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This comparative study investigated the perspectives of preschool teachers in
Australia, Denmark, Estonia, German, Greece and Sweden about learning and
participation in preschool. A structured survey questionnaire investigated four
main questions: What situations can be characterised as learning? What activities
are important for learning? What are the best conditions for children’s learning?
How do preschool teachers understand participation in relation to children’s
learning in preschool? Results suggest that play, interactions with other children
and adults, the provision of different activities and teacher support are important
for children’s learning. While similarities were noted, results indicate some
disparity between countries and a further in-depth interview-style study is
recommended to provide a deeper understanding of teachers’ perspectives and
practices around children’s learning.

Keywords: learning; participation; curriculum; preschool; teacher’s perspectives

International contexts for early childhood education

Theoretical understandings of young children and their learning have changed and the
early years are increasingly seen as the foundation for life-long learning (Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2006). Interactions are critical
in this process: learning appears through the interactions of a child with other people
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and the surrounding world, and builds on past experience in a process of ‘continuity of
experiences’ (Dewey, 1960). This process is situated inside local practices and varies
from child to child and from community to community (Lave & Wenger, 2005).

As noted by Vygotsky (1978), social interactions with adults and in cooperation
with peers enable children to transform and internalise experiences in a dynamic and
subjective process. Internalisation does not occur automatically and concepts may
not be understood literally. Rogoff (1990, 1993) argued that one important way this
occurs is through ‘guided participation’ – in which adult and child/children share an
activity, and have a shared role. The adult takes responsibility and ensures that children
are introduced to the shared activities, and each one is challenged in an appropriate
manner. Meeting children’s learning needs is complex; on one hand early childhood
teachers nurture, guide, lead, teach and scaffold children to help them reach their
highest potential. On the other hand they foster children’s autonomy, let them solve
their own problems and allow freedom of choice (Winsler, 2003). If an adult takes
too much responsibility, the child’s own initiative, motive and interest may be over-
looked. The aim is to establish a shared and joint interaction, to emphasise the
mutual complementarity; in short, to partner with children in an activity and relation-
ship characterised by dialogue and intersubjectivity. Thus, preschool teachers need to
recognise that children bring different social and cultural experiences to the classroom
and pay attention to the interactions they have with children, ensuring that social situ-
ations occur in which children can construct meaning, and individual cognitive devel-
opment takes place (Rogoff, 1990, 1993; Winsler, 2003). These notions of scaffolding,
guided participation and collaborative learning underpin early childhood curriculum in
many western countries. However, studies in Sweden have shown that the joint parti-
cipatory opportunity for this to occur is quite limited (Emilsson, 2007; Johansson &
Pramling-Samuelsson, 2006; Sandberg & Eriksson, 2010).

The importance of children’s agency for their learning and development is increas-
ingly advocated in early childhood curricula (Bandura, 2001; Carpendale & Lewis,
2006). Teachers’ views of child agency are associated with children’s active inter-
actions and participation in the learning environment and the extent to which they
view children as capable and competent to participate in decisions and make their
own choices in play and other activities (Berthelsen & Brownlee, 2005; Organisation
Mondiale pour l’Education Préscolaire [OMEP], 2010). Agency and participation are
supported when teachers recognise and build on children’s interests and perspectives,
are responsive to children’s ways of thinking and communicating (Johansson &
Pramling-Samuelsson, 2006) and communicate and listen to children to identify and
make learning visible (Pramling-Samuelsson & Asplund-Carlsson, 2008).

In addition to the importance of interactions and agency for children’s learning
in preschool, play and learning are seen as closely related, almost integrated.
A meta-study of the relationship between play and learning (Johansson & Pramling-
Samuelsson, 2006) concluded that play and learning are parts of children’s life space
(their zone of proximal development). Play has significance for children because it is
pleasurable and through it children learn to be social (Vickerius & Sandberg, 2006).
Social skills are also important for learning and are developed through interaction
with other children as children master the codes of conduct to gain access to joint
play with others (Sandberg & Vuorinen, 2006). Sandberg and Ärlemalm-Hagsér
(2011) emphasise that playful learning comes about through the teacher’s attitude;
a preschool teacher who uses humour and is playful around the children can make
learning more pleasant.

2 S. Broström et al.
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Variations on how the concept of learning can be defined is a process situated inside
local practicies (Lave & Wenger, 2005). In their study of preschool teachers’ views
about learning being appropriated in practice, Broström, Johansson, Sandberg and
Frøkjær (2012) found differences as well as similarities within and between teachers
in Sweden and Denmark. In Sweden, the role of the teacher being directly involved
in children’s learning was stressed whereas in Denmark, the focus on the role of
teacher was less direct and more focused on supporting children’s involvement in
the self-learning process. This has raised the question as to the similarities and differ-
ences in teachers’ beliefs between these and other countries.

With the increasing global focus on quality provision for supporting children’s
ongoing learning and development (OECD, 2006) with attention to the participation
and agency of the child, a cross-national investigation into the coherence or otherwise
of views about learning and participation is timely.

The study and its context

This comparative study which focused on the perceptions of preschool teachers about
learning was undertaken in collaboration with universities and a research institute in six
OECD-member countries: Australia, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Greece and Sweden.
The countries were chosen as they are the home bases for members of an international
research group and although they have different national cultural contexts and edu-
cational traditions, each has a tradition of early childhood education.

Australian early childhood education has historically promoted individual, child-
centred pedagogy and differentiated learning and teaching while the European
countries have focussed more on universal, state and teacher-directed education. In con-
trast, Denmark and Sweden have had a strong tradition of democracy and social partici-
pation with a focus on the importance of the group. From the 1960s and 1970s, these
were founded strongly on the work of Froebel, Montessori and Piaget with attention to
children’s overall development in a play-like environment. In the Nordic countries, the
influence of Dewey was also evident, and in these countries, preschool had a strong
‘care’ focus. In Greece, preschool was initially focused on promoting Greek language,
culture and identity. In each tradition, the role of the teacher was typically seen as the
organiser of activities and holder of knowledge, and in some countries teaching was
very structured.

Changes have occurred since the 1990s with increased focus in each of the countries
on the importance of learning and pedagogical practices in the early years and a trend
towards the responsibility for preschool having moved, or moving, from social services
into education portfolios or a shared arrangement, with a stronger focus on learning and
the ‘voice of the child’. Most notably, and following increased empirical research (par-
ticularly brain research) into the importance of early childhood education and care for
the school progress and future outcomes of children, national early childhood curricula
have been introduced or revised in each country in the last 14 years, and alongside this
there have been increases in the level of qualification of preschool teachers.

Overview of curricula in participating countries

A brief outline of early childhood curricula in each of the participating countries sets the
context of this study. Noticeably there is a move away from narrow goals and objectives
to more play-based learning in which the children are active initiators and participants,

Early Child Development and Care 3
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partnerships with parents are encouraged and teachers are required to be more
autonomous.

Australia

Australia’s first ever national early years learning framework, The Early Years Learn-
ing Framework (EYLF) (Department of Education, Employment & Workplace
Relations [DEEWR], 2009), was released in 2009. Aimed at extending and enriching
children’s learning in the first five years of life and into school, the EYLF is a key
element of the Australian government’s quality improvement and universal access
agenda (Coalition of Australian Governments [COAG], 2009). While most states
and territories in Australia have their own curriculum documents, the EYLF is used
in conjunction with or replaces these state-based approaches.

Five principles underlie the work of practitioners and emphasise the importance of
relationships, partnerships with families, equity and individual progress, respect for
diversity and co-construction of knowledge. Associated pedagogical practices empha-
sise play as an optimal medium for children’s learning; intentional teaching; the role of
the environment – especially the outdoors; cultural competence; support during times
of transition and assessment of learning and development.

There are five learning outcomes, each with a subset of indicators and examples of
how each outcome can be evidenced and what the adult can do to promote the outcome.
The five outcomes address children’s sense of identity, their connection to the wider
world, well-being, dispositions to learning and effective communication with an associ-
ated focus on literacy and numeracy. Preschool education is for children three to five
years of age and children can commence school in the year before Grade 1 as young
as four years and sox months and as late as the year of their sixth birthday.

Denmark

In Denmark, the concept of learning was introduced into the the Act on Educational
Curriculum and the associated early childhood National curriculum in 2004 (Ministry
of Social Affairs, 2004). For children from one to five years of age, the curriculum
includes six learning themes: individual development and self-esteem; social
competence; linguistic competence; health and physical well-being; nature and
science; cultural expression and values. Care and education plus learning and devel-
opment are seen in close relation. The concept of play has a strong place in preschool
education and care, co-operation with parents and school is stressed, as well as
documentation and evaluation of learning and development. In addition, there is a
strong belief on children’s participation, influence and upbringing in democratic
values. Child-initiated and child-structured activities take dominance over those
initiated and structured by adults. As with the Australian curriculum, the Danish cur-
riculum recognises the importance of learning in the early years for more positive
outcomes in school. Preschool is for children from three to five years of age and chil-
dren can commence school either in Grade 0 or in Grade 1 in the year of their sixth
birthday.

Estonia

The Estonian National Curriculum for Preschool Child Care Institutions (Riigi
Teataja, 2008) determines objectives, principles and organisation of teaching and

4 S. Broström et al.
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education for children five to seven years of age. The curriculum is developed through
the participation of teachers and parents. In the curriculum, four types of general skills –
play, cognition and learning and social- and self-management – are differentiated. The
objectives, content and expected results of teaching and education are specified for
seven subjects: myself and the environment, language and speech, Estonian as the
second language, mathematics, art, music and physical activity. The concept of learning
and the role of play as the main activity of preschool children are emphasised. The new
curriculum expects teachers to be more autonomous than before, making decisions
about children’s learning, supporting children’s individuality and developmental poten-
tial, and creating the environment to support this. Children usually commence school in
Grade 1 at seven years of age.

Germany

Innovations to early childhood education in Germany since 2002 and the agreement of
the Conference of Ministers of Youth and the Conference of Ministers of Culture
Gemeinsamer Rahmen der Länder für die frühe Bildung in Kindertageseinrichtungen
(Ständige Konferenz der Kultusminister der Länder in der Bundesrepublik Deutsch-
land, 2004) in 2004 have included: the introduction of official curricular guidelines
successively issued between 2003 and 2011/2012 in all 16 regional governments
(Laender), which has led to 16 different curricula and statutory educational mandates;
expansion of places for the under-threes including opening up kindergartens
(traditionally for three- to six-year-olds) for children under three years of age; and
changing the school entry phase from at least five-and-a-half years of age up to
seven years of age.

In Bavaria for example, the current curriculum Der Bayerische Bildungs- und
Erziehungsplan (BayBEP) (Bayerisches Staatsministerium für Arbeit und Sozialord-
nung, Familie und Frauen/Staatsinstitut für Frühpädagogik, 2005/2012) has been obli-
gatory since 2006 for all government-funded early childhood institutions and includes
principles, practice and outcomes. Educational objectives relate to the following areas:
language, writing and communication; personal and social development, values and
religious education, mathematics, natural sciences and (information) technology;
fine arts/working with different media; body, movement and health; and nature
and cultural environments. The theoretical framework of the BayBep is eclectic and
refers to socio-cultural and constructivist views (e.g. Bruner, Vygotski, Piaget
and Rogoff). The BayBEP follows the approaches of Pramling (1996) and Olson
and Bruner (1996).

Two approaches impact pedagogy: child-centred self-education and co-construc-
tivism. In the child-centred self-education approach, pedagogical actions are guided
by the impulses of the child supported by a stimulating learning environment. Termi-
nology for this approach is generally vague and leads to a wide variation of pedago-
gical transformations and an unclear role of the preschool teachers. Meanwhile, the
co-contructivist approach emphasises the importance of the social environment for
learning.

Overall, the curricula are underpinned by a sense of participation and co-construc-
tion based on a culture of common learning and decision-making for local authorities,
administrators, teachers, families and children. Preschool is for children from three to
six years of age and children commence school in Grade 1 at six or seven years
of age.

Early Child Development and Care 5
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Greece

Greece has had a National preschool curriculum since 1962. In 2003, a new preschool
curriculum was enacted as part of the overall National Curriculum Framework
(Cross-Thematic Curriculum Framework) (Ministry of Education/Pedagogic Institute,
2002) for all school grades and subject areas of compulsory education. The 36-page
national preschool curriculum puts emphasis on the social-constructivist concept of
learning and stresses the experiential nature of learning, children’s individual devel-
opment and needs, children’s active participation, team work, the importance of the
learning environment and play. The preschool curriculum focuses on distinct
subject-learning areas: language; mathematics; environment studies; creation and
expression and computer science, ‘with particularly strong emphasis on cognitive
development and a considerable number of goals (over one hundred goals)’
(Sofou & Tsafos, 2010), as a means of enhancing children’s learning and preparation
for school.

The curriculum is accompanied by a 431-page book The Preschool Teacher’s
Guide (Dafermou, Koulouri, & Basagianni, 2006), which contains theoretical and
methodological support, including the basic theoretical principles. A large section pro-
vides guidelines concerning the five subject-learning areas and good practice examples.

Preschools in Greece are for children four to five years of age, with children starting
school at six years of age.

Sweden

A national preschool curriculum was introduced to Sweden in 1998 and revised in 2010
(Läroplan för Förskolan – Lpfö 98, revised 2010) with greater emphasis than before on
learning and pedagogical content for children from birth to five years of age. The edu-
cational principles of the curriculum build on care and education, with learning and
development going hand in hand. Proper care is a prerequisite to learning and develop-
ment, and at the same time care itself has an educational content. The importance of
play in children’s learning and development is stressed, as are the child’s own initiat-
ives and interests as a basis for learning and development. The curriculum includes
areas such as: cultural values and norms; development and learning; the child’s
agency and co-operation with parents. Goals and guidelines for documentation, evalu-
ation and development are included (http://www.skolverket.se/2.5248/get?q=preschool
+education&S%C3%B6k=S%C3%B6k). There is a strong pedagogical emphasis on
democratic values and socio-cultural, progressive education. Children attend
preschool – a non-compulsory preparatory year – at six years of age and commence
compulsory schooling in Grade 1 at seven years of age.

Method

Participants

While it was expected around 70 randomly selected participants would be recruited
from selected areas of each country, Denmark and Estonia utilised a whole of
country approach. For each country, participant numbers were: Australia (69 from
the state of Victoria), Denmark (1340), Estonia (720), Germany (82 from the state of
Bavaria), Greece (72) and Sweden (68). To address the variation in the number of par-
ticipants, results are reported in percentages.

6 S. Broström et al.
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As noted in Table 1, a greater percentage of teacher participants in Australia (75%),
Denmark (69%), Estonia (66%) and Germany (81%) completed their professional qua-
lification from 1990 onwards compared with teachers in Greece and Sweden where a
greater percentage of teachers surveyed completed their qualifications between 1980
and 1999 (83% and 70%, respectively).

Reflecting the decade that teachers completed their qualification, participants in
Sweden and Greece had more years of work experience than teachers in other countries
as noted in Table 2. Fifty-two percent of Swedish teachers had 20 or more years of
experience and 46% of Greek teachers had between 10 and 19 years of experience.
In other countries, a greater percentage of teachers reported up to nine years of
experience.

Measures and procedures

This study utilised a survey questionnaire designed and previously used by colleagues
in Denmark and Sweden (Broström et al., 2012). Surveys provide a valid method for
collecting data from large numbers of participants, they are easy to distribute and
can assist with consistency of questions and responses. This was an important consider-
ation for this study which was conducted in a number of countries, and it is acknowl-
edged that difficulties associated with translation and individual interpretation of
questions may have occurred.

To identify teachers’ views about how children learn in preschool, the questionnaire
comprised four main questions: What situations can be characterised as learning? What
activities are important for learning? What are the best conditions for children’s learn-
ing? How do preschool teachers understand participation in relation to children’s learn-
ing in preschool? Each question had a set of 6 to 10 predefined response options that
reflected and built on the educational aims and principles of early childhood curricula
identified in the literature review including more traditional as well as contemporary
practices, and the authors’ knowledge of preschool practices. Teachers were asked to

Table 1. Year of completion of qualification by percentage of participants per country.

Period of time Australia Denmark Estonia Germany Greece Sweden

1979 and earlier 11 14 16 11 8 11
1980–1989 14 17 17 8 26 31
1990–1999 9 24 11 19 56 39
2000– 66 45 45 62 10 19
Missing 11
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100

Table 2. Years of work experience by percentage of participants per country.

Years Australia Denmark Estonia Germany Greece Sweden

0–9 44 43 45 57 33 20
10–19 32 26 23 21 46 27
20– 24 30 32 22 21 52
Total 100 99 100 100 100 99

Early Child Development and Care 7
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rate the importance of each of the response options using a scale of 1–4 (1 = most
important and 4 = least important); multiple response options could receive the same
rating. In addition, to identify if teachers views varied according to timing of qualifica-
tions and experience, teachers were asked to supply background information about
themselves including the year they completed their professional qualification, years
of work experience and the age of children they were working with.

Analysis of data

Responses to each question were analysed to identify the frequency and percentage of
ratings of importance for each item. To enable comparative analyses across participat-
ing countries, percentage responses to ratings of ‘most important’ for each item are
reported here. Items are tabulated in approximately descending order from those
most frequently identified as most important to those least frequently identified as
most important. The order of items for each country closely reflects the order of
mean score calculations across responses to each item. To identify relationships
between items within questions, correlation analyses were conducted.

Results

Situations that can be characterised as learning

Learning takes place in various situations in the daily practice of preschool. Teachers
were asked to rate the importance of situations in preschool that can be characterised
as learning. Percentage responses for ratings of ‘most important’ are reported in
Table 3.

Table 3. Situations in preschool that can be characterised as learning.

Activity
Australia

%
Denmark

%
Estonia

%
Germany

%
Greece
%

Sweden
%

Situations which
contribute to
children’s social
development

74 84 84 60 63 76

Situations which build
on children’s own
initiatives

81 56 75 74 71 63

Free play 59 45 77 54 35 58
Play where children

and adults participate
together

62 41 60 22 30 49

Conflicts in everyday
life which children
try to solve
themselves

51 45 61 65 45 40

Creative activities 48 31 78 35 38 33
Circle time 16 26 44 18 31 31
Goal-oriented activities

in order to develop
reading and writing

12 19 56 12 10 24

8 S. Broström et al.
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Situations that contribute to social development and those that build on children’s
initiative were most frequently rated ‘most important’ by teachers in all countries
except for Estonia where the percentage of ratings for free play and creative activities
were greater than those for situations which build on children’s own initiatives. Learn-
ing, social development, play and adult–child interactions are clearly linked and inter-
dependent, and reflect the curricula of participating countries.

Interestingly, children’s learning through everyday conflicts that they solve them-
selves was rated more highly by teachers in Denmark and Germany than in the other
countries. Goal-oriented activities related to reading and writing and circle time were
least likely to be rated as most important situations that characterise learning.

Relationships between situations characterised as learning

To provide a further picture into teachers’ views about learning we investigated the
three situations that can be characterised as learning which were most frequently
rated ‘most important’ – situations which contribute to children’s social development,
situations which build on children’s own initiatives, free play – and their relationship
with all items. Results of correlation analyses presented in Table 4 are those for
which the correlation co-coefficient (in brackets) was statistically significant at the
p < .01 level or greater. Noticeably, conflicts in everyday life which children try to
solve themselves was significantly associated with at least one or more of the three
items for each country. Free play and situations which build on children’s own initiat-
ives were also significantly related.

Creative activities was significantly associated with each of the three situations for
Germany, in two of the situations for Greece, in Australia with situations that build on
children’s initiatives and in Sweden with free play.

The importance of children learning through interactions with others and play
reflects the notions of children having agency, of collaborative learning and the
focus on play in curricula across participating countries.

Activities that are important for children’s learning

A range of activities related to daily practices in preschool was provided for teachers to
rate in relation to their importance for learning. Percentage responses for ratings of
‘most important’ in relation to activities that are important for children’s learning are
reported in Table 5.

There was considerable variation in activities rated as ‘most important’ for learn-
ing. A greater percentage of teachers in all countries except Germany and Greece
rated play together with other children as a ‘most important’ activity. This reflects
the comparatively low ratings of Germany (22%) and Greece (30%) for the impor-
tance of play where children and adults participate together as a situation for learning
(Table 3).

Children become absorbed in something, along with participate in different activi-
ties, see what adults do and say and see what other children do and say were other
activities more frequently rated as ‘most important’ except in Greece where these
activities except for participate in different activities received lower ratings of impor-
tance. In Germany, children are allowed to be in peace and quiet was more frequently
rated as of ‘most importance’ (44%) compared with ratings of this item by teachers in
other countries.

Early Child Development and Care 9
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Table 4. Significant relationships between situations in preschool that characterise learning.

Situations

Situations which contributes to children’s
social development

Situations which build on children’s own
initiatives Free play

Australia Conflicts in everyday life which children try
to solve themselves (0.398)

Creative activities (0.366) Conflicts in everyday life which the children
try to solve themselves (0.493)

Conflicts in everyday life which the children
try to solve themselves (0.390)

Play where children and adults participate
together (0.347)

Free play (0.330) Situations which build on children’s own
initiatives (0.330)

Denmark Conflicts in everyday life which children try
to solve themselves (0.440)

Free play (0.377) Conflicts in everyday life which the children
try to solve themselves (0.355)

Conflicts in everyday life which the children
try to solve themselves (0.440)

Situations which contribute to children’s social
development (0.377)

Estonia n/a Conflicts in everyday life which the children
try to solve themselves (0.454)

Situations which build on the children’s own
initiatives (0.371)

Free play (0.371)
Germany Situations which build on children’s own

initiatives (0.766)
Situations which contribute to children’s social

development (0.766)
Situations which contribute to children’s social

development (0.721)
Free play (0.721) Conflicts in everyday life which the children

try to solve themselves (0.705)
Situations which build on children’s own

initiatives (0.694)
Conflicts in everyday life which children try

to solve themselves (0.675)
Free play (0.694) Creative activities (0.671)

Creative activities (0.542) Creative activities (0.650) Conflicts in everyday life which the children
try to solve themselves (0.523)

Greece Creative activities (0.439) Fee play (0.470) Creative activities (0.549)
Conflicts in everyday life which the children

try to solve themselves (0.463)
Play where children and adults participate

together (0.512)
Conflicts in everyday life which the children

try to solve themselves (0.532)
Sweden Conflicts in everyday life which children try

to solve themselves (0.434)
n/a Creative activities (0.421)

Note: Reported coefficients significant at p < .01 or greater.
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Relationships between activities for children’s learning

The four items more frequently rated as activities ‘most important’ for children’s learn-
ing were correlated with other items to identify any relationships between them. Signifi-
cant correlations (p < .01 or greater) are reported in Table 6.

Play together with other children and/or the child become absorbed in something
were significantly linked with self-initiated activities in all countries except Sweden.
Participate in different activities in everyday life in preschool was significantly associ-
ated with adult involvement – either participate in activities together with adults or be
challenged by adults, – in all countries except Australia, Estonia and Greece (countries
in which the teachers appear to value child self-initiated activities as activities for learn-
ing more than the other countries – see Table 5).

See what adults do and say was associated with the adults explain and show or with
see what other children do and say in all countries except Sweden where unexpectedly
it was associated with the child become absorbed in something or be allowed to be in
peace and quiet.

In contrast with other countries, the results for Germany show that the four most
frequently highly rated activities for learning were significantly correlated with at
least one other item except adults explain and show.

Best conditions for children’s learning

Teachers were asked to rate the importance of a range of conditions that are best for chil-
dren’s learning. As noted in Table 7, children experience respect and securitywas more
frequently rated as ‘most important’ in all countries except Sweden andGreece for which

Table 5. Activities that are important for children’s learning.

Activities
Australia

%
Denmark

%
Estonia

%
Germany

%
Greece
%

Sweden
%

Play together with
other children

70 73 78 52 57 85

The child becomes
absorbed in
something

54 67 75 61 26 44

Participate in different
activities in
everyday life of
preschool

62 49 83 39 62 51

See what adults do and
say

46 49 73 52 18 58

See what other children
do and say

46 64 54 57 29 64

Self-initiated activities 61 52 69 60 66 55
Participate in activities

together with adults
26 41 69 20 30 53

Be challenged by the
adults

36 47 27 18 63 45

Children are allowed to
be in peace and quiet

22 28 27 44 5 32

The adults explain and
show

28 26 60 23 19 28

Early Child Development and Care 11
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Table 6. Correlation between activities that are important for learning.

Activities

Play together with other children
The child becomes absorbed in

something
Participate in different activities in

everyday life in preschool See what adults do and say

Australia Self-initiated activities (0.485) n/a n/a See what other children do and say
(0.571)

Be challenged by adults (0.345) The adults explain and show
(0.416)

Denmark n/a Self-initiated activities (0.489) Participate in activities together with
adults (0.339)

The adults explain and show
(0.395)

Estonia Self-initiated activities (0.486) n/a n/a The adults explain and show
(0.352)

The child is allowed to be in peace
and quiet (0.369)

Germany Self-initiated activities (0.668) Self-initiated activities (0.767) The child is allowed to be in peace and
quiet (0.429)

See what other children do and say
(0.608)

See what other children do and say
(0.649)

Play together with other children
(0.639)

Be challenged by adults (0.416) Play together with other children
(0.549)

The child becomes absorbed in
something (0.639)

See what other children do and
say (0.606)

Self-initiated activities (0.413)

The child is allowed to be in peace
and quiet (0.607)

See what adults do and say (0.549)
Greece See what other children do and say

(0.362)
Self-initiated activities (0.408) See what other children do and say

(0.403)
See what other children do and say

(0.514)
Participate in activities together
with adults (0.385)

Play together with other children
(0.425)

Self-initiated activities (0.692) The child is allowed to be in peace
and quiet (0.404)

Sweden n/a Participate in activities together with
adults (0.394)

The child becomes absorbed in
something (0.496)

Be challenged by adults (0.320) The child is allowed to be in peace
and quiet (0.485)

Note: Reported coefficients significant at p < .01 or greater.
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this was the second and third most frequent ratings, respectively. However in Sweden,
this condition was acknowledged as important by 76% of teachers. This condition for
learning clearly links to national curricula of participating countries, and to understand-
ings of the importance of children’s rights, well-being and of care.

The term care is often used with a dual meaning, both as safekeeping children while
their parents are working and also as reflection and decision-making based on pro-
fessional understanding of children’s needs. In Estonia, the primary task of the early
childhood institutions are defined as to care for and strengthen the health of a child
and to encourage comprehensive development. According to the Education Act of the
Republic of Estonia and in Early Years Learning Framework for Australia, care is
stressed as the establishment of respectful and nurturing relationships with children
and is vital for the concept of pedagogy. In Denmark and Sweden, the central concept
for preschool teachers over years has been care and development. Care is seen as a
mutual emphatic relation between the preschool teacher and the child. The preschool tea-
cher’s role is to start with the child’s need, well-being and development. The relatively
low rating of this condition by teachers in Greece may reflect that greater percentages of
participants (as in Sweden) completed their professional qualifications less recently than
in other countries (Table 1) and the concept of children’s rights is relatively new.

Interestingly, a greater percentage of Swedish teachers (80%) rated children meet
challenges adjusted to their level of development than in other countries and this
may be a reflection of the perspectives of the competent child that are pervasive in
Sweden and the influence of Vygotsky’s perspective of the proximal zone.

Typically, preschool teachers are in active interaction with the children and support
them, create conditions for children’s well-being and children meet challenges adjusted
to their level of development, and get many experienceswere among the next four items

Table 7. Best conditions for children’s learning.

Conditions
Australia

%
Denmark

%
Estonia

%
Germany

%
Greece
%

Sweden
%

Children experience
respect and security
from adults

83 85 91 76 64 76

Preschool teachers are
in active interaction
with children and
support them

75 60 91 52 70 70

Preschool teachers
create conditions for
children’s well-being

73 71 84 51 32 67

Children get many
experiences

48 34 76 60 49 32

The children meet
challenges adjusted
to their level of
development

45 65 67 56 65 80

Good cooperation with
parents

57 33 77 34 27 42

Children’s own choices
without adult
intervention

33 15 59 32 28 34
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frequently identified as ‘most important’ conditions for learning. For German teachers,
children get many experiences was the second most frequently rated ‘most important’
condition.

Relationships between best conditions for children’s learning

To identify relationships among the best conditions for learning, correlation analyses
were conducted between four of the conditions more frequently identified as ‘most
important’ – children experience respect and security from adults, preschool teachers
are in active interaction with children and support them, preschool teachers create
conditions for children’s well-being, children get many experiences – and the other
items. Significant relationships are reported in Table 8.

Noticeably, children meet challenges adjusted to their level of developmentwas sig-
nificantly associated with at least one or more of the four items for each country. In the
Danish curriculum, adults challenging the child is directly mentioned. However, in all
countries, the condition of children meeting challenges adjusted to their level of devel-
opment linked closely with children get many experiences and this reflects the active
role of the teacher in supporting and individualising children’s learning and develop-
ment, prevalent in many early childhood curricula. By contrast children get many
experiences was also associated significantly with children’s own choices without
adult intervention for teachers in Australia and Sweden, suggesting that children’s
agency is an important consideration.

Rather surprisingly, preschool teachers create conditions for well-being was sig-
nificantly associated with children experience respect and security from adults only
in Denmark, Germany and Sweden, but not other countries. Similarly, preschool tea-
chers create conditions for well-being was also associated with good cooperation
with parents for Denmark, Estonia and Sweden, which suggests a breadth of under-
standing of the importance of conditions that support children’s well-being.

Understandings of participation

The concept of participation is used frequently by preschool teachers in relation to
pedagogy and practice. Results of teacher ratings of items rated as ‘most important’
understanding of participation are reported in Table 9 and indicate variability in the
understanding of this concept.

Participation as teachers encourage children to make their own decisions and tea-
chers create the best conditions for children’s independent choiceswere the twomost fre-
quently rated ‘most important’ meanings of this concept, except for teachers in Greece.
The high response for this item is not surprising given the similarity in meaning of
these items and the current emphasis in early childhood on children’s agency, children’s
rights and democratic curriculum. To be part of a group and enter activities together, and
teachers listen to children and understand theirway of thinkingwere also frequently rated
as ‘most important’meanings of participation although this latter meaning was the fourth
most frequently rated meaning in Estonia, Germany and Sweden.

Relationships between understandings of participation

To obtain a more detailed insight into the understanding of participation, all seven items
were correlated. Significant relationships are reported in Table 10. Of note is the strong

14 S. Broström et al.
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Table 8. Correlations between best conditions for children’s learning.

Conditions

Children experience respect and
security from adults

Teachers are in active interaction
with children and support them

Preschool teachers create
conditions for children’s well-

being Children get many experiences

Australia Children get many experiences
(0.365)

n/a n/a Children meet challenges
adjusted to their development
(0.563)

Children’s own choices without
adult intervention (0.365)

Denmark n/a Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.535)

Children experience respect and
security from adults (0.468)

Good cooperation with parents
(0.428)

Teachers create conditions for
children’s well-being (0.452)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.422)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.350)

Good cooperation with parents
(0.393)

Estonia n/a n/a Good cooperation with parents
(0.383)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.465)

Germany Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.695)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their development
(0.642)

Children experience respect and
security from adults (0.749)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their development
(0.714)

Children experience respect and
security from adults (0.693)

(Continued )

E
arly

C
hild

D
evelopm

ent
and

C
are

15

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

St
at

sb
ib

lio
te

ke
t T

id
ss

kr
if

ta
fd

el
in

g]
 a

t 1
1:

46
 2

5 
Se

pt
em

be
r 

20
14

 



Table 8. (Continued ).

Conditions

Children experience respect and
security from adults

Teachers are in active interaction
with children and support them

Preschool teachers create
conditions for children’s well-

being Children get many experiences

Greece Good cooperation with parents
(0.433)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.455)

n/a Good cooperation with parents
(0.542)

Children experience respect and
security from adults (0.365)

Teachers create conditions for
children’s well-being (0.472)

Children get many experiences
(0.392)

Sweden n/a n/a Children experience respect and
security from adults (0.434)

Children meet challenges
adjusted to their level of
development (0.503)

Good cooperation with parents
(0.372)

Children’s own choices without
adult intervention (0.420)

Note: Reported coefficients significant at p < .01 or greater.
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inter-relationship among multiple meanings of participation for teachers in Germany in
stark contrast to the limited number of significant correlations among items in other
countries.

Overall, it appears that preschool teachers understood participation as the child’s
and children’s own (group) activity supported by the preschool teachers (who create
the best conditions for independent choice and encourage children to make their
own decisions). To a lesser extent, preschool teachers also understood participation
as interactions with preschool teachers (to be involved in current activities).

Items involving listening (preschool teachers listen to children to understand their
way of thinking, to listen) were significantly correlated with each other and with all
other meanings of participation and particularly to preschool teachers encourage chil-
dren to make their own decisions (Denmark, Germany and Sweden). Participation as
create the best conditions for independent choices was associated strongly with tea-
chers encourage children to make their own decisions in Denmark, Germany,
Greece and Sweden.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to contribute to knowledge of how preschool teachers in
Australia, Denmark, Estonia, Germany, Greece and Sweden understand children’s
learning – the situations and conditions that are important for learning, and teachers’
views about participation. While responses generally reflect theoretical understandings
of learning, there was both coherence and disparity between the perspectives of teachers
from the different countries. This is not surprising given as suggested by Lave and
Wenger (2005) that the process of learning, and thus its practice, is influenced by

Table 9. Teachers’ understandings of participation.

Participation
Australia

%
Denmark

%
Estonia

%
Germany

%
Greece
%

Sweden
%

The preschool teachers
encourage children to
make their own
decisions

80 55 84 73 66 58

The preschool teachers
create the best
conditions for
children’s
independent choices

48 66 88 45 55 78

To be a part of a group
and enter into
activities together

66 81 78 65 80 74

The preschool teachers
listen to children and
understand their way
of thinking

77 66 79 52 53 71

To be involved in
current activities

35 37 75 38 74 43

To listen 32 37 64 33 30 34
To have influence on

what happens
44 51 33 42 23 52

Early Child Development and Care 17
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Table 10. Correlations between understandings of participation.

Participation

Teachers encourage
children to make
own decisions

Teachers create the
best conditions for
independent choices

Part of a group and
enter activities

together

Teachers listen to and
understand children’s

way of thinking
Being involved in
current activities To listen

To have influence
on what happens

Australia Understand
children’s way of
thinking (0.336)

n/a n/a To listen (0.440) n/a n/a n/a

Denmark To listen (0.530) Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.562)

n/a To listen (0.385) n/a To be involved in
current
activities
(0.375)

To listen (0.424)
Estonia n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a To listen (0.350)
Germany Understand

children’s
thinking (0.716)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.644)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.692)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.716)

Have influence on
what happens
(0.596)

Understand
children’s
thinking (0.632)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions
(0.640)

To be part of a group
(0.692)

To be part of a group
(0.506)

Understand
children’s
thinking (0.665)

To be part of a group
(0.665)

To be part of a
group (0.553)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.558)

To be involved in
current
activities
(0.596)

Best conditions for
independent
choices (0.644)

To be involved in
current activities
(0.490)

To be involved in
current activities
(0.553)

To listen (0.632) Understand
children’s
thinking (0.538)

To be part of a
group (0.539)

Understand
children’s
thinking (0.504)

Have influence on
what happens
(0.640)

Understand children’s
thinking (0.458)

To listen (0.539) To be involved in
current activities
(0.538)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.533)

To be involved in
current activities
(0.501)

To be part of a
group (0.441)

To listen (0.558) To listen (0.433) Best conditions for
independent
choices (0.506)

Have influence on
what happens
(0.504)

To listen (0.501) Best conditions for
independent
choices (0.433)

To be involved in
current activities
(0.533)

Have influence on
what happens
(0.441)

Best conditions for
individual choices
(0.458)

Best conditions for
independent
choices (0.490)
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Greece To be part of a group
(0.562)

To be part of a group
(0.507)

n/a n/a To be part of a
group (0.647)

To be part of a
group (0.548)

Understand children’s
thinking (0.421)

To be involved in
current activities
(0.375)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.693)

Understand
children’s
thinking (0.591)

Sweden Understand
children’s
thinking (0.469)

To be involved in
current activities
(0.458)

None None None None None

Have influence on
what happens
(0.383)

Be encouraged to
make own
decisions (0.383)

To listen (0.352)

Note: Reported coefficients significant at p < .01 or greater.
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local culture. Findings support the social nature of learning as emphasised by Vygotsky
(1978), Bruner (1985), Rogoff (1990, 1993) and others. Learning occurs when children
play, are active participants with other children and adults, experience a range of activi-
ties, and are absorbed in things.

How is learning perceived?

In terms of situations that can be characterised as learning, results show the importance
that teachers place on social development, children’s own initiatives and play, including
play between children and adults. This reflects the important characteristics for learning
noted, for example, by Rogoff (1990) and Sandberg and Vourinen (2006). There were
strong relationships between these valued situations and opportunities for children to
try to solve conflicts themselves were also significantly associated with them. This
reflects the importance of children being given autonomy and opportunities to solve
problems note by Winsler (2003). Situations involving more instruction and formal
structure, such as circle time and activities with a focus on reading and writing were
less frequently rated as having high importance by teachers in each country and
again reflect more contemporary notions of learning in early childhood.

The importance of play as a pedagogical tool is clearly stated in the curriculum docu-
ments of the countries in this study and was frequently rated highly by participants as an
activity important for learning. This was further supported by strong support for partici-
pate in different activities, become absorbed in something and self-initiated activities.

However, we also see differences between the participating countries. In terms of
responses to situations that can be characterised as learning, the percentage of those
rating play where children and adults participate together as ‘most important’ varied
among countries and most noticeable between Australia (62%) and Estonia (60%)
who had the greatest percentages of teachers rating this highly and Germany (22%)
which had a low percentage of teachers rating this a ‘most important’. In contrast the
percentage of teachers rating free play as a ‘most important’ situation was more
similar for all countries except Estonia (77%) which had the greatest percentage of tea-
chers rating this as ‘most important’.

The high ratings by Estonian teachers of activities that are important for learning
that involve see what adults do and say, participate in activities with adults and the
adults explain and show suggest a more adult-directed approach than other countries
and this may partly explain the high ratings for learning characterised by situations
involving play where children and adults participate together. These responses also
reflect the new Estonian curriculum (Riigi Teataja, 2008) in which the concept of learn-
ing has been emphasised and the expected cognitive and learning skills of six- to seven-
year-old children have been given; the teachers feel responsible for developing these
skills in preschool. However, Rogoff (1990) warns that the teacher taking too much
responsibility for leading children can result in losing the child’s perspective and the
notion of shared participation or intersubjectivity.

The importance of children experiencing respect and security from adults was
overall rated highly as a best condition for learning, with the exception of teachers
from Greece. However, it appears that understanding of other conditions related to
respect and security are less well conceived as noted in Table 8. Preschool teachers
create conditions for children’s well-being was significantly related to children experi-
ence respect and security from adults for teachers in only three countries: Denmark,
Germany and Sweden, and to good cooperation with parents in Denmark, Estonia

20 S. Broström et al.
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and Sweden. The outcomes for Australian teachers are disappointing given that chil-
dren’s sense of identity and well-being are key outcomes of the curriculum framework.
The limited relationships between these items in many of the countries in the study
suggests that more attention needs to be given by teachers in the participating countries
in understanding the breadth and depth of supporting children’s well-being, the impor-
tance of respect and security and the role of partnerships with parents.

Participation

Contemporary understandings of learning note the importance of children’s partici-
pation in learning through recognition of children’s agency, building on children’s
interests and the associated co-construction of curricula (Berthelsen & Brownlee,
2005; Johansson & Pramling-Samuelsson, 2006, OMEP, 2010). In this study, partici-
pation was most importantly understood as the preschool teacher encouraging children
to make their own decisions and creating the best conditions for children’s independent
choices. These understandings were associated most frequently with the notion of par-
ticipation as listening. This implies that children’s agency is recognised and supported
by adults who are sensitive to and listen to the views of the children as noted by Praml-
ing-Samuelsson and Asplund-Carlsson (2008). These views also reflect those in curri-
cula guidelines of most participating countries and contemporary approaches to early
childhood care and education. However, the extent to which these views reflect
Rogoff’s (1990, 1993) notion of ‘guided participation’ and the adult leading the
child in accordance with the child’s perspective is dubious and requires further
investigation.

Conclusion and recommendations

The implementation of the country-specific curricula with their sometimes ‘new’
approaches, views on the child as a co-constructor in their own learning process,
new ideas of learning processes and the new self-conception of early childhood insti-
tutions as educational institutions is not a simple process; it needs time and experience
until the changes are appropriated into practical behaviour and can be successful.

This significant comparative international study has identified similarities and
differences in the perceptions of early childhood teachers in Australia, Denmark,
Estonia, Germany and Sweden around learning and participation in preschool. It has
also investigated inter-relationships among key items. However, these perceptions
are limited by the nature of the study (questionnaire survey) and the use of preselected
response options for each question. Conversations and interviews with teachers are rec-
ommended for better understanding about how teachers perceive these important con-
structs and the extent to which their views are coherent with important issues identified
in the current study.
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