive
interactions with students, these often come from seeing students excelling in their studies through

work we have put in together but can also come from small gestures such as positive comments in
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module feedback, which act to provide evidence of ability. Finally, are the moments where | recognize
strength in myself, where | demonstrate to myself that | have the skills and knowledge to be in the role,

such as designing novel course materials or learning a new skill.

Joy itself is often very hard to define, and many different approaches have been taken throughout the
literature. Johnson (2020) aimed to bring many of these differing views together, looking at cognitive
literature, religious, and philosophical accounts of joy, concluding that different types of joy exist and
can be used where necessary. Within the educational context the view of joy as an emotion fits my own
personal experiences accurately; viewing joy as a positive affect | experience in response to a positive
outcome within a situation in which | have concerns of my own belonging. It is therefore essential to
cultivate joy in education, through being able to reflect on positive experiences the detrimental effects
of imposter syndrome can be diminished. Fostering an environment which emphasises joy has been
linked to increased psychological wellbeing within the workplace (Aboramadan and Kundi, 2023), whilst
high rates of imposter syndrome are linked to emotional exhaustion (Hutchins, 2015) which ultimately
have negative impacts on wellbeing and teaching quality. Therefore, finding joy is an important piece

of the puzzle that builds a quality educational environment.

Niclas

Years ago, when | left my role as an upper secondary school teacher to begin my doctoral training, |
encountered a metaphor that captured my perspective on education. It likens certain types of learning
to the process of mastering an art or craft. Mastering a craft requires more than intellectual familiarity
with its tools, materials, and vocabulary; it demands active engagement and practice. For instance,
learning to lay bricks involves more than memorizing the names of tools or understanding how mortar
is mixed in theory. It requires hands-on participation—mixing mortar, placing bricks, and fitting them
together. This learning process deepens appreciation and understanding by integrating knowledge with
experience. Often, it unfolds within a community of practice, guided by a skilled craftsperson who
embodies and shares the accumulated knowledge of generations through collaboration and refinement
(see Aristotle, 1982; Hauerwas, 1999; Maclintyre, 1990).

Education mirrors this process. Mastering subject-specific terminology and theories is akin to becoming
familiar with the tools and building blocks of a craft. However, it is only through active engagement—
applying concepts, struggling with thought experiments, and critically addressing real-world problems—
that students achieve a deeper understanding. Just as bricklayers refine their skills through practice,
students sharpen their understanding by testing ideas, identifying errors, and adjusting their approaches
in a dynamic, collaborative environment. Ideally, teachers and students build a shared, evolving

understanding, enriching one another through mutual effort and discovery.

What if joy, happiness, and flourishing in education are not merely fleeting emotions but enduring social
practices rooted in the pursuit of knowledge? Reflecting on my education, | realize it was not the
teachers who sought to entertain or please their students who left the deepest impression. Instead, |
most vividly remember those who challenged me—teachers who encouraged me to struggle with

complex problems alongside my peers, problems that initially seemed insoluble. Although I did not
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recognize it as joy at the time, perhaps the true joy of teaching and learning lies in the shared pursuit

of understanding and growth.

By framing joy or flourishing as an active and collective endeavour, we encourage students to discover
the satisfaction of engaging with ideas, building relationships, and expanding their worlds. Thanks to
the teacher who made me struggle the most—the things | learned still bring me joy—you know who you

are.

Kirk

Throughout my career | have believed in others, and perhaps particularly in students and new doctoral
graduates. | have found, and still find, joy in supporting, mentoring and seeing others grow into their
chosen fields. Many of these journeys are not completely smooth, but this increases the joy (and pride)
when the degree is taken, the first paper is published, or the first academic position gained. This
reflection on what gives me joy in education feels very old-fashioned and contrary to today’s neo-liberal,
publish or perish, and get-noticed university world. Yet, what is this joy, and how is it created? Is it
altruistic or selfish? Where is the dopamine rush? And does the joy relate to education or is education
merely the setting of the joy? To consider these questions, | focus on co-authoring with others. | gain
joy from the creativity of working with others as we work to solve and present the argument of a paper.
Yet, this creativity is dependent neither upon working with student or new doctoral graduates nor on the
topic of the paper. It is the joy of moulding a line of argumentation that leads the reader into my thoughts
and those of my co-authors, and the dopamine rush of publication and citation that are central. These
elements of joy | suspect would be the same if | were to write a murder-mystery screen play together
with others. However, there is more happening when working with students and new doctoral
graduates. There is a degree of apprenticeship with elements of both guidance and mutual learning—
frequently the unexpected happens as the power relationship shifts. These unexpected moments result
in joy over-and-above co-writing with more senior colleagues. Joy that comes from seeing less
experienced grow. Ultimately, | cannot say my co-authoring is purely altruistic as the dopamine rush of
helping is important for the joy | find in my life in higher education. There is an element of selfish joy in
my belief in others. Interestingly, as | enter the final years of my academic career, playfulness has
returned to how | experience joy in education. | push boundaries, | ignore (some) tedious administration,
and | do things others say | cannot do. This way of behaviour accompanies having learnt how to
negotiate the constraints of contemporary university careers. | am no longer worried about whether |

belong or job security. Joy in higher education becomes more stable with security.

Dialogue—part 2

Our dialogue provided an opportunity for participants to share experiences, challenge assumptions,
and deepen our understandings of joy in educational contexts. As the conversation unfolded, several
recurring themes emerged—not as fixed categories, but as dynamic tensions that reflect the complexity
of how joy is experienced, articulated, and interpreted. Rather than offering a singular definition, the
discussion revealed joy as a multifaceted phenomenon that is shaped by contrasting yet interwoven

dimensions.
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Three key tensions surfaced throughout the dialogue: between joy as an individual emotion and a social
practice; between egoistic and altruistic orientations toward joy; and between the immediacy of joyful
moments and the retrospective recognition of joy over time. These thematic tensions do not merely
divide joy into opposites but highlight how joy in education often exists within the negotiation between
them. The following analysis explores each of these tensions in turn, drawing on our reflections to

illuminate the layered and sometimes character of joy in teaching and learning.

Joy as an individual feeling and a social activity

Our dialogue addressed a tension in the experience of joy within higher education—specifically, the
dichotomy between joy as a private, affective response and joy as a socially situated, collective
endeavour. On the one hand, joy was characterized as a distinctly personal, sometimes physiological
sensation. Kirk illustrated this by comparing joy to “a big high off the training”, associating it with the
reward response that follows effort and success. He was referring to a dopamine rush—a sudden surge
of dopamine in the brain typically triggered by unexpected rewards or pleasurable experiences,
producing an intense feeling of joy (Manion, 2002, p.44) and closely associated with motivation,
excitement, and pleasure (see Schultz, 2002, p.242). He stated, “It's a bit like training... basically a big
high off the training and it goes well”, thereby grounding joy in both the body and the mind. Alex
supported this perspective, describing joy simply as “a strong feeling of enjoyment, of happiness, of
liking something”. These accounts emphasize joy as an immediate emotional response—pleasurable,
uplifting, and inwardly felt.

On the other hand, this framing was met with a more critical, reflective stance—particularly by Erika,
who complicated the notion of joy as merely an internal or transient high. Responding to Niclas’ earlier
written reflection—"What if joy, happiness, and flourishing in education are not merely fleeting emotions
but enduring social practices rooted in the pursuit of knowledge?”—Erika began to reconceptualize joy
not as an isolated emotion, but as something that emerges from shared practice and relational
transformation. She reflected: “It's like a process... the PhD education... to become someone. It
certainly transforms you in a way... managing a craft... and it's more like a social practice than an
emotion”. Erika also questioned the affective vocabulary itself, asking: “Is joy really an emotion, or is it
like dopamine, as you wrote, Kirk? Is it just a kick that makes you fly for a while and then you land and
get back to reality?” This moment in the dialogue marked a shift—from perceiving joy as an emotional
“kick” to understanding it as something embedded in academic life as a collective and developmental
process. By referencing Niclas’s account of joy arising not from being entertained but from working
through difficult problems with peers, Erika supported a broader reframing: that the joy of higher

education may reside less in comfort and more in challenge, shared effort, and intellectual growth.

Understanding joy not only as transient emotion but as a social and active practice facilitates an
understanding of what sustains both educators and students (see Aristotle, 1982, 1099 b32—-1100 a23).
As Niclas articulated, “perhaps the true joy of teaching and learning lies in the shared pursuit of
understanding and growth”. From this perspective, joy is not just something individuals experience, but
a shared process they actively shape. It emerges through engaging with ideas, building relationships,

and collectively making meaning—not only in moments of success, but throughout the ongoing activity
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of learning together (Mclintyre, 1990, p.61; Nussbaum, 1997, p.49). This understanding of joy—as both
affective and relational, brief and enduring—was echoed throughout the group’s reflections. While
individual instances of elation or satisfaction remain significant, the group’s discourse highlighted
another kind of communal form of joy—one that is cultivated over time through shared intellectual effort
and mutual transformation.

Joy as egoistic and altruistic

A second theme in our dialogues relates to a tension between egoistic and altruistic aspects of joy in
education. We reflected on the inherent ambiguity of joy—whether it is primarily concerned with
individual pleasure and gratification, or whether it achieves its fullest expression in relation to others. At
one level, several reflections revealed an introspective and self-oriented understanding of joy. Alex
articulated this perspective: “I think joy is just a selfish thing in itself because everybody was, ‘What do
| get out of this?” Erika elaborated on this insight with a critical awareness of her own written reflection:
“I didn’t write anything about... interacting with others. | guess that makes me selfish or something”.
These reflections suggest an instinctive framing of joy in higher education as a feeling associated with

personal growth, success, or satisfaction—joy as what one “gets” from the experience.

This perception of joy as private and personal was not necessarily rejected, but it was juxtaposed with
other, more relational forms of joy. Niclas responded to Erika’s concern by highlighting how her
perspective may reflect not selfishness, but the unique position of being a doctoral student: “That
perhaps may say something about what it is to be a PhD student... it differs from being a teacher”. This
reframing suggested that the role one inhabits within academia significantly influences how joy is
experienced and expressed—either as individual striving or shared contribution. A similar shift was
evident in Nils’s reflection as a student, noting that over time, joy came less from academic content and
more from becoming part of a community: “| have increasingly come to university, sat down with
someone who is already there and extended my friendship networks”. His comment highlights how joy
can emerge through everyday social connections, as a sense of belonging develops alongside one’s

academic identity.

The dialogue evolved as participants examined how joy also arises from giving, mentoring, and
relinquishing control. Kirk described the joy of guiding less experienced colleagues, stating: “There’s an
element of selfish joy in my belief in others,” and pointed to the “rush of helping”. His words reflect the
complex interplay between altruism and egoism—finding joy in others’ success, even while deriving a

sense of identity and satisfaction from being the facilitator of that growth.

This dynamic was further explored in Alex’s reflection on Kirk’'s mentoring of PhD students. He
observed: “There’s a point where Kirk’s in charge at the start, and then all of a sudden that switches...
that PhD student is suddenly more of an expert than Kirk is in that specific topic”. This moment of
reversal—where authority dissolves and expertise is redistributed—was framed not as a threat, but as
a source of joy. Alex emphasized the importance of embracing such transitions, noting: “It's completely

acceptable to say, ‘I don’t know,” and encourage them to become the expert”.
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Kirk’'s exemplified this evolving perspective by contrasting his initial, rigorous pedagogical approach
with a more dialogic and open model: “When | started, | was so obsessive with lecture planning...
everything would be there. And then right now... there’'s always someone in the class who asks a
difficult question, and it’s getting to the point where you can be quite open—‘I'm not sure. What do you
think?”” These instances of reciprocal learning—where the educator assumes the role of the learner—
challenge ftraditional hierarchies and reveal a distinct form of joy: one grounded in humility,

responsiveness, and shared exploration.

This shift resonates with Alex’s reflection on the emotional labour of teaching, particularly as shaped by
imposter syndrome (Muradoglu et al., 2022), evoking “a feeling of inadequacy, as though one does not
truly belong in a setting and will soon be discovered as a fraud”. Both narratives reflect a development
of joy through vulnerability—Kirk’s in relinquishing performative expertise, and Alex’s in navigating
internal doubt amid external expectations. Yet while Kirk appears to have reached a level of confidence
that allows him to embrace uncertainty in front of his students, Alex remains more dependent on
affirmation from others. In his role as an early career academic, joy is closely tied to moments of
validation—whether from students, peers, or institutional recognition—which help to counteract feelings
of fraudulence and foster a sense of belonging. Where Kirk finds joy in letting go of control, Alex finds
it in confirmation that he deserves to be there.

Such narratives suggest a redefinition of altruism in education—not as self-sacrifice, but as a form of
interdependence. The joy described here transcends mere giving or receiving, instead fostering
environments where both occur concurrently while gradually eroding the isolating effects of imposter
syndrome. When educators empower students to become experts, or when learners derive joy from
supporting peers, the boundaries between egoistic and altruistic joy begin to blur. These reflections
highlight how joy in education is neither entirely selfless nor wholly self-serving. It is a dynamic and
relational phenomenon, deeply embedded in the frameworks of mentorship, collaboration, and
transformation. These instances of reciprocal learning—where the educator assumes the role of the
learner—challenge traditional hierarchies and reveal a distinct form of joy: one grounded in humility,
responsiveness, and shared exploration. As with the preceding theme, joy emerges not only in
moments of personal insight or achievement but also—and perhaps more profoundly—in the act of
witnessing and facilitating the growth of others. The richness of joy in education resides precisely in this

interplay between individual fulfilment and collective flourishing.

Joy as immediate and retrospective

A third theme that emerged from our dialogue was the tension between immediate and retrospective
experiences of joy in education. This distinction, while subtle, proved crucial to understanding how joy
is temporally situated—how it may either erupt in spontaneous moments or unfold through the act of
reflecting on past experiences. We highlighted the ways in which joy can be shaped and even intensified

by time, memory, and reflection.

Alex was among the first to articulate this duality, prompted by Niclas’s earlier reflection: “We could

probably split joy into two sections... the idea where you can have something horrible happen and later
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look back on it and feel joy... and then you have that moment where you're, like, playing games, you’re
messing around and you’re teaching or your research or whatever, and that's like joy within the
moment”. This division between “joy in the moment” and “joy in hindsight” resonated with the group and

set the stage for deeper reflections on the nature of emotional memory in education.

Immediate joy was described as spontaneous, light, and often associated with play, creativity, or
interpersonal connection. As Alex put it, such moments occur while “playing games, messing around,
and teaching or research”. These experiences, though vivid, were seen as fleeting. Erika captured this
transience when she remarked, “It's there, and then it just goes” (see Manion, 2002, p.44; Schuliz,
2002, p.242). These bursts of joy—often situated in the present moment—were not dismissed, but their

impermanence was contrasted with the more enduring emotional weight of retrospective joy.

Retrospective joy, in contrast, was seen as deeper and more reflective. Niclas suggested that joy may
not always be felt during a difficult experience but can emerge through later reflection: “You can really
suffer during a period of time, but afterwards you can see that it brought me joy anyway”. This
perspective positions joy not simply as a feeling but as an interpretation—a form of meaning-making
that transforms past pain or struggle into something valuable. Alex built on this idea: “At the time you
weren't feeling joy... it's the reflection that’s joyous. So, | wouldn’t say that back then was a joyous time.

I'd say now’s joyous because | can look back and say, ‘I've done that”. Here, the emotional temporality

of joy becomes crucial: while immediate joy is experiential, retrospective joy is interpretive.

Kirk clarified this further, emphasizing that it is not the suffering itself that is joyful, but what it produces:
“It was the product of the pain that was joyous, not the pain”. This framing invites a more nuanced
understanding of educational hardship—not merely as something to be endured, but as a potential site
of transformation. Moments of academic challenge, teaching struggle, or personal doubt may not be

joyful in the moment, but can later become enduring sources of pride, satisfaction, and insight.
Alex again illustrated the contrast by comparing different kinds of memory:

“When | think back at times | messed around in class with students, I'm like, ‘Oh yeah, that was
fun back then.’” But that was it. When | look back on hard times... now, whenever | think about i,
it's good.”
This retrospective joy is associated with learning, perseverance, and growth—themes that resonate
with earlier discussions around flourishing and relational development (Aristotle, 1982, 1099 b32-1100
a23; Nussbaum, 1997, p.49). As such, joy becomes not just a reaction but a recognition: an

acknowledgment of how far one has come, or how much one has changed.

This temporal duality adds an important layer to the understanding of joy in education. It suggests that
joy is not bound to positive feelings alone, nor to the present moment. Rather, it can emerge from
reflection, from reframing difficulty, and from recognizing transformation over time. Immediate joy may
motivate, energize, or connect. Retrospective joy, by contrast, affirms and consolidates meaning.
Together, these dimensions of joy reveal its emotional complexity—how it can be both ephemeral and

enduring, momentary and cumulative.
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Discussion and conclusion

Ultimately, joy lies at the heart of higher education. However, throughout the dialogue, tensions in the
experiences of joy in higher education have been highlighted. The opposing dimensions of joy revealed
in the analysis of our dialogue represent a subset of such tensions. The reflections offered by the
participants invite a rethinking of joy in education—not as a private, fleeting feeling, but as a complex,
socially embedded practice. As Kirk reflected, the process “felt like a circle... the student sort of joy is
what I'm doing in education”, suggesting that joy arises through collaborative and cyclical forms of
engagement. This reframing challenges a recurring view of joy as internal and individual; instead, it
emerges as a social phenomenon—produced in dialogue and sustained through intellectual and
collective effort, which is cultivated over time. Joy becomes less about what one feels and more about

what one co-creates.

This tension between joy as an individual and joy as a social is not a binary to be resolved, but a
generative space of inquiry. Kirk’s narrative, for example, complicates the notion of teaching as a
unidirectional act. The shift that Alex identifies in Kirk’s narrative from control to co-inquiry—a move
from monologue to dialogue and from expert to humility—does not diminish his authority but changes

it to promote a learning community.

The temporal dynamics of joy further complicate this picture. The contrast between immediate and
retrospective joy reveals the complexity of temporality. As Alex describes, immediate joy is, can be,
playful and animates the classroom, ignites curiosity, and facilitates connection. However, they are also
precarious, prone to dissipation, and susceptible to interruption. In contrast, retrospective joy demands
time and narratives. As Niclas and Erika suggest, it is not merely remembered but constructed,
emerging through reflection, reframing, and reinterpretation of past experiences. This kind of joy is less
about feeling good in the moment than about making sense of difficulty; it transforms struggle into value

and uncertainty into insight.

What is clear across these accounts is that joy in education resists simplification. It is not merely an
emotion to be pursued but a pedagogical condition—a way of being with others that makes growth
possible. It is shaped by structures such as hierarchies and pedagogical norms, yet it also resists
them—surfacing in moments of rupture, surprise, and shared unknowing. It is both momentary and
cumulative, self-affirming, other-regarding, immediate, and remembered. These multiethnographic
voices invite us to view joy not as an endpoint but as a practice: a form of care, a mode of relation, and

a method of meaning-making that sustains educational life in all of its complexity.
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