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ECEC has been strengthened by goal-oriented development  

Finnish early childhood education and care (ECEC) has been reformed and developed significantly 

in the 2010s and 2020s, both in terms of legislation and content. This development has been 

guided by the integration of ECEC into the Finnish education system, which stresses every child’s 

right to high-quality, accessible, and inclusive early childhood education and care. At the same 

time, ECEC has been the object of serious societal, economic and education policy discussions and 

measures. The focus areas of decision-making have varied, and the reforms have at times been 

fast-paced and inconsistent with the content-related objectives of ECEC. As examples can be cited 

the restriction of subjective right to ECEC and changes in the staffing levels brought in during the 

government term 2015–2019 as well as the repeal of the statutes enabling these changes in the 

government term 2019–2023. Rather than striving for short-term savings, policy-making should 
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aim to bolster factors that ensure the delivery and development of high-quality early childhood 

education and care far into the future. 

Goal-oriented and forward-looking development is important, as ECEC has a wide range of impacts 

on children, their families and society as a whole. Early education delivered by adequate numbers 

of thriving personnel supports each child’s individual growth, development and learning, levels out 

differences arising from children's home backgrounds, and prevents exclusion. As part of services 

provided for families with children, ECEC enables the guardians of children under the school age to 

work and study, while it is one of the support measures used in social welfare and child protection. 

While the sector employs tens of thousands of people in Finland, it has lost some of its attraction 

in recent years1. According to a recent study published by Keva2, ECEC personnel have an in-

creased risk of incapacity for work, which in turn results in considerable human and financial costs. 

Personnel well-being is also reflected in the delivery of early education services and the child's ex-

periences3. 

The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) has conducted a number of evaluations of ECEC 

in 2016–2024, which have focused on not only the contents of the activities, leadership and edu-

cation in this field but also the impacts of a national experiment on services for families with chil-

dren. Based on the evidence produced by our evaluations, we can identify five key themes associ-

ated with the quality and impact of early childhood education and care that are important to take 

into consideration when making decisions about ECEC. They are ensuring the adequacy of person-

nel and their level of competence, strengthening leadership skills in the field, securing the precon-

ditions for inclusive ECEC that strengthens children's participation, guaranteeing the accessibility 

of the services, and recognising the importance of cooperation with families. 

Early childhood education and care is in itself an important service and part of the education sys-

tem that has direct impact on children, families and society. Investments in ECEC also lay a founda-

tion for basic education, as early support and building up children's learning skills can contribute to 

improving national learning outcomes4. Comprehensive school cannot alone solve the current 

problems related to poorer learning outcomes, as this trend is linked more extensively to learning, 

well-being and other underlying societal factors.5 Instead of individual reasons connected to the 

poorer results, the focus should be on overall development of the education system and, for ex-

ample, on how the challenges associated with well-being, growth and learning can be addressed 

already in ECEC. A longitudinal assessment of learning outcomes in basic education indicates that 

the benefits of ECEC are seen especially in children who had observed support needs as they start 

school. The significance of full-time ECEC for the child's knowledge and skills appears to be empha-

sised at the ages of four and five when compared to children in home care or part-time ECEC. The 

children themselves also confirmed this view in FINEEC's evaluation: children aged four and five 

 
1 Ministry of Education and Culture 2021; 2024 
2 Pekkarinen et al. 2024 
3 Vlasov et al. 2018; Repo et al. 2019 
4 Ukkola, Metsämuuronen & Paananen 2020 
5 Finnish Education Evaluation Centre 2023 
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who participated in of full-time ECEC reported clearly more often than their peers in home care 

that they knew how to play with other children.6 

Delivery of high-quality ECEC relies on educated and qualified personnel 

ECEC, and especially the standard to which it is delivered, do matter. Well-educated and compe-

tent personnel are a key quality factor, and each degree programme that produces eligibility for 

ECEC tasks plays a significant role in ECEC as a whole. At the national level, the legislation provides 

for ECEC personnel's qualifications and, to some extent, regulates uniform initial education at in-

stitutions of the field7. Multiprofessionalism is seen as a resource in Finnish ECEC, and it helps to 

create good starting points for the personnel’s extensive competence and the achievement of the 

objectives of ECEC. In order to achieve versatile competence and extensive goals, the degree pro-

grammes must identify the special competence that all ECEC professionals share and obtain 

through education. 

The current eligibility requirements improve the quality of early childhood education and care by 

raising the personnel's level of education and clarifying their job titles. The objectives have addi-

tionally included reducing overlaps in the content of degree programmes and creating clear pro-

fessional education pathways. FINEEC's evaluation findings indicate that the degree programmes 

in early childhood education and care meet workplace competence needs well, and the compe-

tence profiles of the programmes are generally clear8. Evaluations have found that the contents 

and objectives of the BA in Education programme, in particular, impart expertise in early child-

hood education and care. Our evaluations indicate that the current Bachelor's and Master's pro-

grammes in education, which produce eligibility as a teacher in ECEC and head of ECEC centre, are 

based on up-to-date pedagogical research evidence, and their contents meet the current work-

place requirements appropriately. In the Bachelor's programme, the pedagogical responsibility 

and competence of ECEC teachers are emphasised, whereas themes related to the organisation 

culture of ECEC, education management, and leadership and management of education communi-

ties are stressed in the contents of the Master's programme. Workplace representatives found 

that pedagogical competence and leadership skills will also be emphasised in early childhood edu-

cation and care roles in the future. Based on evaluations, such contents should also be strength-

ened in degree programmes in the future.9 

Along with the reform of the professional structure and job titles of ECEC personnel, efforts to 

clarify the contents of the degree programmes and job descriptions of professional groups should 

be continued in cooperation with the steering system, higher education institutions, education 

providers and working life. While the competence and job descriptions of all ECEC professionals 

should be examined as a whole, evaluation findings indicate that it is particularly important to con-

tinue developing the competence profile and degree programme contents of social pedagogue in 

ECEC10. Social pedagogue is still a new job title in ECEC, and universities of applied sciences and 

 
6 Ukkola, Metsämuuronen & Paananen 2020 Unpublished analyses show that children in full-time ECEC have better out-

comes in mathematics (p < 0.001) and in mother tongue (p < 0.01) than those in part-time care. This difference is statis-

tically extremely significant in mathematics and significant in mother tongue. 
7 Vlasov et al. 2018 
8 Karila et al. 2024 
9 Karila et al. 2024 
10 Karila et al. 2024 
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working life should continue to elucidate the relevant job description and clarify the core compe-

tence in the degree programme contents. 

A key factor in the legislation on early childhood education and care aiming to ensure good quality 

is having a sufficient number of highly educated personnel in child groups. Ensuring the availability 

of qualified personnel is a prerequisite for putting the renewing objectives of early childhood edu-

cation and care on a permanent footing as an established part of the work11. Sufficient compe-

tence required to achieve the pedagogical goals is not currently available for all child groups, how-

ever, as there is a shortage of personnel and especially of qualified teachers12. Over the past few 

years, efforts have been made to respond to the personnel shortage and updated eligibility re-

quirements by increasing the number of intake places in ECEC teacher education at universities 

and providing more possibilities of supplementing previous qualifications through flexible blended 

learning13. However, teaching and guidance resources, additional objectives set for the degree 

programmes and the increase in the number of students are currently a challenge, particularly to 

delivering degree programmes for ECEC teachers at universities. Sufficient funding is a vital pre-

condition for achieving the current objectives set for teacher education and for its systematic de-

velopment. So far, the increase in intake places of teacher education has mainly been achieved 

through fixed-term funding. In order to ensure the availability of educated and qualified personnel 

and pedagogical expertise, sufficient and predictable resources well into the future should be se-

cured for degree programmes in the field of ECEC at universities14. 

To respond to the shortage of personnel and secure the availability of educated personnel, in-ser-

vice training should also be improved in the field. Systematic coordination at the national and local 

level is required to manage and develop competence in ECEC. The initial education and in-service 

training offered in working life should add up to a continuum that supports personnel compe-

tence, and education programmes should continue working together to develop flexible education 

pathways.15 

 

Leadership has strong links to improved attraction and retention of 
ECEC personnel 

Developing early childhood education and care in a direction in which it can respond to the chang-

ing needs of the society around it has been important. To put the reforms on a permanent footing 

in ECEC activities, long-term development should be continued in municipalities and ECEC centres. 

What the field needs is willingness to change current practices and an understanding of the im-

portance of the reforms. The practical implementation of reforms concerns especially the heads of 

ECEC centres, who operate on the interfaces of the work with child groups and are expected to 

have capabilities for leading the change16. In the future, a head of ECEC centre should have peda-

gogical expertise developed through education and professional competence, enabling them to 

lead the way in putting the reforms into practice in the daily life of ECEC while achieving an in-

 
11 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023, Kannel et al. 2023 
12 Juutinen et al. 2021, Siippainen et al. 2021, Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023, Karila et al. 2024 
13 Ministry of Education and Culture 2024, Karila et al. 2024 
14 Karila et al. 2024 
15 Kannel et al. 2023, Karila et al. 2024 
16 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023 
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depth change in the way the employees think and the operating culture of the work community as 

a whole. However, the competence base imparted by the education for heads is known to be in-

consistent and fragmented17. Comprehensive leadership competence in early childhood education 

and care should be underpinned by education sciences and address not only pedagogical expertise 

but also the societal emphasis of early childhood education and care18. 

Another challenge to mainstreaming pedagogical and structural changes in ECEC lies in that some 

heads, according to our evaluation findings, do not have time for pedagogical leadership, system-

atic development of ECEC, or supporting the personnel’s competence19. Previously, a head of ECEC 

centre typically had a single centre to lead, and their role often involved working with a child 

group. Today they may manage a large ECEC unit that includes several geographically separate 

centres, a large number of personnel, and different forms of ECEC while seeing to the operating 

conditions of the ECEC centre, such as administrating cleaning and catering services. HR manage-

ment plays a larger role in the head’s work as the number of centres and subordinates goes up. 

Absenteeism and personnel turnover in child groups as well as the shortage of qualified personnel 

additionally combine to produce a vicious circle in which those personnel members who are pre-

sent become increasingly fatigued. This emphasises the importance of leadership further. Our 

evaluation findings show that the largest share of the head's working hours is consequently spent 

on daily management, administrative tasks and shift arrangements as well as finding substitutes, 

in particular, which makes the work unpredictable and fragmented. The evaluations indicate that 

heads managing large content areas do not have an opportunity to provide the kind of support 

their personnel would need when faced with the changing objectives of early childhood education 

and care and challenges related to personnel availability.20 

The challenges facing ECEC and its leadership cannot be solved at the individual level alone, or 

solely by strengthening the heads’ competence. The head needs qualified employees, while work 

communities need stability, in order to deliver high-quality ECEC in compliance with the legisla-

tion. Employee attraction and retention in the sector should consequently be improved through 

pay, initial education, and in-service training as well as systematic and long-term development. Lo-

cal development of the ECEC service structure is also needed. Reasonably sized management areas 

and subordinate numbers are also important.21   

 

Inclusive ECEC and each child’s participation in the community should 
be strengthened further 

Under the Act on Early Childhood Education and Care22, the objective of ECEC is to promote the 

holistic growth, health, and well-being of each child as determined by their age and development. 

A recent study found that children's well-being is challenged by a number of stressors, which in-

clude bullying and the coping of their guardians. More than one out of three children have already 

experienced bullying at home, in care or in their free time at the age of four. In addition, up to one 

 
17 Siippainen et al. 2021 
18 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023 
19 Siippainen et al. 2021; Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023 
20 Siippainen et al. 2021; Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023 
21 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2023 
22 Section three of Act 540/2018 
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third of children in early childhood education and care have given rise to concerns in the ECEC per-

sonnel. The most common concerns are associated with children's socio-emotional skills and boys' 

well-being.23  

The foundation for lifelong well-being and experiences of being included in the community are 

created in early childhood. The key is ensuring that no child is excluded from their group or com-

munity. An inclusive operating culture in which diversity is valued can help support children's in-

clusion and prevent experiences of exclusion, regardless of the child's background or individual 

characteristics. An inclusive operating culture is created in professional interaction between chil-

dren, guardians, and the personnel24. 

Rich and diverse interaction combines ECEC personnel's sensitivity and presence with permanent 

interpersonal relationships. Sensitive and reciprocal interaction supports children's emotional an 

interaction skills25 which, according to research evidence, prevents bullying26. By observing a child, 

skilled and permanent personnel are able to recognise concerns arising from the child's behaviour 

and bring them up in discussions with other personnel members and the guardians. The personnel 

should have capabilities and opportunities for talking to the guardians in the daily encounters of 

the ECEC centre. At systematic and goal-oriented meetings, such as discussions on the child's early 

childhood education and care plan, more in-depth discussions are possible. 

At best, good pedagogical leadership can support the development of an inclusive operating cul-

ture and the permanence of interpersonal relationships, which are important for children27. How-

ever, these relationships cannot be maintained without sufficient personnel resources. High per-

sonnel turnover makes it difficult to bring up concerns related to children and to intervene in and 

investigate situations that involve bullying. Up-to-date discussions about positive and negative ob-

servations concerning a child are jeopardised if the personnel lack sufficient professional skills or 

the necessary knowledge of the child's well-being and social relationships in the child group.  

In the prevention of bullying, the personnel's understanding of what bullying is as a phenomenon 

plays a key role. Practices that stem from a lack of understanding and are inadequate for prevent-

ing bullying may put the well-being and inclusion of children in the group at risk, especially for 

those children who experience additional developmental challenges28. At worst, the ECEC person-

nel's lack of resources may lead to prolonged bullying and neglect of the children's needs related 

to emotional and interaction skills. We are currently evaluating work against bullying in early child-

hood education and care and methods that support children's socio-emotional skills to gather 

more national-level information helping to understand this phenomenon29. 

 

ECEC services should be accessible, attractive and of high quality 

 
23 Vuorenmaa 2018 
24 Finnish National Agency for Education 2022 
25 Ahonen 2015 
26 Saracho 2017 
27 Kannel et al. 2023 
28 Kirves & Sajaniemi 2012 
29 Harkoma et al. 2023 
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International studies, in particular, have found a link between high-quality ECEC and positive im-

pacts on the child's growth, development and learning. However, ECEC can only have an impact on 

those children who have a possibility to attend it30. The European Union’s ET 2020 programme set 

the target at 95% of children aged over four participating in early childhood education and care in 

EU Member States31. Finland is lagging behind the EU target and other Nordic countries in this re-

spect. In addition to labour policy considerations, increasing children’s ECEC participation rate 

over the long term has been an objective spanning several government terms as well as one of the 

key measures aiming for equality in education. Bringing within the scope of the services those chil-

dren who reap the greatest benefits from early childhood education and care, including those 

whose mother tongue is not Finnish and who come from disadvantaged socio-economic back-

grounds, has been a concern both in research and at the national level32. 

ECEC services that flexibly meet families’ childcare needs are an example of factors that promote 

children's participation in ECEC. Our evaluations have shown that guardians’ views concerning the 

quality of ECEC and its importance for children's growth and learning are linked to whether their 

child attends ECEC or not33. For parents, quality is primarily about what they see and experience, 

including safe and permanent interaction relationships in small groups. This means that cutbacks 

affecting staffing levels, the ratios regulating personnel numbers or child group sizes, for example, 

would erode the parents' ideas of how suitable ECEC is for their child. In 2018–2019, fewer five-

year-olds attended early childhood education and care in municipalities where lower staffing ra-

tios and restrictions to the subjective right to ECEC had been brought in than in other municipali-

ties34. Recognising such cutbacks and obstacles to participation and maintaining the current ratios 

are indeed essential measures that contribute to increasing the participation rate and accessibility 

of early childhood education and care35. 

An evaluation of a national experiment of free-of-charge early childhood education and care for 

five-year-olds, which was conducted in government terms 2015–2019 and 2019–2023, found that 

the grounds for determining the client fees have significance for children's participation in ECEC36. 

The evaluation also showed that the participation rate of five-year-olds in ECEC was lower if the 

municipality paid a municipal supplement to child home care allowance. The most typical condi-

tion for the municipal supplement in municipalities offering it was that all children of ECEC age in 

the family had to be cared for at home. This condition conflicts with the child's subjective right to 

early childhood education and care37.  

Service counselling in ECEC plays a key role in increasing the participation rate. Effective service 

counselling can help reach new families, inform them of the possible childcare solutions available 

to them, and make families feel welcome in early childhood education and care services. 38 The 

Finnish education system appears to be difficult to understand for most parents who have 

 
30 Vlasov et al. 2018; Karila 2016 
31 European Commission 2020 
32 Lazzari & Vandenbroeck 2012; Siippainen et al. 2020 
33 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki & Siippainen 2021 
34 Siippainen et al. 2019 
35 Siippainen et al. 2019; 2020 
36 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki & Siippainen 2021 
37 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki & Siippainen 2021 
38 Kuusiholma-Linnamäki et al. 2021 
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migrated to Finland. Understanding the system as a whole is challenging if no information is avail-

able in the language a family speaks at home. In addition, their expectations and perceptions are 

influenced by the guardian’s personal experiences and knowledge as well as attitudes towards of 

an educational system based on a different society and culture. Service counselling can ensure 

that information on early childhood education and care as the first step of the education system 

also reaches those groups that are not using these services. For guardians, early childhood educa-

tion and care is an important connection with Finnish society which, at best, can lay a strong foun-

dation for cooperation between the guardians and professionals. 

The strength of ECEC lies in cooperation with families 

Cooperation between ECEC and guardians and the guardians’ possibility of participating in the 

planning, delivery and evaluation of their child's early childhood education and care is a key objec-

tive recorded in ECEC legislation and guidance documents39. In our evaluation, ECEC personnel 

found that cooperation with guardians had mainly been realised successfully, and there was a 

good dialogical connection and trust between the personnel and guardians. The greatest challenge 

to the cooperation was having enough time for daily encounters with the guardians which, accord-

ing to one respondent out of three, was achieved to a moderate extent at best40. 

Well-functioning structures enable natural interaction in daily life and pedagogy that addresses 

the child's individual needs. The drawing up of individual early childhood education and care plans 

for each child is one of the structures that promote children's and guardian’s participation. Prepar-

ing the plan makes the child's skills, strengths, interests, and individual needs visible. On their ba-

sis, goals that support the child's growth, development and learning are set for the personnel's 

work. Our evaluations have found that ECEC personnel are well familiar with the process of draw-

ing up ECEC plans for the children, and the division of labour related to this process is considered 

effective41. More than 80% of the employees felt that reviewing the issues recorded in children's 

ECEC plans with the guardians and discussions on the methods of providing the support needed by 

the child are realised well in their work. Personnel members found that parents' participation in 

the planning and evaluation of early childhood education and care is realised especially through 

the discussions on the child's individual plan. 

Educational cooperation and the preparation and implementation of the child's ECEC plan are at 

the core of the objectives set for early childhood education and care. Operating models that sup-

port the child's and family's participation and cooperation are created in the course of the child’s 

ECEC plan process. For example, this may mean drawing up common rules between home and 

ECEC, or smooth multidisciplinary cooperation between the child health clinic, the ECEC centre 

and the home. Discussions, daily encounters, and regular meetings promote a common under-

standing of methods that support not only children's learning skills but also their social skills and 

sense of community. The precondition for the establishment of regular and trustful educational 

cooperation is, however, that permanent and qualified personnel work with the child group.  

Positive experiences of cooperation in early childhood education and care commit and motivate 

guardians later to also see cooperation between the home and the school as a natural part of the 

 
39 Act on Early Childhood Education and Care 540/2018, Finnish National Agency for Education 2022 
40 Kannel et al. 2023 
41 Repo et al. 2019 
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child's growth and learning path. As the child moves on to pre-primary and basic education, coop-

eration with the family is emphasised, as learning is influenced by the home’s support for and ap-

preciation of school attendance and learning of Finnish or Swedish42. From the perspective of de-

livering high-quality early childhood education and care, securing structures and systematic pro-

cesses that support addressing each child's individual needs, realisation of guardians' participation, 

and cooperation with families in the daily life of ECEC will also be essential in the future.  

 

ECEC lays a foundation for the future 

Above, we have given examples of the cornerstones of high-quality early childhood education and 

care based on national evaluation results. They include sufficient and skilled personnel, strong 

pedagogical leadership, an inclusive operating culture that promotes participation, accessibility of 

early childhood education and care services, and effective cooperation. These factors are both 

identified strengths and development areas of Finnish early childhood education and care. To ena-

ble high-quality early education services in the future, the significance of these factors must be 

recognised, and inputs must be made in them. 

Early childhood education and care has undergone numerous reforms over the past decade. The 

objective of the legislative reforms has been to improve the quality of ECEC, to promote the reali-

sation of the child's best interests as a priority, and to increase equality in education. Today's legis-

lation sets clear and necessary objectives for Finnish early childhood education and care and its 

organisation.  However, mainstreaming the updated objectives in ECEC structures and daily work 

will take time, resources, and joint efforts. 

Decisions on early childhood education and care have extensive impacts, both those that are seen 

immediately and more far-reaching ones, at the pedagogical, local, and national levels alike. Pri-

marily, however, these decisions have a bearing on the lives of children who are living their one 

and only childhood here and now. By investing in early childhood education and care, we improve 

the status of the most disadvantaged groups in society and bridge gaps resulting from family back-

grounds. Rather than just enabling ECEC services for children and families, this is also about creat-

ing an equal foundation for all children in the first step of the Finnish education system. 

Securing and strengthening the resources of ECEC reflect the values of society and the way in 

which the needs and rights of young children are accounted for in policy-making. This is why it is 

important that decisions made on early childhood education and care will continue to be based on 

versatile research evidence and evaluation data, anticipation, and comprehensive impact evalua-

tion, in which not only economic impacts but also the consequences of the decisions for children 

and families are taken into account. This is the only way to forge sustainable policy decisions that 

support the delivery of high-quality early childhood education and care. 

 

FINEEC recommends 

• To achieve the objectives set for early childhood education and care, educated and quali-

fied personnel are needed in the sector. The ability of ECEC to attract and retain 

 
42 Kuukka & Metsämuuronen 2016 
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employees must be improved through pay, initial education, and in-service training as well 

as systematic and long-term development43. 

• Better resources should be secured for ECEC. The fatigue and stress experienced by the 

personnel should be taken seriously as it is reflected in the quality of the activities as expe-

rienced by the child. The financial resources allocated to ECEC must be assessed and in-

creased as necessary, making it possible to enhance the quality of ECEC structures and pro-

cesses44. 

• High quality in ECEC promotes participation in early childhood education and care. ECEC 

participation is promoted by ECEC services that flexibly meet families’ childcare needs. Ser-

vice counselling in ECEC helps to reach new families and contributes to making families feel 

welcome in ECEC services45. 

• ECEC organisers and service providers should bolster structures that support heads of 

ECEC centres in their work. In addition to a reasonable task area, regular cooperation and 

dialogical interaction with the supervisor and other managerial colleagues as well as possi-

bilities to take care of their personal well-being are significant support structures46. 

• VET providers, universities of applied sciences and universities should together continue 

to clarify the competence profiles of qualifications and degrees and the development of 

the content of education in the ECEC sector. The benefits of multiprofessional work are 

realised when the degree programmes produce both common and differentiated compe-

tence to an appropriate extent47. 
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