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Front Cover: Nabeel Khan, age 5 years 8 months, K2, The Preparatory Place 
 “This is my plane in the sky. Here it is flying in the sun. I‘m riding in the plane, and I like to ride in the plane. 
I’m going to Thailand to visit my older brother. He was in Malaysia but now in Thailand. I like to go Thailand, 
it’s a nice place. I play with my brother and go to shopping mall and swimming in the pool. I like cupcakes 
there.” 
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Dear Fellow Professionals, 
 
 In reviewing the Early Educators, I noted that many of us have been engaging in 
professional development activities and had much to contribute to this issue of the Early 
Educators. Through your contributions, you have given us the inspiration to change the tag 
line of our Early Educators. I don’t know if you have noticed, but it is now Early Educators: A 
Folio for Educators by Educators.  

This issue highlights two learning journeys lead by AECES. In our trip to Finland, the 
Straits Times reporter Sandra Davie was part of our delegation and she covered the story of 
the Finnish education. Besides learning about the system and visiting preschools, we had a 
one day seminar at the University of Tampere, where we exchanged views on early 
childhood education. Ms Janniina Elo, the first presenter, in her article, described education 
as “Joyful early childhood education in Finland”. Ms Guo Hui traced the development of 
early childhood education in China over the years. Professor Manjula Waniganayake, who 
also presented at the seminar, wrote the article “International benchmaking and early 
childhood policy reform”. She reminds us that while we look for best practices around the 
world, we must not lose sight of what is truly important to the child in its cultural and 
current context.  
 Another learning journey was made to Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia for the 2nd 
Leadership Forum. Read Ms Helen’s Phoa’s report “A global view of leadership in the early 
childhood profession”. Helen has skillfully put the global view in a nutshell. For those who 
were there we will relive the experience and for those who missed it, you will get all that 
you need to know in Helen’s article.  

Besides the learning journeys, another avenue for professional development is 
through action research. Ms Rachel Goo and Ms Ding Mei Ling’s action research reports are 
found in this issue where they write about “Getting Roy to walk: Collaborating with parents 
and colleagues” and “Literacy workshop: Involving parents as partners”, respectively. These 
two reports demonstrate how action research has made a difference in children’s 
development and learning. Look out for the varied development opportunities announced 
in this issue! 
 As the Early Educators evolves, it is clear that it has become a voice for educators to 
inspire and motivate each other in building a strong early childhood community that 
protects and advocates for the well being of all young children in Singapore. Finally, may I 
take this opportunity in wishing you an enriching and meaningful year ahead. 
 

 
     
 
 
 

Christine Chen 
President and Founder  
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Joyful Early Childhood Education in Finland 
 

JanniinaElo 
PhD Student, University of Tampere, Finland 

 
 
What is it like to be a child in Finland? To 
live a playful childhood in safe settings, 
surrounded by the beauty of nearly 
untouched nature? To experience the 
wonders of four seasons: blooming spring, 
pleasantly warm summer, colorful 
autumn, and crispy, white winter? In 
Finland, child is allowed to be a child, to 
grow up unhurried and with her natural 
pace. The core values of Finnish early 
childhood education and care (ECEC) 
services, such as the principles of equality, 
child’s best interest, supporting child’s 
optimal development, and children’s right 
to freely express their views, are derived 
from the Convention of the Child’s Rights 
(1989), enhanced with the national 
legislation, and the steering guidelines.   
 

 
 
 
 

Pedagogy 
 
The traditions of Finnish ECEC are in 
Frobelian pedagogy, where child is seen as 
an active learner, and adult’s role is to 
support and nurture the learning process. 
In Finnish ECEC pedagogy, children are 
recognized as naturally curious in nature, 
eager to learn new things, to redo and 
repeat. Playing, movement, exploration, 
and self-expression through different 
forms of art are seen as the ways of acting 
and thinking peculiar to children, and 
considered to form the basis of the 
pedagogical planning (National Curriculum 
Guidelines, 2005). Finnish children begin 
primary school the year they turn seven, 
and the stress placed towards academic 
skills before that is little. The salient role 
of play is strongly emphasized in early 
education in fostering the cognitive, 
social, emotional, and physical 
development of children (Kupiainen, 
Hautamäki & Karjalainen, 2009). Instead 
of outright teaching, ECEC aims to develop 
a positive disposition to learning, the joy 
of learning. “Children play for the sake of 
playing, and at best, play can give them 
deep satisfaction. Although children do 
not play in order to learn, they learn 
through play.” (National Curriculum 
Guidelines, 2005, pp. 19). 
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National Curriculum 

Instead of mandatory and universal 
curriculum, Finnish ECEC is steered with 
National Curriculum Guidelines (2005). 
These guidelines serve as a tool for 
professional staff in steering the planning, 
as well as the development and the 
content of the daily activities 
implemented in child care.  The main goal 
of Finnish ECEC according to the 
guidelines is to enhance the overall well-
being of children and to ensure the best 
possible conditions for growth, learning 
and development (National Curriculum 
Guidelines, 2005). 

 
Parent-Teacher Partnership 
 
The theoretical frame quite widely agreed 
to apply for Finnish ECEC is called the 
contextual orientation to child’s growth 
(Hujala, 1996). It examines children’s 
growth and well-being as interaction 
between children and their growth 
environment. This forms the ideological 
basis for parent–teacher partnership that 
is perceived to be more than just 
traditional home-school cooperation. 
Parents have the primary right and 
responsibility for the education of their 
child, but teachers with their professional 
knowledge and competence invite parents 
to join and engage in the ECEC 
partnership. An individual ECEC plan is 

drawn up for each child jointly with 
parents and teachers to identify the 
individual needs of children, and to assist 
teachers with child-specific planning 
(National Curriculum Guidelines, 2005). 

Educated Staff and Small Ratios 

The main resource for maintaining 
professional and high-quality ECEC is the 
competent and educated workforce 
(Taguma, Litjens, & Makowiecki, 2012). 
The education requirements for the 
teachers and assistants are legislated by 
law.  At least one third of the multi-
professional staff is required to have a 
degree on tertiary level, either Bachelor or 
Master of Arts on education from the 
university or Bachelor of social science 
from the polytechnic university. The 
assistants, the practical children’s nurses, 
are required to have an upper secondary 
level degree. In addition to staff 
qualifications, the child-adult ratios are 
defined in the acts steering ECE services. 
In groups for 3–6 year old children, the 
child-adult ratio is one adult per seven 
children (1:7) and for children under 3 
years the ratio is one adult per four 
children (1:4) (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2013; 
OECD, 2000). 
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EDUCARE 

One of the focal features of the 
Scandinavian welfare model is the 
principle of equality among citizens 
(Kröger, 2009). ECEC services, including 
child care and other systems supporting 
the early education of small children are 
strongly subsidized and equally available 
to all families. Like in other Nordic welfare 
states, the uniqueness of Finnish ECEC is 
the strong model of EDUCARE, a publicly 
operated, supervised and supported early 
education system that comprises both 
education and care (Hujala, Puroila, 
Parrila-Haapakoski & Nivala, 1998). 
 
Family Support System 
 
Finnish ECEC system is built to cover the 
care and education of children under 
three years of age which is an exceptional 
system even in international terms 
(Kröger, 2009). The government also 
promotes parents to stay home with their 
newborns and small children by offering 
paid maternity, paternity and parental 
leaves. In addition, since the mid-1980’s, 
parents have also been able to arrange 
the care of their youngest children by 
means of child home care allowance 
(OECD, 2000). These alternative forms of 
support for families allow freedom of 
choice in terms of child care 

arrangements. They also enable both 
parents to work (Repo & Kröger, 2009). 
 
Governance 
 
The governance of ECEC services is 
centralized on state level and they are 
well established in legislation (Karila, 
2012). The Day Care Act (1973) created 
the basis for building the national child 
care system, and the amendment from 
the year 1996 required municipalities to 
provide care for each child regardless of 
family income level, socio economic 
status, or social problems (Kinos, 2011). 
Since the national education system is not 
market-driven, there is no competition 
between schools or child care centers. 
Parents are equally satisfied with the 
centers, and according to the principal of 
local service, they tend to choose the one 
nearest to their home (Sahlberg, 2011). 
The main forms of public ECEC services 
are child care centers providing all day 
care and home- or group-based family 
child care. ECEC program fees are 
regulated in legislation and they are tied 
to the income level of the parents. The 
maximum monthly fee is approximately 
260 euros per child. In addition to 
municipal child care, parents are entitled 
to government subsidies for private sector 
care, although the use of private services 
is marginal compared to the publicly 
provided services. 
 
Facing Challenges 
 
Although the core principle in arranging 
and offering ECEC services for the families 
is based on equality, questions have been 
raised with regards to the variation of the 
quality and other challenges facing Finnish 
ECEC. The quality of ECEC in Finland has 
been steered with the information 
guidance only, and no nationally guided 
quality evaluation has been carried out so 


