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Abstract
Finnish early childhood education and care (ECEC) experienced system-wide changes in legislation,
curriculum, and teachers’ and centre leaders’ qualification requirements between 2013 and 2018.
Through these changes, the Finnish ECEC follows the global trends shifting the focus of ECEC from
care towards education. The data are leaders’ (N = 41) written responses to three open-ended
questions in a survey completed in 2018. The analytical framework draws on the models of ed-
ucational change and human capital of pedagogical leadership. The framework directs focus on
leaders’ understanding about and realisation of these new policies in their ECEC centres. Results
indicate that leaders have the capacity to interpret and lead the curriculum process. However, to
secure the coherence in and quality of ECEC, guidance that is more systematic and instruments (e.g.
for development of pedagogy) that support the implementation of the curriculum and its as-
sessment are needed.
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Introduction

The growing understanding of the importance of
learning and education in the early years of
childhood has led to an increased need for the
development of early childhood education and
care (ECEC) services globally, and the field has
undergone extensive change in the past decade
(Gibson et al., 2020; Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2019).
Leadership in education for 21st century learning
should aim at practices that set the direction for
pedagogy and emphasise mutual understanding
instead of focusing only on service management
(OECD, 2013). As in all areas of education, the
conceptualisation of leadership in the ECEC
context is evolving, changing and being re-
defined (Dinham, 2016). Simultaneously with
these changes and new goals for policy de-
velopment, the economic downturn has increased
pressure to cut costs within the education sector
in many countries (Borgna et al., 2019).

Big changes force professionals working in
ECEC to rethink and reorganise their work. The
purpose of this article is to discuss the changing
Finnish ECEC landscape from centre leaders’
perspective by using the lenses provided by the
human capital of pedagogical leadership
(Fonsén, 2014; Fonsén & Ukkonen-Mikkola,
2019) and educational change (Ahtiainen,
2017; see also Fullan, 2015; Hargreaves &
Shirley, 2012). This investigation aims at iden-
tifying aspects related to these two theory-based
models in ECEC leaders’ descriptions about the
leadership needed for realising the objectives of
the National Core Curriculum for ECEC (Finnish
National Agency for Education [FNAE], 2018)
and the assessment of its implementation. To set
the study to its context, we begin with an in-
troduction of Finnish ECEC and the theoretical
viewpoints employed in the data analysis.

The changes in Finnish ECEC context

In the decentralised education system of Finland,
local educational authorities (i.e. municipalities)

have strong decisional power concerning the
arrangements of their services (Simola et al.,
2017). Traditionally, the Finnish education has
been based on public services, and the munici-
palities have been the main education providers.
However, the private service sector has started to
expand within the ECEC. In 1997, the private
sector proportion of ECEC services was only
2.5% (Mäntyjärvi & Puroila, 2019); currently,
18.2% of children participate in ECEC organised
by private service providers, and further, 54% of
Finnish municipalities provide private services
along with the public ones (Finnish Education
Evaluation Centre [FINEEC], 2019).

Finnish ECEC went through many funda-
mental changes during the 2010s. These
changes have affected all service providers in
the field and ECEC is gradually moving closer
to comprehensive schooling. First, in 2013,
ECEC was moved from the Ministry of Social
Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education
and Culture. This affected the basis of ECEC
services fundamentally and began the concep-
tual move from care to education yet retaining
the integrated approach of Finnish ECEC, in
which care, education and teaching form the so-
called ‘educare’model with particular emphasis
on pedagogy (Fonsén & Vlasov, 2017).

Second, the Finnish National Agency for
Education (FNAE), which is responsible for the
implementation of national education policies
and works under the Ministry, updated the
National Core Curriculum for ECEC in 2016,
with further minor revisions in 2018 (FNAE,
2018). The curriculum lays the foundation for
pedagogy and pedagogical conceptualisations
guiding the work of ECEC professionals. It
emphasises the need for distributed leadership,
which in the Finnish ECEC context means that
teachers along with the designated centre leader
have leadership roles. ECEC teachers are de-
fined as pedagogical team leaders responsible
for the pedagogical activities and ECEC leaders
are responsible for the overall operation of the
centre (Act on ECEC [Act 540/2018], 2018;
FNAE, 2018). The curriculum provides
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national-level guidelines, which are the basis for
local-level curricula. Municipal autonomy al-
lows local service providers to adjust the na-
tional curriculum to the conditions and needs
stemming from their local contexts. Whether
ECEC service providers are public or private,
they are required to formulate the local ECEC
curricula and to follow it.

Thirdly, the Act 540/2018 systematised
ECEC state-level norms. It states that every
child has the right to ECEC, and municipalities
are obliged to organise ECEC services or offer
private services. Service providers are re-
quired to evaluate their curriculum work im-
plementation or participate in an external
evaluation process. The Finnish Education
Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) launched guide-
lines and recommendations for the evaluation of
ECEC quality (Vlasov et al., 2018). The Finnish
Education Evaluation Centre provides
development-oriented quality management in
contrast to inspection and supports the evalua-
tion in ECEC centres. It is the leaders’ duty to
lead the evaluation process in their ECEC
centres.

Finally, the overall changes in the ECEC field
are reflected in the qualification requirements
for ECEC teachers and centre leaders, which
were updated in 2018 and will come into full
effect after the transition period in 2030 (Act
540/2018). Every ECEC teacher must now have
a 3-year bachelor’s and a centre leader, a 5-year
master’s degree in an ECEC teacher programme
consisting of studies in educational sciences,
pedagogy and teaching practice. Currently,
a variety of degrees, not all of which are based in
educational sciences or pedagogy, are accepted.

Leadership in the pedagogical context
of ECEC

The emphasis on pedagogical conceptualisa-
tions has increased in the ECEC discourse. We
understand pedagogical leadership as a broad
concept including the leader’s various actions

supporting the implementation of the aims of
ECEC curriculum (cf. Lahtero & Kuusilehto-
Awale, 2015) and approach leadership as
a distributed phenomenon, in which leadership
is a collective commitment and process for all
participants (Heikka, 2014). The leaders of
ECEC centres are key players. They need to be
capable of leading the pedagogy and curriculum
work, yet simultaneously, base their work on
distribution of responsibilities. According to
ECEC curriculum, the teachers are responsible
for pedagogical leadership at the level of child
groups and as leaders of their own teams
(FNAE, 2018).

The human capital of
pedagogical leadership

Due to the changes in Finnish ECEC, the or-
ganisation of roles, responsibilities and tasks
have to be rethought. To begin with, pro-
fessional roles need clarification because ECEC
teachers’ new role involves the practices of
distributed pedagogical leadership. Further, at-
tention should be given to leadership training for
leaders, and the concept of distributed peda-
gogical leadership should be embedded within
the entire ECEC system (Heikka, 2014).

According to Fonsén (2014), drawing from
the work of Sergiovanni (1998), pedagogical
leadership requires certain aspects of human
capital. These aspects are constructed from
knowledge concerning the goals set for the
realisation of curriculum and good pedagogy:
awareness through critical reflection of the
quality of the pedagogy being applied; skills and
the means to lead the pedagogy towards the
desired state; and the ability to argue peda-
gogically and validate both practical decisions
and choices. These aspects of human capital are
part of the process of professional development
of pedagogical leadership (Fonsén & Ukkonen-
Mikkola, 2019). They, together with perspectives
stemming from the process of educational
change, form a frame for analysing ECEC
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leaders’ understandings of the meaning and
leadership of the recent curriculum reform in
this study.

As pedagogical leaders, leaders need to have
knowledge of the goals set for the realisation of
the curriculum and the high quality of pedagogy.
Leaders should also have completed studies in
education as they form a foundation for pro-
fessional knowledge required in leading peda-
gogical practice and provide tools for thinking
critically about pedagogy and interpreting cur-
riculum (Autio et al., 2017). Furthermore,
leaders should seek information and read re-
cent research to develop their pedagogical
knowledge, skills and understanding. It is the
leaders’ responsibility to lead the overall
development of pedagogical practices and
coordinate implementation of the curriculum
(Fonsén, 2014; see also Fonsén & Ukkola-
Mikkola, 2019).

To lead pedagogical practices that are in line
with the curriculum, it is crucial to follow-up on
the work through critical reflection on the
quality of the implemented pedagogy. This re-
quires the capacity to search for and use various
methods of programme evaluation. The evalu-
ation must include reflection on pedagogical
questions and methods, not just questionnaires
providing information at the level of satisfaction
perceived by the customers (i.e. families).
Leaders are responsible for the quality of ped-
agogy in their centres and need to understand the
variations in it (Fonsén, 2014; Fonsén &
Ukkola-Mikkola., 2019).

Leaders’ capacity for leading pedagogical
practices to meet the aims of the curriculum is
related to human resource management and
indirect pedagogical leadership (Lahtero &
Kuusilehto-Awale, 2015). The indirect peda-
gogical leadership consists of management
skills, including the ability to lead the curricu-
lum work, the capacity to explain and interpret
the curriculum, the desire to learn and the tools
and courage to develop the organisation’s
pedagogy. The leader must be able to guide staff
to implement high-quality ECEC, leading

discussions to achieve a shared understanding,
supporting critical reflection, guiding de-
velopment work, assessing needs for and or-
ganising in-service training (Dinham, 2016;
Fonsén & Ukkola-Mikkola, 2019).

The fourth aspect of the human capital of
pedagogical leadership is the ability to argue
pedagogically and validate both practical deci-
sions and choices, which are part of ECEC
leadership (Ebbeck & Waniganayake, 2004;
Hayden, 1996; Jorde-Bloom, 1997). The leader
must have the ability to argue using strong
pedagogical knowledge and to deepen, strengthen
and clarify the collaborative developed peda-
gogical vision for the staff. To do so, they must
be able to justify their explanations pedagog-
ically and base them on the curriculum, to
explain why things should or should not be
done in a particular way. A leader’s task is to
justify pedagogically to their local adminis-
tration the needed resources (Fonsén, 2014;
Fonsén & Ukkola-Mikkola, 2019).

Lenses for observing the process of
educational change

The educational change process along with the
human capital of pedagogical leadership forms
the analysis framework in this study. The main
components of the educational change process
are built around the purpose, tools for achieving
this purpose and practices related to these
(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012). Whether the
change is at the national or local level, it is
crucial that all involved in the change are pro-
vided with enough information concerning the
process so that they can focus on the new
knowledge and capacities needed (Fullan,
2003).

The above-mentioned factors are central
when examining how the Finnish ECEC leaders
lead the curriculum work in the changed
working environment. We have employed
a framework developed by Ahtiainen (2017)
depicting the main dimensions of educational
change emerging from Fullan’s (e.g. 2003,
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2005) and Hargreaves’s (e.g. 2003, Hargreaves
& Shirley, 2012) central publications on edu-
cational change. The framework consists of four
categories: entry, objective, dissemination and
impact. These categories provide the framework
for identifying the key aspects of a change
process and observing whether they are present
in a specific context at a particular time
(Ahtiainen, 2017).

According to Ahtiainen (2017), entry in-
cludes the introduction of the agenda for
change. In terms of Finnish ECEC, this is related
to the renewed policies and justifications re-
garding the organisation of ECEC. Entry fo-
cuses on the purpose of the whole change
process, which includes higher aims, such as the
betterment of society and vision for the future
(see also Fullan, 2003; Hargreaves & Shirley,
2012). This can be seen in the increased em-
phasis on the education of children during their
early years in the Finnish context. The aspects
related to this category aim to justify the change;
they are concerned with the moral purpose of
ECEC and the idea of education as a re-
sponsibility shared between all educators in-
volved in the work (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).

While entry gives purpose for the change, the
objective category directs the focus to the aims
and defines what needs to be done to reach the
aims of these new policies nationally and locally
(Ahtiainen, 2017; Fullan, 2005, 2015). That is,
people working to enact the change need to have
a clear understanding of what they are expected
to do and how. Hargreaves and Fink (2006)
suggest that the new practices should be
based on the existing ones. However, they do
not mean simply building on the existing
practices. Instead, the old practices need to be
understood in terms of which practices are us-
able, which should be abandoned and which
new practices will be applied (Ahtiainen, 2017).
Therefore, the change requires time and space
for questioning and creativity.

The category of dissemination includes
plans, strategies or actions related to clarity
making, professional commitment, interaction,

and capacity building in terms of the change
agenda (Ahtiainen, 2017; Fullan, 2005). This
stage is concerned with the process of making
the big picture accessible to all. The change and
its purpose should be understandable and doable
at all levels of the system (Fullan, 2003).
Therefore, it is necessary for ECEC pro-
fessionals to be provided with enough oppor-
tunities for professional learning, sharing of
knowledge and reflection on the content of the
change (Ahtiainen, 2017; Hargreaves & Fink,
2006). Furthermore, to support the process of
clarity making and learning, it is necessary to
formulate short- and long-term objectives
through which the change agenda can be broken
down into more comprehensible units.

In a system-wide change, there has to be
a means for the government to follow-up on the
educational change to evaluate its impact
(Ahtiainen, 2017). The government is re-
sponsible for providing the necessary support at
all levels in the system so that they meet the
requirements of the change (Ahtiainen, 2017;
Fullan, 2003, 2005). The requirements for
evaluation of the process also apply to all other
levels within the education system. It is crucial
that local education administrators collect evi-
dence concerning local strategies to enact the
change in practices. Consequently, the evalua-
tion of the change often reveals the quality of
actions taken in terms of purpose and clarity of
the change process (i.e. objective and dissem-
ination; Ahtiainen, 2017).

Research questions

The aim of this study was to examine how the
ECEC centre leaders describe their work with
the two main changes, realisation of the new
curriculum and its assessment. The first question
focuses on educational change and the second
on human capital of pedagogical leadership:

1. What kind of aspects of educational
change are present in the ECEC centre
leaders’ descriptions of the realisation
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and assessment of the provided ECEC
services?

2. What kind of knowledge and skills are
referred to in centre leaders’ descriptions
of leading the process of curriculum
realisation and assessment (i.e. leading
pedagogy)?

Conducting the research

The data are 41 ECEC leaders’ written re-
sponses to three open-ended questions con-
cerning the implementation of the National Core
Curriculum (FNAE, 2018). For each open-
ended question, the leaders were asked to de-
scribe the pedagogical practices in their own
centres. These short writings were extracted
from survey data consisting of responses for
both open-ended and Likert-scale questions.
The survey covered six focus areas: organisa-
tion, leading curriculum, well-being at work,
equality, leadership competence and future
leadership. The other areas of the survey have
been reported elsewhere (Fonsén et al.,
forthcoming).

In this study, we have a small convenience
sample of ECEC leaders (Robinson, 2014). All
respondents were participants of a 1.5-year
leadership-training programme targeted at
leaders in educational field (e.g. ECEC leaders
and school principals). We wanted to conduct
the study before the ECEC leaders had started
their studies. In 2018, before the first training
day, we sent an electronic survey to all par-
ticipating leaders (N = 125). Altogether, 102
leaders responded, with 41 of the respondents
representing ECEC.

The majority of the leaders represented
public ECEC centres, only one was from a pri-
vate one. All participants were working as
leaders, yet, their work experience as leaders
varied. About half (n = 19) of respondents had
1–5 years, nine had 6–10 years and 13 had over
10 years of work experience as leaders.

Methodologically, the process of analysis
followed the ideas of directed content analysis

(Assauroudi et al., 2018; Hsieh & Shannon,
2005), in which the researchers’ knowledge
on earlier research or existing theories guide the
identification of contents of initial themes for
coding. This kind of approach represents a de-
ductive use of theory in terms of theory’s po-
sition in the analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005;
Potter & Levine-Donnerstein, 1999). The steps
in the analysis are outlined next.

First, the data were read, the initial themes
identified and the parts of the text representing
the first impressions related to the themes were
marked (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). This formed
the basis for naming and defining the themes by
using conceptualisations drawn from models of
educational change and human capital of ped-
agogical leadership (Assarroudi et al., 2018;
Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Additionally, one to
two initial codes were named for each theme.
Then the already marked data were coded by
using this thematic framework. The framework
was developed further in this process as some
aspects could not be coded according to the initial
codes in the framework and some new codes
were needed (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Finally,
the data were coded by using seven codes that
were divided under three themes (Table 1).
Coding was done with a qualitative data analysis
software ATLAS.ti (https://atlasti.com/).

Next, we printed out coding outputs from for
further examination. The outputs contained each
code name and all quotations with full content
that are linked to the code. The outputs enabled
us to examine the systematicity of the coding
and to ensure its consistency.

Ethical considerations

The University of Helsinki in Finland has
regulations for research ethics to which all
employees of the institution are committed. All
participants were informed about this study in
the acceptance letter for the training they par-
ticipated in. They were provided with detailed
information about the aim, data collection
methods, data storage, data use and research
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participants’ rights (e.g. withdrawal) before the
data collection took place. Participation was
voluntary.

Findings

The ECEC leaders shared stories concerning
educational change and leaders’ positions and
practices in it. Further, they shared their plans
and worries concerning the change. The aspects
emerging from the leaders’ responses are ex-
amined under the three themes of the analysis
framework (Table 1). Some citations from the
responses have been included to capture their
voice. The written responses have been referred
to with a respondent number (e.g. Leader 23),
and years of work experience as a leader (e.g.
1–5 years).

Clarity making and setting objectives

Due to many changes occurring within a rather
short time frame (2013–2018), the leaders’ re-
sponses concerning the realisation of the cur-
riculum included many intertwining aspects
about the need to understand the content and
objectives of the curriculum and its meaning in
terms of practices and existing competence.
Moreover, to respond effectively to the evolving
changes, the leaders understood that they also
needed opportunities for professional learning:

I should have a clear understanding of the content
of all the documents; otherwise, it is not possible
to base the practices on them. All we do and

discuss should be based on the curriculum, and
these things should regularly be brought into
discussion with the staff. (Leader 39, 1–5 years)

Nine leaders mentioned how the whole of the
curriculum would need to be divided into
smaller units to make the content more ap-
proachable. It is crucial for the leaders to use the
curriculum language in relation to everyday
practices and discussions with their ECEC
colleagues to bridge the practice with the con-
tent of the curriculum.

Thirteen leaders described how the ob-
jectives introduced in the curriculum would be
adjusted to the curriculum aims set at the local
administration level and in ECEC centres. These
responses indicated that the development work
needed for reaching the objectives should stem
from the work community, not to be externally
imposed. Some leaders emphasised the need for
ongoing professional discussion and shared
object setting to create a stronger commitment to
the process. The idea was not only to create
shared understanding but also to provide space
for challenging ideas: ‘Planning the objectives
together – the clarity of the objectives supported
with examples of real practices… will help the
staff to commit to the objectives and their re-
alisation’ (Leader 19, 6–10 years).

In general, the aspect related to the pace of
change was present in the clarity making and
objective setting processes. The leaders had
noted that staff members feel unsure about their
own abilities in terms of the curriculum, and
there is a need for structured professional

Table 1. Themes and codes used in the data analysis with the frequencies of used codes.

Theme Code name Total (n)

Clarity making and setting objectives Clarity making 32
Objectives and aims 18
Competence 10

Working climate and structural solutions Working climate 30
Structures and sharing responsibilities 27
Support for leadership 8

Assessment of the curriculum process Assessment and impact 45
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learning opportunities supporting the curricu-
lum process. The leaders often mentioned how
crucial it is to proceed with small steps. This
slow pace gives the staff time to learn and to
discover what they need to learn to meet the new
objectives. In some responses, the leaders
mentioned the importance of grounding the
work in existing knowledge. It is crucial to
recognise the value of the work community’s
current capacity and to support staff in the
process of realising their professional learning
needs: ‘[The leader] knows how to put the
staff’s expertise and creativity to good use in the
process of planning and putting new ideas into
practice’ (Leader 9, over 10 years).

Working climate and structural solutions

Twenty-six leaders talked about the working
climate they aimed to create, support or em-
phasise in their centres. Not all of them had yet
taken all the steps they felt were necessary, but
there were at least strong intentions to proceed
in a certain direction. In the process of leading
the realisation of the curriculum, it was seen as
essential to have a working climate that supports
the work of every professional in the centre. In
the responses, words such as ‘ongoing discus-
sion’, ‘negotiation’ and ‘sharing knowledge and
ideas’ were often repeated. All these described
how the working climate supports the work
needed to reach the aims set in the curriculum:
‘The leader has managed to advance the real-
isation of curriculum by enabling professional
discussion and giving the staff opportunity to
focus on development work and to share ideas
with each other’ (Leader 1, 1–5 years). ECEC
leaders described practices that provide oppor-
tunities for participation and interaction within
the work community. They saw that it is crucial
to value everyone’s work and base the work on
trust.

There were almost as many descriptions
concerning structures and sharing of re-
sponsibilities as there were about working cli-
mate; however, these aspects were not often

linked together or expressed within the same
written response. In terms of practices de-
scribing the working climate, most leaders
mentioned the development of organisational
structures and distribution of responsibilities in
order for these practices to occur. However,
structures can also hinder the work, and there-
fore, they are not the solution per se. Leaders
mentioned several structural factors, the largest
of which were internal, related to their own
centres.

At the ECEC centre level, leaders mentioned
teams and groups with certain areas of re-
sponsibilities and who met regularly. The
leaders emphasised the importance of a clear
vision regarding the area of responsibility and
shared knowledge about who is involved and
the timing of events in terms of ECEC plans for
children, parent meetings and assessments. The
importance of clear job descriptions was men-
tioned in many of the responses. In some cases,
it was clear that the leader created structures that
enabled new ways of working and provided
space for innovation stemming from work
community. Twenty respondents described the
distribution of leadership within their centres
though not all referred to this exact concept.
However, some leaders wrote how the shortage
of qualified staff and constant staff turnover
endangers the whole curriculum realisation
process as it is impossible to develop and sustain
common practices in their centres.

In addition to internal structures, some
leaders mentioned external ones that support the
curriculum and development work at their
centres. There seem to be systematic local team
structures that gather together staff from dif-
ferent centres within the municipality to share
and discuss to disseminate information between
separate units. To work successfully, eight
leaders pointed out the importance of support
for leadership between different leadership
levels (e.g. municipality or groups formed of
ECEC leaders from several centres) and that
curriculum realisation must be supported and
directed from above as well as at the local level:
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‘The realisation of the new curriculum is still in
process, and we have succeeded every time
when the leadership group has provided clear
ideas to the centre leaders’ (Leader 14, 6–
10 years). Leader 5 (1–5 years) discussed the
kinds of leadership from their own supervisor
that supports the achievement of the goals set in
the curriculum: ‘My supervisor has to be in-
terested in pedagogy, and how things are done at
the different centres, and what is it that we can
develop’.

Assessment of the curriculum process

ECEC leaders described assessment related to
the implementation of the curriculum, both the
local curriculum framing the work at the centre
level and the use of an individual curriculum for
each child. The description of assessment pro-
cedures implied that the leaders were familiar
with the new policies regarding the curriculum,
its implementation and assessment. The leaders
discussed the assessment as a tool supporting
and guiding the use of curricula in the centres.
However, according to the leaders’ descriptions,
the current phase of change varies between local
ECEC authorities and centres. The process
between the aims of the curriculum and the
assessment were clearly linked in theory yet this
phase had not yet been reached in practice.

Twenty-two leaders referred to locally se-
lected guidelines and structures for assessment
and discussed how they set a shared goal and
assessment criteria. They mentioned that some
local authorities provide electronic forms to
guide the process:

[Our municipality] has an assessment procedure
that is good and takes place regularly. All is based
on the curriculum. The assessment takes place
twice a year according to a certain, pre-determined
schema. Furthermore, all teams do an informal
assessment every week. (Leader 12, over 10 years)

Yet, some leaders expressed a need for more
structured assessment measures, methods and
guidelines as these are not available in some

areas: ‘We do not have clear structures for as-
sessing curriculum realisation, however, we
should have because then it would be easier to
assess’ (Leader 1, 1–5 years). They mentioned
the importance of having locally shared ways of
working with the curriculum that would increase
coherence: ‘The framework for assessment is
still in progress, things are in a mess. The
curriculum implementation is miscellaneous,
the quality is not uniform, and it can start de-
veloping in various directions’ (Leader 37,
1–5 years).

However, whether there is a local structure
for assessment or not, 27 leaders described
a similar assessment pace. A thorough local
assessment takes place twice a year, and there
are often various informal assessments that
occur continuously to check the situation at each
centre. Nineteen leaders viewed the assessment
as a process involving the leaders and other staff
members working in the centre. Four leaders
provided a wider picture, discussing how they
surveyed parents and in two cases, children as
well. Consequently, we were able to infer that
assessment is a multifaceted process that could
involve multiple stakeholders.

Discussion

The recent educational changes in Finnish
ECEC concerns the whole country and all
service providers. It has affected the work in the
field in many ways. The strengthened educa-
tional content of ECEC requires stronger ped-
agogical leadership. The demands for competent
centre leaders have increased, necessitating
a reconceptualisation of their duties and re-
sponsibilities (Fonsén & Ukkola-Mikkola,
2019; Vlasov et al., 2018).

Our results indicate that the Finnish ECEC
leaders seem to understand the meaning of the
National Core Curriculum of ECEC (FNAE
2018) as a means for guiding the pedagogy
and practices. The leaders perceive the curric-
ulum and the assessment being the key to in-
creasing and ensuring the quality of ECEC
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pedagogy in their centres. Of the frameworks of
human capital of pedagogical leadership
(Fonsén, 2014) and categories of educational
change (Ahtiainen, 2017) addressed in this
study, aspects specifically related to the
knowledge concerning the goals set for the
realisation of curriculum and the high quality of
pedagogy and the skills and means to lead
pedagogy were visible in the leaders’ responses.
Within the framework of educational change,
the prerequisites for successfully leading the
change (i.e. curriculum process) are knowledge
and understanding of the ongoing reform and
various expectations related to it (Ahtiainen,
2017). This is linked to the first aspect of hu-
man capital and pedagogical leadership
(Fonsén, 2014; Fonsén & Ukkola-Mikkola.,
2019), which emphasises knowledge concern-
ing the goals set for the implementation of the
curriculum and the high quality of pedagogy.
That is, before they can support others, leaders
need to know the aims of achieving the goals
and the means to do so (Ahtiainen, 2017; Fullan,
2005; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).

In the process of implementation of the new
curriculum and the related means of assessment,
Finnish leaders seem to be taking on the role of
an enabler. The leaders described the process of
clarity making; they break the curriculum-
related aims down into smaller steps and
short-term aims (Ahtiainen, 2017; Fullan,
2005). This refers to processing the curricu-
lum and pedagogy related to it and adjusting it to
their own contexts (Fullan, 2015). This dem-
onstrates leaders’ skills and abilities to lead the
pedagogy towards the desired state, clarify the
basic task and values of ECEC (which are part of
the human capital promoting pedagogical
leadership; Fonsén, 2014) and understand the
purpose of the change (Ahtiainen, 2017).

Moreover, the role of enabler was demon-
strated in the leaders’ descriptions of the
workplace routines and structures for negotia-
tion and knowledge sharing. Shared discussions
can create workplace professional learning for
the whole work community, including the

leaders themselves. These practices function as
internal channels for disseminating information
and learning (Ahtiainen, 2017; Hargreaves &
Fink, 2006). Some of the structures provide
these opportunities daily, while others have
more specified times and places (e.g. weekly
meetings). Through this role of enabler, leaders
employ practices that resonate with indirect
pedagogical leadership (Lahtero & Kuusilehto-
Awale, 2015) and human resource leadership, of
which interaction, support and leadership of
capacity are key components.

However, to succeed in their work, leaders
cannot only be enablers; they also need support
from the organisational structures that empower
them to develop and learn professionally. The
leaders’ responses implied that they are
knowledgeable about the need for and purpose
of evaluating the realisation of the curriculum at
their own centres and at the municipal level
(Ahtiainen, 2017; Fullan, 2005; Hargreaves &
Fink, 2006). Hence, they seemed to possess the
skills needed for critical reflection and evalua-
tion of the pedagogy in use in their centres
(Fonsén, 2014). This awareness reflects the
work of the FINEEC regarding the evaluation of
ECEC, which is spread throughout the country.
To be precise, the work of the FINEEC began in
2018 with guidelines for leaders, and this or-
ganisation was intended to provide the support
and tools necessary for evaluation. Yet, evalu-
ation practices and their coherence were the
main challenges pointed out by many of the
leaders. This indicates that for some reason,
leaders have been unable to have their voices
heard to get the necessary support and resources.
There may also be a lack of mutual un-
derstanding about the situation between the
ECEC centres and local administrations (Fonsén
& Ukkola-Mikkola, 2019; Heikka, 2014).

Conclusions

To summarise the results, leaders require strong
educational knowledge to be able to interpret the
curriculum and lead its realisation in the
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changing work environment of ECEC, which
also agrees with earlier findings (Fonsén, 2014;
Fonsén & Ukkola-Mikkola, 2019). It is evident
that the ability to develop and support distrib-
uted pedagogical leadership is crucial. Further,
ECEC teachers need support from the leader in
terms of developing their own pedagogical
leadership roles. Therefore, work communities
should develop in such a way that leaders can
work behind the scenes and secure the quality of
ECEC at the centre level while teachers lead
pedagogy of their child groups at the frontline of
the centres. To do so, arenas for pedagogical
discussion should be organised and provided
through different organisational structures.

In Figure 1, the two theoretical frameworks
of the study are combined based on the results.
Leaders need to have the human capital of
pedagogical leadership (Fonsén, 2014), and

they need to understand the process of educa-
tional change (Ahtiainen, 2017) to successfully
implement the curriculum. That is, to lead the
change. The elements of these frameworks give
a definition for required leadership competence
and can be utilised in the development of ECEC
leadership training and instruments (e.g. for
assessment methods and development of ped-
agogy) that support leaders’ work.

Pervious research indicates that the basis for
high-quality ECEC services are leaders with
strong leadership skills and knowledge about
pedagogy along with qualified teachers (Fonsén
& Soukainen, 2020). However, challenges with
finding qualified staff and staff turnover in some
regions may impede the prospects of this field.
Therefore, it is crucial that all political emphasis
that has already been put on the improvement of
this field through administrative and normative

Figure 1. Leadership competence model for leading pedagogy and curriculum implementation.
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changes will result in the increase of attrac-
tiveness of this profession in the near future.
This includes pedagogy as well as new quali-
fication requirements aimed at strengthening the
status of ECEC in Finland. From the perspective
of ECEC globally, the increasing understanding
of the importance of ECEC and the formulation of
policies that support the development of the
field in terms of both financial and human re-
sources may have a high impact on overall well-
being of people in the future (OECD, 2013,
2019).

Limitations

The data used in this study were collected from
leaders participating in a training programme.
The respondents represented a group of 41
professional learning-oriented leaders, which
may have affected the way they answered.
Despite the limitations in terms of general-
isability, this study provides important insights
to ECEC and the experiences of leaders working
in it, and points the direction for future research.
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