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Preface 
The First Intercultural Conference in Arts and Skills Education was held on 
October 30, 2008 at the University of Helsinki. The Conference was organ-
ised by The Department of Applied Sciences of Education, Research Centre 
for Education, the Arts and Cultures of University of Helsinki. The theme of 
the Conference was Arts—Contact Points Between Cultures. The main areas 
of discussion under the theme were Arts in European Teacher Education, 
Arts as Intercultural Communication, Creativity and Creative Marginality 
and Media Education and the Arts.  

At the Conference we actively celebrated the European Year of Inter-
cultural Dialogue 2008. The aim of the year was to contribute to intercultural 
dialogue, cross-cultural understanding and to promote active European citi-
zenship especially by children and young people through arts education and 
projects.  

Our keynote speakers were Professor Raymond MacDonald on the topic 
of Cultural communication: Music, learning and identity; Professor Kari 
Uusikylä’s on Creativity in Cultural Education; Dr. Martina Paatela-Niemi-
nen on Arts as Intercultural Communication and professor Mikko Lehtonen 
on the topic of Linguistic Nations: Auditive and Visual World. 

The theme groups for researchers were: Arts in European Teacher Educa-
tion, Arts as Intercultural Communication, Creativity and Creative Marginal-
ity and Media Education and the Arts. The theme groups were also open 
forums for discussions with teachers, students and researchers. Discussions 
about new visions, ideas, thoughts and plans for intercultural arts education 
about the topic of the conference and the presentations of the theme groups 
were actively held. 

In this post-conference book 15 peer-rated and accepted presentations are 
categorized under the three titles according to the combined themes of the 
conference. In the peer-ratings of the articles we have received assistance 
from our colleagues from Finland, Estonia and Lithuania: Eeva Anttila 
(Theatre Academy Helsinki); Hannu Heikkinen (University of Jyväskylä); 
Kimmo Lehtonen (University of Turku); Antti Juvonen (University of Joen-
suu); Seija Karppinen (University of Helsinki); Anu Tuulmets (Tallinn Uni-
versity), and Rytis Urniežius (Šiauliai University). We thank them for their 
valuable comments. We express our gratitude to the revisor Marlene Broemer 
for her work of correcting articles in English. Thanks also to Mikko Halonen 
and especially to amanuensis Kari Perenius for their help in corrections and 
layout of this book. We wish you refreshing and artistic moments with this 
post-conference book. 
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Editors 
Heikki Ruismäki and Inkeri Ruokonen 

We are the music-makers, 
And we are the dreamers of dreams, 
Wandering by lone sea-breakers, 
And sitting by desolate streams; 
World-losers and world forsakers, 
On whom the pale moon gleams: 
Yet we are the movers and shakers 
Of the world forever, it seems. 
(Arthur William Edgar O’Shaughnessy) 
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Arts Education and Cultural Communication: 

Music, Learning and Identity 
Raymond MacDonald 

 
 
 
Introduction and Context  
We are all musical. Every human being has a biological, social and cultural 
guarantee of musicianship (MacDonald, Miell, & Hargreaves 2008). Of 
course this is not a new idea and this observation has roots in educational and 
medical practice that date back to ancient Greek civilisation and probably 
beyond (Horden 2001). Neither is this notion a vague utopian ideal, but rather 
a conclusion drawn by an increasing number of academic researchers in-
volved in investigating the foundations of musical behaviour. The earliest 
communication between a parent and a child is essentially musical and, more 
specifically, improvisational (Trevarthen 2002). Indeed, to respond emotion-
ally to music may be one defining feature of our humanity. Therefore music 
plays an absolutely fundamental communicative role in the earliest and most 
important relationship that we form in our lives, the relationship with our 
parents. In that sense we are all musical and we all have a musical identity 
because at that crucial point in our lives we were communicating musically 
and improvising with our parents.  

In the following chapter I would like to unpack some of the implications 
of the opening statement: we are all musical. First of all, we all have a musi-
cal identity. Secondly, that we all can and do use music for a variety of im-
portant communicative purposes. Finally, I provide evidence to show how 
individuals with learning difficulties can learn musical skills and how these 
music skills can be related to wider psychological developments and, in par-
ticular, communication. It is important to note that I am writing this chapter 
from two different, yet related, perspectives. One is as psychologist, who 
specialises in researching the psychology of music from a variety of meth-
odological and theoretical perspectives. The second is as a saxophonist who 
spends a considerable amount of time involved in improvising with a particu-
lar interest in the communicative potential of spontaneous musical interac-
tions. I have a firm belief that music is not only a separate, vital and hugely 
influential channel of communication but that, in the right context, music can 
serve as a powerful therapeutic type communication. Its use can also facili-
tate the development of wider, more general communication skills. I aim to 
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convey this believe in the communicative potential of music, through a num-
ber of theoretical, methodological and experimental examples in the follow-
ing paragraphs.  

 
We all have a musical identity  
If you ask young people to describe themselves they may tell you their age, 
they may tell you where they live, they may tell you what they study, but 
right at the top of the list they will tell you what music they like. They will 
use music as a badge of identity to signal to the world who they are. There is 
now quite compelling evidence to suggest that that in terms of where young 
people socialise, the clothes they wear, the magazines they read, the friend-
ship groups that they socialise in, music plays an absolute crucial role in all 
of these processes (MacDonald, Miell, and Hargreaves 2002; Zillman and 
Gan 1997). In fact Zillman and Gan (1997) suggest that music is the most 
important recreational activity in which young people are engaged.  

So music is a crucial aspect of a young person’s identity. We are currently 
undertaking some work at Caledonian University investigating musical com-
munication through out the lifespan to investigate to what extent music 
remain a crucial part of a person’s identity in later life and how musical iden-
tity develops and changes over the course of the lifespan. We organised focus 
groups and asked participants to talk about themselves and quite quickly 
music came into the conversation. So in that sense as well, we are all musical 
we all have a musical identity. What we are finding is that certainly an older 
person’s tastes become broader and become less affiliated to a particular 
genre of music, but also we have clear evidence that music remains a key 
influence on people’s identity. Music is still being used as a way of signalling 
to the world who the participants are. 

 
Musical Identities and Communication  
Those are just three possible ways of thinking about musical identity but 
there are actually countless ways of thinking about our musical identities. As 
well as playing a crucial role in identities, music can also be viewed as a 
fundamental channel of communication, a different channel, separate from 
language. Music can facilitate the sharing of emotions, intentions and mean-
ings, even though spoken language may be mutually incomprehensible 
(Miell, MacDonald, and Hargreaves 2005). So for example, if you are at a 
party with people with lots of different nationalities who may not speak Eng-
lish, they can all get together and sing some Beatles songs and unite through 
music. Not through the language, but through the sense of unity that singing 
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songs provides. We can communicate emotions, intentions and meanings 
through music (Hodges 1996; Cross 2005).  

Music can also provide a lifeline to human interaction for people who 
cannot communicate through language for whatever reason, or, for people 
that have problems communicating through language, music can provide a 
fundamental lifeline to communication. The profession of music therapy now 
has 60 or 70 years of research looking at the process and outcomes of music 
in a clinical setting and the way in which music can operate in these very 
particular clinical settings. Also, there is extensive evidence of the powerful 
physical effects and deep and profound emotional effects that listening to and 
playing music can have (Magee 2005).  

For example, (Juslin and Sloboda 1994) document the vast number of 
ways in which music has a very profound effect upon us emotionally. In this 
context I am treating music as a fundamental channel of communication. So 
not only does music play a crucial role in our identity construction and our 
negotiation of our identity, but it is also a fundamental channel of communi-
cation and it plays a very important role in communicating emotions. Indi-
viduals who are involved in musical participation develop personal identities 
that are intrinsically musical.  

By that I do not just mean professional musicians, e.g., an opera singer 
develops his musical identity as an opera singer. Regardless of what your of 
musical involvement, you have an identity as a musician. You might say ‘I 
just sing in the bath’ or ‘I play a few Bob Dylan songs on the guitar’, but 
once you are involved in any kind of musical activity you start to develop a 
sense of yourself as a musician. Another important point to note is that the 
identity of being a musician is a socially and culturally defined concept. It is 
not the case that an individual goes to university or college and attains a de-
gree in music, secures a job as a musician and then adopts the label musician, 
the way in which a medical doctor may go to university, study for many 
years then eventually, after practising and studying, is allowed to practise 
medicine and conferred the title Doctor and is then able to call himself a 
medical doctor. We do not acquire the label musician after the attainment of 
advanced technical skills. It is not the case that we practise and practise and 
get better and better technically and then suddenly confer the label musician 
on ourselves. It has much more to do with the way in which our social and 
cultural surroundings are constructed and the way in which we relate to peo-
ple around us (Borthwick and Davidson 2002).  

For example, we have interviewed people with degrees in music who 
spend much of their life playing music but do not see themselves as a musi-
cian, because they may say: ‘Well actually, my father was lead violin in a 
symphony orchestra, ‘he is the musician in the family’, and although they 
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have been playing music for 30 years these individuals will not see them-
selves as musicians. So people with very advanced musical skills do not see 
themselves as musicians because there is someone else in their life who is 
“better” than they are or there are factors that necessitate them to reject 
adopting the label “musician”. The way in which the family is constructed 
has vital influence upon how we see ourselves as musicians. On the other 
hand, we speak to 12-year-old children who do not have any formal educa-
tion in music, but have a band that practises in the garage and every night 
they are “musicians”. That is their life; they are musicians now and they are 
going to remain musicians so they have taken on the label ‘musician’. The 
key point here is that we are talking about the notion of a musician as a so-
cially constructed label and not something that is acquired after years of prac-
tice. There is also, as I have started to suggest here, the notion of being a 
musician as influenced by certain non-musical factors, what might be thought 
of as identity paradoxes (MacDonald, Miell, and Hargreaves 2002).  

We have also interviewed jazz musicians, to investigate how their identity 
develops, how they see themselves, and how they define jazz music. There 
are a huge number of ways in which a jazz musician is influenced by non-
musical factors. Jazz musicians see themselves as undervalued and misunder-
stood not being paid appropriately enough for their concerts. One of the de-
fining features of being a jazz musician in the group we interviewed seemed 
to be that they felt people did not really understand what they were doing. 
They then use that as a way of sticking together and working together (Mac-
Donald & Wilson 2005, MacDonald & Wilson 2006; Wilson & MacDonald 
2005).  

 
Sounds of Progress  
The paragraphs above present a brief overview of a number of theoretical 
issues relating to musical identities and musical communication, emphasising 
the importance that music has in our lives and unpacking, in a little bit more 
detail, this notion that we are all musical. What I would like to do now is go 
on and discuss a number of research projects that shed more light on this 
notion of us all being musical. 
 
Aims and objectives  
The first set of studies centres on my work with Sounds of Progress, a music 
production company based in Glasgow. This is an integrated music company 
which works with professional musicians and also with musicians and actors 
who have special needs. SoP work in hospitals and school settings, and un-
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dertake music workshops in hospitals to developing basic music skills. SoP 
also work in special schools, carry out recording and touring projects. There 
are a range of musical and social aims around the company. I started work 
with sounds of progress as a musician working with Gamelan workshops, 
looking at developing music skills in a group of individuals with mild or 
moderate learning difficulties. In my own anecdotal observations of a group I 
was working with for six months or so, I saw that they were making signifi-
cant progress and I wondered if it was possible to take an experimental view 
of what was happening at the workshops and try and investigate the process 
and outcomes of this kind of intervention in a little bit more detail.  

 
Methods  
We investigated the process and outcomes of Sounds of Progress’s activities’ 
with 60 participants. All the participants were resident at the time in a large 
hospital. All participants had mild or moderate learning difficulties and there 
were 20 participants each in three groups. A group which participated in 
Gamelan workshops once a week for three months, an intervention control 
group which was experiencing an intervention every week for three months 
that did not involve any music, i.e., cooking and art classes in the occupa-
tional therapy department, and a non-intervention control group of 20 indi-
viduals drawn from the same population, but who did not take part in any 
special intervention relating to what we are doing here. All participants in the 
groups were assessed before and after the sessions on musical ability, com-
munication skills and self-perception of musical ability. Everyone was inter-
viewed and assessed on their basic music skills, particularly rhythm and 
pitch. We also used a communication assessment profile used by speech 
therapists to quantify communication skills (van der Gaag 1990). We also 
asked participants questions about their self-perceptions of their musical 
ability.  

 
Results  
After the three months we found that in the experimental group there were 
significant improvements in musical ability. We were able to show statisti-
cally that the group of people coming to the Gamelan workshop got better at 
playing music in comparison to the other two groups that did not have the 
intervention. Interestingly, their communication skills also developed. Using 
the Communication Assessment Profile for Adults with a Mental Handicap 
(CASP) we found there was a significant improvement in communication 
skills over the three months and these improvements were related to the mu-
sic skills. The better participants got at music, the more communication skills 
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seemed to develop during this particular study. There was also some appre-
ciable notion of a development in self-perception of musical ability as well in 
the group that took part in the music sessions. So we used this as an example 
of: a) we are all musical in the sense that we can develop basic music skills 
with the right type of intervention and b) music can have other effects: being 
involved in playing music can not only improve music skills, but it can also 
improve communication skills for this particular population (MacDonald, 
Davies, & O’Donnell 1999; O’Donnell, MacDonald, & Davies 1999). 

 
A Qualitative study  
 The project outlined above is an experimental study where we quantified the 
notion of musical ability into one or two discreet variables—either rhythm or 
pitch and we also focussed on a very discreet measure of communication. It 
was clear to me that there was much more going on at the workshops than 
just these very discreet variables. It was not just that the participants were 
developing rhythm awareness or their ability to label and discuss a photo-
graph. We wanted to try and get some purchase on the wider developments 
that were being made or the meaning that music had in the lives in the people 
involved in ‘SoP’ activities. So we utilised a qualitative research methodol-
ogy. This particular study utilised The Social Model of Disability and a social 
constructionist view of identity, that is that our identity is constantly evolv-
ing, constantly being negotiated, that all our experiences are very different 
and subjective and therefore to get an understanding of an individual’s per-
sonality we need to take a more subjective and holistic approach to studying 
personality (MacDonald and Miell 2002).  

Thus, we embarked on a qualitative study that included a number of struc-
tured interviews with participants, who had all been involved in Sounds of 
Progress activities for a number of years. These interviews were tape re-
corded and transcribed. Through repeated listening, we coded and refined the 
themes and the issues that emerged from these interviews. Rather than ask-
ing, what we think is important in music, we let the participants point out its 
key features.  

 The first theme that emerged related to how being involved in musical 
participation seemed to change the way in which other people viewed the 
participants. As this quote highlights: “I remember I used to go up in the 
ambulance to the hospital years ago and there was this old woman who was 
always complaining about her illness. We used to call her ‘57 varieties’. She 
always used to say about me. ‘I know he’s in a wee world of his own and 
you’re sitting listening. You’re sitting listening’, oh aye I’m in a wee world 
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of my own here’. Then again that same old woman, when I started a sing-
song in the ambulance one time she started to talk, and she was talking to me 
normally. You know what I mean? So there you go; she forgot about the 
world of my own and when a sing-song was started she changed.” The key 
point here would be that being involved in musical activities changes how 
other people view you and we saw this time and time again in the transcrip-
tions. People talked about playing music, whether it was performing or re-
cording, but when people started to play music the outside world’s view of 
that individual changed. That had a very strong effect on their self-concept 
and their sense of identity.  

Secondly the notion of professionalism was important. “When people 
spoke to you they weren’t giving you the sympathy vote, anymore you know. 
I thought, well I must be doing all right you know, you didn’t get all that pat 
on the head and all that ‘very good son’. Then you stop to think well these 
disabled folk, what can they do? Well I think they get rather a shock when 
they hear us. Then when things started to get a wee bit professional I thought 
this can’t be bad”.  

As people developed their skill, we tried to make sure people got paid for 
their performances. But the key point here is the professional approach of 
‘Sounds of Progress’. If participants are going to go and record and go on 
tour there is an expectation that participants are going to be performing and 
contributing in a non-patronising way. So you are giving people the chance to 
develop skills to a high standard. This seemed to have a very important ef-
fect, this non-patronising way of working with people and they expected 
people to contribute significantly to the musical process and when they deliv-
ered it had a very powerful effect upon their sense of self.  

The results from the experimental studies highlighted the effects music 
interventions can have on discrete personal and social factors. The analysis of 
the interview material suggests that involvement in musical activities also has 
more general effects on the way in which people think about both themselves 
and their position within society. These two developments are related in that 
music can be thought of as not only facilitating specific changes in musical 
and psychological factors, but also as contributing to the identity projects in 
which the individuals are engaged. Whilst we have been focusing our debate 
upon the activities of one particular music company (SoP), this has been 
presented as an example of how any musical participation, suitably struc-
tured, can be an excellent vehicle for leading to musical and personal com-
municative gains for participants (MacDonald, Miell, & Wilson 2005). It is 
suggested here that these effects will not only be found with participants in 
SoP activities, but also that when music is employed for therapeu-
tic/educational objectives in a structured and goal-directed way by individu-
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als with musical expertise and training, then outcomes of the type reported 
here can be expected (Pavlicevic & Ansdell 2004). In this article I present an 
empirical investigation of the anxiolytic and pain-reducing effects of music I 
would like to explore the notion of us all being musical in the sense that lis-
tening to music can have very specific therapeutic effects for us.  

 
Music and pain perception: Study 1  
The first study involved 20 participants in an experimental group who lis-
tened to self-selected music. It was really important they listened to self-
selected music, most of the work in this area has taken pre-selected, experi-
menter-selected music, but we were interested in the effects of preferred 
music. Going back to that idea of identities, we noted that we all have strong 
relationships with particular types of music. I am sure I could ask each person 
in the room and say ‘Tell me a song that reminds you of a very important 
happy time in your life’ and we can listen to a piece of music and we can be 
transported to a particular time. So we wanted people to tap into this relation-
ship, their personal relationships with particular pieces of music and bring 
that into the hospital setting. We had 20 participants in a control group; we 
compared participants who were listening to music after an operation with 
participants who were not listening to music after an operation and all par-
ticipants had undergone a minor operation on their foot. They came into the 
hospital in the morning, they had a minor operation on their feet and after the 
operation 20 people listened to music, and 20 did not listen to music. The key 
result is that in the experimental group there is a significant decrease in anxi-
ety. Listening to their favourite music in the hospital setting reduced the 
levels of anxiety in patients in the ward after the operation. Now there was no 
difference in pain perceptions between the groups, there was an anaesthetist 
and a surgeon involved in designing the study as well and their conclusion 
was that actually following the operation the patients did not experience 
much pain in either groups. 

 
Music and pain perception: Study 2  
So their idea was that we needed to find a more painful procedure and see if 
music had an effect on participants. Once again guided slightly by their ad-
vice, in the second study, all females and no music control group, both 
groups underwent total abdominal hysterectomy. The surgeon said that was a 
painful operation and that the post-operative period is complex and painful. 
So we had a more significant operation and we took preoperative and postop-
erative pain and anxiety and patient-controlled analgesia. In this situation the 
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patients all have a pump where they can self administer morphine and it gives 
a very hard measure and we wondered if the people who listened to music 
would pump less morphine than the people who do not listen to music. It was 
a hope because there were no differences between the groups on the meas-
ures. The two studies present conflicting results and we made the decision to 
go back to the psychology laboratory and look at the process in a bit more 
detail.  

 
Music and pain perception: Study 3  
At this point one student, Laura Mitchell began work on her PhD, looking at 
the effects of listening to music in laboratory settings. In these studies par-
ticipants selected their own music and listened to preferred music while their 
hands were immersed in cold water. We measured the amount of time they 
kept their hands in the water, the amount of pain they felt we asked them 
about their pain perceptions and how much control they felt over their envi-
ronment, bearing in mind that being in a hospital environment can lead to a 
feeling of loss of control. We wondered if the music, bringing one’s own 
preferred music, might increase a sense of control over the environment. 
People kept their hands in the water for much longer, sometimes up to three 
times as long when they were listening to their preferred music and reported 
significantly less pain and also feeling more control over their environment 
as well.  

It is also interesting that in both this study and in the two hospital studies 
and subsequent work that we carried out, there was no common structural 
features of the music that predicted anxiolytic effect (Mitchell, MacDonald, 
and Knussen 2008). It was not that the participants were selecting music that 
was happy in terms of up tempo, in a major key or in a minor key. There is 
nothing structural about the music that produces that anxiolytic effect. That is 
quite controversial because much of what you read about the anxiolytic ef-
fects of music relates to the structural features of music. Our suggestion is 
that we have a personal relationship with preferred music and that is what 
produces the effect. In general we put the types of music into loose catego-
ries, by far the most common category is popular music; we had examples of 
The Beautiful South, The Beatles, Eminem and we even had The Prodigy’s 
Firestarter which is a very aggressive piece of music.  

 
Summary 
I have looked at musical identities; I have given a broad overview of some 
issues relating to musical identities and musical communication. I talked 
about music in special education and needs. Music is not a magic bullet or 
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the ultimate panacea. I am not trying to suggest that just by playing music we 
can change our lives or just listening to music is going to help. It needs to be 
utilised in a knowledgeable way and when it is done it can have very signifi-
cant effects. I am hoping that in this work I have shown that music does have 
and can have very significant effects. However, Western society does con-
struct an elitist image of musicians and this has implications for us all, for all 
of us who feel ‘I am not musical I am not able to play music’ or for the peo-
ple with whom we are working with, there are very significant implications 
of the way in which society constructs this notion of musician.  
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Finnish music education—structures and lines 

Pirkko Partanen, Antti Juvonen, Heikki Ruismäki 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This article describes the Finnish music educational system, especially concentrat-
ing on music education, its structure and main lines. Our focus is to briefly de-
scribe music education at the elementary and high school level. Music classes and 
strengthened music education offer more opportunities for musically-oriented pu-
pils to deepen their musical abilities, skills and avocation, and perhaps to find 
their future profession in music. They are a part of the Finnish music educational 
system. In Finnish music education, the core is formed by music schools and con-
servatories offering systematic instrument teaching and profound music theory in-
struction. The music schools have annual admission exams. Finland also has a 
wide spread music play-school network. Finally, this article includes a review of 
internet references which present a broader picture of the Finnish music education 
system, culture and studies.  
 
Keywords: Finnish music education, Music classes, Music institutes, Music 
schools, Pre-School Education, Basic Education, Upper-Secondary education, Art 
education, Comprehensive school, Finnish Education System. 

 
 
 
Background 
In comparative situations, for example at the conferences of the International 
Society of Music Education (ISME), the Finnish system is recognised with 
surprise and admiration. Finnish children’s and youth choirs are world fa-
mous and new international talents—conductors as well as singers and in-
strumentalists—frequently step into the limelight. 

But is this picture complete? Is there just a small elite with an interna-
tional reputation or is there more to it; is the whole Finnish system of music 
education exemplary? There are obvious reasons for the many high-standard 
achievements, but there is also another side to the coin.  

Finns, although quiet and reserved by nature, have a need to express 
themselves and their feelings through singing, acting, creating pictures or 
other handicraft products. Unlike many old Central-European cultures, Fin-
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nish culture still has an unbroken bond with its own age-old culture where 
man has been a participating factor, a “subject”. An excellent example of this 
connection is the uninterrupted popularity of folk music, which is in a con-
stant state of creativity and renewal.  

Presently, Finland has an excellent nation-wide network of music schools. 
There are adult education centres in all municipalities and many schools have 
music classes or run music clubs. Music camps and courses are organised in 
the summer season for both children and adults. 

 
History 
In order to understand the current situation and to plan for the future we must 
know something about the past. A brief historical survey of the development 
of music education in Finnish schools might be appropriate.  

The Finnish elementary (earlier: folk school) school system was first in-
troduced in the 1860s. Before that there were grammar schools, open to a 
select few children and maintained by the church mainly to educate the 
clergy.  

Music was one of the central disciplines in the schools. For example, the 
school statute from 1571, the first of its kind in the kingdom of Sweden-
Finland, only mentions three compulsory disciplines: Latin, religion and 
singing. There was one singing lesson every day. An obvious practical reason 
stated the importance of singing in the curriculum: the pupils had to assist in 
church music performances at divine services. Incidentally, until the end of 
the 17th century the schoolboys also sang and played for money, collecting 
funds for both their school and own maintenance. But later the status of mu-
sic declined as other disciplines gained importance.  

In the school statute of 1693, singing was defined as a practical subject 
(as opposed to an academic or theoretical one and so had lesser importance). 
But still, music was given a great deal of time in the eighteenth-century cur-
riculum; there were daily music classes, and schools even maintained small 
orchestras. The appreciation of music in secondary school decreased mark-
edly during the 19th century.  

Pragmatic views on the objectives and contents of education are by no 
means new in the Finnish school. It is an interesting question whether it was 
the strong new interest in instrumental music that demoted the status of 
school music. Instrumental music was largely held to be secular while vocal 
music was sacred. Furthermore, in those days the organ was becoming in-
creasingly common, making church singers less prominent.  
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As soon as music no longer was immediately necessary, it was pushed 
aside. Girls’ schools, though, taught more music than others. Perhaps it was a 
practical ability for young ladies to sing and play, but prospective civil ser-
vants had no use for such skills. In other words, art education was not highly 
valued. A common practice until the 1960s was that music was taught at 
secondary schools, but only in the two or three lowest grades.  

In 1809, Finland became an autonomous part of Russia: the Finnish 
Grand Duchy. As a result of Tsar Alexander II’s decree, this period of auton-
omy saw the beginnings of a folk school system in the 1850s and the first 
public education statute in 1866. Uno Cygnaeus, known as the father of the 
Finnish folk school, considered music a very important part of education. His 
attitudes were apparent in folk school teacher education, where music had a 
significant position. In addition to singing, students learned to play the violin 
and the organ. Many folk schools were founded quite quickly after the statute 
took effect. The Act of general compulsory education was enacted as late as 
1921. The folk school teachers were important music masters for the whole 
community, “folk’s candles” as they were called. 

An illustrative example is that the pedagogical education of subject teach-
ers was reformed in the 19th century, but music teachers were not included in 
the reform. The private Helsinki Music Institute, which later became the 
Sibelius Academy, began the education of singing teachers as late as 1921. 
Until then teachers responsible for musical education had been trained in 
many different ways. Figure 1 shows the hierarchy of Finnish music educa-
tion to date. 
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Figure 1. Finnish music education system chart 
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Objectives and contents of music education  
The importance of music as a mediator of values and ideologies should be 
clear to everyone: music has served the Christian faith as well as fascism and 
the labour movement. Patriotic music programmes have helped Finnish peo-
ple uphold their national identity through difficult times and periods of war.  

Finnish contemporary school music can justly be described as multi-
valued; pupils are introduced to as wide a variety of different music cultures 
as possible. The aims defined for the comprehensive school emphasise de-
veloping positive attitudes, creating an interest, learning to listen, training 
skills, and interacting through music. One of the central cross-curricular sub-
jects in both comprehensive and upper-secondary schools is education for 
international understanding. Music is a very useful means of understanding, 
accepting and learning about other cultures. Therefore, in music classes stu-
dents sing, play and dance to music from all countries and continents. How-
ever, In Finland the red thread through the curriculum from comprehensive to 
upper-secondary school is our national heritage. The so-called ethno-
musicological approach helps pupils understand society through its music, 
whether past or present, own or foreign. The music curriculum also covers 
the basics of music theory. One important aim is that theory is learnt as much 
as possible through live performance (see Anttila 2008).  

The music that children and young adults are interested in outside school 
is also given serious attention. It is played and sung, live or recorded at 
schools. Opportunities for instrumental performances are arranged as much 
as possible in large teaching groups. At least guitars, drum sets, percussion 
instruments, keyboard instruments and computers are now fairly common in 
comprehensive and upper-secondary schools. 

 
Day-care and preschool 
In Finland, half of the children under school age attend day-care outside the 
home, either at a kindergarten or in family day-care; 64% attend a kindergar-
ten. Local authorities are required by law to provide day-care for all children 
who need it. Day-care centres employ children’s nurses and kindergarten 
teachers, the latter being trained at teacher training institutions. They have 
music education as a part of their studies. 

From autumn 2001, local authorities were required to provide preschool 
teaching free of charge for all 6-year-olds whose parents request it. This 
teaching has been provided at kindergartens or at comprehensive schools. In 
2004, 96% of all 6-year-olds attended preschool, most of them at a kindergar-
ten. This education also includes music education. 
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Further training for kindergarten teachers for preschool and elementary 
teaching (25 ECTS credits) has been launched. This training qualifies them to 
act as 1st and 2nd grade teachers in comprehensive schools. This unit has been 
included in the basic training for kindergarten teachers, which has had an 
unfortunate effect on the proportion of arts subjects; the overall volume of the 
training cannot increase, and arts subjects are included only to a limited ex-
tent in the preschool and elementary teaching unit. Day-care centres observe 
an overall curriculum focusing on core subjects. Arts subjects and other sub-
jects are blended into one another through play. This also applies to pre-
school teaching.  

 
Comprehensive and upper-secondary school  
The new legislation on education in 1998 removed the earlier administrative 
division between the primary and secondary level in comprehensive school. 
In practice, the shift to a uniform comprehensive school structure has been 
taking place over a long period. Teaching in grades 1 to 6 continued to be 
handled primarily by classroom teachers who have received wide-ranging 
training in university teacher education units, graduating with a Master’s of 
Education degree with 300 ECTS credits. The proportion of music and other 
arts subjects in the curriculum varies from place to place; it might be as low 
as three credits per subject. Classroom teachers can specialise, taking up to 
60 ECTS credits in a particular subject. Teaching in grades 7 to 9 and in 
upper-secondary school is mainly offered by subject teachers. The compre-
hensive school curriculum is still subject-based, although integration between 
subjects and general teaching is increasingly favoured. The division of school 
subjects can be seen in Table 1.  

 
Table 1. An example of division of lessons in one Finnish elementary school in 2006 
 
Subject division 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. Tot. 
Mother tongue and litera-
ture 7 7 6 6 4 5 3 3 3 44 

A-language 0 0 2 2 2 2 2 3 3 16 

B-language 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 2 2 6 

Mathematics 4 4 4 4 4 4 3 3 4 34 

Environmental Studies 2 2 2 3 0 0 0 0 0 9 

Physics and Chemistry 0 0 0 0 1 1 2 3 2 9 

Health Education 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1,5 0,5 3 

Religions/Ethics 1 1 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 11 

History and Social Studies 0 0 0 0 2 1 2 2 3 10 
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Music 1 1 2 2 2 2 1 0 0 11 

Visual Arts 1 1 2 2 2 2 2 0 0 12 
Craft, Technical/Textile 
work 2 2 2 2 2 2 3 0 0 15 

Physical Education 2 2 2 2 3 3 2 2 2 20 

Home Economics 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 3 
Educational and vocational 
guidance 0 0 0 0 0 0 0,5 0,5 1 2 

Optional subjects 0 0 0 0 0 0 0,5 7 5,5 13 

Minimum number of hours 20 20 24 24 25 25 30 30 30 228 

Voluntary A-language    2 2 2 2 2 2 12 

 
From a music teaching point of view, it is clear that as long as grades 1 to 6, 
which correspond to an important period in a child’s musical development, 
are taught by classroom teachers, the teaching will be quite heterogeneous: 
there are no musical skill requirements for becoming a classroom teacher, 
and their studies in the relevant subjects can be very limited. However, at 
most schools music teaching is mainly assigned to the teachers who have the 
best abilities and skills to carry it out. It may be expected that in the future 
the classroom teachers will increasingly undertake teaching in grades 7 to 9, 
and that subject teachers will teach the lower grades. In some ways this may 
have a positive impact on music teaching in comprehensive school. 

The number of weekly hours of music teaching depends on the school. 
The minimum in grades 1 to 6 is a total of 6 week-hours, i.e., one hour per 
week per year. Schools are free to decide on the number of weekly hours in 
any subject, within certain limits. Music classes, which usually start at grade 
3, typically provide four hours per week of music teaching. Grades 7 to 9 
usually only have 1 week-hour of compulsory music teaching, mostly given 
in the 7th grade, after which music becomes an elective subject. In upper-
secondary school, at least one 38-hour course in music is given to all stu-
dents, after which students may choose to continue to study music or opt out 
(see Ruismäki & Ruokonen 2006). 

 
Music classes 
Music does not enjoy a high status at comprehensive school. Fortunately, 
there is a parallel route: music classes. Nearly 40 years ago, parents, music 
teachers and musically-oriented classroom teachers promoted the concept of 
“music class”, following the Hungarian model. Since then—first quite cau-
tiously—schools have founded music classes, whose students are screened 
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from those volunteering (or, primarily, volunteered by their parents). Until 
1985, music classes were subject to permit; a bureaucratic process had to be 
undertaken before schools could found a music class. 

The first music classes were set up in Helsinki and soon after that in 
Espoo. In the 1990s, there were about 530 music classes in comprehensive 
schools, with some 14,000 pupils (Hako 2002). Due to the decreasing size of 
age groups and new opportunities in music teaching (as a result of the Act on 
Basic Arts Education described above), it is estimated that there are now 
around 12,000 pupils in 400 of these classes. 

Singing formed the core of music education in the music classes, espe-
cially in the early decades. This involved sight-singing following the Hungar-
ian or Kodály method. Almost all leading Finnish children’s and youth choirs 
are somehow connected with music classes. Most pupils in music classes 
receive instrument tuition at music schools or from private teachers. There is 
also some degree of collaboration between music classes and music insti-
tutes. Various joint projects between orchestras, opera companies and com-
posers and music class schools have been common. Also projects together 
with regular schools have taken place in recent years. This has led to such 
large-scale productions, as musicals being mounted all over Finland. 

Music classes have also encountered some opposition. Especially in 
sparsely populated areas, “normal” classes complain that the best pupils are 
siphoned off; it has been observed that pupils in music classes perform better 
than average in other subjects, too. Whether this is due to their better abilities 
to concentrate (to which music contributes) or their home background (edu-
cated parents are the most likely to have their children undertake music stud-
ies) is an interesting question that would warrant a scientific study. 

 
Music-oriented upper-secondary schools 
After comprehensive school, students may go on to a music-oriented upper-
secondary school. There are 12 of these in Finland, one of them Swedish-
speaking, with a total of 2,100 students. Some music-oriented upper-
secondary schools may offer other programmes such as visual arts. Also, 
“ordinary” upper-secondary schools may have an emphasis on music. The 
national curriculum allows up to five courses in music, and even more can be 
provided in exceptional cases (see Ruismäki & Tereska 2008). 

 
Music institutes 
In the 1950s, there were only a handful of music institutes in Finland. Music 
tuition was mostly given privately. The network of music institutes in Finland 
evolved without an overall plan; institutes were founded wherever there was 
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demand. At the moment, there are some 150 institutes, numerous private 
music schools and music play-schools. Finland has twelve conservatories. 
The Sibelius Academy and nine vocational high schools provide higher edu-
cation in music. (Hako 2002/2008.) Vocational high schools have programs 
mostly for instrument teachers and musicians. Sibelius Academy has in addi-
tion a program for subject teachers for schools. The University of Oulu and 
Jyväskylä have a program for subject teachers, too. 

Music institutes (music schools and conservatories) offer goal-oriented 
studies, with examinations at various levels to measure progress (see Hei-
monen 2002; Klemettinen 2007). Institutes have several levels, and comple-
tion of a level earns a student a certificate. Most music institutes have a pre-
liminary stage, i.e., music play-school; however, attending music play-school 
does not automatically guarantee entry to a music institute. The music insti-
tute levels are: the basic level, begun at around the age of seven and usually 
completed by the age of fifteen; the music institute level, which the student 
may attend next for about three years, or apply to the professional graduate 
degree programmes given by conservatories. Music institutes also have adult 
education departments for those who study music as a hobby. The music 
teaching in music schools mainly focuses on art music and supporting sub-
jects such as music theory. 

Today, 99 music institutes belong to the Association of Finnish Music 
Schools, with over 60,000 students altogether. The conservatories have their 
own association, although most of them belong to the AFMS too. There are a 
further 40 to 50 music schools that do not belong to any association; they 
have an estimated total of 6,000 students. All the above figures include music 
play-school, which is the area that experienced the largest growth in the 
1990s. Music play-school involves 20,000 children under school age. Music 
play-schools are also run by parishes, civic colleges and workers’ institutes. 

The emergence and development of music institutes has been enabled by 
the financial contributions of local authorities and the government. Private 
funding in the form of term fees is nevertheless still required. Of the funding 
of music institutes belonging to the association, government contributions 
cover 48%, local authority contributions 32%, and student fees 20%. The 
Finnish music school institution makes a thorough art music education possi-
ble, but lately, also Afro-American music has become available in some 
institutions. The music schools and conservatoires also provide most of the 
instrument teaching.  
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Act on Basic Education in the Arts 
In 1992, music and other fields of the arts began to be covered by legislation 
with the Act on Basic Education in the Arts. The purpose of this legislation 
was to ensure an opportunity for goal-oriented progressive teaching in all 
fields of the arts. The curriculum in basic arts education can be extensive or 
general. The extensive curriculum is offered at 98 music schools and 12 con-
servatories, involving a total of about 54 000 students, 70% of which are of 
comprehensive school age. The teaching is implemented through a curricu-
lum based on guidelines approved by the National Board of Education in 
2002 (extensive curriculum) and 2005 (general curriculum). Institutes in 
other branches of the arts offer mostly general curriculum teaching, which is 
considerably lower in volume than the extensive teaching. These observe the 
Act from 1992 (amended in 1998), requiring curricula to be drawn up and 
approved separately by each municipality in accordance with the curriculum 
guidelines. In music, general curriculum teaching is offered at 100 civic col-
leges, workers’ institutes and private music schools, involving a total of 
about 13 000 students. Today about 67 000 children and adolescents are 
involved in basic arts education in the field of music, which is 50% of stu-
dents in basic arts education. 

 
Future prospects 
After recovering from the recession in the early 1990s, Finland as well as the 
rest of the world has now fallen into a new one. Unfortunately, the outlook 
for education and cultural development is not promising. The great social 
reforms carried out in the 1990s have made education less secure, for exam-
ple, because local authorities are now authorised to distribute resources as 
they see fit. The municipalities are placed on an unequal footing, depending 
on the level of willingness to invest in education and culture of the local 
authority. The central and local governments probably will make new cuts 
when the new recession really hits Finland. Rising tax revenue is allocated 
primarily to information technology development as Finland is a self-
declared information society. Also the ageing population means that social 
welfare and pension expenditure will increase considerably in the near future. 
Offering preschool teaching to everyone requires major financial resources. 
The potential problem of unqualified teachers teaching music or other art and 
skill subjects is worrying. The music teacher education should also react to 
rapidly changing circumstances in different areas of developing society (see 
Juvonen & Ruismäki 2008). Figure 2 shows the main challenges facing the 
Finnish music education in the future. 
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Figure 2. Finnish music education challenges (Adapted from Ruismäki & Ruokonen 
2006) 

 
Nevertheless, we can hope that, just as parents began to demand more music 
education in the 1960s, a similar movement will arise again. The value of art 
education will increase when people discover that mental well-being and 
psychic health are in direct connection to art and skill subjects. The therapeu-
tic and emotional educational benefit of these subjects has yet to be credited 
by the decision-makers who only choose immediate economic rewards.  

Kurkela (2006) cleverly describes the significance and value of art and 
skill education: cultural education as well as art and skill education may be in 
a very important role when we try to bring up citizens who are active, coop-
erative and responsible while we develop a Finnish society which is lively, 
pluralistic and humanistic. This education will develop the overall personality 
of children, young people and even adults, bringing fresh points of view, new 
skills and know-how while fostering a creative attitude. This development 
serves the growth of momentous life consciousness and a feeling of life con-
trol. A well-functioning musical and artistic environment builds valuable 
preparedness and willingness which will show their importance not only in 
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the field of art, but also in the field of science and the general development of 
mental and emotional well-being as well as the whole society. 
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The role of Riho Päts in Estonian music education 

Inge Rautsepp & Maie Vikat 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 
Riho Päts (1899–1977) is a founder of contemporary Estonian music education. 
He also worked as a teacher, composer, choir conductor, essayist and researcher. 
Already in the 1930-is his innovative approach initiated paradigmatic changes in 
primary and secondary school music education. Riho Päts was well aware of 
trends in contemporary Western European music education; by maintaining an 
analytical and critical approach to these trends he integrated the best of them into 
Estonian music education. He created new teaching methods in music education 
reflecting them in different teaching materials: textbooks, spreadsheets, handouts 
and songbooks; he also wrote scientific and newspaper articles, and participated in 
radio broadcasts and international conferences. 

Central to understanding Riho Päts’s music education is his praxial approach 
to theeducation process. Riho Päts’s approach to teaching music is still fundamen-
tal in contemporary Estonian music education. 
 
Keywords: Riho Päts, Estonian music education, 1930s trends 

 
 
 
Introduction 
In the contemporary postmodern world characterised by the pedagogy which 
relies on dialogue, the communication between a teacher and a pupil is a 
continuing dialogue where the language and words may have a long-term 
influence and may be applied in other situations of life. Knowledge of the 
methodology and didactics of teaching and its creative application through 
new learning situations in the process of teaching shapes learning events 
where the teacher together with the pupil creates new experience and knowl-
edge. Thus the key person in the successful learning process is a teacher who 
knows well didactics and the methods of teaching the subject and applies 
them creatively in musical activities.  

There are very few composers-musicians in the world whose life’s work 
has been to enrich music pedagogy with a unique contribution and whose 
system of teaching forms the basis of today’s music education. The most 
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outstanding innovators of school music of the previous century were Z. 
Kodály, C. Orff and D. Kabalevksi. An equally important representative of 
Estonian music education is the pedagogue, composer, choral conductor, 
publicist and researcher Riho Päts (1899–1977), whose innovative trends in 
the music education of the 1930s (relative system of sight-reading, usage of a 
‘walking’ note, playing musical instruments, joint singing) provided a foun-
dation for paradigmatic changes in Estonian music education, which are 
topical even today. 

This article is a part of a historical research project on Riho Päts as a pro-
moter of Estonian music life and Estonian music education. The aim of this 
article is to focus on the innovative trends introduced by R. Päts into music 
education in the 1930s that have provided a basis for today`s concept of 
music education in Estonia. 

The aim of the study is to determine the meaning of the paradigmatic 
changes and their transmission in contemporary music education. The subject 
of the research is in the subject content, activities and goals of music educa-
tion. The study combines the methods of structural analysis of events and 
structural ethnography.  

 
Riho Päts as a promoter of Estonian music life in the 1930s 
Teaching takes place within time and is a two-way process involving teach-
ing and learning; its components are a teacher, a pupil and information. In 
Estonia at the beginning of the 1920s, a system of training and education 
based on behaviourist principles was predominantly used, which relied on 
learning certain knowledge and skills. At the same time activity pedagogy 
based on the principles of cognitive psychology where active participation of 
a pupil was put first also began to spread. Learning was viewed as a process 
in which both thinking and learning are a sequence of problem-solving and 
attempts at problem-solving and education are primarily the development of 
the innate abilities of a human being (Gruhn 2003). Three factors were seen 
as elements of teaching: a teacher, a pupil and the subject, through which 
knowledge and skills were acquired so firmly that pupils were able to apply 
them independently and freely in their later life. 

Estonian music education of that period was characterised by quests, ex-
periments, improvements to teaching methods and their application, in a 
word—innovation. Riho Päts became the leading figure of innovation making 
pragmatic changes in music education already at the end of the 1920s. On the 
one hand, Riho Päts enriched his experience of music pedagogy through 
foreign travel to Finland, Great Britain, Italy, Czechoslovakia, Lithuania, 
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Poland and Soviet Russia, and on the other, through keeping abreast of the 
latest literature on the music theory of: G. Schünemann, C. Stumpf, G. 
Revesz, C. Seahsor, M. v. Briessen, A. Hundoegger, V. Siukonen, O. Sama-
roff-Stokovski (Kõlar 1999, 117). These experiences him to develop new 
trends in music education, such as the relative system of sight-reading, usage 
of a movable note, introduction of playing musical instruments, joint singing 
and several other innovations.  

With that background, Riho Päts created a completely new conceptual ba-
sis for music education in Estonia, which became possible only because of 
the diversity of his musical activity. Riho Päts had graduated from the Tallinn 
Conservatoire composition class under the tutorship of Artur Kapp and taken 
piano lessons from Artur Lemba. Riho Päts was also one of the leading pub-
licists and the author of more than 300 articles, as well as Estonian corre-
spondent with many foreign publications: “Suomen Musikkitieto”, Finland; 
“Musical Courier”, USA and “Musik Apsakts”—“Musical aspects”, Latvia 
(Kõlar 1999, 131). The two monographs written by Päts about the Estonian 
composers Artur Kapp and Rudolf Tobias are outstanding. According to the 
well-known Estonian music historian Karl Leichter, Riho Päts was the best 
informed Estonian musician in those years (Leichter 1981, 54).  

Päts concentrated his pedagogical experience in the handbook for teachers 
“Music education at general education school”—“Muusikakasvatus üldha-
riduskoolis”, which was a phenomenon in the sphere of Estonian music peda-
gogy. As an outstanding pianist he also developed that area of music by 
compiling several textbooks which were well received by piano teachers in 
Estonia and abroad (Lemba 1936, 7). In order to protect the authorship rights 
of composers, the Estonian Author’s Protection Association was founded on 
his initiative in 1934 (Pisuke 2003). 

 
The Innovative Trends in music education  
The concept of Riho Päts’ innovative trends was based on the relative system 
of sight-reading, the usage of a ‘walking’ note, the development of playing 
musical instruments and joint singing. 
 
Relative system of sight-reading 
In the summer of 1930 Riho Päts became acquainted with the relative ana-
lytical-synthetic teaching method developed by the Finnish music pedagogue 
and composer Vilho Siukonen, which mainly appealed to Päts because of the 
opportunities it offered to develop pupils’ active musical thinking and sight-
reading skills. It relied on the historic Tonic-Do method, which is based on 
the conscious perception of relations between sounds by means of which the 
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recognition of mode through hearing is developed. To characterise pitches 
and visually indicate their movement, characteristic hand signs are used. In 
order to express rhythmic accuracy he invented respective rhythm syllables—
tam, ta-ra, ta-a. 

The above method found practical application in the unique song work-
books “Song learning workbooks for forms 3, 4, 5, 6”—“Lauluõpetuse 
töövihikud 3, 4, 5, 6 klassile” (1931–1940) and the handbook “New ways of 
elementary instruction”—“Uusi teid algõpetuses” (1934) compiled by Riho 
Päts. He introduced the method to teachers at seminars and conferences as 
well as during the practical music lessons regularly broadcast by the Radio 
Broadcasting Company over two years (Päts 1938, 6). The relative system 
serves as the basis for the development of pupils’ sight-reading skills in Esto-
nian music education up to the present day, which is also reflected in the 
National Curriculum.  

 
The ‘Walking’ note 
Another innovative trend was the introduction of a ‘walking’ note, which 
allows the development of pitch perception and the skill of dividing attention 
and is a musically educational and exciting activity for pupils. While using 
the movable note the teacher acts as an improviser and the pupil has to per-
ceive the relationships between the sounds. That requires the teacher to have 
a good command of musical phraseology and orientation in the relationship 
between sounds. Although the movable note is still used in the present-day 
music education of general education school, the methodology of using it 
needs to be systematically introduced to the future music teachers studying at 
the university as well as to working teachers at in-service training courses. 

 
Playing musical instruments 
The third innovative trend was the introduction of playing musical instru-
ments at school (recorders, percussions instruments, string instruments). Päts 
established the first school recorder orchestra in Estonia, the instruments for 
which were ordered from Germany (soprano, tenor and bass—about 20 in-
struments). It is noteworthy that as the interest of pupils in playing musical 
instruments grew, he found a solution allowing the production of those in-
struments in Estonia. The orchestra expanded into a 60-piece school orchestra 
including recorders, metallophons, xylophons and percussion instruments. 
The repertoire of the orchestra contained works of Bartok, Grieg and Mozart 
arranged by Päts himself (Päts 1932, 1935).  
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Often the performances of the orchestra in the school, concert halls or 
broadcasts of the Radio Broadcasting Company were accompanied by a 168-
strong children’s choir, which was reviewed by the media as ‘new, original, 
unheard of and astonishing’ (Visnapuu 1934, 8). Such unique association has 
remained an exceptional phenomenon in the history of Estonian school music 
up to the present day. In today’s Estonian school, singing occupies a central 
position, whereas playing musical instruments which requires an appropriate 
material basis, is marginal in music education. In 2010 a new National Cur-
riculum will be introduced in Estonia, which attaches importance to practical 
music making, including playing musical instruments. 

 
Joint singing  
Another form of active music-making developed further by Riho Päts, which 
also deserves to be discussed, is joint singing.  

An impetus to develop joint singing came from Päts’ foreign travel to 
Germany, Russia, Czechoslovakia and Lithuania. Most important though, 
was the experience gained in Finland where Vilho Suikonen and Heikki 
Klemetti were dealing with the issues of developing children’s singing ability 
(Päts 1930). Päts was especially interested in the study “About the singing 
ability of schoolchildren” carried out by V. Siukonen in 1935 and his PhD 
dissertation based on that study involving children from Finland, Sweden and 
Estonia. Suikonen’s study revealed that Estonian school children’s results 
related to singing and carrying a tune were better than those of the children 
from other countries. Even the number of children not able to sing was two 
times smaller among Estonian than Finnish children. According to the study, 
the Estonian school had managed to notably improve children’s singing abil-
ity within a short period (Päts 1938).  

Both Suikonen and Päts viewed the development of joint singing as a 
process commencing at the preschool age: “Since small children enjoy sing-
ing and are convincingly explicit while singing, it is our task to maintain such 
spontaneous way of singing” (Päts 1940). Päts emphasised that in such activ-
ity a dominant place is occupied by joint repertoire, which, when mastered, 
develops into a spontaneous habit forming the basis of the singing tradition of 
the society. While developing joint singing, Riho Päts also collaborated with 
the Radio Broadcasting Company (Päts 1939). 

The activity towards further development of joint singing carried out by 
Päts was purposeful. On his initiative in the early 1930s, a joint song reper-
toire was adopted in primary schools, which was included in the new text-
books “Favourite songbooks”—“Lemmiklaulikud” (1935–1939) compiled by 
Riho Päts. The songbooks were published as a series and they were illus-
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trated by the famous Estonian graphic artist Günther Reindorff. The tradition 
of joint singing established by Riho Päts has survived until the present day. 
Several generations have been brought up with the songs of that period. 
Some of those songs are still represented in the song textbooks and have been 
included in the repertoire of Estonian song festivals.  

Riho Päts was convinced that should an opportunity arise to apply joint 
singing, Estonians are able to prove they are a singing nation (Päts 1939, 6). 
A powerful representation of that was the Singing Revolution of 1988–1989 
when through their joint singing the Estonian people gained freedom. A simi-
lar form of expression of joint singing was the night song festival, “The time 
to notice” in 2008 with the participation of more than 300,000 singers.  

 
Conclusion 
The contributions of Riho Päts to Estonian music education were ground-
breaking, comprehensive and sustainable. The results of our study allow us to 
conclude that the innovative trends of the 1930s have provided a basis for 
today’s concept of music education. In commemoration of Päts contributions, 
one of the auditoriums of Tallinn University bears his name. 

In 2002 the Riho Päts School Music Foundation was established to com-
memorate the life-work of Riho Päts (http://www.tlu.ee/...). Every year the 
Foundation awards the title of Laureate and a grant to an outstanding music 
teacher, musical instrument teacher, composer, researcher of music pedagogy 
or promoter of school music. All those areas were included in the extraordi-
nary, timeless and large-scale musical activity of Riho Päts.  
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Abstract 
 
Curriculum is one of the most fundamental structures in educational systems, 
which specifies the goals and content of education and exercises extensive influ-
ences on the cohesion of society, culture and the individual. Curriculum develop-
ment for general comprehensive schools in Estonia during the last two decades 
has tried to follow the idea of democratic education which can offer more freedom 
and openness in modeling the content of studies as well as the process of learning; 
and the same approach is used for updating and implementing of the syllabus (syl-
labus= subject curriculum) for music education, which has a long tradition in Es-
tonia school culture. During the last 20 years singing together and choir singing in 
particular has preserved its dominant position in music education. In all this one 
can observe the unique phenomenon of Estonian music education and its unifying 
role of the society. The role of the teacher-specialist, without a doubt, is very im-
portant, as he or she makes very important decisions: about the content of the sub-
ject, and the methods of treatment and communication with pupils. 
 
Keywords: Estonian curriculum, development of music education in Estonia 

 
 
 
Introduction 
Trying to be as objective as possible, it seems that in discussions about dif-
ferent fields of art, Estonia is known in the world mainly for its music and 
musicians: Arvo Pärt, Veljo Tormis, Erkki-Sven Tüür, The Philharmonic 
Chamber Choir, national song festivals—these are the names and events that 
speak for themselves. Even today when talking about great political changes 
in Estonia that took place in the 1990s and ended with re-establishment of the 
independent Republic of Estonia, the role of music has to be mentioned in 
that particular social context—people by hundreds of thousands took part in 
the so called “singing revolution”.  

Why music? The two keywords to explain this phenomenon are tradition 
and continuity. Without underestimating the role of the family and home, it is 
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the Estonian school culture and the role of music education that has exercised 
the most important influence on the whole issue of social development. 

In this article I will offer a short overview of the development of Estonian 
music education starting from the very early period of the 13the century up to 
present times. The aim of this article is to describe the development of the 
content of Estonian music education, and educational experiences the stu-
dents were provided with and to analyse these differences and similarities in 
the historical perspective. 

My research method is the content analysis of documents and literature on 
Estonian music education and general education at large. 

 
A Brief Historical Survey of Schools in Estonia before the 
20th century 
The history of education in Estonia can be traced back to the 13th century, 
when the first schools where established at the monasteries and dome 
churches (Andresen 2003; Läänemets 1995). For peasants education was not 
accessible and only a selected few could reach the schools in the cities. As 
one of septem artes liberales, music belonged to the quadrivium cycle eve-
rywhere in schools of Medieval Europe, including the region of present day 
Estonia. 

As the Reformation reached the Baltic region, vernacular church services 
and clerical education started to spread among the local people. The Swedish 
period in the 17th century marked the beginning of wider educational devel-
opments and the establishment of folk schools in Estonia. The Forselius 
Seminar (1684–1688), called after its founder Bengt Gottfried Forselius, was 
the first institution, where parish clerks and teachers for folk schools were 
trained. It marks the beginning of teacher education and a milestone in educa-
tional developments of the country (Andresen 1981). Music, to be more ex-
act, singing of church chorals in German and Estonian, was of major impor-
tance in the curriculum, so that the graduates could also work as preceptors 
for church choirs. As a result, singing was already taught in different types of 
folk schools at the beginning of the 18th century.  

The Great Northern War, starvation and plague stopped all kind of organ-
ised teaching for several decades and home education provided by literate 
parents was the only education available. A new stage in the history of Esto-
nian folk schools started with the country becoming a part of the Russian 
Empire under the rule of the Russian Tsar in 1710. The main emphasis was 
still on teaching children at home whereas foundation of schools developed 
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with difficulties. However, the general educational level of the population 
rose remarkably (Andresen 2003). 

The 19th century marked several important changes in Estonian education: 
obligatory schooling for the whole population and the movement of national 
awakening. There were also great changes in music education: so far the only 
textbooks used for studies had been the choral books by Punchel and Hagen; 
now two new music textbooks “Teaching music” (“Musika öppetus”) (1864) 
by A. Erlemann and “The Book of Songs “ (“Laulik koolis ja kodus”) (1868) 
by F. Kuhlbars were published. They changed the concept of music teaching; 
the repertoire was enriched, elementary music theory and secular choir songs 
for several voices were added. 

 
Music education during the 1920s and 1930s  
The foundation of national Estonian music education was laid in the 1920s 
and 1930s. According to Pinar:  

Estonian education during that time was deeply influenced by the educational re-
form movement (Reform Pädagogik), which promoted greater emphasis upon the 
needs of the individual child and introduced the work-oriented and experience-
orientated education movements, both implemented in the renewed educational 
discourse (Pinar 1996). 

 
The list of persons who all made their contributions to Estonian music educa-
tion at schools is long, but the ideas and work of one particular person de-
serve special attention. Riho Päts was the person who developed the concept 
of Estonian school music, established its system, and whose ideas are still up-
to-date. One might ask, what is so special about his work? He managed to 
integrate and synthesize a holistic approach based on all the traditional and 
new ideas of his time (the Kodály or relative method, the elements of the Orff 
system, and ideas of listening to music). 

His personality was a unique combination of a musician (composer, pian-
ist, choir conductor), a teacher-educator and a journalist. Starting his career 
as a music teacher in 1921, he was very soon asked to join the group of musi-
cians and music educators who worked on the new music syllabus. Being 
also the editor of the Music Newspaper (during 1930–1932), he systemati-
cally wrote articles about different aspects in music education and also pro-
vided overviews about trends in music teaching in other countries. He 
pointed out the importance of movement and improvisation especially at the 
elementary level; he drew attention to the possibilities to activate the process 
of learning and how to use an individualised and differentiated approach to 
pupils in music teaching.  
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To support his ideas, he compiled a series of songbooks “Lemmiklaulik” 
I–VIII, which contained folk songs (from Estonia and other European coun-
tries), original songs (by Estonian and other authors, also many of his own 
original songs) and spiritual (arvan, et see on õigem, aga ei tea sacred) songs. 
All this served the idea of shaping and reforming a new way of conceptualis-
ing music education in schools and in the society at large. 

Another important step was the idea of consistency in music education at 
all three levels: pre-school (kindergartens), basic and upper-secondary 
school. The situation in kindergartens, as far as music education was con-
cerned and also the musical education of the kindergarten teachers, was at a 
very good level: the innovative ideas of M. Montessori, R. Steiner, E. 
Jacques-Dalcroze and F. Froebel were introduced in the schooling of the 
kindergarten teachers. Musical instruments were used in kindergartens and 
various music-related activities (singing, movement, dance, playing of the 
instruments) were integrated. 

According to Selke (2007, 50) the whole concept of Estonian music edu-
cation had been elaborated by the end of the 1930s. The rational part includ-
ing elementary theory and the emotional part, including musical activities: 
singing, movement, playing, were skillfully united into one holistic system. 
Starting music education at the kindergarten level and proceeding up to the 
end of upper-secondary school (gymnasium), provided the desired consis-
tency in music education. The new conception united both, traditional meth-
ods (singing together, choir singing) and innovative ideas from Europe 
(Kodály or the relative system, Orff’s children’s instruments). The function-
ing of this whole system was warranted by the solid place of music (singing) 
in the national curricula of different periods with the specified number of 
lessons in each class. As a result, it allowed the first steps to be taken in re-
search on music education and the musical development of the children. 

 
The Second World War and the Soviet Occupation Period 
During the Second World War the development of education was at stand-
still, music education was of minor importance, although the content and 
aims remained as they had been during the pre-war period. In 1944, when 
Estonia was occupied and became part of the Soviet Union, great changes 
also took place in education—the curricula implemented at general compre-
hensive schools had to correspond to the educational programmes used all 
over the Soviet Union, imposed by the Communist party. What was the influ-
ence of the new “order” on music education?  
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The major change was the ideological control over education and culture 
as a whole. In 1948 the notorious resolution of the Communist Party “to start 
fighting with formalism and hostile ideologies of the western world” was 
issued. In reality it meant repression and dismissal of the key figures of Esto-
nian education and culture; hundreds were sent to prisoncamps in Siberia, 
including Riho Päts in 1950. The repertoire in school music books changed 
as music education was used in the interests of the Soviet ideology. The 
number of music lessons decreased (instead of 2 lessons up to grade 6, it 
became only 1, except for the 1st grade). Luckily the main trends in music 
education remained the same, as the teachers were mostly from the pre-war 
period and neither the time nor the new ideology could change their values. 

There were also some positive developments during this period. The or-
ganisation of the first post-war Song Festival (1947) reactivated the tradition 
of the school choirs. The former prisoner of conscience Riho Päts was re-
leased and returned to Estonia in 1955. He started to develop Estonian music 
education again, continuing the work he had started before the war (imple-
mentation of the ideas of C. Orff and the relative method of Z. Kodály). 
Those ideas also created foundations for development of the numerous music 
textbooks he compiled. During the 1960s, the main problem in Estonian 
music education was to prove the importance of music education and fight 
for its existence in the curriculum of Soviet Estonia, as it was removed as 
compulsory subject from the upper secondary school programs in the Soviet 
Union at that time (Rannap 1977).  

After the ISME (International Society for Music Education) conference in 
1964, Budapest, the ideas of Kodály’s relative method came to the fore in 
Estonia anew. In Hungary Heino Kaljuste became convinced of the advan-
tages of the Kodály system. He and Riho Päts worked together compiling 
music textbooks and developing the system of Estonian music education. As 
a result, in 1964 the first music specialised class in all the Soviet Union was 
opened in Tallinn using the Kodály method, or Jo-Le-Mi method, as it was 
named in Estonia. By the beginning of the 1970s the relative method became 
the most widely used and officially recognised music teaching method at 
Estonian comprehensive schools.  

The importance of listening to music had long traditions in Russian music 
education and this spread also to Estonian music lessons, especially in the 
1970s. Detailed recommended lists of repertoire were added to the subject 
syllabus (program) of each grade, including music from different eras and 
countries. And as special equipment was needed, more attention was paid to 
the technical devices at schools, which became specified in the Program of 
music education (Muusikalise kasvatuse program, 1970). 
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During the 1970s and 1980s, there was a noticeable qualitative rise in 
Estonian school music, the main aspects being music teaching through 
practical activities: singing, playing instruments, and learning elementary 
music theory. 

 
Music Education in the Independent Republic of Estonia 
During the new independence period there have been radical and rapid 
changes in Estonian education. The beginning of the ongoing educational 
reform in Estonia dates to the Teachers’ Congress in April 1987, where it was 
manifested that the Estonian society was in need of its own national curricu-
lum. Some of the key aspects discussed were the following: from subject-
centered to the child centered approach in education; possibilities to activate 
the whole process of learning, influence of globalisation and changes of life-
styles, participation in life-long learning.  

As the world opened up for professional contacts, alternative pedagogies 
became known and the relative approach lost its leading role as music teach-
ers had the opportunity to use either an absolute or a relative approach. We 
may say, it was a time of confusion, but by the end of the decade some bal-
ance and consistency was restored. More attention was paid to musical iden-
tity through folklore, using the relative method integrated with the Orff ap-
proach—all this enabled differentiated teaching. Singing retained its domi-
nant role in music lessons. 

Since the re-establishment of the Republic of Estonia in 1991, three na-
tional Curricula have been compiled in 1992, 1996 and 2002. The new one is 
being developed and should be ready by 2011. At the moment there is a Na-
tional Curriculum adopted in 2002. Basic education can be acquired in pri-
mary schools (grades 1−6), basic (compulsory) schools (grades 1−9) or up-
per-secondary schools (gymnasia) that also have basic school grades. 

 
Table 1. Three stages of study in basic (compulsory) schools 
 

stage I grades 1−3 
stage II grades 4−6 
stage III grades 7−9 
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Table 2. The maximum permitted weekly workload of pupils 
 

Grade 1 20 lessons 
Grade 2 23 lessons 
Grades 3 and 4 23 lessons 
Grade 5 28 lessons  
Grades 6 and 7 30 lessons 
Grade 8 32 lessons 
Grade 9 34 lessons 

 
Upper-secondary education is provided pursuant to the National Curriculum, 
which is used by each school as the basis of its own school curriculum. There 
are 35 study weeks in daytime study. One study week must include at least 
32 lessons at the upper-secondary level. 

According to this document, music is studied at every level in grades 1–
12. There are two music lessons in grades 1–4 and one music lesson in grades 
5–12. Attending music lessons is compulsory for everyone. Depending on the 
local school curriculum, there may be additional lessons in music (there are 
7–10 lessons for optional subjects in basic school, according to the stage of 
study). 

The main goals and objectives of music education are first, to enrich the 
child’s emotional world, help pupils to develop an interest in music, enrich 
their musical experience and to support development of a balanced personal-
ity. A second goal is to lay the foundation for developing integrated and ho-
listic conception of the world by understanding music—taste, criteria for its 
socio-cultural evaluation, active and emotional perception of music. Thirdly, 
the development of musical literacy, active listening skills, memory, atten-
tion, co-ordination and sense of rhythm are also aims of music education 
(Põhikooli ja gümnaasiumi riiklik õppekava, 2002). 

It is pointed out that the teacher has to find and choose repertoire and 
tasks appropriate to pupils’ age and musical skills. The main activities in 
music education are singing, playing instruments, listening, movement, de-
veloping musical literacy and knowledge of music. Music education at com-
prehensive schools follows the ideas, didactic principles and methods of R. 
Päts and H. Kaljuste that are based the method of Z. Kodály and the music 
teaching system of C. Orff. There are quite detailed tasks listed for every 
stage of the basic school (activities, contents, objectives) and upper-
secondary school.  

Analyzing the Estonian music curriculum from the point of view of different cur-
riculum concepts, there are various focuses and categories to take into considera-
tion as there is no single approach to this matter. Kelly educes three major con-
cepts or approaches which can be discerned in curriculum planning—curriculum 
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as content and education as transmission, curriculum as product and education as 
instrumental and curriculum as process and education as development (Kelly 
2004, 46). We have to admit that the Estonian music curriculum development is 
moving from the “curriculum as content”-stage to the “curriculum as process” 
stage, because the knowledge-content of the curriculum under work has been se-
lected, according to Kelly “in relation to its likely contribution to the development 
of the pupil” (Kelly 2004, 77). 
 

Conclusion 
All in all, Estonian music education is in quite a good situation: there is mu-
sic in the National Curriculum for all grades, mostly taught by subject spe-
cialists—professional music teachers. Estonia is known for its Song Festivals 
and the number of school children participating in school choirs is remark-
able. In 2007 the number of choir singers, who took part in the Song Festival 
was about 23 000. 

But still, in the world we are living in today, where the significance of 
emotional and aesthetic behavior is decreasing by the domineering economi-
cal matters, the current position of music education may be in danger (Selke 
2003). There are several problems in teacher training and the main problem 
is, if the skills and knowledge obtained during the studies correspond to the 
requirements of modern and new ideas and trends in education—the music 
syllabus is too complicated, the interest in music as a school subject has de-
creased. This list could be even longer. The key figure in the school world is 
the teacher. And it is the teacher and the pedagogical thinking of the teacher 
that really carries the ideas of the curriculum into life. As Kelly puts it: “. . . 
the teachers have a “make or break” role in any curriculum innovation. . . 
The practice of education cannot be a mechanical, largely mindless activity; 
it requires constant decisions and judgments by the teacher.” (Kelly 2004, 9). 
Accordingly, both the principles for selecting the content for studying music 
at general comprehensive schools and those of adequate teacher training, 
deserve particular attention today and in the years to come, if those in Esto-
nian education want to keep one of the most influential channels of human 
perception open for the developing personalities of future generations. 
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Arts as an educator of the folk 

Pirkko Partanen 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 
In the essay I describe the history of the folk high school institution in Finland. 
KVS Foundation had a remarkable role in the foundation of folk high schools. 
The ideas of the father of folk high schools, Danish theologian, poet and philoso-
pher Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig were well known and suitable for the 
Finnish folk high school. Folk high schools were founded for the youth; “the liv-
ing word” was a key word and awakening a human being as well as offering 
schooling for broad groups of people was the aim. The first folk high school in 
Finland was founded in 1889. During 120 years many activities have changed, but 
the arts have had an essential role since the beginning. In this essay I use Oriveden 
Opisto and Klemetti-Opisto as cases of folk high schools in Finland. 
 
Key words: Grundtvigian movement, folk high school, history of arts education 

 
 
 
History of folk high schools 
The folk high school as an institution is a special educational institute. These 
institutes exist only in the Nordic countries. The first institute was founded in 
Denmark in 1844. Very soon Norway founded its first folk high school. Later 
Sweden started such institutions as well. Last but not least, they began in 
Finland in 1889. For Finland the new institution has been important espe-
cially during hard times. A national awakening among folk was aroused dur-
ing Russification from the the 1890s and during periods of oppression (1899–
1905 and 1909–1917). During and after the Second World War especially 
Christian folk high schools were founded. At the end of the article there is 
formulation from Kansanopistoyhdistys, including the operational principles 
of folk high schools. 
 
N. F. S. Grundtvig 
The father of the folk high school is Danish theologian, poet and philosopher 
Nikolaj Frederik Severin Grundtvig (1783–1872). His main idea was that the 
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folk high school would be a school for youth, because young people easily 
adopt outside influences. Another idea was that the folk high school would be 
a school of “the living word”. The personality of teachers had to be 
inspirational and rousing. Interaction between teachers and pupils was 
essential for him. The folk high school must also be an awakening school 
where the spiritual nature of youth is opened and expanded. The folk high 
school would be popular (folkelig); its task was to be available to broad 
groups of people. These ideas and tasks were acquired in all the Nordic 
countries. Though Grundtvig was a theologian, he said that it is necessary to 
awake a human being before a Christian (Karttunen 1979, 9; Kauppila 2007, 
64). Grundtvig’s ideas were very modern. Kauppila (2007, 64–67) has said 
that Grundtvig’s ideas were near socio-constructivism, one of the main 
learning theories today.  

In Finland the students’ associations became enthusiastic about the idea 
of the folk high school. Especially University students with an agricultural 
background subscribed to these ideas. Kansanvalistusseura, KVS Foundation 
with ideological roots in national and cultural awakening published the idea 
extensively. Finland was in many ways backward and poor. It was a Grand 
Duchy and an autonomous part of Russia. When Russification began in 1890 
many folk high schools were founded. Artists and composers contributed 
their work. For instance, Sibelius composed the Karelia suite for fund-raising 
for the folk high school in Uusikirkko in 1893.  

The Parliament began to provide a government subsidy to these schools. 
Curriculums were free and schools had different orientations. The students in 
the folk high schools came from the countryside. At the beginning and even 
in the 1940s and 1950s, many of young students had very little schooling. 
During the first decades even every third student had studied only part of 
elementary school or had no schooling at all. The act of common compulsory 
education came into effect only in 1921. Also after the Second World War, 
there were students that had only some studies in the elementary school, 
because the schools were shut for long periods during the war.  

Humanistic and societal subjects were the main focus, but arts in different 
forms were also common. In many folk high schools practical subjects like 
home economics, agriculture and crafts were taught, too. It has been said, that 
folk high schools were singing schools. Lessons began and ended with a 
song. Both guests’ reception and farewell ceremonies involved singing. 
Statistics from the National Board of Education from 1905–1906, show that 
there was singing on average of three lessons weekly. Singing was seen as an 
important occasion for togetherness. The first folk high schools were 
“Grundtvigian”. In these schools both secular and religious songs were sung. 
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They were patriotic, provincial and folk songs. Many Scandinavian folk high 
school songs were translated into Finnish (Karttunen 39–40). In some schools 
students were schooled in playing instruments. The first Christian folk high 
school was founded in 1907. In these schools only religious music was sung, 
such as psalms as late as the 1930s (Karttunen 182). Before the Second 
World War in Finland there were 63 folk high schools, 47 Finnish-speaking 
and 16 Swedish-speaking (Karttunen 1979, 206). 

As schools were residential and students stayed in schools also during the 
weekends, a variety of activities were possible during free time. Artistic 
activities like drama and choir singing were popular. Evening parties with 
various programs were held. These programs were also commented on by 
peers. One can get a conception of the popularity of choir singing among 
students from the story of the 50th anniversary of Finnish folk high schools in 
1939. One thousand Finnish-speaking students were singing a choir program 
at the main festival in the Helsinki exhibition hall (Messuhalli). The Swedish-
speaking students had their own choir at the same ceremony and the choir of 
Christian folk high schools also performed in a festival service in Johannes 
Church. The number of students in these festivals was 3000 along with 300 
teachers (Karttunen 1979, 182–183) . 

During and after the Second World War in Finland mostly Christian and 
societal folk high schools were founded (Karttunen 206). Today in Finland 
there are 91 folk high schools. There are 44 Christian, 33 independent, 11 
societal and 3 special folk high schools. Most of them are private. All receive 
a statutory state subsidy and are supervised by the authorities (Kansanopis-
toyhdistys 2008). 

 
Kansanvalistusseura, the KVS foundation 
As mentioned earlier, Kansanvalistusseura, KVS Foundation was an impor-
tant institution that broadened the ideas of the folk high school. It was 
founded in 1874 to educate the common people. It published inexpensive 
literature, promoted folk libraries and arranged singing festivals in the spirit 
of Estonian festivals. The main mission was to awake common people’s 
nationalistic feelings. For folk high schools KVS helped to formulate regula-
tions and even gain financial support. The comments and discussions in the 
midst of society advised the public on the progress of work in the folk high 
schools. KVS published books and journals about the goals and practical 
teaching in the folk high schools. It gave books and teaching aids and even 
handouts. When the first folk high schools were founded, KVS was not in-
volved in actual teaching, because there was disagreement about the nature of 
teaching: a broad “spirit of Christianity” or “strict Christian doctrines de-
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clared in God’s word and Evangelical-Lutheran confession of faith” (Sallila 
2004). 

The first singing festivals were arranged in 1884 in Jyväskylä. These 
festivals were very important to raise national feelings and connect people 
from different social classes especially during the time of autonomy (before 
1917, when Finland achieved independence). Choirs and orchestras from 
different parts of Finland received rehearsal material published by KVS. The 
festivals were arranged in different places. At their peak these festivals saw 
thousands and thousands of people participate both as audience and 
performers and in a way these festivals were a demonstration against Russian 
oppression. A forceful person in these festivals was Heikki Klemetti, “the 
father of Finnish choir singing”. He was the conductor of performances and 
had a significant role in planning the festivals. KVS arranged 20 festivals 
between 1884 and 1926. In the twenties, when different choir societies 
started to arrange their own festivals, KVS took a smaller role, but still 
arranged some festivals in cooperation with choir societes. For instance for 
the festival celebrating the 100th anniversary of Kalevala in 1935, KVS made 
its own contribution (Smeds 1984; Sallila 2004). 

KVS Foundation’s own folk high school, founded in 1909 as Oriveden 
Opisto, was bought as late as in 1946. Earlier it had been a correspondence 
school in 1922. During the Great Depression and war time it had a significant 
role and it provide a way for ten of thousands of people to study at home 
when possibilities to study otherwise were few (Sallila 2004). 

 
Arts education in folk high schools today 
Many changes have occurred during the past 120 years. Folk high schools 
still had their old habits up to the 1950s. Major structural and social changes 
took place in the sixties in all of Finnish society and made the future of folk 
high schools unclear. Because the legislation granted folk high schools far-
reaching autonomy and freedom, there are many different curriculums in folk 
high schools today. Flexibility and freedom to arrange curriculums have 
enabled the development of folk high schools. No fewer than 56 schools have 
emphasised arts: visual arts, dance, drama, guided writing in many forms and 
music from classical music to gospel, rock etc. Multi-disciplinary approch 
makes possible artistic progress and products. Many of these programmes are 
good preparation for a future vocation. The long courses extend from Sep-
tember to May, but it is possible to start later during the school year. In some 
schools, especially in Swedish-speaking schools, one can take a programme 
for two years. As residential schools, folk high schools foster a sense of 
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community. The veritable music training programme has 16 folk high 
schools. Education for different vocations, for instance vocational qualifica-
tions for data processing and school assistant are arranged, too. Even open 
university courses are common (Virtanen & Kärkkäinen 2006). 

 
Oriveden Opisto and Klemetti-Opisto 
In order to give a closer look at arts education in folk high schools, I will use 
an example from work I know best: Orivesi folk high school and the whole of 
its music summer courses, Klemetti-Opisto. As mentioned, the owner of 
Orivesi folk high school, Oriveden Opisto, is KVS Foundation. The school is 
a good example of the changed profile in folk high schools. Oriveden Opisto 
is today one of independent, often called county, “Grundtvigian” folk high 
schools. It is a residential college with creative writing, visual arts and music 
as its main educational areas. It also provides summer courses in mainly arts, 
creative writing and foreign languages. Pirkkoliisa Tikka, a drama and music 
teacher who now studies visual arts at Oriveden Opisto, says just as a medical 
doctor can specialise in general practice, so an artist can specialise in certain 
arts. In Oriveden Opisto she leads a multi-artistic laboratory. There are 18 
students in this lab aged from 18 to 69. 

Oriveden Opisto is also the home of the Klemetti-Opisto music summer 
school, which has for more than 50 years provided summer courses for music 
students in most orchestral instruments, as well as initiated, provided and 
developed education for choir conductors. In the fifties and sixties elemen-
tary school teachers were the majority of students. They came from different 
parts of Finland, most of them from remote little villages. Finland was still 
mostly an agrarian society and after the war veterans and evacuees from the 
lost part, Karelia, settled in the countryside. Teachers were cultural persons—
candles of the folk—and they had choirs and other musical and cultural ac-
tivities as well as other cultural activities.  

The first rector of Klemetti-Opisto, Arvo Vainio, was an eager choir man, 
but he was also a music teacher and he was worried about the state of music 
education in Finnish elementary schools. Very soon he started to arrange 
courses also for music club guides. They were mostly elementary school 
teachers. New methods like Orff Schulwerk and the Hungarian solfège 
method, the Kodály Concept became common thanks to these courses. Music 
classes would not have had such success and prevalence, if these courses had 
not been arranged, so many music class teachers studied both choir conduct-
ing, solfège and different instruments such as recorders, violin and Orff in-
struments in Klemetti-Opisto. From the courses for music club guides were 
developed qualification courses for elementary school teachers, so-called 
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specialised courses which were arranged together with the Teacher training 
college of Helsinki during 1970–1975. 

The teachers at Klemetti-Opisto were the best possible. And when there 
were not native teachers available, foreign teachers were also invited. For 
example, the first recorder teacher was from Switzerland. Professor József 
Péter, who taught the Hungarian solfége method, came from Budapest. He 
taught between 1961–1968 and trained Finnish students to continue his work. 
Some of these students carried on their solfége studies in Budapest. Péter and 
his students also published a school book and an exercise book in solfège in 
1968, which was in wide use at music classes and teacher training institutes. 

In developing choir culture in Finland, Klemetti-Opisto was also essen-
tial. As Heikki Klemetti was important for Finnish choir culture’s develop-
ment before the Second World War, after the war Harald Andersén became 
similar leader in Finland. He started as a choir conducting teacher at Kle-
metti-Opisto in 1957. Very soon, in 1959, he founded a chamber choir at 
Klemetti-Opisto, Klemetti-Opiston Kamarikuoro, which had rehearsals dur-
ing the summer and offered concerts and made recordings. Andersén de-
manded quite a new way of singing. It was called the thin singing manner; 
some people called it ghost singing. Andersén took to his repertoire madri-
gals from the Renaissance and quite new music. Both demanded strict and 
clear expression. A wide vibrato, which had been in use in most choirs, was 
not possible in these genres. Andersén chose the best singers for his choir 
from his courses and artistic success was great even during the first summer. 
Many singers had their own choirs at home, so the new repertoire and way of 
singing spread quickly to the rest of Finland. 

In 1961 music camps were arranged for children and youngsters. Before 
these camps there was already an orchestral course in Klemetti-Opisto, but 
now the National Board of Education sent to all grammar schools a letter and 
called students to Klemetti-Opisto. Financing came from the Ministry of 
Education. Students received tuition-free teaching and accommodation. They 
only paid for their meals. Students received private lessons on their 
instruments and played in the orchestra. There were and still are a symphony 
orchestra and symphonic wind orchestra. Often for beginners and the 
youngest children a small orchestra was arranged with an easier repertoire. 
The conductors of orchestras have also been the best possible. For instance 
Leif Segerstam, and Okko Kamu have conducted at Klemetti-Opisto. 
Financing of the camp has been a problem, because the state aid has been 
insufficient for many decades. Allowances from funds like the Finnish 
Cultural Foundation have helped, but they are not automatic.  
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My research concentrates on the beginning years, the period of Arvo 
Vainio, who retired in 1968. During his period there were 2320 students 
registered. Many of them studied in several courses. All together participa-
tion in the courses during 1953–1968 included 4216 students. 

Very soon in the sixties many other institutions started to arrange music 
camps and music courses with the same design as Klemetti-Opisto. In 1957 
Martin Wegelius Institute for Swedish-speaking students was founded. It was 
modeled straight from Klemetti-Opisto. One of founders was Harald 
Andersén. Different from Klemetti-Opisto, its owner is a foundation founded 
by Swedish-speaking music organisations. 

 
Summary. Folk high schools in Finland have had their ups and downs. The 
freedom to arrange teaching has meant that in various situations they have 
had the possibility to innovate their teaching. Arts in different forms have 
been saved in many folk high schools. Many people want to study arts, but all 
have not had the possibility to study arts seriously as children and youngsters. 
Thus folk high schools are good places to prepare for the vocation. For many 
people folk high schools can mean a time to become independent. As in 
many folk high schools there are several art lines, co-operation between them 
allows integration and innovation. Nowadays more and more free education 
is also directed to elderly people in folk high schools. 
 
Appendix 
The next six paragraphs are from: http://www.kansanopistot.fi/ read 1.4.2009 

Folk high school is an educational institution offering a broad range of edu-
cation for adults. As residential schools, folk high schools foster a sense of 
community, which forms part of the all-round learning experience and func-
tions as a cornerstone of the education process.  

The folk high schools of today want to offer a viable alternative, to help 
individuals fulfill their potential, and to help them to become more aware, 
critical and responsible members of society.  

In the Finnish educational system, the role of the folk high schools is to 
provide adult education and liberal adult education. The courses offered are 
mainly general or informal, but initial and further vocational training is also 
offered.  

There are about 90 folk high schools all over Finland. Most of them are 
owned by private ideological organisations, foundations or corporations. 
Legislation has granted them far-reaching autonomy and freedom. A majority 
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of them teach in Finnish, with less than 20 teaching in Swedish. The folk 
high schools are residential schools: studying is full-time and it is possible to 
have room and board at the schools.  

Teaching on the long courses tends to concentrate on social and humanistic 
subjects, art subjects and languages. There has also been a great increase in 
the number of short courses offered by folk high schools. Most of the short 
courses are held in the summertime, so folk high schools generally have 
activities taking place year-round. The contents of the short courses are simi-
lar to the long courses.  

A majority of folk high schools now also offer open university courses with 
more and more being offered each year. The size of a folk high school can 
vary widely: the largest folk high schools have about 450 students on long 
courses each year, while the smallest ones have about 30–40. (Kansanopistot 
2008.) 
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Learning of Emotional Skills by Using Art Methods 
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Abstract 
 
Under the EU Comenius programme 13 European In-Service Training courses 
have been organised between 2002–2008. The courses have promoted teaching of 
emotional intelligence by using arts and skills as methods. The courses have been 
held in Cyprus, Finland, France, Italy, Malta and Portugal and the participants 
(N=312) have come from 31 European countries. In the research the main ques-
tions are how well the arts and skills methods correspond to the learning of emo-
tional skills and how the learned issues were disseminated after the course. Also a 
second aim was to determine if the improvement of emotional skills has an effect 
on the development of intrinsic motivation. 
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Theoretical background  
In this article, I will report on the research on how the European In-Service 
Training Courses may promote the learning of emotional skills by using arts 
and skills as methods.  

The theoretical background in this research is to be found in the studies 
made by Howard Gardner (1985) on Multiple Intelligences, Daniel Goleman 
(1995) on Emotional Intelligence and Edward L. Deci and Richard M. Ryan 
on Modern Theory of Motivation (1998).  

Howard Gardner (1983) proposed that there was not just one kind of in-
telligence that was crucial for life success, but merely several different kind 
of intelligences. His list includes the two standard academic kinds, verbal and 
mathematical-logical intelligence, but it goes on to include the spatial capac-
ity seen in architects or simply capacity of memorising maps, the kinaesthetic 
genius displayed in physical fluidity and musical gifts. Gardner (1983) names 
interpersonal and intrapersonal intelligences the personal intelligences. He 
says that in the core of interpersonal intelligence the: “capacities to discern 
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and respond appropriately to the moods, temperaments, motivation and de-
sires of other people,” are included. The key to self knowledge: “access to 
one’s feelings and the ability to discriminate among them and draw upon 
them to guide behaviour” is included in interpersonal intelligence (Gardner & 
Hatch, 1989). Nowadays the list of intelligences has grown to includ natural 
and spiritual intelligences (Gardner, 1993). 

Gardner says we should place equal attention on individuals who show 
gifts in the other intelligences than traditional academic ones: the artists, 
architects, musicians, naturalists, designers, dancers, therapists, entrepre-
neurs, and others who enrich the world in which we live. Unfortunately, 
many children who have these gifts do not receive much reinforcement for 
them in school. Many of these kids, in fact, end up being labelled “learning 
disabled,” “ADD (attention deficit disorder)” or simply “underachievers” 
when their unique ways of thinking and learning are not addressed by a heav-
ily linguistic or logical-mathematical classroom (Gardner & Hatch, 1989). 

Daniel Goleman (1995) combines the intra- and interpersonal intelli-
gences into Emotional Intelligence. He also argues that our view of human 
intelligence is far too narrow, and that our emotions play a far greater role in 
thought, decision making and individual success than is commonly acknowl-
edged. Goleman gives hope to the educators and parents: emotional intelli-
gence is possible to cultivate and teach at any time of the life span and if we 
cultivate it as well as cognitive skills the world around us would be more 
hospitable (Goleman, 1995). 

Modern theories of motivation, (e.g., Decy & Ryan, 1985; Weiner, 1992) 
recall broad understanding of the concepts of motivation, emotions and cog-
nition and their relations in order to improve the motivation. According to 
Decy & Ryan (1985), the informal learning environment that provides opti-
mal challenges, plenty of impetus and the potential for autonomy improves 
the motivation related to learning, since it develops intrinsic motivation. The 
theories mentioned above support the importance of the emotional skills and 
the meaning of improving the emotional skills, so they give a good theoreti-
cal background to the study. 

John Dewey’s (1938) experiential education and David Kolb’s (1975) 
learning styles model and experiential learning theory (ELT) fit well to the 
action methods used in the courses. Dewey’s model is well known as a phi-
losophy and methodology in which educators purposefully engage with 
learners in direct experience and focused reflection in order to increase 
knowledge, develop skills and clarify values. 

Kolb’s (1975) learning theory sets out four distinct learning styles, which 
are based on a four-stage learning cycle (which might also be interpreted as a 
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‘training cycle’). In this respect Kolb’s model offers both a way to under-
stand individual people’s different learning styles, and also an explanation of 
a cycle of experiential learning that applies to us all (Kolb & Fry, 1975). 

Kolb (1975) says that ideally this process represents a learning cycle or 
spiral where the learner ‘touches all the bases’: a cycle of experiencing, re-
flecting, thinking, and acting. Immediate or concrete experiences lead to 
observations and reflections. These reflections are then assimilated (absorbed 
and translated) into abstract concepts with implications for action, which the 
person can actively test and experiment with, which in turn enable the crea-
tion of new experiences. 

 

 
 

Figure 1. Basic cycle of the Action Research (Lewin, 1948) 
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Research Problems 
The aim of this action research is to develop pedagogy/models of teaching 
emotional skills at schools. The participants in this action research are educa-
tors participating in the EU Comenius 2.2. European In-Service Training 
organised by the European Bridges Consultancy. 

The first step of the action research is to identify an initial idea, find facts 
and analyse the options for a general plan. During and after the action ses-
sions the aim of this research is to discover and describe the experiences, 
thoughts and future plans of the participating educators. In which ways the 
participants have become aware of the need for emotional skills improve-
ment? Are they able to and how are they implementing this awareness in 
schools? How have the methods of teaching emotional skills developed? 
After monitoring and reflecting on the implementations and effects the next 
step of revising the general idea of teaching emotional skills is developed 
further. 

The research will also determine how the organised European Training 
Courses have been following the LLP policy guidelines and priorities be-
tween 2002–2008. There has been little research on EU Comenius Teacher 
Training Courses. This research also expand this study field. 

The EU support is great for the themes that do not exist in the national 
curriculums and are lacking in school policy in general. The work done for 
the applications and running the projects is worthwhile, for those who really 
believe in the content and are ready to work for it. 

 
European Comenius In-Service Trainings 
European In-Service Training Courses are organised as part of the European 
Union Life Long Learning (LLP) programme. Before the courses are organ-
ised they have to be developed at first in the Comenius 2.1. projects ( previ-
ously in the Comenius 3.1. projects). 

The Comenius programme focuses on the first phase of education, from 
pre-school and primary to secondary schools. It is relevant for all members of 
the education community: pupils, teachers, local authorities, parents’ associa-
tions, non-government organisations, teacher training institutes, universities 
and all the other educational staff. The programme addresses issues strongly 
related to current discussions and developments in school policy and the 
priorities are set annually.  

The background of the European Courses in this research is the Comenius 
3.1. project on Group Dynamics and Social Skills In the Classroom (1999–
2001). In this project the innovative element was the beginning of develop-
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ment of arts and skills methods (Action Methods) which all the educators 
could use in the learning situations. The co-ordinator of the project was the 
Finnish Centre for Health Promotion and the partner institutions were Ho-
geschule of Jönköping in Sweden and University of Lüneburg in Germany. 
When the project was finished I, as co-ordinator of the project, established 
the European Bridges Consultancy (EBC) and began to organise the Euro-
pean Courses in different countries. The EU selected this project to present 
the European success story in 2008.1 

In this research the focus is on the Comenius 2.2. European In-Service 
Training Courses which the EBC has organised between 2002–2008 in co-
operation with the following: Frederic Institute of Technology in Cyprus 
(2008 Frederic University); Maltese Department of Education, Division of 
PSD (psychosocial development), University of Malta; Penafiel Teacher 
Training Institution, Portugal; PIXEL, Italy; Centre of Language, Culture and 
Sports, in the boarder of Monaco, France and the University of Gävle, Swe-
den. Other experts came from: Wilfred Laurel University, Toronto, Canada; 
The University College Arteveldehogeschool, Ghent, Belgium, and ITAM 
(Institution of Training of Attention and Meditation) Belgium, and assistants 
from the schools in the organising countries. It was clear from the beginning 
of the process that there was a need to train teachers on group dynamic issues 
and social skills, since at that time, as said earlier, such training did not exist 
in any European Initial Teacher Training and there was not such a theme in 
the Comenius/Grundtvig database either. 

The first course on Group Dynamics and Social Skills in the Classroom 
was held in 2002 in Kuusamo, Finland, and after that in Cyprus in 2004–
2006; the last one in this research period was organised in Portugal in 2007. 
In one of the courses held in Cyprus (2005) there were also two PSD-teachers 
(psycho-social development) from Malta. They were especially interested in 
the Action Methods that were used in the course, since these methods seem to 
fit well in teaching their syllabus. Teachers from all courses have shown 
interest in these methods so it was then decided to develop a separate 
oneweek Comenius course on Action Methods Improving Motivation and 
Quality in the Learning Situations. These courses were organised at first in 
Malta in 2006–2007 and after that in Cyprus and Italy in2008. 

Burn Out and its prevention was another theme that was presented in the 
group dynamics and social skills course. The educators considered this topic 
appropriate and very important so it was decided to start organising separate 
courses focusing on stress management in schools. This Comenius course 

                                                             
1 http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/education_culture/publ/educ-training_en.html#Comenius-mobility 
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was held for the first time in Cap d’Ail, France 3.–9.11.2008 and it represents 
the last course in this research. 

 
Emotional Skills Are Needed 
Most of the teachers say they have never received training in group dynamic 
issues during their initial teacher education studies. Group dynamic compo-
nents like awareness of emotions, expression and communication on emo-
tions has not been in the top priority list of school policy in any European 
country.  

The lack of emotional skills has a negative effect as well in individual and 
in group levels. People who are not aware of the emotional states in them-
selves or the others can not recognise the signs of alarm and danger either. 
Negative group effects like bullying and harassment occurs and no one pays 
attention, depression and burn out rates increases and no one pays attention to 
either of on these. 

Emotional awareness and skills are also essential in the modern theory of 
motivation. The tips do not only work in improving the motivation. They 
improve the wider understanding of motivation, emotions and cognition. 
When people, pupils or adults, have strong emotions, they cannot concentrate 
fully on events around them. It is important to know how to calm down and 
start thinking of the best possible way to behave in a situation. For instance, 
aggression in positive use means strong energy, stamina to achieve some-
thing and it can be a good indicator for motivation. Aggression in negative 
use destroys and hurts and creates chaos in the group and is an indicator of 
the lack of motivation. Good emotional skills also improve the classroom and 
school climate through empathy, compassion, co-operation and listening 
skills. 

 
Arts and Skills Methods  
The human being has by nature an “action hunger”. Action Methods exer-
cises serve this need and at the same time promote creation of good groups 
and good group atmosphere. In a good, co-operating group there is: openness, 
dialogue and participation and the action methods aims to promote these 
elements with various different exercises arising from different art discipline. 

Good groups are also safe groups; there is a feeling of safety and physical 
safety is ensured. The exercises which are used should give hope that some-
thing nice and positive may happen, although there are problems or conflicts 
to be handled. 
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The exercises should be fun and never humiliating. Laughter is very re-
laxing; French neurologist Henri Bernstein says that one minute’s laughter is 
as relaxing as deep meditation. We should not laugh at someone; we should 
laugh with them. 

The Action Method exercises help to get to know each other, remove ten-
sion, release the atmosphere and aggression, express emotions and develop 
positive qualities. They can also help develop the sense, refresh and provide 
variety, allow participation, teach new ideas, increase knowledge and skills, 
help in finding one’s own skills and talents, give self-confidence, insights, 
and pleasure. 

 

 
 
Picture 1. From Skeleton into New Creature (Visual Art) 
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Picture 2. Movement and bodily sensations 

 
Conclusion 
In the project application to the EU the basic idea of the Comenius course has 
already been created. When the project started it was time to find more facts 
and also to test different parts of the model in each partner institution. Only 
two of the partners, the co-ordinator and the Swedish partner institution were 
able to do the testing and actually in the first Comenius course in Finland the 
ideas and results from the Finnish test group trainings were implemented. 
The course was evaluated and according to the evaluation results an amended 
plan was made and the second step was taken and the second course organ-
ised in Cyprus.  

Between 2002–2008 there have been in 12 courses 310 participants com-
ing from 31 European countries. The evaluation has been done in three parts: 
1) the Pre Evaluation was sent to the participants before the course to learn 
about their expectations towards the course, 2) The Course evaluation was 
made after the course to find out how it was received and then 3) the Post 
Evaluation was sent 6 months later to determine the effects, if any, of the 
course. 
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The course participants were also given reflection diaries in which they 
could write down their feelings and thoughts during the course. In the first 4 
Group Dynamics Courses the participants wrote a one-page summary from 
the reflection diary and gave it to the trainers. 
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Abstract 
 
Arts in the postmodern period change our culture. Modern art is autonomous, 
whereas postmodern art is part of our everyday life and culture. Cultures are being 
artified and this changes our way of understanding art. In my doctoral thesis 
(2000) I developed an intertextual method for studying and producing art widely 
in culture and for use subjectively and/or intersubjectively in art education in the 
postmodern period. In this paper I focus on the artistic process of student class-
teachers in an intercultural experiment during an Erasmus exchange between the 
University of Helsinki and the Palacký University in Olomouc, Czech Republic. 
The intertextual method can work as a tool. The method offers the potential for 
revealing differences, studying meanings and engaging in dialogue on the various 
viewpoints. In conclusion, I propose that art can be used as a medium for promot-
ing cultural and intercultural understanding and global responsibility. 
 
Keywords: arts, art education, culture, intercultural, intertext, Palacký University, 
Czech 

 
 
 
Introduction  
In this article I argue and explain why I believe that culture today has a wider 
role in the arts and art education today than it had earlier. I focus on the use 
of the intertextual method that I have earlier developed for studying arts and 
culture in current art education. For this article I have applied the method to a 
wider intercultural viewpoint and to the artistic process itself. I ask what the 
role of the arts is in culture today and what art education can offer to 
intercultural communication.  

 
What is the role of the arts in today’s culture?  
Modernism is certainly one way of understanding and appreciating art and 
culture today. As an example of this I would like to refer to my teacher 
Carolus Enckell, who has specialised in colours. He reduces monochrome 
paintings to abstract forms, plain colours or hues that then become the form 
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and essence of his paintings. His works of art deal with abstraction, purity 
and shallowness, which all derive from Modernism. According to the auto-
nomic viewpoint, Modern Art is seen as being independent of culture and 
claims its own essence and higher values (Naukkarinen 2005, 10). 

The art critic Clement Greenberg defines Modernism as a pure art that 
needs to develop from its own medium; thus, a painting develops from a flat, 
two-dimensional canvas and paint. Pure art deals with visual experience that 
it studies and argues, as in science. Pure art is abstract and formal because 
illusion, stories and imitation do not belong to paintings but to theatre and 
sculpture (Hautamäki 2003, 78–94). According to Suzi Gablik, Modernism 
created its own pure reality that maintains a distance from the social world, 
because art does not need to serve any purpose. Its own reality is created by 
the individual artist. The European pioneers in the Bauhaus school and later 
the Abstract Expressionists in the US had no alternative to Formalism. They 
set themselves against the social order and sought freedom and autonomy 
(1985, 11–35). Pure art is also the best kind of culture that Western art can 
offer and for this reason it can only be high art. Popular or commercial art 
that mixes genres and are reproductions do not value the aura of a work of art 
and their quality is lower. According to Pentti Määttänen (2005), those who 
support pure art believe that there exists some kind of higher and eternal 
values that one can transform to other areas of culture as well. We can study, 
for example, graffiti from the modernist viewpoint through these higher val-
ues (49–50).  

However, there is also another way to focus on art when culture is given a 
wider role. Art can be seen to change and mix culture, and vice versa. Current 
art includes many kinds of arts, with different styles, audiences and ways of 
understanding art. Culture is becoming artified (Naukkarinen 2005, 9–12). As 
an example, Andy Warhol mixed high and commercial art genres. He made 
silkscreen reproductions based on Campbell soup cans. These paintings re-
peat and reproduce commercial sources. We live in a postmodern age when 
dimensions of interaction have been added (Hardy 2006, 7–8). 

According to Nigel Wheale and Tom Hardy, Postmodernism as an art 
style or movement uses several ways to construct a work of art. These are: 
eclecticism (picking, mixing and generating styles, double-coding); parody 
and irony (producing a pastiche); simulacrum (endlessly reproducible works); 
the little narrative (individual stories within the context of a cultural melting 
pot) and iconoclasm (the art work is balanced with a socio-political regard for 
the place of women and non-western artists). Postmodernism also recycles 
allegory and other pre-modern ways to study art. There is also a discussion 
about visual and verbal (Hardy 2006; Wheale 1995). I would include in this 
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list the use of digital media and its effective ways of producing immersion, 
connectivity, interaction, transformation and emergence as part of virtual 
worlds. There are several Finnish artists who use postmodern means. For 
example, Jarmo Mäkilä studies the identity of the Lost Boys (2008) through 
his own childhood and the Finnish cultural unconscious using digital media. 
The photographer Irmeli Huhtala in her series of works studies the Finnish 
Roma people in advertisements (2007) through iconoclasm. These Roma are 
shown in advertisements for luxury and other Finnish products. The value of 
these products is studied and balanced with the socio-political regard for the 
place of the Roma minority. 

However, Postmodernism is not a mere style. It is foremost a way of 
thinking. Määttänen writes (2005) that we are bound to our plural, relative, 
historical and contextual viewpoints. Instead of referring to general or eternal 
values the emphasis is on change and contextuality. Postmodernism means 
applying pluralism and theoretical thinking. The art world is understood as a 
part of the culture, the aesthetic and life in general and is not a closed system. 
As art is becoming a part of culture in our everyday life, one can say that 
culture is becoming ratified (39–52).  

 
What can art education offer intercultural communication? 
For me Postmodernism is a way of thinking as well as a thinking attitude. It 
offers to art education a possibility for the integration of different kinds of 
knowledge and school subjects and multiple ways for constructing the art 
world and cultures. However, I also think that it is valuable to develop the 
field of art education from the inside out. As my background is in both the 
fine arts and in art education, I aimed in my doctoral thesis (Paatela-
Nieminen 2000) at developing an open-ended method for studying current art 
and art education. I developed an intertextual method for studying art subjec-
tively and widely within cultures. The word “text” derives from the Latin 
textum that means knitting. One is “knitting meanings” in-between different 
cultural systems. I take intertextuality to include visual, verbal and auditory 
texts that are different in their nature but can be knitted together widely in 
culture (Paatela-Nieminen 2000). 

The intertextual method relates to post-modern principles but it is also an 
open-ended tool or a medium, which can integrate different kinds of knowl-
edge, meaning-making processes and cultures in order to reveal differences 
and pluralism. These are important because the viewpoint is not part of Mod-
ernism’s closed system, between the artist, artwork and tradition. In Post-
modernism art is not understood autonomously but in relation to a cultural 
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continuum. Texts are studied and “knitted” in wider contexts, those of texts, 
discourse and culture (Paatela-Nieminen 2000).  

The concept of a culture is understood as a changing process. It is both 
virtual and mediated and it also has a memory which is bound to those of 
local, glocal and global areas. I have applied the intertextual method in prac-
tice in several areas: in class teacher studies (2007; in press), museum peda-
gogy (2005) and Oriental Japanese culture (2008). The new focus in this 
study lies in the intercultural and artistic process.  

I will explain only those parts of the method that were used in this 
intercultural experiment. The experiment was done during an Erasmus ex-
change between the University of Helsinki and the Palacký University in 
Olomouc, Czech Republic, in spring of 2008. The focus of the exchange was 
on the students’ intercultural and artistic processes. In practice, I lectured 
about the intertextual method during Jan Krtička’s experimental drawing 
course. Krtička is both an artist and a photographer who specialises in inter-
media and environmental art (see more from Art & Pond 2007). He translated 
my lecture into Czech. We had ten hours to spend on the 13 student class 
teachers (see more about the whole art education programme, Myslivečková 
2007). As part of the lecture we visited the exhibition Nechi v kleci!, No cage 
for me! (see Bieleszová 2008) that was on at the Museum of Modern Art and 
also the permanent collection of works of art from older times in the Olo-
mouc Archdiocesan Museum. We also discussed the works of those students 
who completed them during the exchange period. However, most of them 
completed the task during their summer term and I only received their final 
versions in the autumn of 2008.  

Students used the method for a palimpsestical reading and started the 
process at the Museum of Modern Art. Students were asked to find a work of 
art that they found interesting in the Nechi v kleci!, No cage for me! exhibi-
tion. The starting point needed to be subjectively interesting because, accord-
ing to Genette’s theory of paratext (1997a), a text is a kind of a threshold. 
When one looks at a text one is “standing on a threshold” and choosing the 
issue that one is interested in. The focus is on texts that have many different 
textual possibilities for the student to interpret. The text is the key and the 
student’s choice is individual (12–15). 

Tomáš chose to study Kurt Gebauer’s work of art Stojka, Handstand 
(1972–1975). This is a statue of a young girl standing on her hands and her 
balance is wavering. Tomáš constructed the intertextual meaning of the text 
to its historical context. Paratexts do not explain the artist’s background or 
causalities or the originality of a work of art. The substance of paratext is 
textual (ibid 7) and it is dedicated to serve the text. Through the use of 
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paratexts Tomáš studied Handstand as open-ended text and linked it subjec-
tively to its context. Gebauer’s Handstand captivated Tomáš with its exag-
geration and playfulness, but most of all he felt that it was a demonstration of 
freedom because Handstand is a statement about the Communist régime and 
the desire for emancipation.  

Next we visited the Olomouc Archdiocesan Museum. Handstand led 
Tomáš to Ladislav Šaloun’s bronze statue A Standing Nude (1900) and The 
Madonna from Tovacov (around 1380). As Genette’s (1997b) hypertextual 
relations are palimpsestical, the statues were studied from the newest to the 
oldest to see the differences in these visual texts. Tomáš studied intertextually 
the contextual differences in their genre. A Standing Nude is a depiction of a 
standing woman wearing only a cloth covering her shoulder. She hangs her 
head and looks down at the floor. The Madonna from Tovacov is a classical 
and religious work. Madonna is standing with a child on her right arm. Her 
gentle expression humanizes her. Tomáš produced the differences in-between 
these statues. According to him Handstand and A Standing Nude foreshadow 
the coming political and social changes. The Madonna from Tovacov depicts 
the artist’s longings and emotions set against religious dogma. The differ-
ences that emerge come from religious and political contexts. We did not 
have the possibility to study hypertextuality (Genette 1997b) in a more pro-
found way. The students wrote about the differences in a few lines of Eng-
lish.  

The students studied the most distinguishing detail of the texts that led 
them away from the particular genre or discourse to cultural memory, as 
described by Julia Kristeva. We did not have the opportunity to study geno- 
and pheno textuality profoundly (Kristeva 1984). In this experiment it was 
studied visually. The students produced their own works of art which were 
included in their study process. One can see from Tomáš’s photograph that 
he is no longer in the genre of sculpture but uses digital photography. To gain 
a wider and more profound view of intertextualities, Kristeva is concerned 
with the subject who interprets and gives meanings to texts. When investigat-
ing texts the students are remembering, and the texts are bound to their un-
conscious and memories. The emphasis is on the process of producing mean-
ings, new conclusions, interpretations, rather than on finding all the texts in 
our cultural memory (ibid. 86). One can see in Tomáš’s photograph how he 
thought of both gender and social issues. He questioned the role of a contem-
porary woman. What is she like and how does that change the social order? 
And, most importantly, what is the role of men? 
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Picture 1. Tomáš Krasa’s photograph  

 
Conclusions 
In this experiment the intertextual method was used for an artistic process 
that in this case included: finding an area of interest in Czech art in the two 
main museums in Olomouc, studying that context, the particular genre and 
the cultural memory where different areas of interest were integrated. A 
broad cultural approach was taken. Tomáš, for example, studied the Hand-
stand statue open-endedly in its historical context. Then he continued to in-
vestigate the genre more profoundly in the context of statues and came up 
with political, and religious differences. In creating his work of art he chose 
the most important difference that he had discovered and combined in it his 
study process as well as the unknown traces from the cultural memory. His 
visual text has multiple facets which include political, religious, social and 
gender issues in different historical and time periods in culture. As the 
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method combines different cultural viewpoints this experiment suggests that 
the areas integrated could also be, for example, different university/school 
subjects that could be studied intersubjectively in a larger group. 

The focus in this experiment was on students’ visual artistic processes, 
proceeding intertextually from works of art and other images to students’ 
own works. The focus here was different from the other experiments I have 
previously done with the Finnish student class teachers. In this case the Fin-
nish students who participated also wrote a long essay in which they “knit-
ted” their meaning-making process together with images. However, the 
Czech students made brief and precise comments in English about the differ-
ences that they had discovered. This experiment suggests that it is possible to 
study visual texts visually. The intertextual process in-between images and 
the intermedial process between different media reveal the student’s mean-
ing-making process. However, I also think that the students’ short essays are 
valuable in their artistic process, especially in the context of teacher educa-
tion. This is because I believe that visual and verbal interpretations enrich 
each other and the meaning-making process becomes more profound.  

I also believe that the intertextual process with its mixture of visual, ver-
bal and auditory texts is important when learning and teaching is inter-
cultural. There is a strong tendency to produce a global culture that makes 
cultural products odourless and similar everywhere. I find local views impor-
tant and interesting because they give the odour to the culture per se and to 
the intertextual process. In this experiment the students were asked to study 
Czech and Slovenian art and culture. Although, Tomáš’s artistic process is 
based on these cultures, his photograph also deals with the global and 
intercultural issues of gender and the roles of women and men. A few stu-
dents also included global European masterpieces or Japanese postmodern art 
in their processes. The students’ intercultural learning processes included 
connections to specific, particular, local and also global cultures. 

There is a wide variety of multicultural art classes but little consensus on 
how to interpret art in different cultures. This and other experiments (Keifer-
Boyd & Paatela-Nieminen 2008; Paatela-Nieminen 2008) suggest that the 
intertextual method can be used to study global, glocal and local issues. Hav-
ing discovered the cultural differences it is possible to then have a dialogue 
about them. This gives us the opportunity to understand the different and 
multiple cultural viewpoints. The intertextual method may also offer a tool 
for teaching/learning intercultural responsibility. 
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School-home interconnections: Communicating, 

drawing and writing in an arts project 
Raili Lehtolainen 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This article is based on a case-study research where contextual knowledge from 
home was integrated with knowledge in school. My purpose was to combine indi-
vidual views and concepts found at home with the process of teaching and learn-
ing in school and initiate communication between people in different contexts. In 
the research I examined two processes in school connected with the home context. 
I wanted to learn how a project like this is made up in practice and what it meant 
for the actors at home and in school. In this article I have a special view on the 
media project in a primary school in the research. In the project drawings, paint-
ings and writings were made by children and adults at home and brought to school 
where they provided a base for discussion, teaching and learning especially in art 
and media education.  
 
Keywords: home-school co-operation, school-home interconnection, media educa-
tion, arts education, drawing and writing 

 
 
 
The school-home interconnection as an arts project 
Traditionally home-school co-operation has not taken place in real learning 
situations. Co-operation has mainly dealt with information about behaviour 
and arrangements of everyday life. However, new methods are both valuable 
and needed, since co-operation and parental involvement seem to be crucial 
to children’s learning and education (see also Korpinen & Husso 1993; Ri-
bom 1993; Crozier 2000). 

In school, learning with words has traditionally been important. However, 
people also express themselves visually and decode constructed pictures 
culturally (see Wolf 1989). One has to examine visual objects throughout 
life. Understanding this activity and being able to choose consciously are 
based on knowledge of visual concepts. In visual activities and interactions 
different instruments are to be constructed and reconstructed, put to use and 
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controlled and the repertoire of meaningful marks thereby increased through 
lifelong actions (see Gentle 1988, 35; Kindler & Darras 1997). 

 
Visual media and education 
Today a great deal of visual material is designed and used by media. Visual 
objects have demonstrated their power throughout history and their vitality 
has been shown repeatedly. Some researchers have claimed that the barrage 
of visual objects inundating human beings will lessen the natural human 
desire for visual expression (see Pettersson 1981). Many adults are concerned 
about the long hours of television seen at home. Children may sit in front of 
the television too long and neglect healthier ways of living. Violence in chil-
dren’s animated programmes also worries many people. Peters and Blumberg 
(2002) have observed that many programmes made for children include vio-
lence. Violent activities seem to occur in small children after they have been 
watching violent tv-programmes. However, Peters and Blumberg (2002) cite 
research in which witnessing real violence caused more aggressive behaviour 
than seeing animated violence for instance. Television news may show real 
violence, including damage and disaster. Some adults in the project men-
tioned the strong impact made on children by seeing real violence or damage 
on television news. According to these adults disaster and violence affect 
children strongly and may cause them to be frightened for a long time.  

Children focus on objects that are meaningful to them in the environment. 
The self is being constructed via those things. Teachers in the project were 
afraid of the self being constructed through harmful tv series and negative 
visual objects.  

Children are said to be more restless nowadays than earlier. There is a 
danger of alienation and withdrawal. Alienation and powerlessness may be 
caused by a narrow view of the world. Nordström (1976) stated that aliena-
tion cannot be prevented by pedagogy based only on direct experiences. Indi-
rect experiences must be examined as well and sorted out. Indirect experi-
ences come to the self mainly through the media and their values which then 
shape the mind. Thinking and understanding are constructed in the immediate 
environment, for instance at home and at school. To figure out the self means 
to examine critically indirect experiences and consider them vis-à-vis direct 
experiences.  

Media education seems to be a rather unfamiliar area for many school 
teachers. Such education is easily relegated to the home, with the statement 
that parents have to forbid their children from watching certain programmes. 
Chang (2000) believes that authoritative denial does not always produce 
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desirable results. He suggests that adults and children should watch pro-
grammes together and reflect on their meanings. Conversations help people 
to understand the thinking of others as well as their own and thereby plan 
general rules concerning which television programmes to watch.  

However, it is true that some very young children at home are allowed to 
see programmess at home that are meant for adults and should be denied to 
children. Some parents seem to think that as long as children are not able to 
read, they cannot understand the bad things they see and are therefore pro-
tected from evil. Some people may also think that children are able to distin-
guish fact from fiction. Kytömäki (1991) has found that children from the age 
of three or four construct insights into two different worlds, the world of 
television and the world of the real world. However, these insights are very 
vulnerable, and small children can be easily frightened. Judging programmes 
on the feeling of reality is not an easy task. The feeling of reality may be 
strong in an animation programme and weak in a documentary programme. 
Flavell (1986/ Peters & Blumberg 2002) has found that pre-school children 
have difficulties in distinguishing reality from fantasy. Seeskari (2004, 38) 
stresses the importance of discussion between adults and children about un-
usual portrayes in media at home. Media education in school should involve 
discussion and examination of events in media as well. In my research, com-
munication about tv-programmes had not been in use in school or at home. 
Teachers reported that they did not have enough knowledge about media 
education.  

 
Practices in the arts project 
The arts project began with the idea that home-school interaction should be 
steered towards an exchange of constructive ideas between the home and the 
school contexts. The idea was tested in a practice phase, which was imple-
mented in a small, pre-school environment. During this phase, school teach-
ing was based on stories, thoughts and performances put together by parents, 
grandparents and children at home. 

In school contextual knowledge and expressions of people at home served 
as the basis for learning. Participants in the project examined in pictures and 
writings selected phenomena that were then examined in school. Examina-
tions were connected with children’s understanding based on those experi-
ences. In school the understanding and knowledge learned at home were 
reviewed and connected to art and media education as well as to many other 
subject areas with wider societal connections.  

The education project took place in a small preschool just before Christ-
mas in 1997 and lasted for one month. The children in this project were about 
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six years old. At home they normally watched a popular animated tv series in 
the evening about the life and adventures of a troll. All of the children 
seemed to be frightened and excited by an odd bogie troll in the series. So the 
project was planned on feelings, and fear was one of these. 

 

  
 
Figure 1. Drawings about birth made by parents and children at home 
 
Education in the project was planned around an examination of phenomena 
in the media by means of art. A subject such as fear was first presented in 
school and then a letter about this subject was sent home with the child. In 
the letter the goals of the lesson were presented and the adults were asked to 
discuss the subject and, together with the child, draw pictures of it in light of 
their own experiences, knowledge and feelings. Small and large, thin and 
thick pieces of paper with drawings and writings were then brought back to 
school and discussed by the children and the teacher. The subject was then 
connected to larger social connections and to the goals of the curriculum.  

The process began with the subject of birth. At home parents and grand-
parents were asked to tell stories and draw pictures together with the child 
about the birth of a child. The children brought the stories to school. Many of 
them involved some meaningful signs connected with the birth of the child, 
such as stars in the sky or someone winning a trophy in sports (fig.1).  

The process continued by discussing the stories and connecting the ex-
citement of birth to the world of trolls. A newborn baby bogie was structured 
in clay. Children wanted to model also a mother and siblings for the baby 
bogie. Then homes were examined and the parents were asked to speak about 
and visualise the home they had when they were children. Based on those 
pictured stories, the children began to plan a place for the growing bogie in 
school. Children concluded that bogie was ice-cold, so they wanted the home 
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to look frozen, and they collected material for that. The children really en-
joyed providing the troll home with exciting details that could be used by the 
troll family.  

 

   
 

 
 
Figure 2. Frightening figures painted at school  
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The process continued with fear. The adults at home were asked to discuss 
and visualise together with the child those fears they had as children as well 
as the child’s current fears. Fearful feelings were examined and discussed at 
school., and then the children imagined what the bogie was afraid of. Large 
paintings were made to hang in the windows, which were very imaginative 
and impressive (fig. 2).  

The process was finished just before Christmas, so the last feeling that 
was examined was the anticipation of Christmas. The adults were asked to 
tell the child Christmas stories at home that they remembered and visualise 
together plans they had for the approaching Christmas. With those stories in 
their hands and minds the children constructed a picture book at school of 
Christmas in the troll world and planned and made three overhead animations 
for a school Christmas party. 

Work in this project was based on communication between children and 
adults in the home context. Actions at home were not directed, either techni-
cally or with art educational goals. In the school context doing and learning 
dealt with targets in arts and media education.  

 
Resources for learning at home  
In the project it was discovered that parents and grandparents form a resource 
for knowledge and power for children’s learning that can be combined with 
the school curriculum in many areas. Co-operation depended on gender; thus 
mothers more often co-operated and communicated with the child at home 
than did fathers.  

The visual method worked well; almost all of those parents who partici-
pated also wanted to draw pictures. Drawing pictures seemed to bring to 
mind things and details that had been long forgotten. The older the genera-
tion, the less colour they used. Adults sometimes used the same ways of 
visualising space and perspective as did the children, and like the children, 
adults stressed the emotionally important things. Some adults seemed to have 
left elaborations on their youth in their contemporary visualisations. Many 
adults had stopped drawing in their youth and maybe that is why they could 
not develop their capabilities in visual expression as drawing. However, 
drawing together with the child was rewarding, and some adults bought new 
materials for themselves to begin to paint and draw more in the future. 

 
Imitation and development  
Children follow the reactions of adults keenly whenever they construct a 
picture of the world and a model for activities. Bandura (1977) wrote about 
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learning through imitation, an especially important activity in childhood and 
youth, a time when many ways can be found for living. Imitation is crucial to 
children’s development (see Vygotskij 1982).  

Children develop their visual expressions (Goodnow 1977, 108) and res-
ervoir of pictures (Löfstedt 2001, 30) when they watch others in action and 
imitate them. In the school-home interconnected project pictures made by 
adults at home expressed power and meaning in actions at home. Similar 
features and details were reflected in the children’s drawings. Both children 
and adults processed experiences and constructed an understanding of the 
world by acting together.  

 

 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Left drawing made by the father, and right drawing made by the daughter  
 
In the drawing (fig. 3), made at home, the child has imitated some details in 
her father’s drawing. The adult figures in both pictures are drawn in the same 
way and in the same positions. Details like curls or straight hair, lines of the 
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socks and bubbles for thoughts are very much alike. When imitating, the 
child has also developed her drawing, left some motives in her father’s draw-
ing untouched, like those which tell about nature, and added two children as 
well as decorations to the clothing.  

 
Motivation and reflection 
The process activated children to go on painting and drawing at home. Some 
adults were activated as well. After the process materials for art making were 
bought not only for children but also for adults. Some materials were sold out 
in the local shop and had to be supplied with more of them. People met each 
other and even made some trips with the family to old places to see things 
mentioned in the discussions. The home-grown information content was 
motivating also when connected to the functions of school and the curricu-
lum. Children seemed to be just proud when the seeds of knowledge from 
their own home context were assessed. The participation of a parent at home 
seemed to stimulate even the interest and capabilities of the child in the 
school context to perceive the whole process better.  

Children were very interested in the adults’ pictures and stories. They 
wanted to listen to every story and see each picture from home. They were 
eager to discuss, tell stories and ask questions. However, fear appeared to be 
a bit dangerous subject to discuss at home. It was difficult for parents to tell 
about things that they had been afraid of. They thought that maybe the fear 
was then carried over to the child. In the beginning it was not easy for chil-
dren either to admit that their parents had been afraid of something. When a 
scary figure was to be painted in school, a few girls had difficulties to begin 
the task. However, discussions and working with fear was exciting and acti-
vating at home and in school. It seemed to help children to speak about fear, 
show empathy for other’s fears and understand other’s stories.  

Fear of the frightful bogie seemed to diminish in the process. An argu-
ment for that was found in the last animated story for children in which the 
big bogie in the night behind the wall was invited for a Christmas party in a 
decorated living room. 

 
Conclusion  
In the fragmented postmodern world opportunities for parents to have a dia-
logue with their children have become scarce, and the chances for children to 
learn in familiar, relevant and contextual ways have diminished. Construc-
tions for school-home interconnections are needed in multicultural societies. 
The media is filling people’s minds and offers ready-made fantasies and 
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fears. It is important to learn effective ways to act in school in media educa-
tion. Many impressive ways to examine media can be opened up in arts edu-
cation. I have here presented a media project in primary school where visual 
expression and its various contextual meanings were connected to teaching 
and learning in school. The project initiated another school-home intercon-
nected project in five elementary schools a few years later. Even then there 
was a special interest in visual expression and many drawings and writings 
from home were brought to school. Though the material and knowledge 
gathered from home by this method in both cases were connected especially 
to art education in school, they could also be used in teaching and learning in 
other subject areas.  

The activities in both cases motivated people in actions and discussions 
and initiated reflective thinking processes between pupils and teachers, 
adults, children and parents, teachers and parents, and also between genera-
tions. The discussions did not deal with information about the behaviour of 
the child or arrangements for everyday life in school, but subjects that had 
not been raised before between the various participant groups. These subjects 
seemed to be meaningful to the participants. So the project from school could 
work as an initiator for communication, even for the use of media education.  
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Abstract 
 
The present paper reports an empirical study focusing on school starters’ physical 
competence. The data includes 36 texts from school starters’ parents. It was gath-
ered in the spring of 2008 by the method of empathy-based stories. The aim of 
this paper is to examine how and what the school starters’ parents report about the 
physical competence as a part of strong or weak school readiness. The results in-
dicate that parents consider the physical competence as an essential part of school 
readiness. We recognized three main findings. First, physical self-control was 
seen as one of the basic competencies for a school starter. Second, the attitude to-
ward play varied between texts. In weak school readiness texts, play was seen ei-
ther as a sign of childish behaviour or as an activity that needed a social compe-
tency that the child did not possess. In strong school readiness texts, play was seen 
as a natural part of childhood and as such a part of the school day. Third, there 
was a clear connection between strong school readiness and physically performed 
school journeys.  
 
Keywords: School readiness, physical competence, empathy-based method 

 
 
 
Introduction 
The aim of this article is to examine how and what the school starters’ par-
ents report about the physical competence as a part of a school starter’s 
strong or weak school readiness. We start by taking a look at the Finnish pre-
primary education and the transition phase between pre-primary education 
and basic education. Second, we concentrate on the concept of school readi-
ness and the physical competence as a part of it. Third, we take a closer look 
at the concern about children’s decreased physical activity.  

In Finland basic education is compulsory, and it starts from the year in 
which the child reaches seven years. It is preceded by voluntary but generally 
well-attended pre-primary education. Approximately 96% of the Finnish six-
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year-olds who are about to start the basic education in the following year 
participate in one year’s pre-primary education (Opetusministeriö 2004, 54). 
Pre-primary education is provided by two different municipal institutions: 
day care centers and comprehensive schools. The former falls under the ad-
ministration of the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health and the latter under 
the Ministry of Education. 

The Finnish National Board of Education defined the National core cur-
riculum for pre-primary education in 2000. According to the curriculum 
(Opetushallitus 2000, 7), the aim of pre-primary education is to support chil-
dren’s physical, psychological, social and cognitive development, and to 
level off the differences before basic education. The emphasis is clearly 
placed on the preparation for school. In pre-primary education the role of 
play is important. It is seen as a learning method. The curriculum is not sepa-
rated into subjects, as it is in basic education, but in seven larger cross-
curricular fields (Opetushallitus 2000, 9–15). A report published in 2004 
showed that in 60% of the pre-primary education groups there were children 
who needed special support, and in one-third of these groups the pupil’s 
welfare services were inadequate (Opetusministeriö 2004, 55). Acknowledg-
ing this raises questions about the transition phase between pre-primary and 
basic education.  

There are real or postulated insights that the expectations of the basic 
education represent or reflect a culture that differs from that of pre-primary 
education. However, there have been successful efforts in Finland and else-
where to close the gap between pre-primary education and basic education. 
Espinosa’s, Thornburg’s and Mathews’s (1997) research suggested that chil-
dren are nowadays more ready to attend school than earlier. The high quality 
of pre-school programs has succeeded to some degree to prevent difficulties 
in the domains of language, social and physical development. The study 
suggests that the gap between pre-primary education and basic education is 
not only of Finnish concern.  

When considering starting school we confront the concept of school 
readiness. There has been an ongoing debate on how to understand and define 
school readiness. Some theorists believe that readiness is a function of matur-
ity, whereas others have characterised school readiness as a mastery of cer-
tain skills or standards established within a community (Hair, Halle, Terry-
Humen, Lavelle & Calcins 2006). Graue (1992) conducted an ethnographic 
study in kindergartens in three different communities. She noted that the 
meanings given for school readiness varied depending on community re-
sources, shared beliefs about children and education, and kindergarten expe-
riences of the study participants.  
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Nowadays there are various ways to define school readiness. The early 
definitions emphasised mainly language and cognitive domains (i.e. Ojanen 
1979). Later the definition became more complex and multidimensional in-
cluding various domains of learning and development, such as physical fit-
ness, relationships and reading comprehension. Linnilä (2006) defines school 
readiness through three different competencies: cognitive, emotional and 
physical. Sarmavuori (1981) emphasises the importance of social compe-
tence. By social competence she means a child’s ability to adapt to group 
situations. Other expanded definitions of school readiness including physical 
well-being, emotional maturity, social confidence, language richness and 
general knowledge have also been presented (Pianta 2002). Scott-Little, Ka-
gan and Frelow (2006) have reported the early learning standards for children 
between three and five years. The indicators were: (1) physical and motor; (2) 
social and emotional; (3) approaches toward learning; (4) language and 
communication, and (5) cognition and general knowledge (also Calkins, 
Ling, Moore, Halle, Hair, Moore & Zaslow 2002). According to Scott-Little 
et al. (2006) the physical and motor dimension is mostly related to motor 
development and functional performance or self-help skills, and to some 
extent to physical fitness and overall health and growth.  

The low level of children’s physical activity has been widely highlighted 
both in the media and public discussions. The connection between physical 
activity, health and well-being is obvious. It has been argued that the amount 
of everyday physical activity of children has decreased during recent decades. 
This statement has been largely supported worldwide by research (i.e., Par-
onen 2006; Sääkslahti 2005; Tucker 2008). A systematic review including 39 
primary studies (published from1986–2007) in seven different countries 
presents that nearly half of preschool-aged children do not engage suffi-
ciently in physical activity. Current recommendations suggest a minimum of 
60 min of physical activity per day; only 54% of theparticipants throughout 
the studies achieved this. Furthermore, as with other age groups, boys par-
ticipate in physical activity considerably more than girls. One very interesting 
detail was revealed: parents and teachers overestimate the physical activity 
among children (Tucker 2008). 

According to Kansallinen liikuntatutkimus 2005–2006 (2006), a repetitive 
study focusing on the sport activity of children and the young in Finland, 
86% of children between three and six years take part in sports. What is in-
teresting here is the claim that the number of children performing sports has 
increased by 27% when comparing the results from 1995 to 2005–2006. 
However, this increased level is not sufficient to counteract the decreased 
amount of physical activity in children’s everyday life.  
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By physical activity it is commonly meant all voluntary physical activity 
which increases the energy uptake. Sport is a part of physical activity. In the 
present article the main focus is on physical competence, a specific area of 
school readiness. Our purpose is to examine the role of physical competence 
among the other domains of school readiness in pre-school children’s par-
ents’ texts. Moreover, we are interested in how the writers construct the con-
cept of physical competence in their texts. As Denzin and Lincoln (2003, 13) 
note: “Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of real-
ity”. Research has indicated that cognition/general knowledge and lan-
guage/communication are significantly more highly emphasized than other 
dimensions of learning, i.e., physical/motor area (Scott-Little, Kagan & Fre-
low 2005). At the same time, research has made it clear that children’s school 
and later life success depends not only on children’s cognitive skills, but also 
on their physical and mental health, emotional well-being, and ability to 
relate to others (Hair, Halle, Terry-Humen, Lavelle & Calkins 2006). 

 
Methods, Research question and Data 
The used research method falls under qualitative research. Qualitative inquiry 
is the name for a reformist movement that began in the 1970s. The movement 
included multiple epistemological, methodological, political, and ethical 
criticism of social scientific research in fields and disciplines that favoured 
experimental, quasi-experimental, correlational, and survey research strate-
gies. Over the years the movement has acquired a political as well as an intel-
lectual place in the academy (Schwandt 2003). According to Denzin and 
Lincoln (2003), qualitative research is a situated activity that locates the ob-
server in the world. It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that 
make the world visible. These practices transform the world. Qualitative 
research involves an interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world. This 
means that qualitative researchers study things in their natural settings, at-
tempting to make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms of the mean-
ings people bring to them. Qualitative researchers hope always to get better 
understanding of the subject matter at hand (Denzin & Lincoln 2003).  

The method of empathy-based stories (MEBS) has its roots in the criti-
cism of ethics in Milgram’s well-known experiment. In MEBS the partici-
pants are expected to empathise with a given episode or a story, an orienta-
tion that awakens imagination and inspires the participant to write a brief 
essay as a continuation of the given story. The salient feature of MEBS is the 
variation. From the researcher’s perspective, the main interest lies in what 
changes when one central element varies in given stories (Eskola 1997, 5–
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26). In this study the given story was the following (the original text is trans-
lated here from Finnish to English): “Titi was six years old, and she/he went 
to the pre-primary school. Titi would start at the comprehensive school next 
autumn. Titi shows strong/weak readiness to start the basic education. Use 
your imagination and write a brief essay about how Titi performed at school 
during the first weeks of school”. (Note! Titi was a nickname which did not 
reveal the sex of the child. It was left to the participant to decide whether 
she/he saw Titi as a boy or as a girl.)  

The research question is: how and what do the school starters’ parents re-
port about physical competence as a part of a school starter’s strong or weak 
school readiness? When gathering the data the researcher contacted the Fin-
nish Parents’ Association. With assistance from the association the researcher 
received the contact details of the parents, whose children were about to start 
basic education in the coming autumn. As a result of personal e-mail con-
tacts, 90 parents answered the researcher and showed tentative interest in 
taking part in the study. As typical to MEBS, an orientation episode about 
Titi was sent to the participants. Forty-five of the parents received an episode, 
where Titi showed strong school readiness, while forty-five parents were 
asked to write about Titi, who showed weak school readiness.  

In this study the data is reused. Eskola (1997, 46) suggests that reusing 
the data can be very reasonable in MEBS. In this study the data was reused 
by kind permission of Anu Vuolio who initially gathered the data. The data 
consists of 36 texts.2 The texts are written in Finnish. Seventeen of the texts 
are about Titi with strong school readiness and nineteen about Titi with weak 
school readiness. The majority (32) of the writers are women from all parts of 
Finland, most of them (23) from the southern or western parts of the country. 
The writers’ ages vary from 31 to 49 years. For 19 of the writers the school 
starter was the second child in the family to attend school.  

 
Results 
The processed topics were almost the same both in weak (W) and in strong 
(S) school readiness texts. Below is a list of all the themes coded under the 
concept physical competence: 

• is able to dress oneself  
• is able to perform a school journey  
• has a general activity level 
                                                             

2 It is remarkable to note that only 36 of the 90 texts that were sent to the parents who had 
showed tentative interest to take part in the study returned to the researcher. One reason for 
this can be that the parents would have preferred to write freely about their own child instead 
of writing as a continuation of the given story. 
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• has sufficient fine motor skills  
• has physical self-control 
• is able to participate in play  
• has proficiency in motor skills 
• participates in supervised physical education in school 
• has a school starter’s vitality 
• has normal physical growth and physical abilities 

 
Even though the texts appeared to discuss the same topics, there were also 
differences between the W- and S-texts as is seen in Table 1. 
 
Table 1. How and what school starters’ parents write about physical competence as a 
part of school readiness 
 

Physical competence as a part of weak 
school readiness is discribed as 

Physical competence as a part of strong 
school readiness is discribed as 

- difficulties in dressing  - walking the school journey 
- difficulties in playing with others  - playing with others during breaks 
- difficulties in fine motor skills (using tools 

like scissors or a pencil) 
- a proficiency in fine motor skills 
 

- difficulties in self-control - appropriate self-control 
- small physical size - a proficiency in gross motor skills (play-

ing football, jumping rope) 

 
The common and strongly emphasised themes in the W-writers’ texts were 
ability to dress oneself, fine motor skills, ability to show physical self-
control, playing and physical growth. Difficulties in dressing were mentioned 
only in the W-texts, while this ability was seen as self-evident in the S-texts: 
“It takes time for Titi to dress herself. The shoelaces cause problems; luckily 
there also are shoes with velcro” (W-text 22).  

W-writers used mainly negative expressions when describing the school 
starter’s fine motor skills. Weak school readiness was strongly linked with 
the inability to use a pencil: “The teacher asks Titi first to write her/his fore-
name and surname, and then to draw some memory from the previous sum-
mer. She/he cannot write the surname. The pencil does not follow orders” 
(W-text 20).  

W-text writers also discussed the school starter’s difficulty to show 
physical self-control. This difficulty made it problematic to concentrate on 
the task at hand. The inability to concentrate together with the weak ability to 
write, count, draw or use the scissors, as well as a weak ability to sit quietly, 
were all associated with weak school readiness. W-writers emphasised the 
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importance of physical self-control. It was seen as one of the basic competen-
cies for a school starter. Being incompetent in this field would cause a nega-
tive response from the teacher: “Already in the morning when Titi was still at 
home she/he had a bellyache, and she/he worried about the approaching 
school day: how to manage to sit quietly… it is so boring and the teacher will 
get angry” (W-text 21). If a child is not capable of physical self-control, 
she/he cannot be seen to have the competencies needed to start the basic 
education successfully. 

W-writers wrote about play as problematic. Titi was seen as a child who 
became anxious when she/he was expected to participate in play. Play and 
games were seen to be something that belonged more to the others, not to 
Titi: “Some children are running around the school yard, others are swinging, 
some are playing games” (W-text 21). On the other hand, if Titi participated 
in play, it was not seen as a desirable activity but as a sign of childish behav-
iour: “Titi is not interested in writing. She/he would rather like to play” (W-
text 28). 

The theme of physical growth in the writers’ texts was combined with 
both weak and strong school readiness. When the writer discussed weak 
school readiness, she/he also mentioned the small physical size of the child. 
A metaphor “baby” was used to describe both physical and mental growth of 
the school starter with weak school readiness: “From time to time Titi be-
haves like a little baby who does not understand a word or who cannot even 
talk. So she/he tries to capture the teacher’s attention” (W-text 21). There 
were also texts in which a distinction was made between the physical growth 
and the mental capacity of the school starter: “Titi is physically small but 
mentally strong” (W-text 33).  

To summarise, the W-texts were consistent in their description of weak 
school readiness. The parents appeared to share the view of physical compe-
tence as an important part of school readiness as well the character of the 
child with weak school readiness.  

In S-texts the writers very strongly emphasised the role of physically per-
formed school journeys as a part of school readiness. According to the S-
texts, school starters with strong school readiness walked to school. To give a 
better idea of this it is necessary to illuminate the issue briefly. In Finland so 
far it has been safe from many perspectives to allow the children to walk to 
school either alone or with their schoolmates. In densely populated areas as 
in the southern and western part of Finland where the data mostly was sent 
from, the distance to school is also usually reasonable. In S-texts the physi-
cally performed school journeys were connected both with a high level of 
physical competence and other competencies.  
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Contrary to the texts written by W-writers, S-writers consider play and 
playing games as a natural part of childhood, and as such a natural part of the 
school day. Playing was seen as a part of learning and as building up physical 
and social competence: “Titi has played with her/his friend from pre-primary 
also during the breaks. The pupils from upper grades have arranged games 
for the breaks and they have played ballgames together with the first graders” 
(S-text 14). Another writer reported: “They get to know each other by play-
ing, singing and drawing” (S-text 17). 

All the parents consider physical competence as an essential part of 
school readiness. Not being sufficiently mature either in physical or social 
competencies was seen to predict difficulties and unpleasant experiences 
when starting basic education. In the writers’ texts the child was expected to 
be ready to take a step into another kind of culture which differs from that of 
pre-primary, and which puts certain demands on a child’s competencies when 
entering basic education. The ability to maintain physical self-control and to 
concentrate on the task at hand was seen as one of the basic competencies for 
a school starter. The child was also expected to have sufficient physical and 
social competencies for play, but also a competence to separate when it is a 
time for play and work. Sufficient fine motor skills were also highlighted as a 
competence needed. Also a clear connection between strong school readiness 
and physically performed school journeys was emphasised.  

 
Discussion 
Recent study and policy as well as the early learning standards have focused 
largely on the importance of language and cognitive skills for later academic 
achievement; the other domains of readiness have received less attention 
(Hair et al. 2006; Scott-Little et al. 2006). Barbarin et al. (2008) analysed the 
school readiness beliefs of parents of 452 children from public pre-
kindergarten. Parents conceived readiness largely in terms of the ability to 
name objects, letters, or numbers. (Barbarin, Early, Clifford, Bryant, Frome, 
Burchinal, Howes & Pianta 2008). It can be questioned whether the parents 
repeat the existing cultural discourses in their beliefs when emphasising the 
cognitive skills. Physical competence as a part of school readiness is strongly 
underestimated in reviews and in the field of study. However, physical com-
petence, accompanied by social competence, was strongly explicated as an 
essential part of school readiness and successful school start in the present 
study. We suggest two potential explanations for why Finnish school starters’ 
parents find the physical competence essential. Let us pay attention to some 
features in contemporary Finnish society. 



Physical competence as a part of school readiness based on the texts … 93 

First, the low level of children’s physical activity has been widely high-
lighted in public discussions. The recommendations for physical activity in 
early childhood education in Finland were published in 2005 and 
recommendations for school-aged children in 2008. These recommendations 
describe more thoroughly than the overall criteria how children’s holistic 
growth, development, learning and well-being can be supported by means of 
physical activity and play. They also demonstrate the recommended limits for 
inactivity. The recommendations give instructions for the amount of physical 
activity (at least two hours of brisk physical activity every day), its quality 
and the settings, and suitable equipment for it (Recommendations for 
physical activity of school-aged children 2008; Recommendations for 
physical activity in early childhood education 2005). These recommendations 
and limits have received much publicity in the Finnish media. 

Another issue that differentiates Finnish society from many other coun-
tries is the low number of immigrants and languages spoken; Finnish society 
is only slowly becoming multicultural. In the USA various socio-demo-
graphic risk factors are reported to be associated with problems in learning 
when starting school or attending kindergarten, i.e., family is below the offi-
cial poverty line or mother speaks another language than English as her pri-
mary language (Zill, Collins, West & Hausken 1995). In Finland these kinds 
of challenges are confronted mainly in the largest cities where there are 
schools with many students with various background: i.e., in Varissuo school 
in Turku, 70% of the students have an immigration background (http://www. 
tkukoulu.fi/~tejulku/). Additionally, the data collection method used in the 
present study excluded mothers speaking other language than Finnish—all 
texts are written in Finnish. The school starters’ parents considered i.e., al-
phabet awareness or the child’s motivation to learn, read or write as natural 
parts of school readiness, but not one word was mentioned about the use of 
spoken language (the child speaks in a way that is or is not understandable to 
a stranger). The pre-assumption in the parents’ texts was that every child 
speaks and understands Finnish. Consequently, more attention was paid to 
social, emotional and physical school readiness.  

In the parents’ texts the expressed view of the school or classroom as a 
place where physicality is strongly controlled and restricted was rather sur-
prising. The role of teacher in Finland has traditionally been based on the 
teacher’s authority. Even though there are studies which confirm the change 
of the nature of interaction in the classroom (i.e., Kujala 2006), the school 
was seen as a place where even the first graders were expected to obey and sit 
quietly; in other words, they were expected to separate their bodies from the 
learning processes. The ability to maintain physical self-control was con-
nected with strong school readiness. Self-control means the ability to control 
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impulsive behaviour, and this is what teachers rate as critical for children 
when entering school (Thomas 2006). This leads us to ask whether the expec-
tations of physical self-control mean that physicality and the body are not 
seen as a part of learning processes. If the reality equates with the expressed 
view, it leads us both to contest the used teaching methods and to ask how the 
different learning styles of children are taken into account. But at the same 
time it leads us to question the preconditions that prevent the use of more 
child-centred and holistic teaching methods.  

The parents of the school starters expressed contradictory thoughts about 
play at school. In W-texts the play was connected either with childish behav-
iour or social incapability. In S-texts it was connected with good social abili-
ties. Interestingly, the texts indicated that play was mainly seen as an extra-
curricular activity at school. In pre-primary the play was still an important 
part of curriculum activities. Play is also mentioned in the curriculum for 
basic education (Opetushallitus 2004) in connection with the teaching meth-
ods. However, a major cultural change between the pre-primary and basic 
education could be identified in the writers’ texts. The culture of basic educa-
tion was expressed as more academically orientated and serious than that of 
pre-primary. Interestingly, the writers pointed out a child’s adaption to this 
new and more demanding culture. The gap between pre-primary and basic 
education was not questioned or criticised. Another interesting issue was the 
strongly emphasised role of physically performed school journeys as a part of 
strong school readiness. It seems reasonable to invest in factors that encour-
age the children to walk their school journeys.  

Children’s later life success depends not only on their cognitive skills, but 
also on their physical and mental health, emotional well-being, and ability to 
relate to others. The optimal balance between different domains of school 
readiness, children’s learning and development is needed. Families have a 
major role in preparing children for the transition from the home or daycare 
environment to school; therefore, it is not insignificant what meanings par-
ents give to the concept of school readiness. The individual discussion draws 
much from cultural discourses. The present study supports the idea that stud-
ies concerning children’s early learning need to consider the whole child, 
including children’s physical, cognitive and socio-emotional competence.  
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Abstract  
 
Since the 1990s clubs have had a dramatically decreased role in the Finnish after-
school setting. Since that time we have witnessed a polarization of children into 
physically active and extremely inactive groups. School physical education (PE) 
hours fall short of recommendations of physical activity (PA) for children. Promo-
tion of well-being in the Finnish school system is also acutely needed, as one-
fourth of Finnish children are estimated not to feel well at school. According to 
PISA, Finnish children do not enjoy school as much as children in other OECD 
countries do. The use of after-school clubs (ASCs) as a venue to reach physically 
inactive children is discussed. Furthermore, the potential through targeted PA is 
explored to narrow differences among children in access to activities that promote 
well-being and health. The empirical research material of After-school sports club 
potential in promoting well-being and health among Finnish pre-teen children 
remains to be analysed.  
 
Keywords: physical activity (PA), after-school sport clubs (ASCs), well-being.  

 
 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this article is to contextualise the author’s research (After-
school sports club potential in promoting well-being and health among Fin-
nish pre-teen children) on recent pilot interventions which aimed at encour-
aging PA in the Finnish after-school setting at the primary school level (ages 
7–12 years). First article starts with a description of the topic background and 
composition of the research followed by the definition and delineation of the 
study’s key concepts: after-school clubs, PA, and well-being. The end of the 
article discusses the need for organised after-school programmes.  
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Behind the topic 
Adjusting the ever-increasing demands and pressures of the workplace to 
family life dynamics has become a challenge for families, who on average 
spend less time together than before (Forssén, Laine & Tähtinen 2002; Kin-
nunen, Nätti, Happonen, Kalliolahti, Kelhälä & Mauno 2000). Today, paren-
tal absence and lack of oversight orient many children into physically inac-
tive recreational activities, such as spending too much time in front of the 
screen, rather than engaging in traditional Finnish children’s outdoor activi-
ties with peers. To complicate matters, participation in PA activities outside 
the school setting costs money and requires parental involvement in the form 
of transportation of children to the activity. Regrettably, children who cannot 
afford the cost or lack transportation to these events are left out.  

Today we observe among Finnish children and adolescents a growing 
polarisation into groups of active and extremely inactive individuals. Studies 
illustrate that half of Finnish children exercise insufficiently from a health 
perspective, and approximately 10 percent of them exercise either very little 
or hardly at all (Nupponen, Halme & Parkkisenniemi 2005). The alarming 
percentage of physically inactive children and increasing child obesity has 
finally caught the attention of the Finnish child welfare authorities. Minister 
of Education Sarkomaa announced in 2008 that the government would grant 
6 million Euro in additional resources for the development of after-school 
programmes generally and promotion of health-related PA specifically 
(Opetusministeriön tiedote 2008).  

According to the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA) research, although Finnish school children’s scholastic performance 
is among the best in science, mathematics, and reading, they do not enjoy 
school as much as children in other Organization for Economic Cooperation 
and Development (OECD) countries (Kannas 1995; Nuoret Osaajat 2004). 
Yet, enjoyment of school is known to correlate positively with children’s 
overall well-being and scholastic performance (Konu 2002). The question 
arises whether the Finnish school culture is too result-oriented and thus a 
culprit for this worrisome finding? Could after-school PA be used to move 
schools toward a more enjoyable, less competitive, and child-friendly atmos-
phere?  

 
Targeted after-school sports clubs  
The Schools of Turku on the move project was implemented between 2004 
and 2007. It aimed to find ways to motivate and encourage pre-teen children 
in primary schools to engage more in PA during school hours by developing 
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the schools’ operational culture and environment. The project involved inno-
vations such as new game equipment for recess and trained student instruc-
tors to inspire children to use them, maps of the safest routes to school by 
foot and bicycle, and plans for and realization of schoolyard reconstruction 
by children and authorities. Also specifically designed ASCs to target physi-
cally inactive pre-teens were included in the project. The purpose of these 
targeted ASCs as a project component in the Schools of Turku on the move 
project was to narrow differences in health and well-being among children 
through PA (Asanti & Oittinen 2005).  

Alongside this project, a multi-disciplinary research project took place in 
2004 to analyse the success of project outcomes among the young and the 
degree of change needed in schools to reach the desired goal. The research 
also concentrated on the overall well-being of children and adolescents 
through a multidisciplinary approach to health and lifestyle. An interested 
reader may consult Koski et al. (2008) and Siirilä et al (2008). (Koski, As-
anti, Koivusilta, Heinonen, Salanterä, Aromaa & Suominen 2008; Siirilä, 
Koski, Suominen, Heinonen, Salanterä, Asanti & Aromaa 2008). 

The present article is part of the ongoing After-school sports club poten-
tial research study (referenced above) that is independent from the above-
mentioned multi-disciplinary companion study of the Schools of Turku on the 
move. All the interview citations in this article derive from the After-school 
sports club potential research material. The focus of this ongoing study is on 
nine special after-school sports clubs in Finland’s Turku area that were cre-
ated by the Schools of Turku on the move project for physically inactive pre-
teens. Children in these ASCs were chosen jointly by school nurses and 
teachers. The main criterion was that the applicants did not attend any organ-
ised PA. Since the reasons for children’s physical inactivity are manifold 
(obesity, weak social skills, lack of family support, etc.), the schools were 
allowed to further define their inactive target groups. The instructors of these 
sport clubs were primary school teachers either specialized in physical educa-
tion (PE) or just PE enthusiasts.  

 
Research questions 
The main purpose of this study is to learn the instructors’ and children’s 
perceptions about the ASCs. The specific research questions for the instruc-
tors were: 

How does the instructor perceive sport clubs for physically inactive pre-
teen children?  

a. What kind of ASCs support a child’s socialisation, physical activity, 
and well-being, and what may prevent these positive outcomes? 
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b. How do ASCs manifest themselves in a child’s other school work?  
c. What is the instructor’s estimation of the significance of the ASCs for 

a child’s daily life? 
 
What does the child perceive as meaningful in ASCs for physically inactive 
pre-teen children? 

a. What kinds of ASCs are successful? What kinds are not so successful? 
b. How do those in a child’s social environment consider his/her atten-

dance in an ASC for inactive children? 
c. What is the significance of an ASC for a child’s everyday life? 
 

Research material  
The collection of research material started in March 2006 by themed inter-
views of 12 instructors from nine ASCs that were participants in the Schools 
of Turku on the move project. A total of 51 pre-teen children of 9 to 12 years 
old from five of these nine clubs were then given a writing task. The partici-
pants were asked to fantasise about what might have happened in an ASC to 
have caused a child to feel either sad or joyful afterwards. At the end of the 
school year 2007, 21 additional pre-teen children from the same five sport 
clubs were interviewed based on the results of the earlier writing task, in-
structor interviews with each sports club, and research focus. The sport clubs 
were also observed by the researcher and a PE instructor from the Schools of 
Turku on the move project. The research data referenced above will be as-
sessed against documents that formulate ASC objectives (national and 
school-specific curriculums, and the Schools of Turku on the move goals) as 
well as current strategies and recommendations of health and education 
authorities about well-being and PA in schools.  

 
Theoretical framework and methods  
This qualitative multiple-case study focuses on five ASCs in a primary 
school setting. The objective of this study is to increase comprehension of the 
impressions of physically inactive and socially shy or unadaptable school 
children and to discern their perceptions of after-school clubs. The study 
attempts on one hand to give voice to children and instructors by conveying 
their thoughts and opinions of ASCs and on another to help develop ASCs by 
providing the collected data as a foundation for policymaking. The multiple-
case method lends itself well to this study because of the specificity of its 
research material—pilot ASCs oriented for physically inactive teens, where 
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previous studies are almost nonexistent. Alongside the multiple-case study, a 
companion study focusing on 12 ASC instructors and their experiences is 
forthcoming. 

The principles of childhood studies have been an essential starting point 
for this study. Child-oriented studies emphasise the importance of and respect 
for the subjectiveness of data gathered from children as a means to endow the 
research with the voice of children themselves, who are so often not heard 
(Strandell 1995). Child-oriented studies typically approach children in areas 
that children are familiar with and arise from the needs acutely felt by chil-
dren themselves (Reinikainen 2007). Their goal is to respond to children’s 
needs, promote practical working methods, and improve prevailing practices 
(e.g., Helenius & Mäntynen 2001; Siren–Tiusanen 2001). These goals and 
emphasis are also in part of the present study. 

In this study, a theory-guided content analysis will be used for analysis 
and it will be used in both inductive and deductive ways (cf., Tuomi & Sara-
järvi 2006). At the beginning of the analysing process, concepts and analysis 
units will be elicited with inductive content analysis which includes simplify-
ing, grouping, and abstracting. After that the deductive content analysis will 
take place. The analysis will be guided by previous studies on physically 
inactive children, after-school programmes in general, and the theories be-
hind these studies. They form the central context and baseline for the 
research’s empirical material. At this point of the study, the collection of 
research material has been concluded and the analysis of the instructor inter-
views is just about to start with the Atlas.Ti computer programme.  

 
After-School Clubs in Finland in Recent Decades  
Prior to early the 1990s, many schools housed municipal afternoon care ser-
vices for first and second graders and club activities for older children after 
regular school hours (Pulkkinen 2003). At the end of 1993, the law for organ-
ised before- and after-school programmes was enacted in Finland. By virtue 
of this law these programmes for first and second graders started to receive 
financial support from the government. The objectives of after-school activi-
ties were defined in The Foundation of General Education Curriculum of 
January 16, 2004. After-school clubs became part of before- and after-school 
programmes, and became free for the students (Kerhokeskus Ry 2004; Laki 
perusopetuslain muuttamisesta 2003; Pietilä 2004). 

After a severe recession in Finland in the early 1990s, the number of 
after-school clubs has decreased nationally from 19,000 to 1,000 in 2004 
(Pietilä 2004). School days at primary level are nevertheless still relatively 
short in Finland. Young children have 20 to 26 forty-five-minute lessons per 
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week depending on the grade and are typically dismissed between noon and 2 
P.M. Yet, in a typical Finnish household, both parents work full time, which 
means at least 35 hours of absence from home per week, not counting the 
commute. As Finnish law does not prohibit leaving young children at home 
alone, many children are left to spend long afternoon hours at home by them-
selves without parental supervision (Pulkkinen 2004).  

Theoretically, ASCs have been available to all children in Finland. In 
practice, however, they have often been used by school sports teams training 
for competitions and events. These school sport team participants are typi-
cally individuals who are active in many other after-school and physical 
recreational activities. The need to alleviate differences in access to PE and 
consequently to health and well-being among the young by way of ASCs is 
acute. The following excerpt is from an interview with an instructor from the 
Schools of Turku on the move project and illustrates the change in her attitude 
toward the target groups of ASCs.  

Previously, I used to instruct sports teams and coach them for competi-
tions. Many ASCs were earlier wasted on them [teams]. Now I don’t even 
want to devote time on them anymore. I have experienced that this [instruct-
ing inactive children] is a better form to exercise children and a better way to 
use ASCs. (Lehto 2008, 5). 

 
PA in school 
PA as understood in this article is any activity produced by intentional mus-
cle activity leading to energy consumption (McKenzie & Kahan 2008). In 
addition to biological factors, PA is closely affected by larger cultural (e.g., 
Malina 1996), physical, and social contexts (e.g., Nahas, Goldfine, and 
Collins 2003). PA is differentiated from exercise and fitness, even if closely 
connected to them. (McKenzie & Kahan 2008). It is innate and natural to 
children and an elemental part in supporting their health and well-being, 
growth and development, and social interaction. Numerous variables attribu-
table to psychological, social, and environmental factors have a powerful 
influence on the PA orientation of children and adolescents (Sääkslahti et al. 
1999). Among the theories that explain PA behavior, the health belief model 
emphasises the role of an individual’s beliefs in the health-enhancing effects 
of exercise (Champion & Skinner 2008), the transtheoretical model sees PA 
as a type of behaviour that is constantly renewed by successive phases and 
gradual change (Prochaska, Redding, and Everts, 2008), and thesocial–
cognitive theory interprets human adaptive behavior through the rewarding 
awareness of proficiency in self (Bandura 1986). The recent ecological model 



The Function of After-school Sports Clubs in Mobilizing Inactive Children 103 

stresses various social, cultural, and physical factors as an influence on PA 
behaviour (Sallis, Owen and Fisher 2008). 

According to the current (2008) recommendation, school-aged children 
need at least one to two hours of PA daily in a variety of activities. This rec-
ommendation is based on the minimum amount of PA required to obtain 
health-enhancing benefits for Finnish school children. Screen time and con-
tinued periods of physical inactivity for more than two hours at a time should 
be avoided. (Tammelin & Karvinen 2008).  

PE in school reaches all Finnish children ages 7 to 15 years. However, 
children at the primary school level have only two hours of PE a week. In 
order to fulfil the PA recommendation (i.e., one to two hours daily) children 
should engage in various types of PA doses throughout the day. Besides PE 
classes, activities such as outdoor games after school with peers in the home 
back yard, commute to school, PA during recess (in Finland, children spend 
approximately five hours per week in recess), and participation in ASCs or 
extracurricular sports should be counted to contribute to the total. 

Finnish studies of PA among school-aged children mainly concentrate on 
adolescents (older than 12 years old) (Laakso, Nupponen & Telama 2006; 
Nupponen 1997). However, the city of Turku recently conducted a study on 
the PA of fourth graders (10-year-olds) comparing the results with Strong’s 
PA recommendation (2005), that children should exercise at least an hour or 
more a day with moderate intensity. The results of the study revealed that 82 
percent of 1,300 children exercised according to this recommendation. 
However, almost one out of five 10-year-old children did not exercise enough 
to maintain health, and 1.7 percent were physically totally passive. (Siirilä, J., 
Koski, P., Suominen, Heinonen, Salanterä, Asanti & Aromaa 2008; Strong, 
Malina & Blirnkie 2005). 

 
Well-being and school 
As previously mentioned, the Schools of Turku on the move project aimed to 
narrow differences in health and well-being among children through interven-
tions of which ASCs were one. While academic debate continues about pre-
cisely how to define well-being (whether emphasising the sense of individual 
vitality or sense of relatedness to other people) (NEF 2009), for the purposes 
of this study well-being is understood to comprise physical, emotional, and 
social dimensions and generally be considered to relate to good quality of life 
and health.  

Promotion of health and well-being at the school setting in the western 
hemisphere has been conducted under the leadership and implementation of 
the World Health Organization declarations (WHO 1947, 1986, 1997). Since 
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the 1970s, studies of well-being in a school context have predominantly been 
studies of scholastic performance and quality assessments of schools. Al-
though their research focus and objectives partly coincide with well-being 
and health intervention studies, the absence of well-being among measured 
outcomes is conspicuous (Konu 2002). 

Studies closest to well-being studies in a school setting are those that 
examine environment and atmosphere. Konu’s (2002) School well-being 
model examines well-being through school facilities, social relationships, 
chances for self-fulfilment, and health. In the School well-being model, in-
struction, scholastic results, and well-being are interrelated, and home and 
community are seen as having a strong influence on children’s scholastic 
well-being (Konu & Rimpelä 2002). To counterbalance the growth of indi-
vidualism, Konu (2002) emphasises the importance for today’s children’s 
well-being for them to have access to established quasi-permanent social 
groups that provide stability and a sense of belonging.  

Even though the majority of Finnish children feel well, one fourth of them 
are estimated not to be well (Kouluhyvinvointityöryhmän muistio 2005). 
According to WHO, Finnish school-aged children do not enjoy school. Espe-
cially, the frequency of negative attitudes against school and schismatic 
relationships between students and teachers are substantially more common 
in Finland than elsewhere (Currie, Roberts, Morgan, Smith, Settertobulte, 
Samdal & Barnekow 2004). Enjoyment of school relates powerfully to aca-
demic success and opportunities to acquire positive experiences from social 
interactions and relationships. The sense of accomplishment further supports 
the development of positive self-esteem and thriving in school. (Konu 2002; 
Rimpelä 2002). 

It seems that ASCs provide a favorable setting for developing relation-
ships between students and teachers/instructors. Below is a citation from an 
interview with an instructor on his relationships with ASC students: 

“I am able to meet [students] more one-to-one in the ASC [than during lessons]. 
Perhaps acertain type of haste is missing from the ASC… Well, we sit down and 
talk. I need to admit that it is not always 60 minutes of exclusive PA.”  

 
The same instructor continues:  

“In this group [ASC], I have students that keep asking me week after week 
whether we’ll have ASC next Tuesday, even though they well know it to be so. I 
have noticed that it is a way of getting in contact with me… They just want to have 
a conversation and usually they are those subdued ones. Or they just want to 
show their friends that they know me.”  

 



The Function of After-school Sports Clubs in Mobilizing Inactive Children 105 

In Finland recent studies conducted in after-school settings include the city of 
Jyväskylä’s MUKAVA project, which investigated a school-centred model 
for morning and afternoon activities. The aim of the project was to develop 
the school as a networking activity center. One part of the project consisted 
of structured club activities (e.g., sports, arts) which focused especially on 
children who did not have any hobbies, children with disabilities, and chil-
dren of immigrants (Pulkkinen 2004). Another recent project was the city of 
Pori’s exploratory study whose aim was to investigate the potential benefits 
of after-school activities—PE being one among them. According to the re-
sults of the study, outdoor activities and exercise were esteemed as the most 
important activities in the schools’ afternoon activity setting. Positive 
burgeoning experiences of PE, enhanced well-being, and opportunities to act 
in peer groups were recorded as valuable outcomes recommending these 
afternoon activities (Salonen–Nummi 2007). 

 
Conclusion  
The researchers recommend intervention on behalf of physically inactive 
children and adolescents, because of the proven benefits that a sufficient 
amount PA can endow on the growth and overall development of the young. 
In addition, PA during childhood and adolescence has shown to predict a 
continued active and healthy lifestyle into adulthood (Sääkslahti 2005; Tam-
melin 2004; Telama, Yang, Viikari, Välimäki, Wanne & Raitakari 2005). 
Our collaboration for and focus on children’s welfare and PA should be lo-
cated in places where children can be readily reached and spend most of their 
waking hours—schools (Kouluhyvinvointityöryhmän muistio 2005).  

It has been noted that cuts of PE classes in schools have not been com-
pensated by leisure activities (Telama, Välimäki, Nupponen, Numminen, 
Sääslahti & Raitakari 2001). In this void, PA should be recognised as a pow-
erful promoter of well-being that permeates the entire school day instead of 
being regarded as just another subject (PE) among others. In order to best 
promote children’s healthy growth, development, and overall welfare with 
finite resources, is it more beneficial to focus on a most deserving target 
group, such as physically inactive children, or should the ASCs be accessible 
to everyone? The ASC has such potential to support children’s overall devel-
opment and school work that it deserves to be taken advantage of more than 
it is presently. According to the literature and previous studies, ASCs are 
assumed to be an efficient means of intervention to increase PA and well-
being among physically inactive school-aged children. The forthcoming 
After-school sports club potential will soon contribute children and instruc-
tors’ pertinent points of view on this subject. 
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Who are we for whom some are others? 
In the spring of 2009, Finland confronted not only an economic recession but 
also a vivid discussion of immigration, integration and multiculturalism. A 
net address demanding that a new immigration law in preparation should be 
rejected had by the end of February collected 30 000 signatures. The initiator 
of the address explained that it was directed against “living standard tourists”. 
At the same time support for a party calling itself Perussuomalaiset (“True 
Finns” in English) increased rapidly, not least since some of the party activ-
ists profiled themselves as fierce opponents of multiculturalism. 

The recession was no doubt an important impetus for the discussion con-
cerning immigration. Another context was the quick growth in numbers of 
people immigrating to Finland. If in 1990 there lived in the country only 
26 300 people born elsewhere, now their number was more than six fold, 
143 200. The largest groups of foreigners living in Finland were: Russians 
(ca. 27 000); Estonians (22 500); Swedes (8 500); Somalis (5 000); Chinese 
(4 500); Thais (3 900); Germans (3 500), and Iraqis (3 200). Of these, no 
Finn found Swedes or Germans problematic. What annoyed some were first 
and foremost Somalis and Russians. 

The Finnish politicians were worried about the success of integration 
politics and possibly increasing xenophobia, fearing that Finland might in the 
near future witness similar ethnic clashes to those seen, for example, in Swe-
den. In this text, I aim at locating the turmoil in its historical, political and 
cultural contexts. My purpose is to demonstrate that at stake in Finnish dis-
cussions concerning immigration are not predominantly the immigrants but 
the Finns and their conceptions of themselves.  

 
The coming great migration 
Finland is not, of course, the only country that has met these challenges. As a 
matter of fact, Finland is a latecomer who has so far experienced only a fore-
taste of large immigration and increasing multiculturalism. But not even this 
north-eastern corner of Western Europe can any longer protect itself from 
global migration—a phenomenon that has increased during recent decades, 
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even though not as rapidly as the simultaneous unprecedented fast growth of 
the global population. Therefore, the West (and Finland as a part of it) might 
not have yet witnessed the truly great migration (cf. Enzensberger 1994). 

The Finns might, then, have some time to prepare for what is to come. If 
the number of strangers are likely to multiply also in Finland, we Finns must 
think not only about who these newcomers are but also who “we” are who 
meet these people as they reach our shores. 

In this we Finns are not alone. The challenge of rethinking homeland as a 
nation state and one’s nationality as an identity confronts everyone who 
wants to live in the contemporary world.  

 
Change of perspective 
Who are “we”? What is this “here” that “we” live in? For decades, the pre-
dominant notions concerning Finland as a nation state and Finnishness as an 
identity have been based on a view that the two are self-sustaining and exist 
independently from other places and identities. The country and the national 
identity have been seen as if they were containers that have firm boundaries 
dissociating them from other places and identities and gain their essence from 
themselves (cf. Lehtonen 2004a). 

The assumption is powerful and persistent, but false. Finland and Fin-
nishness have never been such containers. Instead, as every other nation state 
and national identity, they have been bunches of relations (ibid.). Already 
when part of Sweden (from the 12th century until 1809) and Russia (1809–
1917), the area of present Finland was a part of an international division of 
labour, importing salt, grain, iron, machines, herring, spices, fruits, wine and 
ideas and exporting tar, timber, butter and other goods. For its part, the Fin-
nish national culture on which the national identity is built, is a mélange of 
cosmopolitan ingredients, consisting of such elements as Lutheranism, exten-
sive coffee drinking or tango—all practices that have originated outside the 
borders of the area of 21st century Finland. As a border country Finland has 
always been materially, symbolically and by its population a mixture of vari-
ous elements. 

The bunch of relations perspective could help one to realise that Finland 
has always been a contact zone (cf. Pratt 1993) between East and West as 
well as North and South and that Finnish national culture, along with all other 
national cultures, is a hybrid produced by grafting various cosmopolitan 
ingredients to each other. The container perspective emphasises that Finland 
and Finnishness exist as firm spaces or conditions. It stresses the boundaries 
that disconnect Finland from other places. Instead, the bunch of relations 
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perspective views Finland from the viewpoints of action, diversity and 
change. As the bunch of relations perspective stresses the connections of 
Finland and Finnishness to other entities, it helps to reconceptualise the 
boundaries and see them not as separating but as connecting factors.  

The move from the container perspective a bunch of relations perspective 
is related to the recent rethinking of what places are, epitomised by the work 
of such cultural geographers as Doreen Massey (2000, 2005). For Massey, 
places do not exist isolated from each other nor are they products of their 
own inner histories. Instead, places are what they are based on their relations 
to other places. 

Seeing Finland and Finnishness as containers or seeing them as bunches 
of relations is not, however, merely an academic question. If one sees Finland 
and Finnishness as containers, one is inclined to think of them as firm and 
uniform entities where immigration and multiculturalism disturb the natural 
state of affairs. If, on the other hand, one sees Finland and Finnishness as 
bunches of relations, one can more easily see how the others have always 
been a constituent part of these two. 

 
Us and them 
The Finnish literati of the 19th and 20th centuries produced an idea of Fin-
nishness as a super identity that represses all differences among Finns. It is 
primarily due to this successful long-term enlightenment project that the 
container perspective is so deeply rooted current national consciousness. 
Learning to remember the great national narration has made the Finns ac-
tively forget that the country has always been a multicultural place. Contrary 
to this, the bunch of relations perspective could make use of the insight that 
there is no “me” or “us” without “you” (cf. Benveniste 1971, 224–225). The 
other is constitutive of our own identity, not as external outside, but as inter-
nal element that always already belongs to us. 

On closer inspection, the whole dichotomy of “us” and “them” turns out 
to be most problematic. Contrary to the preaching of the Finnish literati of 
19th and 20th centuries, “us” is not a homogeneous group. No Finn is only a 
Finn. Finns who have been born in Finland of Finnish parents are, on top of 
being Finns, women or men who live in a city centre, suburb, town or coun-
tryside, belong to a certain age group, have an occupation etc. All Finns are at 
the same time in some ways “us” and in other ways “them”. As the Finns are 
always already imprinted with numerous differences, difference cannot func-
tion as a plausible basis for excluding some from the domain of Finns and 
Finnishness. 
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Integration as purification? 
As a matter of fact, Finnish society and culture tolerate relatively well differ-
ence inside those who are considered to be Finns (Kettunen 2008). In the 
national culture these people are allowed to be simultaneously both different 
from each other and equal with each other. This equation has, however, been 
found problematic in the case of people immigrating from non-Western coun-
tries to Finland. The official integration policies offer these newcomers two 
options: either to become much like Finns or leave the country. Those who 
do not want to leave seem, then, have but two choices: either to integrate or 
to weep and integrate. 

But what is this thing called integration? The roots of the term are inter-
esting indeed, since the word stems from the Latin verb integro (to make 
whole, heal, refresh, to renew, to begin afresh). The verb is derived from the 
adjective integer (complete, whole, entire and intact) composed of the words 
in (no) and tangere (to touch). Integrating someone to Finnish society is, in 
this sense, making Finland again immaculate or spotless. Again: one cannot 
be both different and here; either one has to become like one of “us” or leave. 
As Mary Douglas (1966) famously summed it up, dirt is a substance that is in 
the wrong place. What makes dirt dirt is not the substance itself, but the sys-
tem of classification saying, for instance, that the very same sand that is a 
useful part of the courtyard has to be got rid of once it enters indoors. Hence 
what makes a stranger a stranger is not the foreigner him- or herself but the 
system of classification defining that he or she is in the wrong place. 

 
Dreadfuls and hopefuls 
Those who see the immigrants as being in the wrong place are called xeno-
phobes. In xenophobia (fear of the other) the premise is that we cannot un-
derstand anyone different from us. What matters for a xenophobe is not 
common humanity but supposed differences between “us” and “them”. The 
most common alternative to xenophobia can be called xenophilia (friendli-
ness towards the other). Unlike a xenophobe, a xenophile thinks that we can 
understand anyone different from us. For a xenophile differences are utterly 
meaningless and the sameness is all. On closer inspection xenophobia and 
xenophilia are mirror images of each other. The difference between them is 
that a xenophobe fears the other whereas a xenophile desires the other. Either 
of them, however, recognise the other in his or her specificity. For both the 
other is but an abstract figure without concrete epithets. In other words, the 
stranger is for both a tabula rasa where they can project their fears or hopes. 
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The xenophobe refuses to accept that reality is always multifarious. The 
xenophile does not realise that diversity is not automatically a positive thing.  

The Finnish literati preached xenophobia to people for decades. The ideal 
Finn, for them, was someone who shunned strangers and appreciated national 
homogeneity. Today, the literati educate people to adopt a xenophile stance. 
The new ideal Finn has to value differences and tolerate foreigners (Büchi 
1995). For well off urbane Finns strangers do not represent a threat but a 
possibility. These immigrants do not live in the same neighbourhood as the 
fortunate Finns, but keep those nice shops selling exotic spices or pizza. It is 
not too taxing for such Finns to preach tolerance. The trouble is that all actual 
(as opposed to ideal) Finns do not find it too easy to follow suit. 

 
Wisdom 
What to do, then? Should we, the literati, keep on preaching xenophilia to the 
people and hope for the best that they would overcome their prejudices? Or 
should we think again? Perhaps the latter, since the former does not necessar-
ily succeed. Therefore, it might be a good idea to try to find a way between 
the Scylla of xenophobia and the Charybdis of xenophilia. My candidate for a 
better third way (Lehtonen 2004b, 2006) is xenosophy, the wisdom concern-
ing the stranger. 

A xenosoph would not, unlike to the xenophobe, deny understanding of 
the stranger. He or she would not, unlike to the xenophile, assume that meet-
ing the stranger would every time and everywhere be trouble-free. Therefore, 
a xenosoph would try to figure out what does it practically mean to learn to 
live with difference? This would entail trying to solve in practice the equation 
the official policies have not been able to work out: how can we, the natives 
and the immigrants, be at the same time both different and equal? 

Being equal should not be thought of as having similar identities and 
needs. Instead, it should be approached by the idea that people have different 
identities and needs that have to be attended to equally. Xenosophy would, 
then, mean accepting that people are not similar individuals, but that they are 
anyhow equally individuals. 

Xenosophy is not an easy solution, as it first and foremost requires that 
“we” ask of ourselves: who are this “we” for whom these others appear as 
strangers? If the alternative to xenosophy, however, is civilised barbarity, the 
hard road might be worth exploring. 
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To construct a bridge of sharing between child and 

adult culture with the Storycrafting method 
Liisa Karlsson 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This article discusses the issue of participation in activities involving children. It 
includes theoretical discussion on the border conditions of the activities. Further-
more, it examines how we can in practice acquire information on children’s way 
of acting and their way of observing different phenomena. The article also analy-
ses the awarded and acclaimed Finnish method of Storycrafting, which is based 
on verbal expression, play and participation, encounter and empowerment. The re-
sults obtained by using the Storycrafting method are analysed and discussed.  
 
Keywords: Child, child culture, storytelling, Storycrafting method, empowerment, 
socio-cultural theory, learning, inquiry, teaching, participation  

 
 
 
Introduction 
The work with children in the fields of art education, day care and school has 
been traditionally planned by adults (e.g., objectives, exercises, tools, work-
ing methods, and environment). The United Nations’ Declaration of the 
Rights of the Child (1989) urges decision makers, researchers and people 
working with children to find ways to involve children in the planning and 
implementation of activities. According to the Pisa Research (OECD 2007), 
learning results in Finland are among the best in the world, but when it comes 
to well-being at school, the Finnish performance is one of the weakest in the 
OECD countries (Samdal, Dur & Freeman 2004; see also Stakes 2008). The 
experience of participation and the opportunity to have a say in matters con-
cerning themselves in everyday learning and educational situations give chil-
dren and youth strength, which in turn is connected with well-being. Focus-
ing on the child in educational practices means that the child becomes the 
object of education, upbringing and problem elimination.  
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Picture 1. The child as an object for development (see also Karlsson 2005a, 174) 
 
In the traditionally way of action described above, the child paradoxically 
becomes a passive object of adult assessments and valuations. This raises 
questions as to what kind of understanding of knowledge, child, professionals 
as well as that of learning, growing and culture these activities are based on. 
If we see the child as an active and social actor and culture maker we must 
change our working premise. When the activity itself, and not the child, is the 
object of the activity, there will be room for children’s own ideas, knowl-
edge, experiences. 

 

 
 
Picture 2. The action as an object for development (see also Karlsson 2005a, 175) 



To construct a bridge of sharing between child and adult culture with … 119 

My earlier research (Karlsson 2000) showed that children’s participation 
could be furthered through a change in the professional’s child concept. This 
process requires a dynamic and relative knowledge concept and the combina-
tion of personal, public and shared knowledge. It furthers also the view of an 
active and capable child as a creator of knowledge and the conception of the 
organisation of work as collaborative and reflective. The conclusion of my 
study showed the importance of the elements of efficient learning environ-
ments and of the expertise of those who work with children (Karlsson 1999; 
2000). 

 How can one simultaneously change viewpoints in practical work and 
take the child’s viewpoint into consideration? How can they be discovered? 
What tools do professionals have? Since education and activities are planned 
by an adult, it is convenient to use adults’ acting methods, but what behav-
iours are typical of a child? 

A small child is a skilful learner. He or she explores, wonders and tests, 
playing actively all the time (Corsaro 2005; 2003; Riihelä 2002; Karimäki 
2009; see also von Hofsten 2004). Play and playfulness are the language of 
the child and his/her way of acting (Karlsson 2005; see also Junker 2006). 
Playfulness and letting go also form an essence of art. Different forms of art 
possess many tools that have by now found little application in learning and 
education, especially children’s own culture. For example, the proportion of 
funding appropriations for children’s culture from the whole promotion of art 
in Finland (by the Arts Council of Finland) has remained at about two per 
cent from 1991 to 2007 (Anttila & Rensujeff 2009, 147). Often children are 
as audience, not as art creators. 

Storycrafting is an empowering and activating method developed in Fin-
land (Riihelä 1991) in order to reach the creative child on his/her own terms. 
It is based on (verbal) expression and play as well as on encounter and par-
ticipation (Karlsson 2005b). In Storycrafting a shared bridge will be built up 
between the adult and the child culture with children’s way of action and 
from children’s point of view. The method is based on socio-cultural theories 
and standpoints (Bruner 1996; Cole 1996; Wertsch 1998; Corsaro 2005; Säljö 
2006). The knowledge and activity are place, time and actor situated, always 
related to the culture frame.  

 
The Storycrafting method 
There is sufficient evidence to confirm the claim that homo sapiens is in fact 
homo ludens (Huizinga 1950) and homo narrans, born as a narrator (Karlsson 
2005a; see also Niles 1999). Every day we tell and hear short and long narra-
tives as stories, memories, jokes, lies, fables, dreams, and anecdotes. We can 
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also hear or read histories in books, the theatre, cinema, TV, the Internet or 
other media. Narration, play, creativity and art are inter-related. The Story-
crafting method is based on the idea that everyone has thoughts, information 
and tales, which no one else has. Every person’s thoughts are valuable and 
worth listening to and interesting to storycraft and treasure. To narrate is not 
only to represent feelings and experiences, but also to provide a fundamental 
intra- and interpersonal process through which children make sense of them-
selves in the world (Engel 2006, 200). 

In the Storycrafting method a child or a group of children (also an adoles-
cent or an adult) relates a story of his or her own choice. The narrator decides 
what he or she makes out, understands or perceives as a “story”.  

The adult—the “storycrafter”—writes it down word for word, exactly as 
it has been told on a separate piece of paper. The adult does not ask ques-
tions, or demand further explanations, or suggest improvements. The adult 
does not evaluate the child or his/her abilities. The narrator’s own tale is fine 
and interesting just as it is, in the way he or she presents it. In the narrative 
moment it is crucial that the storycrafter is earnestly interested in what the 
teller wants to tell and is ready to concentrate on sharing the teller’s ideas, 
thoughts and initiatives. When the story is finished, the storycrafter reads it 
so that the child or elder narrator is allowed to change the text if they want to. 
The child often wants to draw a picture to accompany his or her narration. 
Often the adult reads the story aloud to others, puts it on the wall or in a story 
folder, if the child allows. Storycrafting is a reciprocal method of sharing and 
listening to the thoughts of other people (Karlsson 2005b). 

The Storycrafting method differs from other narrative methods on the 
grounds of the four steps it includes. In addition to narration, the Storycraft-
ing method includes verbatim writing, reading of the written story, and the 
potential for the narrator’s corrections (Riihelä 2002; Karlsson 2005b). The 
Storycrafting situation begins by describing how the writer is about to engage 
in listening:  

 “Tell a story that you want.  

I will write it down just as you tell it.  

When the story is ready I will read it aloud.  

And then if you want you can correct it or make any changes” 

(Riihelä 1991; Karlsson 2005b). 
 
For many children telling stories is great fun and a natural way to express 
themselves. In Storycrafting, events take place on children’s terms. Their 
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reactions and wishes mould the situation; for example, no child is forced to 
take part. No one is forced to tell stories, and the adult writes down only what 
the child approves. Permission to use the story is obtained from the child and 
his/her guardian; names are published only with the permission of the child 
and the parent. The research (Karlsson 1999; 2000; 2005b) has shown that 
often it is easy for the children to start their own story if the adults give them 
time and the listener really is interested and wants to listen. There is also 
proof that a child or a group of children, even the youngest, create a story 
without being trained in how to do so (Karlsson 2004). 

The storycrafting occasion creates a collective situation among all the 
participants: the adult’s true interest in listening activates the child. At the 
same time, the child’s story stimulates the other narrators and the adult to 
really listen to what the child tells through the story. It is a collective recipro-
cal sharing process. 

There are over 6 000 narratives in the research archive in The Finnish Lit-
erature Society’s Folklore Archives (SKS) and in The Finnish Social Science 
Data Archive (FSD). Each story is different. Here are examples of some of 
the children’s stories. The first one is told by a 9-year-old boy to the school 
psychologist (Riihelä 1991). 

 
Petteri’s story 

The sun shines in the sky. 

The birds sing and the crickets play 
and it is a nice summer’s day. 
Flowers are blooming and it’s summer at last. 
Winter is far behind. 
And the grass is green. 
The ant has a little nest at the foot of the tree. 
Fish swim around in the water. 
Gulls fly around in the sky. 
The little furry balls are dandelions. 
Fish jump now and then. 
The little fisherman does not catch any fish whatever he does. 
Big fish chase the smaller fish. 
The little bird has a nest on the rock. 
A little motor boat casts fishing nets. 
The magpie has a nest in a green tree. 
A little squirrel runs across the green. 
Autumn comes again. 
Mushrooms begin to grow 
and the downpours come. 
Gradually rain turns into sleet. 
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Finally winter comes. 
Children play excitedly. 
Trees have already dropped their leaves. 
Children have to keep going inside. 

 
Aleksi, a 4-year-old boy and Carita, 4-year-old girl together told seven sto-
ries. They were fully involved and demonstrated the actions the whole time 
with their bodies. Batman was the first story (The Children are Telling web 
sites 1): 

 
Batman 

Then he goes down. Then he goes up. Then he goes this way. Then he lands. Then 
he comes here. He has a cape. Then he bounces. Boing, boing. [Silence] Then he 
flies. Into his eye, he did not see. They could not catch him. ‘Cause he flew. He did 
not die. He goes down again and walks and creeps. Then he walks on. Batman’s 
creeping, quietly. Then he flies. I have seen Batman. There was a bird, and the 
man walked down and then came Batman. [Silence] Then Batman was with the 
bird. Yes. Then he just flew. Then he shot full blast, and then he shot some bad-
dies. He’s bad. 

– No he’s not, he’s good. 

– He’s not good, he’s bad. 

– He is good. 

Let’s tell about something else. About a lion. 
 
The children’s stories have been storycrafted in museums also. Two-year-old 
Doris made her own story in the Museum of Contemporary Art, Kiasma, in 
Helsinki.  

 
The bird dream 

A bird knocked at the window.  
Nothing.  
The dream ended.  
It was a crow. 
 

Results gained by the Storycrafting method 
Storycrafting is a Finnish method created in the 1980s in the school context 
(Riihelä 1991). In the projects Storyride and the Nordic Storyride the method 
was established in Finland in 1995–1997 (Karlsson 1999). The projects were 
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managed by Monika Riihelä and Liisa Karlsson in Stakes (now The National 
Public Health Institute) and later in the Children are Telling Association (see 
Children are Telling web pages 2). In over twenty years the Storycrafting 
method has been widely used in many different operational environments and 
age groups in many countries besides Finland: Sweden, Norway, Denmark, 
Iceland, Estonia, Lebanon, Sri Lanka, Iraq and South Africa.  

Through storycrafting the child acquires the experience of being valuable 
the way he/she is at the moment because his/her story and thoughts are not 
corrected or rewritten by others. Studies have shown that regular storycraft-
ing improves children’s self-respect and their belief in their own abilities; the 
children realise that their thoughts matter to others, that they create moments 
of shared joy and that other people find them important and worth recording. 

Children that regularly participate in storycrafting are eager to take the 
initiative in other situations as well. Adults for their part will be sensitive and 
recognise these initiatives and have the courage to take them into considera-
tion. In addition, storycrafting has proved to be useful to a variety of children 
and the method differentiates automatically. Shy children have gained cour-
age, quiet ones have discovered talking, even autistic children have found a 
tool for their communication. Noisy children have calmed down as they have 
realised a channel to express their thoughts, and good story tellers have found 
the opportunity to develop their special skills. Storycrafting has helped estab-
lish groups, and created special moments of encounter between adults and 
children and also among children. Even though storycrafting is not a method 
of teaching, many children have learned to read and write by following their 
own voices turning into written language and further back to the story they 
told. The connection between written and spoken language has thus become 
concrete (Karlsson 1999; 2000; 2005b). 

Studies have shown (Karlsson 2000) that to adult story crafters, the 
method has become a way to listen to children and discover their abilities, 
previously often underestimated. Storycrafting has also developed into a form 
of cooperation between families and professionals. Researchers and munici-
pal workers such as environmental and road network planners, health officers 
and rescue workers as well as educational staff, have found that children’s 
stories provide them with information that helps them develop their work 
(Karlsson 2007). Educational staff regularly involved in storycrafting have 
reported that besides being a permanent tool for them, storycrafting is a basis 
for their work that has reformed their professional views (Karlsson 2000). 

In storycrafting, some children have discovered a way to remove obsta-
cles to learning, or, as many storycrafting adults put it: it was not the child 
with the block, it was me (Karlsson & Levamo & Siukkonen 2007). In these 
cases, the adult no longer looked upon the child as unskilled, problematic, 
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and as a developing object, but rather as a skilful, enthusiastic and thinking 
individual. This has had a decisive impact on the adult’s understanding of the 
child’s ability to learn and to deal with problems (Karlsson 2000). 

Stories created by storycrafting have also been studied. They have been 
examined from different viewpoints; for instance, how do children discuss 
friendship, death, shopping, parenthood, initiative, happiness, eating and food 
in their stories. The stories have also been grouped according to their 
contexts such as group stories, stories by child asylum applicants, stories by 
different age groups, and adult stories. They have also been categorised 
according to the frequency rates of certain words. (e.g., Rättyä 2000; Riihelä, 
Karimäki, Karlsson, Kemppainen & Rutanen 2001; Riihelä & Karlsson 2007; 
Lähteenmäki 2009; Riihelä 2009; Karlsson 2009; Tornivaara 2004; Rutanen 
1997; Myllylä 1998.) Many phenomena need additional research. 

The storycrafting method is the only Finnish method selected from among 
hundreds of proposals to qualify as a function model in promoting children’s 
mental health (Mental Health Europe 1999). In addition, it has been granted 
an award in the field of education for international understanding. It has also 
been named as an important social innovation (Taipale 2006) and referred to 
in the Development Plan of Child and Youth Policy 2007–2011 (The Minis-
try of Education 2007). 

 
Conclusion 
Studies have shown that the Storycrafting method is useful in many different 
contexts such as at home, in day care, at school, in special education, in chil-
dren’s homes, in youth work, in hospitals, and child welfare clinics. Also the 
method is beneficial in libraries, museums, in cultural and social work and in 
work among the disabled or the elderly and in extending the informational 
basis in planning different types of professional work. The studies further 
indicate that storycrafting can be applied as a part of different activities such 
as getting to know each other and increasing communality and participation. 
It can also be useful in education, therapy, environmental planning, interna-
tional development, children’s own culture, and documentation. Stories cre-
ated by strorycrafting have proven to be rich and versatile research material. 
It has contributed to discovering new information on children’s way of ob-
serving and approaching different phenomena. It has also revealed differ-
ences and similarities in children’s and adults’ expressions and understanding 
of physical phenomena. Storycrafting is also a good research method, making 
it possible to avoid many problems connected with child interviews by apply-
ing the methods of playfulness, art and sharing.  
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Abstract  
 
The article examines young primary school teachers’ work as drama educators. 
The research material consisted of the stories of four young primary school teach-
ers which were collected with the help of theme interviews (Tuomi & Sarajärvi 
2002). The study is an attempt to create a picture of four young primary school 
teachers’ experiences of acting as a drama educator at the beginning of their 
teaching career. The respondents have graduated from the University of Helsinki. 
All four young teachers have completed drama education studies (25 study points) 
as part of their primary school teacher studies. The study is a narrative case study 
(Heikkinen 2007). The stories are examined from a multidisciplinary point of 
view by using narrative and content analysis (Polkinghorne 1995). The material of 
the article is a description of those four drama educator realities which the primary 
school teacher experienced at the time of each interview. How does specializing in 
drama education show in their work? 
 
Keywords: drama teaching, drama educator, primary school teacher, case study, 
narrative, dialog, incompleteness, occupational identity 

 
 
 
What is drama education and what kind of skills does the 
teacher require?  
Drama education is an activity in which students invent and enact dramatic 
situations for themselves, rather than for an outside audience. This activity, 
perhaps most widely known as drama education, has also been called class-
room drama (Bolton 1992: 1998; Neelands 2005). No matter which term is 
used, the drama we are concerned with is spontaneously generated by the 
participants who perform the dual tasks of composing and enacting their parts 
as the drama progresses. Within drama lessons students may use drama 
strategies (freeze-frames), drama conventions (forum –theatre) or devise 
short pieces of theatre for each other as part of the drama, to help us increase 
communication and understanding in an aesthetic way of fellow participants 
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(Booth, Neelands & Goode, 2000; Neelands, 1984). Drama covers a wide 
range of techniques incorporating physical movement, vocal action, and 
mental concentration which traditional classrooms have lacked in quantity 
and combination in the past. Drama can be used as a school improvement 
strategy in primary schools. Drama can improve the quality of learning and 
the quality of life in the school, because drama education can be used to ex-
tend the worldview of syudent and help deal with difficult situations in a safe 
environment while analysing them together (See Dickinson & Neelands 
2006, v, Ferguson, Meyer & Jeanchild 1992; Colantonio, Kontos, Gilbert, 
Rossiter, Gray & Keightley 2008; Keightley 2008; Way 1973). Finnish 
drama researchers (Toivanen 2002; Rusanen 2002; Laakso 2004) have con-
firmed the drama education to develop individual learning, self-confidence, 
self-esteem, creative and critical thinking, social and communication skills 
through working in the role. However, the use of drama requires a coura-
geous attitude without prejudice because it can lead the teacher, teaching and 
interaction with pupils into unknown areas (e.g., Taylor 1996; Gallagher 
2001; Kirmizi 2007). Drama education requires many kinds of teacher readi-
ness (Heikkinen 2005, 171–176; Østern 2000; Baldwin 2008). Drama educa-
tion and the direction of the group are challenging for the teacher because the 
drama processes require skills in drama methods, an ability to be present in 
the dialogue and to listen to the group (see Kara & Cam 2007; Dickinson & 
Neelands 2006). Drama requires a teacher who is ready to become as part of 
a group as one of learners in the drama education situation.  

To implement this kind of teaching which is both creative and dialogic 
(see Frijters, Dam & Rijlaarsdam 2008), the primary school teacher must 
have strength to manage unrest, uncertainty and unpredictable situations. 
There is always a strong along element of incompleteness in drama activity 
(Heikkinen 2005). Living in incompleteness is typical of to the process of 
drama education because drama education is a continuously evolving proc-
ess. The incompleteness gives both the teacher and the learner permission to 
examine, and indeed to fail, but above all, it provides the opportunity to find 
functional and evolving solutions. 

Miller, Saxton and Morgan (2001, 95–108) have outlined criteria for a 
good drama educator. According to them, the one teaching the drama has to 
have an ability to imagine possibilities, instead of directing in a traditional 
way. He or she has to have an ability to get the drama working and the ability 
to be surprised at the learners’ unexpected solutions, even if their solutions 
seem improbable; the teacher has to be equipped to study these proposals. 
Furthermore, the drama educator has to try to break barriers which suppress 
the creativity of learners and their ability to work together. Meeting the pre-
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sented challenges requires the fact that the primary school teacher know him- 
or herself well enough and the pupils and that he or she has enough knowl-
edge and skills to direct the drama.  

Heikkinen (2005, 176) believes that the growth to the drama educating is 
a life-long process which also requires thorough thinking of one’s own ac-
tions in the education process. An ability to react to situations develops only 
gradually into a quick intuitive operation (Gladwell 2006, 133–135). Intui-
tiveness is one aspect of creativity. According to Goldberg (1985, 31), ra-
tional thinking both precedes and follows intuition, in other words these two 
forms of handling information work in conjuction. Intuitive thinking helps 
the drama educator in the activities at the state of the dramatic incomplete-
ness in the situations in which he or she must react quickly to the proposals 
which arise from the groups’ ideas and activities. Heikkilä (1983) states, that 
the teacher foresees a potential problem situation before it arises and resolves 
it. This requires that the teacher be open-minded and aware of the reality 
which constantly changes. 

According to Harjunen (2002, 33), the teacher’s professional identity is 
based on those matters which are significant in the teacher’s personal experi-
ence world. Malinen (2000, 134–135) states that for the learner experiential 
learning is the strongest if the learning applies “to the hard core” of his or her 
experience. It is a place where an individual learns the most fundamental 
ideas about the world. Malinen’s theory focuses on the adult learning proc-
ess. According to Malinen, the significant experiences that have been re-
ceived during drama studies can be called crack-experiences in the learner’s 
experience world. 

What is the drama educator/ teacher’s role? In the opinion of Margret 
Buchmann (1986), the teacher’s action is always operation in the role world. 
The teacher role is one role we get in society. The public (the pupils, older 
colleagues, headmaster and the whole society) has a right to expect a certain 
kind behaviour from a teacher. Operating in the teacher role does not close 
away a fact that the teacher is, of course, a person in his or her own right, as 
Buchmann (1986) clarifies. She adds that on the one hand the teacher must 
act, according to role expectations, while on the other hand, the teacher also 
has freedom of action inside his or her role (see Mota, Costa & Leite 2004). 

Simola (1995, 347) examines the changes in the teacher’s professional 
identity during the twentieth century. According to him, the teacher’s profes-
sional freedom has enlarged significantly. The old picture of teacher educa-
tion work has expanded in addition to teaching and interpersonal work, where 
management of groups has moved to an individual relationship between 
teacher-pupil. In this relation the teacher also is seen as the person who even 
makes mistakes. Harjunen (2002) examines the basis of the teacher’s author-
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ity. According to her, the relation between a teacher and pupil is an authorita-
tive, transmitting and feeling relation. So the teacher’s authority does not 
close away feelings (also Simola, 1995). The pedagogic didactic authority 
relation is created from the teacher’s desire to be a human being and a teacher 
at the same time. The teacher wants to be ethical and responsible and not just 
a pedagogue. Every teacher builds an identity with regard to this in his or her 
own way (Harjunen 2002, 461; 464). Drama education is one way to create a 
personal relationship with the pupils, because carrying out the drama educa-
tion breaks down the traditional space between the teacher and the group. 

 
The young primary school teacher as a drama educator—
individual perceptions  
In the article of the four primary school teachers examined, the speech and 
interpretations are in dialogue. To increase the intelligibility and reliability of 
interpretations, the presented quotations are from the authentic interview 
material. The framing of a question of the study, the progress of the study and 
the central results are described in the enclosed figure. 

 

 
 
Figure 1. Framing of a question of the study, progress and main results 
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The four young primary school teachers of the study said that their impetus to 
drama and theatre had taken place already before the teacher studies in 
speech and drama education. According to Heikkinen (2005, 26), the good 
drama educator must have a personal relation to the subject. A view of drama 
as an education form became more complete in the drama studies. The previ-
ous experiences of four young primary school teachers were supported by 
concepts that could add to the teacher’s pedagogical knowledge. Drama edu-
cation was seen as a broad concept which contains many forms of art 
(Koskenniemi 2007, 39; Heikkinen, 2005).  

 
Challenges of drama education as described by the young 
class teachers 
The role as a drama educator became fixed in the studies of the drama educa-
tion with the experimental learning which was processed through individual 
projects. Drama studies affected the formation of the interviewees’ profes-
sional identity. The four primary school teachers in the study had, in one way 
or another, peak experiences from the drama studies which affected the for-
mation of their professional identity. For example, a male teacher (Antero) 
said, that; “the world of the theatre opened to him by vocational considera-
tions and self-analysis during the drama studies.” He said that he was: en-
thusiastic about the world of theater. One of the female teachers (Linda) said, 
that she: gained a whole new perspective on teaching. Drama opens a new 
world in which I have never been before. 

Learning how to use the tools that had been obtained during the drama 
studies was a challenge to the primary school teachers after they went out to 
work. They all used drama in one way or another. Their profile as a drama 
educator was an essential part of their own self-concept as a teacher. Drama 
was seen as an important part of schoolwork, but using it in the everyday 
schoolwork presented many obstacles. The inadequacy of resources, the large 
group sizes, the challenges brought by the special pupils, the lack of time and 
their own inexperience as a drama educator brought out feelings of inade-
quacy. The teachers commented as follows: 

Antero: It seems to me a little sad to do these things in this small space; it limits 
what we can do. We will always be able to move the desks, but it created a terri-
ble ruckus and it disrupts the students.  

Milla: the lack of time is eternal in this work; you do not count any overtime. It is 
real hard to produce quite ready presentation every time.  
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Linda: [the workload] has been limited in practice for one has to force oneself to 
learn to be happy with less. 

 
What will take place in the recently graduated teacher’s professionalism 
when the teacher moves from the ideological world of teacher education quite 
to the restricted reality of the school? What will happen to the drama educator 
when borrowing an interviewee’s words the work of primary school teachers 
hangs on one’s reality in school? Where can the young teacher find support 
for his or her own professional identity, inquires Heikkinen (2007) in his 
article in Helsingin Sanomat. That path which the teacher must follow at 
work looks very lonely. 

Milla: when you come here to the school world, and you notice, that there are no 
marked drama lessons in the school timetable. You have to arrange those possi-
bilities yourself . . . in the school’s dayly life, it is forgotten easily . . . at the be-
ginning I felt guilty when the drama almost disappeared. 

Pinja: It is a feeling that you do not know anything yet. You feel insecure. In 
mathematics the same basic issues remain. You can teach them the same way  

again. Drama work varies each time, because the work affects students’ feelings, 
thoughts and imagination. 

Antero: When you are alone with the class and then if the groups are rather large, 
how you begin, when there are no basic skills . . . start-up is difficult. 

 
The interviewees at the beginning of their work careers think about the fears 
which complete their own teacher self-image. They talked about what kind of 
teachers they would like to become, but also how difficult it is to reach this 
image in the real world of everyday work. Simola (1995, 359) asks if objec-
tive consciousness and individual centrality that has been internalised in the 
teacher education could be realised during school reality with scarce re-
sources, heterogeneous pupil groups and rising behaviour disorder? On the 
basis of the study, Rantala (2008) could reflect, how can the teacher be able 
to act on his/her own values and ideologies at school? For example, Antero 
described his own intervention for a teacher from the child-focused perspec-
tive. He tries to make the pupils discuss without providing right answers. 
However, this has led to the consideration that the teacher must be severe to 
some extent or even cold. From a separate point of view, the same matter was 
examined by Linda. She stated that she has had to be strict. She was expect-
ing teaching to be a happy activity together with the students, which should 
include drama work. The strict teacher’s role required by the work the pri-
mary school teacher’s work surprised Linda at the beginning. Thus Linda 
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thought that her work as a drama educator is still partly unrealised. There is 
still a threshold to cross, she stated. 

None of the primary school teachers had experienced prejudices from the 
work community towards their own drama work. The support of the work 
community and the positive atmosphere was seen as a factor which makes 
drama education possible. The school’s positive climate and the teacher’s 
methodological freedom were also seen as factors (Simola 1995, 344) which 
make drama education possible. The teacher may choose which methods to 
use in teaching him- or herself. The grounds (2004) for the curriculum should 
not be seen as an obstacle but as an opportunity. The given frames free the 
teacher and they give significance to the operation. What will take place in 
the classroom when the teaching– learning process proceeds depends on 
every teacher’s own consideration. One teacher commented: 

Milla: I have a teacher’s freedom to plan my own work and its content. How to 
achieve the objectives of the curriculum? Then when it comes to drama, which is 
to a large extent a tool for all learning, it is an external opportunity. 
 

Young primary school teacher’s descriptions of themselves 
as drama educators 
The four teachers think about their own identities complexly as drama educa-
tors. Milla stated that she experiences that through the drama education she 
has become closer to the pupils. The pupils see the teacher as a normal hu-
man being through the drama work. Pinja said that she wanted to bring out 
the human side of life to the pupils through drama education. Antero aims at 
the warm atmosphere as Pinja does. Encouragment and student orientation 
were values in which these teachers believed. The drama also gave the pupils 
an opportunity to see the teacher as a person. 

What is suitable conduct from the teacher and what is unsuitable? Could 
Linda for example fool around with pupils sometimes, quite as she thinks. For 
Milla acting as the drama teacher means play, infantility. She says: You do 
not have to been an adult all the time. The teachers whose main task is to 
teach and to be adults indeed want to expand this role. Linda also thinks 
about the teacher’s action in relation to the demarcation of the impossible and 
the possible. Can the teacher tell the stories? In the world of drama one can 
take any given role. The teacher and the pupils commit themselves through 
the drama agreement to operate together by agreed rules (Heikkinen 2002). 
Thus the teacher also has the opportunity to participate in the fiction of the 
drama. In order to be a good drama teacher, he or she must have courage and 
skill to play. 
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Figure 2. Young primary school teacher’s descriptions of themselves as drama educa-
tors 
 
The drama educator’s work requires many kinds of skills. The handling situa-
tions, taking risks and bearing incompleteness in drama teaching is possible if 
the teacher has committed himself to his or her task. Harjunen (2002) speaks 
of the teachers’ mission. This means a personal commitment to teach and 
expand the consciousness of an own task and place and beeing happy in it. 
Without a mission both the internal weaknesses and the feelings of uncer-
tainty and external obstacles for the carrying out of the work may lead to 
ending drama education in the primary school teacher’s job. It is also possi-
ble that in the teacher’s opinion the obstacles to drama education are already 
from the outset so great that he or she will never even begin work. The 
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teacher’s own attitude appears finally to the most, important factor determin-
ing what experiences the primary school teacher will gain from his/her work. 

 
Discussion 
In drama the learning takes place in the fold of the role self and the real self, 
in the interfacial of aesthetic doubling (Laakso 2004; Heikkinen 2005; Østern 
2000). Of the teacher this requires an ability to function simultaneously in 
many kinds of roles. The teacher is always in the role required as a teacher, as 
Buchmann (1986) stated. In drama education the teacher can be, on the other 
hand, in the role of a character directing the working forward. In that case it 
will be said that a teacher uses the role-method (Owens & Barber 1998; 
Toivanen 2007, 31). However, the teacher is always in the drama education 
situation also as a person. Teacher’s action has an effect on his/her personal 
psychic, physical and temporary factors (Rauhala 1993). Commanding this 
wholeness is challenging: Can theteacher be flexible and have the ability to 
be in a situation with the pupils, and dare take risks, reflect two of the pri-
mary school teachers Pinja and Linda. So the ability to be in a situation as a 
teacher requires daring and risk. Developing the courage to operate according 
to an one’s personal pedagogies or didactic views takes time. Harjunen 
(2002, 465–466) points out that the creative relation between a teacher and 
the pupils becomes possible with experience, age and certainty.  

What makes the examined young teachers believe in the possibilities of 
the drama education though in the primary school teacher’s work it meets 
many kinds of obstacles? According to Malinen’s study (2000), the individ-
ual who feels deep experience in learning, crack-experience, which open up 
new meanings in reality. Learning like this gives motivation and desire to 
carry out an operation from a new point of view. The same matter is a little 
differently examined by Silkelä (1999). According to him, the individual can 
experience reality in a new way through a symbolic growth experience. This 
is a strong experience which touches the individual’s emotional life and leads 
to learning if the person reflects and thinks about it. According to Heikkinen 
(2005, 56), learning in the drama takes place with the level of feeling and this 
is not general in our society which emphasises general science. Also Turunen 
(1990, 17–19; 1999, 182) has stated, that emotions particularly are significant 
in the life of the human being: “For the human being exists only where he 
connects feelings”. Joy is often connected to drama work. Joy is an important 
feeling pedagogically. Curiosity and enthusiasm give birth to learning and 
build the learner’s affirmative emotional life. 

The primary school teachers in Rantala’s (2008) study had experienced 
either before the drama studies or at the latest during their studies the learning 
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which touches feelings. Along with their own experimental learning they 
believe in the functionality of drama education even though the surrounding 
school reality sets numerous challenges for it. Their own drama experiences 
which have touched the emotional life one wanted to divide forward in the 
teacher’s work with the pupils. Drama education was seen as an important 
form of growth. One purpose of the study was to make clear that primary 
school teachers were aware of their ability to carry out drama education in the 
school. Referring to the self efficacy-theory (Bandura, 1997), one can state 
that the four primary school teachers of the study were affected by their abil-
ity to cope with the challenging task of being able to be a drama educator. 
Earlier feelings of a capability in the drama awoke their self-confidence to 
become drama educators.  

The drama educator’s work requires courage to trust his/her own intui-
tion, an ability to be in situation and an ability to bear ambiguity. Sometimes 
it is the required courage to be playful so that creativity would have a substra-
tum. Then the teacher can be the one which gives the opportunity for self-
realisation to pupils. The young teachers that were examined were in their 
own opinion on the way towards more relevant drama education. Although 
the role of drama educator was still to some extent unrealised, because of 
their limited work experience, the confidence of the existence of drama in 
their future education was all powerful. 
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Abstract 
 
Approaches toward teaching arts in schools vary considerably. This article de-
scribes the co-operative and integrative method of teaching arts in Finnish schools 
in co-operation with Annantalo Arts Centre. 

The Finnish national core curriculum for basic education (2004) includes the 
idea of integration and cross-curricular themes. The objective of integration is to 
guide pupils in examining phenomena from the perspectives of different fields of 
knowledge, thereby elaborating themes and emphasizing general educational 
goals. Integration requires co-operation between artists, subject specialists and 
generalists, as well as between schools and the cultural environment. This article 
describes how this co-operative and integrative method of teaching arts functions 
in the school curriculum. 

This research is a case study of 49 teachers and 620 pupils who participated in 
artistic 5x2 workshops in the Arts Centre of Annantalo at Helsinki during the 
spring 2008. Teachers and pupils were asked to reflect on their experiences during 
their studies of 5x2 arts courses and firstly to explore their ideas and experiences 
about the new collaborative way of studying arts, secondly to describe their expe-
riences of the integration of arts in educational themes, and thirdly to find new 
ideas to develop co-operation between schools and other cultural environments. 
The research methods used were internet questionnaires for teachers and pupils. 
The thoughts and experiences of teachers and pupils about the integrative studies 
of the 5x2 arts courses are introduced through a focus on integrative arts educa-
tion. The personal growth of pupils with respect to their cultural identity, learning 
with arts and creativity are also focused on through the pupils’ experiences of the 
artistic work during their courses. The strengthening experiences gained by teach-
ers and pupils using this integrative method of teaching arts were described. Co-
operation between schools and cultural environment was seen as a resource of 
crescendo. The conclusion is that creative organised arts education in co-operation 
with schools and the cultural environment needs to be developed and added into 
the local schools’ curriculum. 
 
Keywords: Arts education, integrative education, cultural co-operation 
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Introduction 
The Ministry of Education of Finland divides arts education into three sec-
tors: arts in compulsory basic education which means arts education for gen-
eral culture at all school levels; basic education in the arts which is provided 
only by arts colleges, not in basic education, and art as a guided hobby. Basic 
education in the arts is goal-oriented, progressing from one level to other. It 
teaches children skills in self-expression and the capabilities needed for voca-
tional, polytechnic and university education in their chosen art form. Partici-
pation is voluntary and the education providers may charge moderate fees. 

Basic education in the arts differs from compulsory basic education. A lo-
cal authority providing basic education in the arts receives statutory govern-
ment transfers based on the number of inhabitants. Further, public and private 
education providers receive government grants based on the confirmed num-
ber of lesson-hours given. The network of art education institutes thus funded 
comprises 88 music institutes and 23 schools in the other arts (Basic Educa-
tion in the Arts 2009). 

Basic education in the arts and guidance for amateurs differs in that a cur-
riculum has been approved for the former and it has specific goals, including 
further studies aiming at a profession, whereas the latter (for example, Arts 
education in Annantalo) is a free-form activity. The Finnish National Core 
Curriculum for Basic Education (2004)—a model, not a binding order—
describes the one-week syllabus for the arts and culture as including partici-
pation in the artistic and cultural activities of the local area or the school 
community and familiarisation with the tradition and utilisation of data proc-
essing—meaning data processing is already a traditional subject—as well as 
producing individual output and increasing environmental awareness. 

According to Larmola (2004), that sounds like more or less nothing; 
preparations for Christmas or celebrations of spring are enough to fulfil this 
mission—unless people of other faiths raise objections. In the words of the 
curriculum, basic education consists of—notice the order and emphasis 
here—technological, mathematical, scientific, humanistic and social informa-
tion. General education also includes developing ethical and aesthetic sensi-
tivity, an emotional life, and obsevation skills. Basic education tries to re-
spond to the challenge, but it is clear that the actual practice is very mixed. 
Usually, it is a matter for voluntary courses. So the number of arts lessons has 
been decreased in basic schools. Dance is not even taught in most schools 
and drama is often only an extracurricular activity.  

Under the law on basic education in the arts the, objectives and core con-
tents are determined in national core curricula devised by the National Board 
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of Education for nine different art forms. The curriculum for the advanced 
syllabus in basic education in the arts is defined for the following forms of 
art: music; literary arts; dance; performing arts (circus, theatre); visual arts 
(architecture, visual arts) and craft (Basic Education in the Arts 2009). 

The local authority is the provider of education and it receives state aid in 
proportion to its population—not, in other words, according to the number of 
pupils participating in art or the number of lessons provided. Teaching is 
given either by municipal schools or by private art colleges; the latter receive 
municipal support and supervision. State grants are not necessarily chan-
nelled to art colleges through the local authority’s budget. In addition to mu-
nicipal support is a favourable tax treatment compared with that applied to 
statutory education mainstay of art colleges (Larmola 2004). 

The Finnish national core curriculum for basic education (2004) includes 
the idea of integration and cross-curricular themes. The objective of integra-
tion is to guide students in examining phenomena from the perspectives of 
different fields of knowledge, thereby elaborating themes and emphasizing 
general educational goals. Arts integration requires co-operation between 
artists, subject specialists or generalists, and between schools and the cultural 
environment. The local education provider shall prepare and approve a cur-
riculum for education in compliance with the provisions of the Core Curricu-
lum. The quality of education is evaluated at national and local levels. Re-
cently, the arts have had a difficult time in Finnish schools and in teacher 
education (Ruismäki & Ruokonen 2006). Because there is little or no com-
parative aesthetics focus in the integrative arts education curriculum of 
schools, I started to consider this issue together with the arts education pro-
ducers of one cultural arts centre in Helsinki area concerning their co-
operation with the schools in culture and arts education.  

Annantalo is an arts centre for children and young people in the centre of 
Helsinki. Annantalo offers arts education, exhibitions and dance perform-
ances and theatre productions. During the daytime, the centre is filled with 
primary school children who attend art classes. Several times a year family 
event days are held at the Arts Centre. Annantalo’s aim to is to provide a 
favourable atmosphere and the right conditions for children and young people 
to experience and see art and culture in Helsinki. Annantalo works together 
with schools, providing 5x2 art education and cultural courses. A special 
educational programme for daycare centres and school groups is created for 
each major thematic and cultural exhibition. These programmes include, for 
example, guided tours and drama workshops. Annantalo also offers concerts 
and performances for day care centres and schools. This article concerns 5x2 
art courses that are offered to primary schools in Helsinki and provide two 
hours of art education a week for five weeks. Children and young people are 
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able to experience art and artistic work under the guidance of a professional 
artist or art teacher. These art courses support the schools’ own art education 
programmes. The goal is for each and every primary school student in Hel-
sinki to participate in 5x2 art courses at least once. Annantalo’s arts courses 
allow children and young people in Helsinki to immerse themselves in study-
ing the arts under the guidance of professional artists and art teachers. The 
teaching reflects each teacher’s personal and professional relationship to the 
arts. Annantalo’s arts courses include animation, architecture, graphics, ce-
ramics, the visual arts, baby music, word art, cartoons, textile art, dance, 
theatre, photography and video. Altogether Annantalo offers courses for 200 
classes to about 4500 children in a year. The 5x2 (1,5h/week) courses are free 
for pupils. The artistic themes are often connected with Annantalo’s cultural 
and thematic exhibitions and the themes and questions raised by the exhibi-
tions are discussed in Annantalo’s arts lessons. 

 
Theoretical basis for the study 
Dewey (1996) finds the core of existence in the process of human growth 
where experience is continually transformed into culture through communi-
cative practice. People want to be active participants in the cultural life of 
their environment and identification with that cultural life helps young people 
to find their own way of experiencing and expressing arts.  

Arts are a wonderful way to think about and learn from the environment 
or create innovations. Arts education should be a fundamental part of our 
basic education. For example Arnheim (1969) establishes the notion that the 
visually thinking mind is not simply mechanically recording images and 
regurgitating them repetitively. Arnheim (1969) insisted that perception is 
intelligent; he challenged the age-old distinctions between thinking and per-
ceiving, and between intellect and intuition. Arnheim (1969) argued that the 
remarkable mechanisms by which the senses understand the environment are 
all but identical with the operations described by the psychology of thinking. 
According to Arnheim (1969), artistic expression is a form of reasoning, in 
which perceiving and thinking are indivisibly intertwined: a person who 
paints, writes, composes or dances thinks with his or her senses. 

According to Shimshon-Santo (2007), a culturally relevant curriculum 
and culturally diverse arts expressions and institutions are vital to creating a 
new society that values diverse epistemologies and experiences. Community 
partnerships in arts education provide meaningful opportunities for the trans-
formation of the academy, public schooling, the creative process, and our 
everyday lives. Shimshon-Santo’s (2007) study suggests that arts education 
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partnerships can spark opportunities to revitalize learning by linking the con-
tent to contexts as well as connecting the disparate entities in the city to better 
see and understand itself. 

Arts integration is a theme with multiple meanings and contexts and arts 
educators do not universally agree on what arts integration is or if arts inte-
gration should be a goal of arts education (Mota & Costa 2004). There are 
two opposite discourses when arts programmes are discussed: the first is used 
by the arts partnership promoters and the other by the arts educators in the 
schools. According to Bamford (2006, 139), high quality arts programmes 
should be planned by using both learning in the arts and learning through arts 
methods. There are many possible meanings of arts integration: project-based 
learning (Ruismäki 1998); thematic learning; multiple intelligences (Gardner 
1983); the use of arts in studying academic disciplines; interdiciplinarity 
among different art forms (such as music and painting) (Ruokonen & Virk-
kala 1997, Ruokonen 1997), and transfer of knowledge across artistic and 
nonartistic disciplines (Mishook & Kornhaber 2006). According to Ke-
tovuori’s (2007) findings, multidisciplinary co-operation can enrich work in 
the schools; however, it is still necessary to ensure that the artists will have 
appropriate knowledge of pedagogy before using arts in the schools with 
teachers.  

Ideally, human growth involves both an immediate, aesthetic dimension, 
as well as a mediated, instrumental dimension. An important function of arts 
is to bring out the aesthetic moments of growth (Jackson 1998). According to 
Väkevä (2004), Dewey radically extends his concept of art to comprise all 
cultural practices that balance their means with their ends. Art educates as it 
is worked out in means-ends-praxis, that is, in a social practice that aims both 
at mediate and immediate good. In the framework of Dewey’s (1958) natural-
istic pragmatism, arts education has two crucial functions: firstly to work out 
the possibilities of aesthetic expression and perception in a pragmatic process 
of learning by doing, and secondly to point out the paradigmatic moments of 
meaning making in the best of art. According to Reimer (2003), cultural 
contexts play a foundational role in human cognition; for example musical 
experiences are socially conditioned and situated in time and place. Musical 
experiences are created within the individual and preformed but that does not 
mean that such an experience is unique. Reimer (2003) states that it is often 
the shared beliefs within a community as demonstrated through specific arts 
activities in which the individual identity is acknowledged. According to 
Puolimatka & Airaksinen (2001), education aims at helping a person to real-
ise his or her life’s meaning in a way that takes advantage of the options 
available in the most valuable manner possible. Thus, asking and knowing 
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why is always connected to the individual’s sociocultural environment and 
future. 

Karppinen’s (2005) study examined the basic arts education system in 
Finland. As a result of her study a concept model was created. In Karppinen’s 
(2005) model inspiration, initiative and appearance are the core components 
of the craft-art concept model. According to Karppinen (2005), inspiration is 
a power, which sets in motion and begins a willingness to create. That it not 
enough to guarantee the appearance; it needs human initiative and intention 
to make the process meaningful. Karppinen (2005) stresses that craft-art 
means not only producing items, but also bringing something forth from the 
self. That means there must be an appearance of a craft process so that other 
people can see and assess it. 

 
The study 
This research is a case study of 49 teachers and 620 pupils who participated 
in 5x2 artistic workshops in the Annantalo Arts Centre in Helsinki during the 
spring 2008. Teachers and pupils were asked to reflect on their experiences 
during their studies of 5x2 arts courses and firstly to explore their ideas and 
experiences about the new collaborative way of studying arts, secondly to 
examine their experiences of the integration of arts in educational themes, 
and thirdly to find new ideas to develop co-operation between schools and 
other cultural environments. The research methods used were internet ques-
tionnaires for teachers and pupils. The thoughts and experiences of teachers 
and pupils about the integrative studies of the 5x2 arts courses are introduced 
especially through a focus on integrative arts education. The personal growth 
of pupils with respect to their cultural identity, learning with arts and creativ-
ity are also focused on through the pupils’ experiences of the artistic work 
during courses. This collaboration requires co-operation between subject 
specialists and generalists, and between schools and the cultural environment. 
The aim of this study is to identify and report on the new educational chal-
lenges of our time which are met in the new Finnish national core curriculum. 

 
Arts education feeds creative activity and empowers school 
work 
The following is a general report of some of the impacts of the 5x2 arts 
courses in Annantalo experienced by the 49 teachers and 620 children. The 
subjects studied in the 5x2 arts courses included animation, architecture, 
graphics, ceramics, the visual arts, word art, textile art, dance and drama. The 
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majority of the teacher respondents were women (91,1%) and classroom 
teachers (95,5%). Of the pupils who replied 52,1% were girls and 47,9% 
were boys. Most of the respondents were 11–12 years old, but the youngest 
respondents were 6-year old pre-school children and the oldest tenth grade 
pupils. Attending 5x2 courses was a new experience for most of the pupils, 
but 46,7% of the teachers who reported had participated in courses earlier 
with some other group. Sixty-seven percent of the teachers said that there 
were some ongoing topics or holistic education theme at their school, but 
only 18,6% of them used the arts courses in these integrative educational 
themes. 

Teachers reported that the ideas of arts courses were used in many other 
ways at schools later on and 91,1% of the teachers said that they used the 
ideas of arts courses in their teaching later: 72,7% of teachers gained new arts 
pedagogical ideas and 58,1% of teachers learned new arts techniques during 
the arts courses. Almost all teachers said that their schools were in favour of 
the 5x2 arts courses and encouraged participation and that there was an even 
greater demand for collaboration. The teachers evaluated (on a scale of one to 
five) that 5x2 arts courses were above all: creative (mean 4,6); inspiring 
(mean 4,5); pupil-oriented (mean 4,5); artistic (mean 4,3), and supportive of 
their own work (mean 3,9). 

Special mention was made of the pupils’ need and opportunities for crea-
tive artistic self-expression (mean 3,9) and opportunities for artistic experi-
ences (mean 4,4). These 5x2 arts courses were most of all positive experi-
ences for both teachers and pupils. There was discussion with the pupils 
about all sorts of themes: arts techniques, cultural dialogue, pupils’ own lives 
and leisure, and ideas to improve school practices through arts were among 
the items mentioned. 

Participation in the 5x2 arts courses was also a positive experience for the 
pupils and made them feel good (77,3%). The emotions experienced most 
strongly included joy and cheerfulness together (37,9%), enthusiasm (28,8%) 
and happiness (8%). Most respondents (83,2%) said that they participated in 
arts activities with great interest. Asked which activity of the arts course they 
enjoyed most, the pupils quoted their own planning (41,4%) and performing 
(23,3%). The arts courses provided the pupils with arts techniques, facts and 
new perspectives on the world and pupils (94%) felt they had learnt about 
many new issues about arts during the course. The pupils felt it was impor-
tant for the classroom teacher to take part in the course events, as indeed the 
teachers had done in most cases. The teacher’s participation correlated sig-
nificantly with the enthusiasm and success of subsequent discussions on 
course topics. The majority of the pupils felt that 5x2 arts courses had added 
positive variety to their school work and said they would like to attend simi-
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lar courses more often or sometime in the future ( 89,5%). The 5x2 arts 
courses were regarded as an extremely positive means of fostering pupils’ 
personal artistic activity and creativity. Both teachers and pupils felt that the 
arts courses enriched the everyday work and well-being at school. 

 
Table 1. Pupils’ learning experiences in the 5x2 arts course  
 

Learning experiences very much = 1 a little = 2 not at all = 3 
I felt I succeeded (mean: 1,384; total: 
610) 

65,1% 
397 

31,5% 
192 

3,4% 
21 

I had opportunities to put my own 
ideas into practice (mean: 1,473; total: 
607) 

59,1% 
359 

34,4% 
209 

6,4% 
39 

I learned new ways of working in 
groups (mean: 1,772; total: 601) 

39,4% 
237 

43,9% 
264 

16,6% 
100 

I learned new things about arts (mean: 
1,551; total: 606) 

54,5% 
330 

36% 
218 

9,6% 
58 

Contents were presented clearly 
(mean: 1,286; total: 608) 

75,2% 
457 

21,1% 
128 

3,8% 
23 

Arts course provided new perspec-
tives on school work (mean: 1,281; 
total: 608) 

76,2% 
463 

19,6% 
119 

4,3% 
26 

I liked the artist teacher (mean: 1,403; 
total: 608) 

67,4% 
410 

24,8% 
151 

7,7% 
47 

 
 
The teachers and pupils also had a wealth of new ideas and theme sugges-
tions for future 5x2 arts courses such as cultural themes and new technology 
in arts pedagogy. Arts education and cultural co-operation is needed. 
Changes can only start from human beings and their minds, not the system. 
At school it is the teacher who co-operates with the arts centre to improve the 
pupils’ learning environment. School staff and cultural workers need citizen’s 
courage to make changes also on the curriculum level, which is needed in the 
future when developing these 5x2 arts courses. 

 
Conclusion and discussion  
Integration between schools and arts centres also requires co-operation be-
tween subject specialists and generalists, and between schools and the whole 
cultural environment. The aim of this presentation was to study the new edu-
cational challenges of our time which are met in the new Finnish curriculum 
especially concerning arts education. The findings were surprisingly positive 
and showed teachers’ and pupils’ active interest in the arts. There were three 
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important factors behind their enthusiasm: firstly, the active learning by do-
ing and expressing the arts; secondly the new learning environment outside 
the school, and thirdly creative thinking they could engage in while working. 
However the Annantalo’s 5x2 art courses are not linked to the school curric-
ula, but I hope that they are moving towards that. Collaboration between 
schools and culture centres should be promoted and integrative culture and 
arts courses written into the school curricula. Arts education and integrated 
theme teaching are in many ways significant to the growth and development 
of the pupil at various ages. Figure 1 presents a model of integrative educa-
tion in the arts which could be used in local planning between schools and 
culture centres or communities. 

 

 
 
Figure 1. A Model of Integrative Education in the Arts  
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The importance of the arts as preschool and school subjects to which all are 
entitled should in fact be stressed right through basic education, above all 
owing to their significance to the pupils’ creative and affective growth. Many 
pupils do not come into contact with arts education in any way unless it is a 
part of the school curriculum. Affective education and growth in creativity 
are best achieved through music and other arts where emotional expression 
and creative experiences are naturally present, thus integrating into the pu-
pils’ personality.  

Teachers and pupils reported being strengthened by this integrative 
method of teaching arts. Collaboration between schools and a cultural envi-
ronment was seen as a ‘resource of crescendo’. The conclusion is that plural-
ism and creatively organised arts education in collaboration between schools 
and cultural environment need to be developed and added into the local 
schools’ curriculum.  
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Children’s right to good art and skill education in a 
Multicultural environment—Building Children’s 
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Abstract 
 
Arts and skills are an important bridge between different cultures and also within 
each culture. These subjects are often considered at schools and in different edu-
cation forums. We may ask if the pupils have the opportunity to receive enough 
art and skill education in kindergartens and schools, or even in teacher education. 
This article focuses on children’s right to access good art and skill education. The 
general research has considered the essentials of art and skill subjects in different 
forums. The philosophy of art and skill subject teaching was examined in kinder-
garten teacher education of the University of Helsinki between 2004–2006. The 
students (n=90) reflected on the essential principles and ideas in teaching music, 
visual arts, physical education, handicrafts, dance, drama and literature through 
writing an essay on the task given. The considerations also included implicitly the 
multi-cultural learning environment. After we analysed and classified the data, we 
found that the declarations of the rights of children in art and skill learning must 
be built on the principles revealed in the students’ thoughts. They consisted of es-
sential points in art and subjects, the principles, the philosophy and the values of 
good learning and teaching. 
 
Keywords: Declaration of rights; children’s art and skill education; multicultural-
ism; art and skill subjects; music education; visual art; physical education; handi-
crafts; drama; dance; literature; art education.  

 
 
 
Background 
In many institutes art and skill (in this article we mean: music, physical edu-
cation, art, home economics and handicrafts) teachers have to defend and 
explain their right to teach the subjects mentioned. In recent newspaper arti-
cles, both students and teachers have expressed their anxiety and concern 
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about learning and teaching art and skill subjects in the Finnish school sys-
tem. This concern is not without a good reason.  

The share of the art and skill subjects in the whole curriculum of classes 
3–6 has dropped between 1866–1993 from 30% to 20% (Kauranne 1994). 
Erkkilä (2003) discovered that the share of art and skill subjects in the com-
pulsory school subjects has been at the lowest level since 1994 compared to 
the times of Cygnaeus (the founding father of the Finnish school institution). 
Compulsory art studies in classroom teacher education (music and art) have 
alsodecreased between 1990–2002 in ten teacher education universities from 
10.4 credits to 6.4 credits (mean value). After the latest curriculum reform 
(2006), the numbers have become even smaller. The trend has continued 
during the beginning of the 21st century in teacher education (Vesioja 2006).  

Nowadays art and skill subject teachers are often obliged to justify their 
subjects in different forums. On the other hand, the meaning and significance 
of arts have been questioned through centuries although they are a part of 
humanity and an important part of human growth. Currently, it is important 
to ask whether children and young people have a possibility to study these art 
and skill subjects sufficiently. Can they receive good art education in kinder-
gartens, schools or even in university-level classroom teacher education pro-
grams? 

 
A child’s right to receive good art and skill education 
Kurkela (2006) cleverly describes the significance and value of art and skill 
education: cultural education as well as art and skill education may be in a 
very important role when we try to bring up citizens who are active, coopera-
tive and responsible while we develop a Finnish society which is lively, plu-
ralistic and humanistic. Such education will develop the overall personality 
of children, young people and even adults as well as bring fresh points of 
view, new skills and know-how while fostering a creative attitude. This de-
velopment increases the growth of momentous life consciousness and a feel-
ing of life control. A well-functioning musical and artistic environment 
builds valuable preparedness and willingness which will show their impor-
tance not only in the field of art, but also in the field of science and the gen-
eral mental and emotional wellbeing of the whole society.  

In this article we focus on children’s right to art and skill education. We 
examine the essential factors which become evident while learning and teach-
ing art and skill subjects. The question was considered during the lection 
“Philosophy of art and art education” between 2004–2006. The students 
(n=90) reflected on and contemplated in groups the indispensable principles 
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and conceptions in learning and teaching music, art, physical education, 
handicrafts, drama, dance and literary art. From these considerations we built 
the declarations of children’s rights in art and skill education. In these decla-
rations we collected the essential foundations, principles, philosophy and 
values behind good teaching and learning in art and skill subjects. The idea 
vas originally elaborated in the field of music education (Elliott 1995; Regel-
ski 1998; Reimer 1989; Swanwick 1994; Pugh et al. 1998; Heimonen 2002) 
and the thesis about music education has been published in conclusions of an 
article concentrating on the meanings of music in fostering children’s and 
youngsters’ art learning (Ruismäki et al. 2006). Material for this article was 
collected by email. The declarations are under further development (Oikeus-
turvajulistukset 2007) based on continuous, ongoing feedback.  

 
A child’s legal right declaration in music  
1. A child has a right to sing.  
2. Allow the child to find sounds in the surrounding environment, explore 

them and also notice the importance of silence. 
3. Find the emotion of the song and let the child feel safe through singing. 
4. Allow the child to make his/her own music and manifest it through move-

ment. 
5. Give the child an opportunity to play a musical instrument. 
6. Help the child to find his/her own music. 
7. Permit the child to hear all kinds of music and learn to understand them. 
8. Let singing and playing music create experiences and memories for the 

child. 
9. Pass on the joy and delight of music-making to the child. 
10. Let music join children, parents, people, cultures and the world together. 

 
A child’s legal right declaration in visual arts 
1. A child has the right to feel the joy of making things and succeeding in 

the field of visual arts. 
2. A child has a right to get to know various materials and use equipment 

which is in good condition. 
3. A child has the right to explore and to become enthusiastic and receive 

expert guidance in different areas of expression and work.  
4. A child should have an opportunity to express visual arts in his/her own 

way; he/she has the right to be creative and to carry out creative projects 
from the beginning to the end. 

5. Visual art exercises must be planned for the children, not for the parents 
or the teacher.  



156 Heikki Ruismäki & Antti Juvonen  

 

6. A child has the right to gain experiences and present his/her opinion about 
different areas of visual arts.  

7. Every child should receive fair, equal and encouraging feedback (not 
criticism) about his/her work to support the need for self-expression.  

8. A child should have an opportunity to show his own works to receive 
sincere appreciation.  

9. A child has the right to an interactive relationship with an adult who is 
active in the visual arts. 

10. A child’s comprehensive art experiences should be supported and encour-
aged without confining them to the classroom or school lessons.  
 

A child’s legal right declaration in physical education 
1. A child has the right to move. 
2. Offer the child the experience of moving. 
3. Give the child positive experiences through physical exercise—the physi-

cal self-conception is carried throughout life. 
4. Praise and encourage the child regardless of his/her skills. 
5. Allow the child to get to know him or herself through his/her own body 

and physical exercise. 
6. Offer a wide vision of physical exercise, not just competitive sports. 
7. Offer the child a way to find challenges and surpass his/her own expecta-

tions. 
8. Give the child an opportunity to get to know different sports and ways of 

moving also integrated to other subjects. 
9. Let the child feel the joy and delight of moving alone and in groups. 
10. Encourage children to find and live their own sport dreams, not those of 

their parents.  
 

A child’s legal rights declaration in handicrafts 
1. A child has the right to develop his/her hand skills using quality tools. 
2. A child has the right to get to know all kinds of different materials. 
3. Let the child design and create the products him or herself. 
4. A child has the right to express him/herself through handcrafts. 
5. A child has the right to a safe work environment. 
6. A child has a right to learn to appreciate his/her own and other people’s 

handworks.  
7. A child has the right to enough time for the work. 
8. A child has the right to work without being compared with others. 
9. A child has the right to versatile stimuli in handicrafts. 
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10. A child has the right to have an encouraging, emboldening and apprecia-
tive teacher. 
 

A child’s legal rights declaration in drama  
1. Let the child be heard and appreciate his expressions 
2. Create together with the child a safe, appreciative and encouraging envi-

ronment to express him/herself. 
3. Give the child enough time to find his/her own way of expression. 
4. Encourage the child to use his energy constructively through expressing 

him/her self. 
5. Offer the child an opportunity to quieten, calm down and relax. 
6. Be an example in expression for the child and show him/her the different 

areas of drama.  
7. Give the child a chance to develop his/her ability for empathy though 

drama. 
8. A child has a right to receive many-sided encounters and experiences of 

high-level children’s culture. 
9. A child has a right to experiences, joy and happiness in processing his/her 

own emotions and feelings. 
10. A child has a right to focused drama education, but also to freedom of 

expression.  
 

A child’s legal rights declaration in dance    
1. Dance with the child. 
2. Encourage and motivate the child to dance. 
3. Give a child an opportunity to express his/her own emotions through 

dance. 
4. Let the child find the limits of his/her own body through dance. 
5. Let the child create movements using his/her creativity and imagination. 
6. Let the child feel the music with his/her own body and dance to the 

rhythm. 
7. Let the child use his/her own body as an instrument. 
8. Show the child many forms of dance through performances. 
9. Offer the child an opportunity to practise dance under guidance together 

with the other children.  
10. Let the child know about other cultures and their music through dance. 
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A child’s declaration of legal rights in literary art  
Give the child a mother tongue and with it the understanding. 
Give him/her words and thoughts, 
Rhymes, sentences, fairy tale pictures and stories; 
These are food for the mind, building material, 
Potatoes with red salmon. 
 
Give the child words, dreams and fantasies; 
Feelings, experiences expressed by words 
To be articulated in thousands of ways 
And to be expressed with own words. 
 
Give the child words, 
The gift of hearing and listening, 
The keys for reading and knowing, 
Opening gates to new possibilities  
And new worlds. 
 
Give a child a language to sing and speak; 
Words carrying forward; 
Leading to the good life; 
To the joy and unity of the people 
Creativity and shared bread; 
Work and love together.  
 
Give a child a tree of fairy tales, 
The magic forest, 
Where the gnomes and fairies wonder, 
With the wings of Pegasus, carry the child 
To the world of literary art. 
 

The Analysis of the declarations 
The declarations formed from the students’ group works have a common 
focus. Many of the principles mentioned are common to all art and skill sub-
jects. The core subjects are presented as a right, possibility or as a directive 
for action. The theses were expressed—as is common in these declarations—
on a rather abstract level without going into concrete details. The strength of 
this kinds of declaration lies in making people focus on the factors in art and 
skill subjects which make them especially important. In the best situation 
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these declarations would be accepted at least on an ideological and theoretical 
level; putting them into action might be difficult for many reasons. 

Explicitly the right to achievement is strongly expressed in the declara-
tions: a right to sing and play, a right to visual art, a right to physical move-
ment, a right to develop hand skills, a right to expression, dance, language 
and use of the mind. Art and skill subjects are seen as important factors in the 
general development of a child, not only as a means of teaching the contents 
of the curriculum.  

Many of the declarations are based on child-centreredness as a starting 
point. The action begins from the child and is brought out by parental guid-
ance. The outer appearances of activities were diverse: a possibility to create 
songs, plan visual art and handicraft works, an opportunity to find one’s own 
limits in the fields of dance, physical movement, drama or other expression 
channel. 

Feeling joy and happiness were also in focus in art and skill subjects. 
Overall, the freedom to experience, process and channel one’s own emotions 
and feelings was emphasised in many declarations. Although the principle is 
generally acceptable, the real life of a pupil may occur in a quite different 
light (http://bulsa.helsinki.fi/~hruismak/materiaalit.htm; Ruismäki & Juvonen 
2006).  

It seems to be essential in most of the declarations that the child is able to 
gain encounters and experiences of success in different art and skills sub-
jects. At their best these may help the child to build a positive self concept, 
feel enjoyment and satisfaction, to know him/herself together with the envi-
ronment and to build values and attitudes. Adults are encouraged to offer 
children opportunities to gain rich and positive experiences.  

Working, acting and experiencing things together were highlighted in 
some of the declarations as principles of good art education. Not only the 
interaction inside oneself but also the interaction between other members of 
the achievement group may occur when dealing with art and skill subjects.  

The encouragement of a child’s own expression was seen as extremely 
important in many of the declarations. When an adult gives a child an oppor-
tunity to express him/herself in many different ways and areas, it is obvious 
that the child in time will find his own way of expression inside some of the 
art and skill subjects. Education should acquaint the child with his/her own 
cultural heritage and traditions. Fairy tales, rhymes, games, plays, songs, 
architecture and visual arts help the child to know his/her own roots and find 
the power they offer.  

An adult who offers the possibilities to experience arts and skills should 
always concentrate on the interests of the child and ensure that the experi-
ences are many-sided. The role of an adult in most of the declarations is be-
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ing just, fair, encouraging and supportive. He/she should act as a special 
guide who creates a supportive and safe environment for learning. An adult 
should also act as a positive example in art and skill subjects areas.  

A child should be offered challenging tasks suitable for his/her stage of 
development in a stimulating and safe environment for the achievement of 
the skills. All materials and means for work securely should be guaranteed 
for every child. The work environment should be a place for safe and creative 
self-expression for a child. 

In the declarations, a child is guided to find thoughts and ideas and is en-
couraged to express emotions and to find his/her own creativity. A child must 
not be pushed in the action or activity; creative expression must have room 
and time to occur. Too much comparison and evaluation was often seen as 
negative; also competition should be avoided, according to the declarations.  

In education all senses should be taken into account giving room to a 
child’s personality, originality and dissimilarities. Developing a positive self-
concept is one of the most important tasks of art education: it creates the 
basics for the child’s own activities (Tereska 2003; Ruismäki & Ruohonen 
2006; Juvonen & Ruismäki 2006). It is most important to accept oneself and 
others, to be liberal and unprejudiced as well merciful to oneself and others.  

  
Discussion 
The UNICEF Convention on the rights of the child (http://www.unicef 
.org/crc/) was the first legally conclusive international juridical instrument to 
guarantee the child’s full human rights in all situations and circumstances. It 
defines the child’s civil, cultural, economical, political and social rights. The 
convention was made in 1989 from the starting point that children under 
eighteen years old need special caretaking and nursing in human rights which 
adults do not especially need. It consists of 54 articles and two extra proto-
cols. It defines the basic rights of the child everywhere and in all situations 
(LOS 1989). The convention is an internationally accepted agreement of the 
rights all children should have regardless of colour, sex, language, religion, 
political opinions, nationality, ethnic or social background, wealth, disability 
or extraction. 

The principles of UNESCO about culture and art education as a basic 
right for all the citizens are guiding the achievement of many different insti-
tutes and organisations. (http://www.unsco.org/culture/lea.) For example, the 
Finnish music council (http://www.musiikkineuvosto.fi/) promotes the social 
valuation and state of musical life and music education, develops the possi-
bilities of action in fields of music increasing cooperation inside the music 
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branch among organisations and by developing information nets. The organi-
sation also belongs to international development in culture and music trying 
to promote the basic rights for art education in EU countries. These general 
principles are seen in national art education activity and they have also an 
effect on the declarations in this article.  

Many of the principles of good art education are exactly the same as those 
of a good life (MLL 2005; LSKL 2006; Muomen musiikkineuvosto 2006; 
Juvonen & Ruismäki 2005). Varto (2006) notes that since ancient Greek 
times, the essential focus in philosophy has been on a definition of good life. 
The importance of art is seen as we research the life of people. Through arts 
an individual is in connection with the surrounding world and reality. What 
would be a more appropriate way to anchor ourselves to the surrounding 
reality than by learning to understand the world and human life through mu-
sic, dance and theatre, Varto asks. 

In our article we have asked questions and suggested themes on the sig-
nificance of art and skill subjects. This leads us to think about the signifi-
cance of the compulsory school’s art and skill education: what kind of expe-
riences have the pupils received and how should the education be developed 
further? What effects do the art and skill subjects have on an individual and 
his/her development? How does this affect learning other subjects? Why is 
music valuable enough to be taught to children?  

Naturally the declarations presented in this article should be widened to 
other fields of arts and skills as well as other parts of education. In a modern 
society, media education, environment and technologic education also are 
worthy of their own declarations of children’s rights. Traditionally these 
subjects have not been in the focus of arts and skills, but are nowadays in 
direct connection with art as it continues to achieve new types of appear-
ances.  

The declarations in this article are applications for describing the rights of 
children in the field of art and skill education. For example ensuring safety, a 
stimulating, balanced environment and many- sided development, making 
sure that the educational environment is good, supporting parents in raising 
children are all also a focus of children’s protection organisations. The right 
to good art and skill education relates to the protection of pupils. It is a re-
sponsibility of all teachers and teacher educators which now can be expressed 
in the form of a poem: 
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For years I believed, 
That teaching at its best would be 

A teacher loving teaching, until I noticed 
That it is not enough to have teaching  

Circling inside oneself 
 

I found the students and understood, 
That the teacher should love his students, 

Willing to be a good Teacher 
  

Until I noticed, that it is not enough, 
It is the learning a teacher should love 

- Learning and only that. 
 

After years of trying I was awakened to see 
That the learning is not only the task for me and my students 

It is Our task and a task for Us all  
 
What is art? And what is skill? The questions may have many answers and 
many meanings (Juvonen & Ruismäki 2004; 2006). The positive force of 
different art conceptions is that they direct interest and attention to the sig-
nificant elements and factors in an art object, performance or event. Many 
theoreticians tend to think that art is such a many-sided phenomenon that it 
cannot be exhaustively determined; there only are some signs changing from 
one artefact to another. Art and skill are open conceptions and that makes it 
useless to try to form only one theory about their essence. One thing is sure: 
the essentials of art and skills as well as their significance for education have 
been researched for decades and probably will be in the future too. After all, 
every child has a right to a good art and skill education. 
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