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Introduction
Children’s participation is seen as being based on the Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
UNCRC (United Nations 1989), which reflects particular core values of participation such as self-
determination and democracy (Bae 2009; CoE 2012). The execution of children’s participation is a 
time-consuming process that demands changes in legislation, policy and practice (Lansdown 
2010), the implementation of which is where northern European countries are regarded as 
pioneers of early childhood education (ECE) (Theobold 2019).

The aim of this study is to investigate educators’ professional commitment to implementing and 
enhancing young children’s participation in ECE settings. The basis of pedagogical practices can be 
ascertained by examining curriculum texts, values (Einardottir et al. 2015) and concepts (Kettukangas 
2017). Salminen and Poikonen (2017) reminded that a centre-based plan is a tool that allows the goals 
of the national curriculum come to life. According to Salminen and Annevirta (2016), participating in 
a shared curriculum process affects teachers’ pedagogical thinking when planning the actual 
pedagogical practices. In 2017, we collected plans regarding children’s participation, formulated 
reflectively by the staff in Finnish ECE centres to develop their pedagogical practices according to the 
new legislation and regulations. In Finland, ECE experienced a reform as day-care moved from the 
Ministry of Social Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education and Culture in 2013 and again in 
2015, with the completion of the Act on Early Childhood Education and Care (580/2015). With this 
legislation, day-care as a system transformed into goal-oriented early childhood education and care 
that emphasises pedagogy (540/2018 § 1). Firstly, the Finnish National Agency for Education produced 
a mandatory National Core Curriculum for ECEC (EDUFI 2016) based on the Act on Early Childhood 
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Education and Care (see 540/2018 § 9). Before this norm, the core 
curriculum for early childhood education and care (ECEC) was 
only advisory. Secondly, mandatory local curricula were drawn 
up according to the National Core Curriculum for ECEC and 
introduced in 2017. Local curricula may be formulated as a 
common plan for local ECEC services or for different forms of 
local ECEC services separately (EDUFI 2016:9). These local 
plans could be either regional, municipality-specific or centre-
based. Further, the personnel of ECEC centres can concretise the 
contents of these pedagogical documents at the level of a 
voluntary plan for their own child group, but all levels of 
pedagogical plans must comply with legislation and regulation 
(see 540/2018 § 22). However, the child’s individual ECEC plan 
is always compulsory (540/2018 § 23).

One essential change in addition to strengthening the quality 
of pedagogy in ECEC in general was that the participation of 
children and their guardians in pedagogical planning, 
implementation and evaluation was included as obligatory 
for the first time in the contemporary Act on Early Childhood 
Education and Care (540/2018) in 2015 and further in the core 
curricula for preprimary education (EDUFI 2014, 2016), as 
well as for early childhood education and care (EDUFI 2018). 
Early childhood education and care are needed now to 
develop policies and structures to support participation in 
various ways (EDUFI 2016:24, 30). 

Children’s participation principles are generally expressed in 
these steering regulations, arousing the need for support 
amongst ECE professionals to concretise them into practice 
(Sevón et al. 2021). As the content of the curriculum (2016) 
changed and was implemented into practice, participation 
became more explicit in research and early childhood 
discourses, as well as in practical development and local 
alignments. Although some of the centres have already 
developed various strategies for enabling children’s and 
their parents’ participation through training and projects 
(e.g. Venninen & Leinonen 2013), clear nation-wide strategies 
and practices are missing (Kangas 2016; Virkki 2015). 

This study was approached with the understanding that 
children’s participation is a multifaceted, complex and 
dynamic phenomenon (Woodhead 2010) that can be studied 
in several contexts, on multiple levels from societal to 
personal and with varying theoretical linkages (Malone & 
Hartung 2010; Sinclair 2004). Within this study’s data limits, 
participation was investigated mainly as an institutional and 
interactional level phenomenon. 

The commitments in the Finnish curricula concerning learning 
and learners correspond to the sociocultural paradigm (Rogoff 
2003; Vygotsky 1978) that emphasises humans as active agents 
who learn and develop holistically and dialogically in cultural 
contexts and interpersonal relationships, as well as the new 
sociology of childhood paradigm (James, Jenks & Prout 1998) 
that supports the views of childhood with its own justification 
and children as social actors with their own interests and 
competence, who both influence their world and are influenced 
by surrounding structures and relationships. These paradigms 
form the basis of this study, combined with the child’s rights 

paradigm, especially concerning UNCRC Articles 2, 3, 5, 12, 
13, and 17. They outline everyone’s equal right to be informed 
and listened to, to have one’s opinions taken into account and 
to express oneself freely, with respect to young children’s 
needs for protection as well as guidance and support in the 
exercise of their rights and with primary consideration of the 
best interests of the child (CoE 2012; Lansdown 2010). 

Concerning the data, the researchers understand the 
cooperatively formulated pedagogical plans of the centre staff 
as joint commitments to act in a certain way based on Shier’s 
(2001) conceptualising of the phases of educators’ readiness to 
help progress children’s participation in pedagogical plans. 
According to him, in the stage of ‘opening’, individual educators 
are personally ready to think and act in a certain new way. 
Secondly, the organisation must create an ‘opportunity’ to 
operate according to this personal readiness by providing 
needed resources, knowledge, skills and approaches. Finally, 
the organisation establishes an ‘obligation’ along which the new 
operation method becomes the jointly agreed policy.

Studying the content of these plans provided a 
multidimensional picture of children’s and guardians’ 
participation, concretised in operations of ECE practice. The 
data are derived uniquely from the coworking organisations at 
the time when the new national regulations have urged service 
providers to develop their programmes towards children’s 
participation. The results will guide the next steps taken in 
ECE policy, professional development and related research. 

Participation as a concept
The actualisation of children’s participation in ECE settings is 
challenged by the many alternative ways to conceptualise 
young children’s participation (Theobald 2019). Based on the 
UNCRC, it is generally formulated as a child’s right to express 
his or her views freely in all matters affecting the child and to 
have them taken into account ‘in accordance with the age and 
maturity of the child’ (Article 12). This kind of conditional 
formulation, also found in the Finnish Act on ECEC (540/2018), 
allows space for varying and tensional interpretations amongst 
service providers and educators (e.g. Lundy 2007). When 
looking at them from different perspectives, the interpretations 
may focus narrowly on individuals or more widely also on their 
communities and contexts (Thomas & Percy-Smith 2010). 

Firstly, whilst young children are regarded as capable to 
participate in many ways – for example, by making choices 
and communicating in numerous ways, even before gaining 
spoken language (Nyland 2009) – their evolving competence 
may be seen only as a personal psychological property that is 
developed through learning and maturation (CoE 2012). 
Instead, a wider relational approach takes into account the 
expectations, support and restrictions of the environment, 
pinpointing the fact that children’s capacities are situated 
and negotiated in everyday praxis (Oswell 2013:188). 

Secondly, participation can be seen as an individual right or 
as a shared one. The individualistic perspective focuses on 

http://www.sajce.co.za


Page 3 of 12 Original Research

http://www.sajce.co.za Open Access

personal well-being, autonomy and self-realisation through 
expressing one’s own views and making individual choices 
(Bae 2009). Increasingly, however, the focus is moved to 
collective and relational aspects of participation (Horgan 
et al. 2017), such as learning about exercising democracy, 
influencing practices and environments, children and 
families’ participation in service development, delivery and 
evaluation and opportunities for dialogue and information-
sharing with mutual respect and cooperation amongst 
participants (CoE 2012). The wider approach aims to reconcile 
both individual and collective aspects in a way that does not 
harm the child or others (cf. Alderson 2008).

Thirdly, individuality refers to educators’ personal views on 
children’s capacities and interests and individuals’ power to 
decide to what extent each child is informed, listened to and 
involved in decision-making. In turn, the wider, contextual 
approach elaborates on the status of children so that educators 
need to provide children with opportunities and support to 
exercise their rights and evolving capacities by sharing power 
and involving them in negotiations and decision-making 
(UNCRC Article 5; Lansdown 2010). This kind of empowerment 
of children leans on the commitment of entire educator teams to 
enhance this objective with shared practices (e.g. Shier 2001). 

The well-known participation models of Hart (1992) and 
Shier (2001) describe personnel’s stepwise proceeding of 
children’s empowerment in decision-making through 
ladders or pathways. Shier (2010, 2019), however, has later 
regarded these one-dimensional models as inadequate to 
catch the multidimensional and relational participation 
processes. Further, some criticism (Kirby et al. 2003; Malone 
& Hartung 2010; Sinclair 2004) is targeted towards their 
hierarchy that may lead to achieving only the top level as the 
main objective, although different levels of empowerment 
are appropriate in different situations.

Finally, children’s participation practices are critiqued for 
being based too much on separate, formal techniques and 
choice routines about matters determined by educators 
instead of children’s unique forms of participation in all 
interactions and interests embedded in their daily life (Bae 
2009; Lundy 2007). Within a holistic approach, children are 
regarded to experience their participation as meaningful 
through everyday practices of playing, caring and ‘doing’ 
education (Horgan et al. 2017; Nyland 2009). Actually, this 
leads to a participatory pedagogy (Kangas 2016).

We approach the concept of children’s participation widely and 
holistically as described above and by taking multiple factors 
and dimensions into account in this study. In the analysis, 
we have applied Turja’s (2017; 2018) a multidimensional 
conceptual model of children’s participation, which is described 
next. It is constructed abductively, based on both earlier research 
and conceptual models of participation, as well as the data of 
narratives on children’s participation collected from Finnish 
ECE educators in several refresher courses during 2006–2016. 
The tentative model variations have been reflected within the 
courses in the long run. 

The multidimensional model of participation 
The model (Turja 2017) strives to organise multiple adequate 
dimensions and aspects into one conceptual framework that 
is simple enough for ECE practitioners to manage as a tool to 
reflect on and develop their practices. It consists of 
prerequisites enabling children’s participation, dimensions of 
participation and the process viewpoint to involvement 
(Figure 1) – all explained in the following.

The four intertwined prerequisites refer to children’s 
evolving but situated competence (UNCRC Article 5), the 
most fundamental of which is the atmosphere of trust 
(Alderson 2008; Lundy 2007; Owens 2005; Shier 2010). To 
start an interaction and cooperation with companions, all the 
participants need to feel safety, self-confidence and mutual 
trust. Educators need these for sharing power with children. 
Communication is key to successful participation: children 
need opportunities to communicate with adequate means in 
order to make themselves understood and to understand 
others and the information shared with them (Clark 2005; 
Lundy 2007; UNCRC Articles 5, 13). Furthermore, educators 
and children need to co-create knowledge concerning all 
matters essential for the children to enable their meaningful 
initiations and participation (Bae 2009; Hart 1992; UNCRC 
Article 17). Lastly, access to all essential materials, places and 
other resources is important for children’s agency, especially 
concerning the youngest children, who ideate and start 
activities and make choices guided by their immediate 
physical environment (Owens 2005). Educators are 
responsible for promoting these prerequisites.

The three dimensions of participation unify several 
dimensions presented by Kirby and others (2003). Children’s 
empowerment (Hart 1992; Shier 2001) focuses on the power 
relations between child and educator in pedagogical 
activities. This dimension is simplified according to 
Lansdown (2010:20) into three categories, with a notice that 
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FIGURE 1: Model of children’s participation in the early childhood education 
context.
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each of them may be appropriate depending on the context 
and the phase of activity:

1. Adult-led position where children are heard, consulted, 
asking permissions and making restricted choices

2. Child-led position where adults watch over or assist 
children with their ideas

3. Equal position between adults and children with joint 
negotiations, decisions and collaboration.

The sphere of effects corresponds with Kirby and others’ 
dimensions of ‘focus’ and ‘content’ of decision-making. It 
describes how widely influential and recognisable the child’s 
or children’s participation is. The continuum extends from 
personal matters towards those shared with peers, the whole 
group, the centre, families and even the wider community. 
Time frame takes into account the duration of an activity and 
its effects (Kirby et al. 2003: ‘frequency and duration of 
participation’). Some activities, such as co-constructing rules 
for a group, may take a relatively short time but have lasting 
effects throughout the whole year. Deciding on free-play 
activities represents the short-term ‘on-off’ participation, 
whereas cooperative project works belong to long-term 
practices.

Children and their guardians should be involved in every step 
of the pedagogical process including planning, implementation 
and evaluation (Act on ECEC 540/2018). Each phase involves 
decision-making (Lansdown 2010). Finally, a successful 
participation process has various impacts on children’s lives, 
benefitting both individuals and the community (Lansdown 
2010). The immediate impact is a positive emotional state, 
referring to a sense of belonging (Rinaldi 2005), increasing 
self-esteem, empathy and responsibility (Shier 2001), as well 
as experiences of solidarity, unity and fellowship (Sandberg 
and Eriksson 2010); therefore, it further strengthens the 
‘atmosphere of trust’. 

Children’s participation in the practices of early 
childhood education settings
Correia et al. (2019) completed a systematic review of 36 
publications of empirical research on children’s participation 
in ECE settings published during 2001–2017. Majority of the 
studies were qualitative studies conducted in northern 
European countries, investigating ideas of participation and 
focusing on the educators’ viewpoint. Interestingly, no one 
analysed the curricula or pedagogical plans of ECE centres. A 
third of the studies focused on practices related to 
participation – those being relevant to this study’s interests. 
Only a few of the reviewed studies reported positive child 
outcomes of participation in self-regulation, autonomy, 
communication and problem-solving skills. 

Venninen and Leinonen (2013) studied the effects of long-
term training on practices of 82 teams in 21 Finnish ECE 
centres, pinpointing the necessity of reflection, evaluation 
and continuous transformation for acquiring new practices. 
The teams’ self-reports revealed development in delving into 
children’s perspectives, being present for children, supporting 

them in self-expression and with their own ideas, emphasising 
play and spontaneous activities and especially in giving 
room to their choices. They had learned to include children’s 
viewpoints better in their own planning and to make 
spontaneous adaptations to ongoing pedagogic activities 
according to children’s suggestions. Instead, shared decision-
making as well as designing activities and physical 
environments together with children were slightly developed 
but implemented quite rarely. 

As above, some other studies (Bae 2009; Einarsdottir 2005; 
Ivrendi 2017; Rosen 2010) also considered play to be 
remarkable for children’s involvement, learning, self-
determination, individual and joint choices and open-ended 
activities. However, children’s limited opportunities to 
influence playtimes, materials and environments, as well as 
educators’ withdrawal from play interaction are seen as 
drawbacks for participation (Brotherus & Kangas 2018). 
Actually, Roos (2015) concluded, based on her research in 
child groups, that children are living in two cultures: their 
own peer culture (e.g. play) and the adults’ organised one.

According to some studies (Almqvist & Almqvist 2015; 
Kangas 2016; Leinonen & Venninen 2012), apart from play, 
educators tend to give children only restricted opportunities 
to make choices and take initiative within the preplanned 
frames. Evidence from earlier studies (Bae 2010; Nyland 
2009; Roos 2015; Virkki 2015) shows that this also concerns 
caregiving activities (e.g. mealtimes, nap, dressing, toileting) 
that are often implemented only according to unconscious 
rules and habits (Kettukangas 2017).

Further, children may be listened to, but it is up to the adults 
how their views are finally taken into account in decision-
making (Lundy 2007). Alasuutari (2014) studied teacher–
parent meetings concerning the child’s individual education 
plan with the result that, mostly, children’s opinions gathered 
beforehand were not seriously valued or included in the 
plans. Children as active agents, however, can use many 
strategies to exercise their rights and to accommodate and 
resist educators’ orders in daily interactions and negotiations 
(Markström & Halldén 2009; Sairanen, Kumpulainen & 
Kajamaa 2020). 

Children’s empowerment is successfully enhanced by many 
strategies. Weckström and others (2021) reported how a 
narrative ‘storycrafting’ method was used to enable children’s 
agency within long-term projects based on their stories. 
Clement (2019) described children’s own agency in building 
their classroom environment. According to Knauf (2019), 
such features of the physical environment as open views, 
flexible usage, accessibility and multifunctionality of material 
and representations of children facilitated children’s self-
determined activities. 

Many studies (Bae 2009; Emilson & Folkesson 2006; Kangas 
2016; Mesquita-Pires 2012; Sairanen et al. 2020; Salminen 2013; 
Sandberg & Erikson 2010) have indicated that respectful 
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and reciprocal adult–child interaction as the core of 
participation practices is connected to educators’ acceptive 
and less controlling role, jointly negotiated rules and 
constructive group management skills, as well as child-
friendly nonverbal and verbal communication styles, 
responsivity and pedagogical sensitivity. 

The recognised facilitators and restrictors of children’s 
participation are the opposite sides of the same coin. Attitudinal 
factors are linked to educators’ image of the child and 
understandings of participation (Bae 2010; Kangas 2016; 
Sandberg & Erikson 2010), causing, for example, the 
underestimation of children’s competence and worries about 
undermined pedagogical authority (Lundy 2007). Factors linked 
to professional development concern pedagogical roles (Bae 2009; 
Salminen 2013), skills and knowledge in involving children and 
supporting their participation at different ages and with diverse 
backgrounds or disabilities (Almqvist & Almqvist 2015; 
Emilson & Folkesson 2006; Franklin 2013; Kangas 2016; 
Sairanen et. al.2020; Sévon et al. 2021) and teamwork enhancing 
reflection and shared understanding of participation practices 
(Mesquita-Pires 2012; Venninen & Leinonen 2013). Structural 
and environmental factors consist of built environments, staff 
resources and grouping of children, as well as cultural ways to 
organise pedagogical activities, schedules, routines and 
material environments (Kangas 2016; Knauf 2019; Mesquita-
Pires 2012; Sandberg & Erikson 2010; Virkki 2015).

To conclude, supporting children’s competence and 
autonomy and acknowledging their ‘voices’ within adult-led 
activities seem to be less challenging to embrace than 
activities based on adult–child collaboration and power 
balancing, although successful strategies are established as 
well. Furthermore, the ideas of participation may vary 
greatly, leading to diverse focuses in practices and research 
(e.g. Correia et al. 2019). This study has adopted a wide, 
holistic and multidimensional approach to find out how 
practices of children’s participation are used in pedagogical 
plans made by ECE staff, representing a focus that is rare in 
the existing body of research.

Study objectives and methods
The aim of this study was to investigate educators’ commitment 
to implementing children’s participation in pedagogical 
practices in their ECE settings, as written in the pedagogical 
plans formulated by the staff of 10 ECE centres in Finland. 
Statements in these plans concerned objectives, principles and 
concrete work methods. Informed by the multidimensional 
participation model as the basis of analysis, the research task 
was defined with the following research questions:

1. What kinds of prerequisites for children’s participation are 
ECE educators committed to in order to enhance their 
practice, according to statements included in the pedagogical 
plans? 

2. How is the enactment of dimensions of children’s 
participation conceived by the ECE professionals in 
accordance with the statements included in the pedagogical 
plans?

Research data
The data were collected during the year 2017. Ten centre-
based plans for children’s participation in ECE were selected 
for the document data in this study. The plans for children’s 
participation were documents composed by ECE staff at ECE 
centres in one municipality in Finland. The composition of 
centre-based plans is not obligatory in Finland. The ECE 
leader of the municipality initiated the planning process as 
part of the local ECE curriculum implementation project. 
Children’s participation in ECE was emphasised as a 
development goal in the local curriculum of the municipality. 
To ensure the implementation of children’s participation as 
required by the National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood 
Education and Care (EDUFI 2018) and the local ECE curriculum, 
the ECE leader instructed each ECE centre to draft a plan for 
how children’s participation would be implemented in the 
daily pedagogical activities (e.g. basic and pedagogical 
activities and play) of all child groups in the centre. The ECE 
centre directors led the composition of concrete action plans, 
with which the staff aimed to enact the goals of children’s 
participation during the next year. This was based on a 
shared discussion and agreements amongst the whole staff 
about the practices and how to enact them in the daily 
pedagogy. Plans were made to guide practices of all educators 
in the centre for the whole year. This process did not include 
guidance from outside the centre. The ECE centres were 
located in a medium-sized municipality in Finland. All 
centres in the municipality participated in the study. The 
centres consisted of 1‒10 child groups with 12‒24 children in 
each group. The staff at each centre consisted of 3‒31 persons, 
and the total number of ECE teachers participating in the 
study was 43. Along with the ECE teachers, there were ECE 
professionals, such as child carers, working in the centres. 
The total number of ECE staff participating in drafting plans 
was approximately 150, of which nearly 35% were ECE 
teachers and 47% were child carers. The plans differed 
slightly in length and content. One plan was approximately 
1‒10 pages. Most of the plans were three to six pages long. 
One of the plans was one page long, and one plan was two 
pages long. One of the plans was eight pages long, and one 
plan was 10 pages long. Most of the plans included 
subheadings such as ‘adult–child interaction’, ‘taking care of 
the well-being of children in basic activities’ and ‘children’s 
participation in play’. However, subheadings varied between 
plans, and some of the plans did not include subheadings 
(e.g. the shortest plan). Some of the plans were written very 
concisely and others were written in more detail. 

Data analysis
Coffey (2014) characterised documents as artefacts produced 
in a study setting for certain purposes. A document is a social 
contract and reflects how the authors perceive social reality. 
This starting point provides the purpose of analysis and 
directs the methodological choices of the research. The 
methods of the document analysis are chosen so that the 
meaning-making of the authors on the analysed documents 
can be revealed.
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Page 6 of 12 Original Research

http://www.sajce.co.za Open Access

Enquiry into the substantive content of the plans for 
children’s participation in ECE was performed through the 
application of deductive qualitative analysis (Patton 2015). 
Qualitative content analysis was used to organise, condense 
and categorise the document data to investigate ECE 
professionals’ perceptions of the prerequisites and 
dimensions of children’s participation in ECE. The data 
analysis process followed the conceptual framework of 
children’s participation developed by Turja (2017). This 
approach led to the categorisation of the data according to 
the concepts derived from Turja’s conceptualisation of 
children’s participation. The fundamental prerequisites for 
children’s participation were ways of communication, atmosphere 
of trust and access to knowledge and material resources. The 
dimensions of participation were empowerment, sphere of 
effects and time frame. 

To start, it was important to compare the analyses of one 
document (10% of the data) done by three researchers and 
confirm that the categories were being coded in a similar way 
to ensure the reliability of the findings (cf. Krippendorff 
2013). The first step in the actual data analysis process was to 
identify the expressions connected to the key concepts 
selected for the study, which were the three dimensions of 
children’s participation presented in the model. The unit of 
analysis was the part of the text that had a factual connection 
with the concepts that were important for the study. For 
example, a bit of text about providing positive feedback for 
children formulated a unit connected with the subcategory of 
children’s self-confidence in the analysis. This first phase of the 
analysis resulted in the identification of the main categories 
in the data. After the main categories were identified, based 
on the theoretical concepts, the content of the categories was 
reduced and clustered to form subcategories. After this 
phase, the researchers organised the subcategories under the 
main ones to form a comprehensive picture of the categories 
and their content, as well as their hierarchical relationships 
within the whole data set. To support the credibility of the 
study, some excerpts from the data are included in this article.

Findings
The findings and the related categories of the prerequisites 
and dimensions of children’s participation in ECE plans are 
presented here. The descriptive contents of the main 
categories are presented in Tables 1–5.

Prerequisites for children’s participation in early 
childhood education plans
The prerequisites for children’s participation consist of four 
deductively formed main categories: atmosphere of 
trust, enhancing communication with children, co-creating 
knowledge of daily life and access to material resources. The 
prerequisites of participation are intertwined, and the 
dimensions form a three-dimensional space for participation 
activities, and one activity can hence be included in different 
categories. In addition, this study identified structural factors 
to be added into these main categories. All the categories 
with descriptive contents are shown in Tables 1 and 2.

The first main category, atmosphere of trust, consists of three 
subcategories (see Table 1). Several statements, in general, 
aimed to strengthen children’s positive self-image and self-
confidence as categorised in the ‘children’s self-confidence’ 
subcategory. Treating children as unique, important persons 
is seen in the following example: the educator must in a 
positive atmosphere ‘encourage everybody to play in their 
own way’ (Plan 6). Further, expressions about providing 
children with experiences with success, self-guided activities 
and feedback that indicates the worth of their ideas and 
initiatives were included here. Statements like ‘[a] child is 
aware of when his or her wish has come true’ (Plan 5) were 
visible in several plans. 

Expressions in the ‘confidence in their social environment’ sub-
category dealt firstly with the general atmosphere and social 
relationships. For example, educators should enhance 
‘positive pedagogy and attitudes towards one another, 

TABLE 2: Enhancing communication and access to knowledge as prerequisites 
for participation.
Deductive 
category

Subcategories Content and concrete actions

Enhancing 
communication 
with children

1.  Opportunities for 
communication

•  Educators are present for children 
and place themselves on the 
children’s level

• Educators refrain from hurrying
•  Children are divided into small 

groups 
•  Educators organise children’s 

meetings
2.  Ways to focus on 

children’s perspectives
•  Parents representing their child’s 

‘voice’ 
• Sensitive child observation 
• Discussions with children

3.  Ways to support 
communication

•  Children can benefit from visual 
communication aids 

•  Children’s memory is supported by 
documentation

Co-creating 
knowledge

- • Informal interactions 
•  Structured discussions with an aim 

to build shared understanding 
•  The child is involved in the 

discussion concerning his or her 
personal matters 

•  Children’s ideas and wishes are 
collected and documented for 
future implementation

TABLE 1: Atmosphere of trust as a prerequisite for participation.
Deductive 
category

Subcategories Content and concrete actions 

Atmosphere of 
trust

1.  Children’s self-
confidence

•  Valuing every child as a unique and 
important person

•  Providing children with experiences of 
success, giving support and positive 
feedback

•  Guiding and encouraging children to 
act independently

•  Making children’s initiatives and 
efforts visible by documentation

•  Informing children that their initiatives 
are being put into practice

2.  Children’s confidence 
in their social 
environment

•  Guaranteeing a secure and positive 
atmosphere

•  Building a trusting educator–child 
bond and a confident relationship with 
the parents

•  Guiding children to play, work and 
solve conflicts together and support 
each other

3.  Educators’ self-
confidence and trust 
in children’s agency

•  Restricted: Children can choose from 
alternatives planned and presented by 
educators 

•  Increasing: Educators make plans 
based on child observations and ideas 
received from children

•  High: Educators invite children to 
cooperate 
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noticing each other’s strengths’ (Plan 6). Many statements 
concerned positive communication amongst participants, 
educators’ availability for children, stability and predictability 
with routines and rules, forbidding bullying, having fun 
together and holding children. Secondly, according to the 
statements, educators must build a trusting educator–child 
bond by being sensitive and responding to individual needs, 
emotions and personal traits that are also supported by a 
confidential relationship with the child’s guardians. Thirdly, 
mutual confidence in the group can be enhanced by guiding 
every child to play and work with the other children, support 
each other and solve conflicts together.

The ‘educators’ self-confidence and trust in children’s agency’ 
subcategory was only implicitly recognisable in the 
statements that dealt with educators’ child view and 
readiness to involve children in pedagogical processes. 
Actually, these statements belong primarily to the children’s 
empowerment dimension described in detail in that part of the 
results. Therefore, the following classification is only 
tentative. Firstly, educators with only restricted readiness 
allow children to choose from alternatives that are preplanned 
and presented by educators. Secondly, those with increasing 

readiness make plans based on their own observations of 
children and ideas received from them. Thirdly, educators 
with a high readiness build thematic activities and projects 
together with children based on the children’s ideas. What is 
remarkable is whether educators regard themselves as 
enablers of children’s present agency or whether they wait 
for the children to learn and grow older: ‘When the play 
becomes more self-directed, the educator trusts children and 
she doesn’t have to be involved all the time. The educator 
gives space for children-initiated play’ (Plan 8).

Statements belonging to the second main category, enhancing 
communication with children, were classified into three 
subcategories (see Table 2). ‘Opportunities for communication’ 
included statements describing multiple ways to create 
proximity, time and space for informal communication. In 
addition, organising children’s meetings for discussion was 
mentioned several times. ‘Ways to focus on children’s perspectives’ 
consisted of statements involving parents as transmitters of 
their child’s voice as well as using sensitive child observation 
and discussions to listen to children’s views: ‘Educators listen 
to children respectfully and strive to reach the child’s 
interpretation of the situation’ (Plan 8). The subcategory ‘ways 
to support communication’ concerns statements referring to 
visual communication such as drawings, pictures and 
photographs as a means of communication. Documentation to 
visualise discussed issues such as children’s wishes for 
activities was mentioned in some plans, including ‘a tree with 
wish-leaves’ on the wall and ‘a blog of the child group’.

Expressions belonging to the third main category, co-creating 
knowledge (Table 2), are related to actions aiming to 
understand each other’s thoughts and co-create shared 
understanding about various daily life issues in order to 
contribute to them meaningfully. Knowledge co-creation was 
mentioned to happen in informal interactions (Plan 1: 
educators shall ‘model young children’s play; discuss more 
with children’), in joint pedagogical discussions (circle times, 
weekly planning meetings) and, for example, by involving 
the child in parent–educator discussions about the child’s 
individual education plan (IEP). Discussing the group rules 
or building them together was seldom mentioned. More 
common were statements about collecting children’s ideas 

TABLE 3: Access to material resources and structural factors as prerequisites for 
participation.
Deductive 
category

Subcategories Content and concrete actions 

Access to 
material 
resources

1. Educators organise •  Availability of spaces and materials for 
personal caregiving activities 

•  Enriching children’s activities with 
new materials and environments

•  Availability of materials and tools for 
play and learning; flexible usage of 
existing environments

2. Children involved •  Children bring their own toys, books 
and other material for shared 
activities

•  Collaborative planning, building and 
cleaning of learning and play 
environments

•  Joint ideating concerning new 
purchases and usage of existing 
resources

Structural 
factors

1. Practice framework •  Organisation of routines, caregiving 
activities, environments and 
transitions between activities

• Flexible program plans
2.  Professional 

development 
framework

•  Structures for long-term practice 
development

•  Tools for pedagogical documentation

TABLE 4: Empowerment as a participation dimension.
Deductive category Subcategories Content and concrete actions 

Empowerment 1. Adult-led: low level •  Adults organise small-group 
activities and plan pedagogical 
activities with implicit participation 
purposes

2.  Adult-led: advanced  
level

•  Educators make decisions based on 
observations or listening

•  Children have limited possibilities 
to choose activities

•  Children may influence their own 
activities

3. Child-led •  Children have time and space to 
make decisions about free play 
activities

4. Equal position •  Joint thematic projects and 
environment building

•  The child participates in the 
teacher–parent discussion on his or 
her IEP

•  Children involved in building rules 

IEP, individual education plan.

TABLE 5: Sphere of effects and time frame as participation dimensions.
Deductive category Subcategories Content and concrete 

actions 

Sphere of effects 1. Individual •  Planning and making 
decisions about a child’s 
own play and caregiving 
activities

2. Peers • Choosing playmates
•  Impacting on shared 

activities
3. Whole class •  Negotiating rules or 

content of joint activities
• Organising environments

4. Families •  Bringing materials from 
home; IEP

Time frame 1. Short-term frame •  Caregiving activities
•  Pedagogical activities

2. Long-term frame • Play and projects
• Negotiating rules

IEP, individual education plan.
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and wishes to inform future planning: ‘We write and visualise 
children’s wishes on the wall’ (Plan 6).

The fourth main category, access to material resources, was 
divided into two subcategories depending on children’s 
influence on material resources (see Table 3). The statements 
of the first subcategory focused on how educators organise 
equipment, materials and environments, including the habits 
of their use, so that they meet individual caregiving needs 
(access to toilet or resting place), enrich play and exploring 
and are available to children without restrictions. For 
example, ‘a child’s young age does not restrict him/her to 
play in various group environments’ and ‘older children are 
encouraged to independently get the materials they need’ 
(Plan 1). Statements classified into the second category 
concerned practices that strengthen children’s involvement in 
organising material resources: ‘Children plan and build play 
areas together with educators. For example, children bring 
“merchandise” from home for market-play’ (Plan 7), and 
they may take care of environments. Some statements valued 
children’s expertise in ideating material resources: ‘Children 
are involved in mapping out needed materials’ (Plan 6). 

The new main category, structural factors (Table 3), was 
divided into two subcategories (see Table 3). The statements 
referring to practice framework of ECE institutions concerned 
various routines (e.g. cleaning and daily schedules), 
caregiving activities, gradual and smooth transitions from 
one activity to another and flexible usage and transformability 
of indoor environments. These were mentioned almost in 
every plan. Critical assessment of conventional habits was 
recommended to remove unnecessary barriers to 
implementing children’s ideas and participation. Flexible 
monthly and weekly programme plans that ‘allow space for 
changes and children’s wishes and needs’ (Plan 6) were 
also often mentioned. Statements referring to professional 
development framework concerned jointly negotiated values 
and principles, as well as strategies and tools for the long-
term development of educators’ own work based on 
evaluation and feedback from parents and children. 
Furthermore, tools for pedagogical documentation (e.g. 
child-group plans and agreements, individual plans and 
portfolios) were seen as key to developing ECE practices 
towards children’s participation. 

The dimensions of children’s participation in 
early childhood education plans
The three dimensions of children’s participation, namely 
empowerment, the sphere of effects and time frame, were 
present in the plans representing educators’ commitment to 
the pursuit of children’s participation (Tables 4 and 5).

In the dimension of empowerment (Table 4), the adult–child 
power balance is central. In the plans, empowerment was 
described as an extension of a child’s competence to make 
decisions. The child’s capacity for participation was seen to 
expand with age and development. Instead of the original 
three subcategories, we formed four subcategories. The first 
one, adult-led on low level, included statements showing that 

decisions are made purely by adults in order to enhance 
children’s participation somehow. An example of this is to 
‘divide children into small groups’, but without an explicit 
explanation for that. Supposedly, the idea was to ease 
interaction and listening to children in small groups.

The second subcategory, adult-led on advanced level, concerned 
such statements where adults are in charge and their 
decisions are based on the information they hold about the 
children. Several of them referred to adults making decisions 
and planning based on their observations of children or 
listening to them. The statements expressed that adults notice 
children’s ideas and initiatives in planning. More than half of 
the expressions included in this category concerned children’s 
right to make choices; they may choose their play or activities 
from a given selection, which is sometimes limited. Some 
statements indicated restrictions concerning the right to 
choose, choosing only ‘every now and then’ (Plan 6), choosing 
materials for handicrafts and choosing a song to sing and 
play in a music session. Within caregiving activities 
(mealtimes, toilet, nap, dressing), children were allowed to 
choose whether they wanted to quit playing and go dress in 
order to transition outdoors earlier and when to go to the 
toilet. Mealtime choices concerned the portion size and 
content of meals and whether to use a spoon or a fork. Some 
participation plans included mentions that children are 
allowed to make choices about naptime. Some statements 
made reservations for adults’ consideration, as described in 
Plan 5: ‘A child may influence their clothing’ and ‘children 
may influence their bed’s placement’.

The third subcategory, child-led, consists of statements that 
put children in charge. These expressions concerned mainly 
play, more specifically free play, where children were given 
time and space for self-directed activities and opportunities 
to choose what and with whom they wanted to play, but 
usually the effect of the sphere was individual. Children’s 
cooperation was mentioned quite rarely in the plans. It 
concerned negotiation and solving contradictions and 
influencing the day’s story by voting.

The fourth subcategory, equal position, included some 
statements describing the collaboration between educators 
and children. Planning and implementing themes and 
projects were mentioned to happen in cooperation and it was 
stated that planning is done together with children and 
educators in small groups. Cooperative environmental 
planning and construction were also mentioned. Statements 
did not explain in detail the planning practices, although 
noticing, discussion, negotiation and responding to children’s 
interests were mentioned in almost every plan: ‘We shall live 
in the moment, observe, sense and listen to the child, seize 
the wishes and thoughts of the children’ (Plan 5). One plan 
described a children’s meeting that implements both 
planning and assessment. One statement concerned the joint 
planning of rules for outdoor safety. Only a few plans 
included mentions of children’s involvement in teacher–
parent discussions on the child’s IEP, although it is obligatory 
for everyone to make the IEP by listening to the child.
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Statements on the dimension of sphere of effects (Table 5) 
focused mainly on individual issues concerning children’s 
opportunities to plan and make decisions about their own 
play and caregiving activities. The sphere of effects extended 
to ‘peers’ and included statements about choosing playmates 
or impacting on shared activities in a small group. The sphere 
of effects was classified to extend to concern the whole class or 
even the entire centre when expressions of cooperation 
targeted organising activities or play environments for 
everyone in the group or negotiating the rules. In the plans, 
the sphere of effects hardly extended to concerned families 
except for a few expressions, noting that children could bring 
some materials from home and contribute to IEP discussions. 
None of the participation plans included expressions about 
the sphere of effects on the community level. 

The main category of the time frame of participation (Table 5) 
refers both to the duration of an activity or project and to the 
duration of its effects. Analysis of the participation plans 
showed that expressions referring to long-term frame duration 
or effects focused mostly on play, and short-term frame 
participation concerned mostly caregiving activities but also 
play. Many short-duration activities are individual in their 
effects. Regularly repeated short-term participation practices 
(circle times, music sessions), however, can be classified as 
belonging to the long-term frame. Children’s age, 
development and experience were factors to be considered: 
the younger the children, the shorter the duration of their 
action. 

Regarding the short-term frame participation, expressions of 
caregiving activities concerned children’s opportunities to 
choose their place during mealtimes and educators’ trust on 
children’s estimations of portion sizes. Children may also 
influence their personal clothing and toilet times. Statements 
of play noted that children may choose their play and their 
playmates. A few short-term frame participation expressions 
concerned pedagogical activity sessions such as music 
sessions where children can choose the songs within 
educators’ pre-planned frames. 

The duration of long-term frame play, as the most often 
mentioned activity, was extended by allowing children to 
leave the materials in their spots for the next playtime. 
Another main issue was involving children in designing and 
constructing play environments. This kind of planning is 
effective for a single day or for weeks, sometimes even 
permanently. Only one plan described caregiving activities 
with long-lasting effects concerning children’s right to choose 
their own bed and to bring a naptime toy (sleeping buddy) 
from home. Another plan described a safety area the children 
planned for themselves to stay in whilst waiting for educators 
before transitioning to outdoor play. This kind of activity, 
including negotiation of rules, represents a long-duration 
effect and simultaneously also concerns the whole group. 

Children’s participation in the different phases of the 
pedagogical process has been noted in the pedagogical plans. 

Most statements mentioned children’s participation in 
planning pedagogical activities and constructing a learning 
and play environment. Children’s participation in enacting 
and evaluating pedagogical activities was mentioned more 
rarely. The plans mentioning evaluation, however, did not 
describe how it was intended to be put into practice. The 
effects of practices were not expressed explicitly.

Discussion
In this study, we investigated plans on children’s participation 
formulated reflectively by the staff in Finnish ECE centres. The 
findings revealed that children’s participation is well rooted in 
educators’ thinking. However, much remains to be learned in 
order to understand how participation can be enacted 
holistically in practice. In the first research question, we asked 
what kinds of prerequisites for children’s participation are 
ECE educators committed to in order to enhance their practice, 
according to statements included in the pedagogical plans? 
The data were rich in terms of prerequisites of participation, 
especially regarding the atmosphere of trust and enhancing 
communication. However, the intended activities did not 
optimally support the conditions for the child’s participation. 
Children’s participation was perceived in the plans mainly in 
relation to listening to and documenting children’s wishes 
about pedagogical activities and providing possibilities for 
them to influence and make choices within activities.

Institutional structures may challenge or benefit the 
implementation and development of pedagogy of 
participation (e.g. Salminen 2013). In this study, the structural 
prerequisites of children’s participation were identified as the 
organisation of the daily activities in the child groups, so that 
they enabled individual decision-making in terms of pace, 
caregiving and play. A pitfall in the educators’ thinking was 
that participation was considered from the perspective of 
individual children, with less emphasis on community 
aspects. The holistic approach aims to reconcile both 
individual and collective aspects (cf. Alderson 2008; Horgan et 
al. 2017). According to Kangas (2016), children’s participation 
should be regarded as opportunities for children to influence 
their peer group culture. The role of the educator is to act as 
an enabler of the children’s influence.

The second research question asked was ‘how is the enactment 
of dimensions of children’s participation conceived by the 
ECE professionals in accordance with the statements included 
in the pedagogical plans?’ Children’s participation was 
highest in terms of time and the sphere of effects in play 
activities, whereas in other pedagogical activities, their level 
of participation was limited to making short-term choices, 
mainly about their own actions within activities planned by 
educators. Also, Kangas (2016) and Leinonen and Venninen 
(2014) showed that pedagogical activities are usually 
preplanned by educators. However, children’s ideas regarding 
activities are taken into consideration. Children’s participation 
practices are critiqued for being too much based on choice 
routines and formal techniques instead of children’s holistic 
forms of participation regarding their daily interactions and 
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actions (Bae 2009; Lundy 2007). The wider, contextual 
approach elaborates on the role of children so that they are 
provided with support to exercise their rights and evolving 
capacities by sharing power and involving them in 
negotiations and decision-making (UNCRC Article 5; 
Lansdown 2010). Instead of seeing participation as taking 
place within the limits and place allowed by adults, it should 
define all situations that are relevant to children (Horgan et al. 
2017; Nyland 2009). This view corresponds with the National 
Core Curriculum for Early Childhood Education and Care (2018). 

The significance of professional development emerged in the 
plans. The community perspective (Shier 2001) to participation 
in education requires commitment from all educators in the 
child groups to develop pedagogy by a conscious critical 
review of practices through the training and development of 
pedagogical thinking (Lim & Lim 2013). Professional 
development is needed to understand the multidimensionality 
of children’s participation throughout the pedagogical 
process and to communicate it in the pedagogical plans. The 
previous studies (Kettukangas, Heikka & Pitkäniemi 2017) 
revealed that educators evaluate their practices as 
participative, but in-depth investigation indicates that 
educators’ capabilities of making informed evaluations about 
their practices might be limited because of their narrow 
conceptualisation of children’s participation. Woodhead 
(2010) noted that participation is ambiguous and complex in 
nature, and its realisation relies, first of all, on educators 
understanding this concept and their attitudinal readiness to 
share power. Holding onto the traditional professional role 
of the teacher with a power status over children limits 
children’s empowerment (Bae 2010; Emilson & Folkesson 
2006; Salminen 2013). 

The realisation of children’s participation in ECE practice is 
related to the limitations of this study, as the intention was to 
study only the plans, and when the effects on the 
implementation of the plans are manifold, this study cannot 
reach knowledge on how the participation will be realised in 
practice based on these plans. As this was not the aim of this 
study, it can only suggest how planning may function as one 
of the obstacles to achieving the potentials of participation-
based pedagogy. However, teacher planning implements 
teachers’ pedagogical thinking being ‘a gate of consciousness’ 
between a curriculum and teachers’ actions, as Salminen and 
Annevirta (2016) described it. In addition, according to Shier 
(2001), the educators’ readiness to enhance children’s 
participation is connected to the obligation established by the 
organisation. 

The plans analysed in this study represent a curriculum text 
being a consensus produced collegially by the educational 
community. The expression is concise but generous, which 
can undermine interpretation. The reliability of interpretation 
was sought to be strengthened by researcher triangulation, as 
interpretations were confirmed by the analysis of the three 
researchers. One of the benefits of the plans as research data 
was that the data produced new categories to the model of 
children’s participation (Turja 2017).

Nordic countries have decisively embraced rights-based 
perspectives as core to the policy, curriculum and pedagogy 
of ECE programmes (Theobald 2019), which has also 
increased research on children’s participation, especially in 
Sweden, Finland and Norway (Correia et al. 2019). 
Accordingly, the results of this study as well as the other 
related ones can benefit other countries in research, policy 
and practice. We have supposed that statements written in 
the studied pedagogical plans are joint commitments based 
on educators’ readiness and settled practices for children’s 
participation. However, more empirical studies with multiple 
methods and data sources are needed to find associations 
amongst ideas, developed practices and their potential 
outcomes, as Correia and others (2019) have suggested.
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