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FINLAND AT GLANCE

• The population of Finland is about 5.3 million. About two thirds of Finnish 
people live in cities and peri-urban settlements, one third live in rural areas

• Finnish are considered to centenarians: the average life expectancy for men 
is 75.6 years, for women is 82.8 years.

• A parliamentary Republic with a multi-party Government (the prime 
minister is appointed by the party that won the election). The head of the 
state is the President, but he is solely in charge of foreign policy



FINLAND AT GLANCE
• Finland is a social state. It provides the livelihood of everyone who resides in 

Finland permanently. Special attention is paid to families with children and the 
elderly.

• Finland has reached the leading positions due to investments into technology and 
science

• The economy growth rate is higher than in other EU state (3.0% of GDP per year). 
Nokia is losing growth, small software companies are market leaders

• Population ageing - 16.9% over 65
• Official languages - Finnish and Swedish
• Finland leads the world in the number of published children's books
• Television – shows are broadcasted in their original language with subtitles so that 

children learn the language faster



HISTORY OF FINLAND

• For 600 years Finland was under the control of Sweden. From 1809 to 1917, it was the 
autonomous Grand Duchy of Finland, which was part of the Russian Empire. In 1917, 
Finland gained independence

• The first decades of an independent state are called as “test of strength”

• The fall of 1939, a stable, peaceful period of social development, ended abruptly. Start of 
the World War II.

• Finland’s position in Europe during the Cold War was in many ways exceptional.

• The collapse of the USSR - such a rapid and unexpected development for Finland. The 
release of transnational capital in the late 1980s led to the overheating of the Finnish 
economy.

• In the period of the deepest economic crisis (spring of 1992), the Government of Finland 
decided to apply for EU membership. The decision was based on both economic factors and 
security policy.



Academic degrees Professional qualifications Age or years of study

Doctor Work

Licensee Work

Master New Polytechnic Institute +2-3 years

Bachelor Polytechnic Institute +3-4 years

High school Secondary vocational 
school

16-19

General secondary school Senior stage 13-16

General secondary school Primary stage 7-13

Preschool education School readiness 6-7 year old

Early childhood 
development

- Up to 6 years old



Preschool education

• Pre-school education is a priority for the country.
• Neurological studies show that 90% of the growth of brain cells occurs in 

the first 5 years of life, and 85% of the neural connections are formed in the 
preschool years.

• Pre-school education- joint work of parents and society. Play is the leading 
type of pre-school education. Learning through the play is the main course 
that is taught in universities



Attention to the role of the family

• In Finland, it is customary to begin work with the family from the moment the child is born. When the 
family is given a “mother package” consisting of three books: for the mother, the father and the child itself.

• The books for parents contain the most important landmarks to track the development of the child, and 
practical advice on the support that each parent can provide.

• Until the child is three years old, the state pays the father or mother a benefit if they carry out education at 
home, but at the same time regularly send a counselor to the family who provide advice not only about the 
child’s health, but also about development.

• Finnish legislation says: “Pre-school education is a joint work of parents and society designed to prepare 
children physically (to teach how to eat well, to be tidy and follow rules of hygiene) and mentally (to be able 
to communicate, have social flair and empathy, reflection, etc.”

Source:Nordic childhood and early education.(2006) Edited by Einarsdottir J. and Wagner J,IAP,USA, 



Goals pursued by the preschool education

23.3.2011

- The child must master learning and self-positive assessment
- The child must learn to take the initiative (not obedience, but 

performance)
- The child should receive basic knowledge and skills in 

different areas in accordance with age and ability.



Expenses for preschool education

The percentage of GDP allocated for the needs of preschool education in 
Finland is significantly higher than the OECD average (1.3% and 0.8%, 
respectively), and those allocations are not from private sources

Source: OECD (2015), Starting Strong IV: Monitoring Quality in Early Childhood 
Education and Care, 2015



Right to preschool education

According to the Basic Education Act [3], the provision of pre-school education 
is entrusted to local authorities and since August 2001 has been a fundamental 
right for families.

Source: Basic Education Act 628/1998 Amendments up to 1136/2010 
http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/1998/en19980628.pdf

http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/1998/en19980628.pdf


Basic curricula

• This position was reinforced by the Finnish National Basic Curricula  for Early 
Childhood Education and Care Centers (EDUFI, 2016), which was revised two 
years ago. The main change: before the requirements for pre-school 
education were universal, and now the municipalities and centers should 
develop their own curricula based on general recommendations

• Source: 
https://www.oph.fi/english/curricula_and_qualifications/early_childhood_educa
tion_and_care



Basic Education Act which defines roles and 
responsibilities within the ECD system

• The early childhood education, care and minding is the responsibility of the 
Ministry of Education and Culture,

• The development curricula is guided by the National Education Authority.
• Licensing of institutions, assessment and monitoring of early childhood and pre-

school education are carried out at the municipal level
• The entire system of pre-school education is under public administration, carried 

out at the municipal level, and the right to choose the format belongs to parents
Source: Basic Education Act 628/1998 Amendments up to 1136/2010 
http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/1998/en19980628.pdf

http://www.finlex.fi/en/laki/kaannokset/1998/en19980628.pdf


Tasks of state bodies in modern early, preschool education 
(RDO) and child care (Hujala et al. 2013; Vlasov et. al., 2018; Strehmel et. al. 2019)

 To develop a mission and main objectives for pre-school and early childhood education and care 
(in Finland, preschool education is about only the year before school enrollment)

 Involve teachers and parents and develop appropriate practical actions.

 Take care  for the welfare of teachers

 Responsible for managing, making decisions and administering the system

 Organize and lead the implementation of quality assessment systems in pre-school and early 
childhood education

 Supervise early and pre-school education on the basis of pedagogical leadership and motivate 
teachers to achieve the goals of pre-school education

Pedagogical leadership in ECD means responsibility for monitoring the 
pedagogical process, evaluating its effectiveness and ensure quality 
management.



The management of the pre-school facility is built on the same paradigm 
as the mission and future vision of that facility.

Leadership reflects the history and values of society and the place of the 
Preschool facility in it

Management tasks are guided by the mission of the facility and are 
designed to support the on-going processes

=> leadership is determined contextually

Theoretical foundations of leadership 
(guidance) in a preschool organization



The Principal of a Kindergarten is in charge 
of…

• For the mission of the organization

• For the conditions created for the development and well-being of children

• For the professional development of staff and the team climate

• For organizing self-assessment in a team

• For partnerships with parents and other stakeholders



Capital
• intangible
• tangible

MISSION and MAIN TASKS OF THE 
Preschool facility

Managerial tasks

Values

The strategy and the 
structure

Vision

Theoretical model of contextual leadership in ECD



Payment for preschool education services

• Public preschool institutions are usually free or almost free and work from 6 
am to 6 pm

• Formats are different, from several hours to around-the-clock (only in the 
case of special work schedules of parents)

• For round-the-clock stay you have to pay, but the fee can not exceed 200 
euros per month.



Early childhood and preschool education
• .

• In Finland, there is distinction between the early childhood education (up to 5 years old inclusive) and pre-
school education for 6 years old

• Therefore, two terms are used: early childhood education and preschool education.

• The latter is a stand-alone stage in the Finnish education system and includes at least 700 hours annually. It 
is compulsory for all children of 6 years old and is regulated by a separate program.

• Kindergarten attendance is not mandatory, but according to the 2015 law, at 6 years old every Finnish child 
must attend a pre-school institution for school readiness purposes. Such a visit can last only a few hours, 
but the family cannot neglect this duty.

• The transition from kindergarten to school is simplified as much as possible: often the first class of a school 
located in a kindergarten (if it is possible to set up an isolated room).

Source: .National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Education (2014.)Finnish National  Agency for education 



Finnish kindergartens have nurseries



The first grade of a primary school may also be 
located in a kindergarten.



Conditions

• The space at Finnish kindergartens is organized in a such manner so that, on the one hand, the 
child is safe and secure and, on the other hand, is not constrained by unnecessary physical 
barriers.

• Therefore, there are almost no doors in the gardens, with the exception of the doors in the WC 
room. Even for small children who have learned to use a pot or a toilet, booths with lockable 
doors are already provided, and if for some reason the child could not open the latch, the 
educator will always help: it is easy to look at the cubicle from above. And for six-year-olds, 
ordinary toilets are provided, as the Finnish people say, if a child uses same toilet at home, then 
there is no reason to worry about that in the kindergarten.

• There are no doors and partitions, and between groups, children can move freely from one 
group to another and play together whenever they want.



Toilets for different age groups



Naptime

• Small children sleep in beds with bumpers,

• At the age of 3-4 years, they usually sleep in folding beds, which are removed into 
the wall, and the room becomes a playground.

• Children of 5-6 years old do not sleep at all during the day. If the child is tired, 
there are scattered mattresses all over the floor, on which that child can lie down 
and sleep, but no one will force the child to sleep.

• Younger children are often sleep outside, even if the temperature is relatively low.



Mandatory naptime is only for younger 
children



Nutrition

• Nutrition is organized in such a way that the menu contains mostly healthy 
food for children, a lot of fruits and vegetables.

• But at the same time no impose – children can always choose what to eat 
menu of several dishes is offered.



Staffing and qualification requirements

• In the nursery group (under 4 years old) there are usually 2 educators and three nannies 
(one adult per four children),

• In groups for children over 4 y.o - 2 educators and one assistant (1 adult per 7 children).

• All educators – must hold higher education degree (at least undergraduate), and assistants 
– must hold secondary special degree.

• Finnish scientists believe that this level of education may be insufficient and insist that, as 
in school, educators must hold at least master’s degree. This is necessary because the 
responsibility of an educator interacting with children of preschool age is immeasurably 
higher, because this is the age when the most important qualities of a person are shaped.



There are special conditions for kids with 
developmental problems



The role of the Principal  of ELC in Finland

• The National EDUFI 2015 program defines the role and responsibilities of the ELC principals. In particular, the 
role of teachers as leaders of education has been clarified.

• A new law is expected, which will clarify the staffing structure of ECD centers

• Since the beginning of the 1990s, at the initiative of most municipalities, small ECD centers have been 
combined into large complexes

• As a result, 60% of principals no longer conduct classes themselves and focused on management, leading 
clusters from three or more centers providing multifaceted services.

• But 40% continue to combine managerial activities with classroom management.

• Municipalities decide what salary to pay to the principals and their deputies, how to appoint them and what 
responsibilities they must fulfill

• There are no requirements regarding deputy principals at the national level.

• The main responsibilities of the principal of the center include: pedagogical leadership, organization of services, 
knowledge of the sector, staff management and daily management of the process

Source:Eskelinen, M. & Hujala, E. (2015). Early Childhood leadership in Finland in light of recent research, in M. 
Waniganayake, J. Rodd, & L. Gibbs (Eds.). Thinking and Learning about Leadership: Early childhood research from 
Australia, Finland and Norway. (pp.87-101). Research Monograph #2. Sydney: Community Child Care Cooperative 
NSW. 



Child Development Management Program 
(Finland)

The main goal is to ensure the well-being of the child, since the child successfully 
develops, grows and learns when he/she feels well: strengthening positive self-esteem

Study (cognition of the surrounding world) should bring joy

Attention to the development of linguistic skills: word games, conversations with adults

Spontaneous play

Ethics: what is good and what is bad

Multicultural education - interest in the culture of the child’s family

Source :National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood Education and Care
https://www.oph.fi/english/curricula_and_qualifications/early_childhood_education_and_care



Child welfare

• The main way to ensure the well-being of the child is to strengthen his /her self-esteem
and dignity.

• He/she should be able to defend own interests, take the initiative and realize own plans.

• The main case  - is respect for the child, no matter what gender that child is, whatever 
cultural or ethnic characteristics child’s family has and what the level of success.

• In Finnish kindergartens, and later in schools, it is not customary for the teacher to single 
out and praise specifically one child, even if he/she really deserves constant praise. This is 
done to ensure that none of the children feel deprived of the attention of educators.



Learning environment

• It is important that the learning environment of a preschool institution is diverse, that the 
child constantly has a choice of activities and that children are able to make that choice 
without tears and offenses, taking responsibility for final result.

• At the same time, educators should be able to assess the potential of each child and, on the 
one hand, provide them with independent and self actions, and on the other hand, give 
them the feeling that if needed, the educator will definitely come to help and not leave 
without support.

• Educators, therefore, must be able to combine the minding and care with educational, 
developmental and educational tasks in accordance with the requirements of the 
programme that they implement.

• Source: Finnish preschool education standard. (2012) Educational Policy  Magazine No. 2



Study should be full of fun, joy and happiness

• Curiosity is inherent in children’s nature. They learn new things, using all available 
feelings and ways of perception. The more active and interested children are, the 
more successful they will be during learning process.

• It is important that the successful results of the child’s activities are presented to 
him/her and bring joy. To do this, the educator must listen to the children, give 
them the opportunity to take more initiative, decide what they want to do, what to 
explore, make decisions and express their own thoughts.

• As a result of such approach, children will develop a positive attitude towards 
learning.



The role of language at different stages of 
child development

• Language plays a vital role in the process of knowing the world, which begins in infancy. The older the child, 
the more important the language becomes for his/her cognitive activity.

• Language proficiency becomes a key factor in learning. Successful language skills of children develop in the 
process of playing and reading fairytales.

• The educator should strive to communicate with young children even if they express their feelings and 
emotions with facial expressions, gestures or movements.

• Gradually, as they grow during the play, children start to connect words with actions.

• Kids love to play with words. They like to invent words and rhymes, invent and retell stories. The teacher 
should strive to direct the attention of children, to develop their observant mind, to teach how to act in 
different situations, and also to describe and explain various events and phenomena.



Play

• The game is social in nature and depends on the age of the child. First, young children are actively 
exploring their environment, preparing for the transition to a spontaneous or imaginary game with 
adults, or with older children.

• The imaginary game is important for the development of figurative and abstract thinking. But the 
older the child, the more he gets to playing with the rules.

• Educators must give freedom to children involved in the game, but sometimes they have to guide 
and support them.

• The role of caregivers varies from participants to outside observers. For example, they can offer a 
new idea of the game or new tools that can be used in it, but in Finnish kindergartens it is not 
customary to interfere with the children's play, unless a quarrel or conflict has arisen.

• Spontaneous play of children there is considerable time, sometimes the whole second half of the 
day, and children of different ages play with pleasure together.

• The value of free play identifies the value of childhood and the Finnish people eek to immerse 
the child into the world of fantasy and improvisation as much as possible, hoping that as a result 
children will acquire the skills of initiative behavior and learn empathy.



How do children play in the kindergarten

The space is zoned so that it is convenient for 
children to choose the type of activity. Toys are very 
simple, no clever talking dolls. Finnish people 
believe that a child should have space for 
imagination and the simpler the toy, the easier to 
develop transformative thinking.



How do children study?

• Acquaintance with mathematics, as a rule, occurs in the form of a game in everyday 
situations using specific materials, objects and tools that children know and which may be 
interesting for them.

• But for exploring the natural sciences , experiment is the most common used method. 
Children are invited to explore something that may cause them questions and the role of 
the caregiver in helping children find the necessary resources.

• Research question: “Who lives in stones?” The topic of the research is determined by the 
children themselves, and within a few weeks they make sketches, dig out the ground 
around the stones, look at the insects found there under a microscope, take pictures, and 
those who can read, they read about it. A report at the university is made by all 
participants.



Learning environment



Familiarization with ethics

• In this area, the focus is on values and norms. In situations that they understand, 
children learn to know and distinguish between “right” and “wrong”, “good” and 
“bad”, “truth” and “lie”.

• But it is important to consider issues of justice and equal rights so that children do 
not have fears, anxiety and guilt, so that the child can feel safe and protected.

• Children from migrant families and families belonging to cultural minorities should 
be given the opportunity to grow in an environment of mutual respect in a 
multicultural society and at the same time be members of their cultural group as 
well as Finnish society.



Education quality assessment

• In Finland, the quality of early childhood and preschool education services, the quality of 
staff performance, and the level of children's development are monitored.

• Local municipalities and regional public administrative agencies are responsible for this. 
Therefore, specific monitoring practices may differ from one region or municipality to 
another.

• Self-assessment of the staff performance is also widespread, although the tools for it are 
not standardized and can vary in different organizations and centers.

• Minimum standards regarding the ratio of the number of children and teachers, health, 
hygiene and safety requirements are monitored through the municipal inspection.



Inspections for Development

• Inspections also include the quality of staff performance, the use of training materials, 
lesson planning and adherence to the work plan. Staff qualifications and interaction within 
the team, working conditions and professional development opportunities.

• Evaluation of staff performance (through inspection) does not entail penalties or rewards.

• It is conducted so that the management has a reliable picture of the needs of the system 
and specific institutions, and also knows about the needs for professional development.

• Variety of tools might be used during inspection - rating, checklists, observation, self-
assessment results and data from parents and staff surveys.

• The frequency of inspections is not set centrally and depends on the will of the staff. 
Inspection data are published at the municipal printed media.



Fundamentals of ECD quality assurance
(Finnish Center for Educational Quality Assessment 2018)

National basic 
programme on ECD

National Model for ECD Quality Assurance

Long term ECD objectives

Research and knowledge 
of the basics of expertise

Basic Education Act



Affordability

Structural 
factors

Intermediate 
Factors

Procedural 
factors Effectiveness 

factors

Persistence of 
human relations
Physical and 
Mental 
Security
Room and 
equipment 
functionality
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Professionalism of 
teachers
Leadership
Team
Informal 
communication

The interaction 
between teacher 
and child

Interaction 
between children
Children's 
involvement

Positive 
experience of 
children
Development and 
education of 
children
Parent 
satisfaction 
with quality of 
care

Parameters for quality assessment based on 
ECD research materials

(Khujala et al. 1999, 2012)

Service Level

Availability 

Content of the program
Teaching methods
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National quality assessment model in the Finnish ECD

Tools



Distributed tasks of the expertise- joint 
responsibility for the quality assessment of ECD

National

• FINEEC* responsible for external evaluation. It supports local authorities in ensuring 
quality management.

Local
• Examination of on-site ECD plans

Center
• Examination of pedagogical activity in the  ECD facility

Child
• Examination of individual children’s plans and their implementation

44

* The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre



The objectives of the expertise are to develop and guide, rather 
than control the ECD system

The goal of the expertise is to promote the conditions 
necessary for the well-being, development and training of 

the child.

The main focus on self-assessment of teachers and service 
providers

Evaluation follows the principle of enriching and developing 
expertise (eg. Patton 1997)

45



 Enriching expertise in ECD is conducted with the aim of improving 
the pedagogical activities of the pre-school and ECD facilities, and 
not for the benefit of external experts.

 The expertise does not serve as a basis for any ratings and provides 
information only for internal use.

 Enriching expertise emphasizes focus on the future. Instead of 
referring to the past and listing facts, expertise seeks to create 
opportunities for learning -> to raise the question of what can be 
done differently tomorrow.

 Enriching expertise aimed at mutual learning, mutual evaluation 
and open exchange and the use of best practices.

Enriching expertise in ECD



Child development assessment

• Narrative form is the most commonly used form. The assessment is 
comprehensive: reading and counting skills, motor skills, social skills, emotional 
development, child health and well-being are assessed.

• Particular emphasis is placed on the development of extracurricular skills, since 
teaching of reading and counting is not part of the mandatory tasks of pre-school 
education.

• When assessing the quality of services, the assessment by children is taken into 
account, often the storytelling method, portfolio and observation methods, such as 
checklists and scaling, are used to assess child development.

• But there is no national testing system for children of this age in Finland.
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