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Rights of the child to the arts, culture and creativity 

 
Preface 
 
The Second Intercultural Conference in Arts and Skills Education was held 
on October 9, 2009 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 at the University of Helsinki. The theme 
of the Conference was Rights of the Child to the Arts, Culture and Creativi-
ty. The main areas of discussion under the theme were Arts and Skills as 
Cultural Manifestation in Basic and Teacher Education, Rights of the Child 
to Arts and Play, Creativity in Arts and Skills Education and Media Educa-
tion and the Arts. Participants in the conference were educational researchers 
and practitioners; they were active in promoting their ideas on arts education 
and their current applications especially in the teacher educational field.  

This year 2009 was the jubilee year of the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child. In 1989, world leaders decided that children needed a special con-
vention just for them because people under 18 years old often need special 
care and protection that adults do not. The leaders also wanted to make sure 
that the world recognised that children have human rights too. This confer-
ence solemnised the Rights of the Child, especially to the arts and cultural 
life. According to Article 31, States Parties recognise the right of the child to 
rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to 
the age of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts. States 
Parties shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate fully in 
cultural and artistic life and shall encourage the provision of appropriate and 
equal opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity.  

The keynote speakers were Professor Eeva Anttila on the topic of Chil-
dren’s Right to Dance; Professor Nigel Marshall on Musical style discrimina-
tion in the early years; Professor Therese Quinn on The Child’s Right to 
Change Her World: Art Education for the Development of Active Partici-
pants in Civil Society; Educational Curator Erica Othman on Understanding 
Art by Doing—Workshops in the Ateneum Art Museum, and Group Head of 
Early Childhood Education and Care in Finland, Dr. Anna-Leena Välimäki 
on the topic of Developing Children’s Arts Education.  

The theme groups for researchers were: Arts and Skills as Cultural Mani-
festation in Basic and Teacher Education; Rights of the Child to Arts and 
Play, Creativity in Arts and Skills Education 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. 
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In this post-conference book eleven peer-rated and accepted presentations 
are categorised 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: Ulla Härkönen 
(University of Eastern Finland); Martina Paatela-Nieminen (University of 
Eastern Finland); Kimmo Lehtonen (University of Turku); Seija Karppinen 
(University of Helsinki); Raili Lehtolainen (University of Helsinki); Erja 
Syrjäläinen (University of Helsinki); Anu Tuulmets (Tallinn University), and 
Rytis Urniežius (Šiauliai University). We thank them for their valuable com-
ments. We express our gratitude to the revisor Marlene Broemer for her work 
of correcting articles in English. Thanks also to Mikko Halonen and especial-
ly to amanuensis Kari Perenius for their help in corrections and layout of this 
book. We hope that you will enjoy refreshing and artistic moments with this 
post-conference book. 
 

 
 

 
Editors 
 
 
Heikki Ruismäki and Inkeri Ruokonen 



 

 
 

A poem about children’s rights 
 
 
This poem was printed on a calendar for 2002, displayed in the United 
Nations Building in New York. 

 
 
 
 
 

There shall be peace on earth, but not until 

All children daily eat their fill, 

Go warmly clad against the winter wind 

And learn their lessons with a tranquil mind. 

And then, released from hunger, fear and need 

Regardless of their color, race or creed 

Look upward smiling to their skies, 

Their faith in life reflected in their eyes. 

Dorothy Roigt 
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Comparing some aspects of Estonian and Finnish 

music educational systems and curricula 
Anu Sepp, Inkeri Ruokonen & Heikki Ruismäki 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 

This article concentrates on the music education in Estonian and Finnish schools, especially 
the latest reforms of national curriculum for basic education. In order to understand the cur-
rent situation and to plan for the future it is helpful to know something about the Estonian 
and Finnish school systems and how they have developed. A brief historical survey of how 
music teaching has developed in the Estonian and Finnish school is first introduced. After 
that the current trends of Estonian and Finnish music education are examined through the 
tasks and values of music in new national core curriculum of basic education. Music educa-
tion of upper-secondary schools, music institutes and teacher education is also described. 
This article shows the similarities and differences between the music education of Estonia 
and Finland. Future challenges in music and teacher education in both of the countries are 
also discussed.  
 
Keywords: music education, value system, preschool children, music teacher. 
 
 
 

Comparing the music educational charts of Estonia and 
Finland 
 
Throughout their history, the people of Estonia have always valued learning 
and a quality education. Despite the uniformity of education systems during 
the Soviet period, the Estonian education system, as well as those in the other 
Baltic States, was able to preserve certain differences compared to the rest of 
the Union. For example much attention was paid to the preservation of the 
Estonian language and culture within the confines of a totalitarian state. The 
understanding is, that in this tiny country, which has limited natural re-
sources, one of the main drivers of the development of society is a solid edu-
cation system. Since 1992, Estonia has made constant progress in the gradual 
establishment and improvement of the education system through the legisla-
tive powers of the independent state. The Ministry of Education and Research 
of Estonia is working continuously to shape the conditions for an education 
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system that is ready for the demands of a modern, knowledge-based society. 
Such a system provides a high quality education, is transparent and open to 
innovation, works on social inclusion and creates incentives for lifelong 
learning in order to support the development of all citizens and of the Esto-
nian nation, especially within a unified Europe (Kangron, 2009). 

According to Kangron (2009), the Estonian music education system (Fig-
ure 1) has two branches. Firstly, music is one of compulsory subjects in gen-
eral education (in kindergarten, primary school, basic school and secondary 
schools). Special music education is available in music and art schools, in 
special music colleges, in the Tallinn Music High School and in the Estonian 
Academy of Music and Theatre. 

 

 
 
Figure 1. Estonian music education system chart 
 
Music is studied at every level of Finnish education (see Figures 2 and 3). 
Comprehensive school provides a nine-year educational programme for all 
school-age children, beginning at the age of seven. Post-comprehensive edu-
cation is given by upper-secondary schools (approx. three years, ending in the 
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matriculation examination) and vocational schools (two to three years, lead-
ing to basic professional qualifications). Higher education is provided by 20 
universities and 32 polytechnics. Every other Finn has completed post-
comprehensive school education and 14 per cent have a university degree or 
equivalent (read more: http://www.minedu.fi/minedu/education/). 

 

 
 
Figure 2. Finnish education system chart 
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Figure 3. Finnish music education system chart 
 
Finnish music schools and institutions are organised similar to those in the 
Baltic States. A child learns to play musical instruments first at a music 
school, and after graduating from it with good marks usually at the age of 
fifteen, he/she may go to a music institute. Later the best students may con-
tinue professional music studies at the Sibelius Academy. Teaching at muni-
cipal music institutes is concentrated almost totally on classical music, but 
nowadays there are more and more commercial music schools which teach 
popular music (Anttila 2005, 7).  
 
 
History of music education in Finnish and Estonian schools 
 
The organisation of Finnish public education began in the 1850s on the order 
of Tsar Alexander II. Church music was accordingly given a central place in 
the school curriculum. Uno Cygnaeus, the father of the Finnish folk school 
placed great importance on music. Also Elias Lönnrot, who compiled the 
national epos Kalevala, recognised the importance of music. Lönnrot wanted 
the traditional instrument, the kantele to be played in the folk school (Parta-
nen 2006).  

The kantele was forgotten for a long period in music education in Finnish 
schools, but the new interest in Finnish folk music and Kalevala-style singing 
probably originated in Kaustinen, where the first Finnish Folk Music Festival 
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took place in 1968. Professor Martti Pokela worked hard to establish folk 
music as a subject field in the Sibelius Academy, and in music teacher educa-
tion, during the 1970s and 1980s. Nowadays, we can say that Finnish folk 
music has a firm place in Finnish music, culture and education. The kantele is 
now used in both traditional and modern ways. A new electronic 5-string 
kantele has been developed and the kantele sound is heard not only in Finnish 
folk music, but also in arrangements of world music and other music styles 
(Ruokonen 2003). 

According to Partanen (2006), the pragmatic views on the objectives and 
content of education are by no means new in the Finnish school. It is an in-
teresting question whether it was the strong new interest in instrumental 
music that lowered the status of school music. Instrumental music was 
largely held to be secular while vocal music was sacred. Music was taught in 
girls’ schools more than others; perhaps it was permissible for young ladies 
to sing and play, but prospective civil servants had no use for such skills. In 
other words, arts education was no longer very highly valued. A common 
practice until the 1960s was that music was taught at secondary schools only 
in the two or at most three lowest grades (Partanen 2006).  

Music had a place in the curriculum in both the elementary or folk school 
and the secondary school, before the comprehensive school was introduced in 
the early 1970s. Those, who went to the secondary school, usually did so 
after studying for four years in the folk school. Others completed the 7- or 8-
year folk school and then continued at a vocational school or went to work. 
Most of those who completed secondary school and passed the final examin-
ations chose academic careers. Folk school teachers had studied at teacher 
training institutes, while the subject teachers of secondary schools had ac-
quired an academic education. All folk school grades and the first 1–3 secon-
dary school grades had 1–2 weekly hours of music including some voluntary 
music clubs or lessons in instrumental music. There was a serious shortage of 
qualified music teachers, because most schools were too small to afford a 
specific music teacher’s post. In earlier times folk school teachers, especially 
in the countryside, easily became the central figures in the musical life of the 
local community. Thus music classes were usually taught by unqualified 
teachers, which by no means improved the status of music among the school 
subjects (Partanen 2006). In this respect, the situation today has changed and 
there is the opposite problem: there are a great number of qualified music 
teachers, but a small number of music lessons in the school curriculum.  

The Act on Basic Education came into force in August 1970, and it was 
implemented gradually, beginning from the north of Finland. The new system 
not only involved a structural change but also a thorough reform of curricular 
content. The development of the curricular content became a continuing pro-
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cess; the reform that is presently underway, is the third “wave” during the 
past two decades. “Variety” became the key word in the curriculum of music 
education. Music lessons used to be called ‘singing lessons’, but this term 
was officially dropped, and, alongside vocal music, an increased importance 
is now placed on instrumental music, listening to musical performances, 
physical expression and various forms of creative work. The designers of the 
comprehensive school curriculum drew attention to the importance of art 
education for a pupil’s personal development. Counsellor Marja Linnankivi 
from the National Board of General Education together with music lecturer 
Liisa Tenkku and Ellen Urho, the Dean of the Sibelius Academy, developed 
the basis for Finnish school music pedagogy. They emphasised pupils’ per-
sonal practice and creative expression to develop a positive attitude and a 
life-long interest in music. Erkki Pohjola and Inkeri Simola-Isaksson also 
have to be mentioned in developing Finnish school music education, espe-
cially through combining singing and movement. They also introduced the 
pedagogical ideas of Kodály, Jaques-Dalcroze and Orff and applied them to 
Finnish music education (Ruismäki & Ruokonen, 2006).  

In Estonia singing church hymns (chorals) was the beginning of music in-
struction in Estonian school culture at the end of the 19th century (Andresen 
2003). However, the foundations of national Estonian music education were 
laid in the 1920s and 1930s. Estonian education was then deeply influenced 
by the educational reform movement: “...which focussed its emphasis upon 
the needs of the individual child and introduced the work-oriented and ex-
perience-orientated education movements, both implemented in the renewed 
educational discourse” (Pinar 2000). 

The list of people who all have made their contributions to Estonian 
music education in the schools is long, but the ideas and work of one particu-
lar person deserve special attention. Riho Päts was the person who developed 
the concept of school music, established its system, and his ideas are still up-
to-date. He managed to integrate and synthesize the 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 and 
the concept of music appreciation) (Rannap 1997). 

An important step in the development of music education 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 concerned and also the musical education provided for 
kindergarten teachers as a part of their training, was at a very good level. The 
innovative ideas of M. Montessori, R. Steiner, E. Jacques-Dalcroze and F. 
Froebel were introduced in the training of kindergarten teachers. In addition 
musical instruments were used in kindergartens and various music-related 
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activities (singing, movement, dance- and playing of instruments) were inte-
grated. 

According to Selke (2003), the whole concept of Estonian music educa-
tion had been elaborated by the end of the 1930s. The rational part including 
elementary theory and the emotional part, including musical activities: sing-
ing, movement, playing, were skilfully united into one holistic system. Start-
ing music education at the kindergarten level and proceeding up to the end of 
upper-secondary school (gymnasium), provided the desired consistency in 
music education. The new conception united both traditional methods (sing-
ing together, choir singing) and innovative ideas from Europe (Kodály or the 
relative system and Orff's children’s instruments) (Päts 1989). 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, which resulted in the first steps in research on music 
education and the musical development of children. 

Singing has always been and still is of the greatest importance in Estonia; 
especially popular is choir singing. In 1869 the first Estonian Song Festival 
was held in Tartu; in 2009 the 140th anniversary of the Song Festival tradi-
tion was celebrated. In order to popularise choir singing among youth and to 
preserve and develop the tradition, special Song Festivals for children and 
youth have been organized since 1962. In 2007 the number of choir singers 
all over Estonia who took part in the Song Festival for children and youth 
was about 23 000. 

 
 

Philosophical and cultural approaches to current music 
education in Finland and Estonia 
 
The importance of music as a mediator of values and ideologies should be 
clear to everyone: it has served different ideologies and had different aims 
through history. Finland and Estonia have been in a good position because 
they still maintaining music as a compulsory subject in the National Curricu-
lum, which deserves research in specific fields from history of music educa-
tion to psychology of music and implementation of different methods, to 
name just a few. 

In the present national curricula of both countries for basic education, 
music is a part of the arts. The whole concept of arts as well as arts education 
has many meanings and connections and is not easy to define perfectly: it 
encompasses the development of affective, cognitive, technological, psycho-
motoric and social skills as well as specific subject knowledge. Arts educa-
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tion covers visual arts, music, handicraft, sports (physical exercise) in both 
Estonia and Finland, plus dance, theatre, drama and literature.  

The mentioned subjects being taught at general comprehensive schools 
are based on long educational traditions, different philosophical points of 
view, changing educational focuses, different social and political factors and 
humanistic, commercial, competitive or utilitarian points of view. The arts 
have both individual and broader social and cultural meaning. They may lead 
the way to understanding people’s minds, thinking, emotions and deepest 
feelings. The value and status of different arts in an individual’s mind may 
vary widely. The modern idea of arts education includes the idea of every 
human being’s right to the arts, the right to feel, react, experience or make 
arts (Kaartinen & Viitanen 2000). Philosophical discussions about the essen-
tials and foci of art and arts education in connection with its manifestations 
are taking place in many forums. These different background philosophies 
are embodied in the teaching and learning processes of individual teachers, 
either consciously or unconsciously. As a whole, the volume of research, 
which has been done, or is being done on arts subjects at school, is far from 
the desired goal, although Heidi Westerlund (2003) and Lauri Väkevä (2009) 
have studied in depth the philosophy of music education in Finland in recent 
years.  

In Estonia the research done on music education is only beginning. So far 
the main themes in music education research have concerned the history and 
methods of music education. Despite the solid foundation of Estonian music 
education, laid in the 1930s by  

Professor Riho Päts, who masterfully united the modern ideas of Euro-
pean reform-pedagogy, the ideas of Kodaly and Orff with Estonian folk and 
artistic music, no in-depth studies can be found. At present this unique and 
consistent concept of music teaching has been supplemented with modern 
ideas of activity learning, music therapy (painting, drawing) and multicultur-
alism. 

Ruokonen & Muldma ( 2007) have researched sustainable and cultural 
meanings of music in basic education through 8th grade pupils’ thoughts and 
experiences. Their study indicates that Estonian and Finnish 8th grade pupils 
see music as an essential value. At the same time, in spite of the continuous 
systematic process of music education, they mostly appreciate contemporary 
music. Both ‘inherent’ meanings and ‘delineated’ meanings (Green 2006) 
were found in pupils’ writings and they were strongly connected with each 
another. Strong emotions and meaningful experiences in listening to and 
making music became meaningful especially on all levels of three-
dimensional theory as shown by Erkkilä (1999). Practical musical activity 
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stays in the background and therefore pupils primarily regard music as either 
pleasure or therapy. 

Music also had important cultural and educational roles for sustainable 
development in both countries. The meanings of music were connected to the 
values of recognising diversity and increasing the respect and tolerance for 
differences. Music also promoted the creativity of pupils in a spirit of free-
dom and intercultural dialogue. New technology seemed to become important 
in promoting new original forms of musical expression. Music was also one 
of the best ways to maintain cultural vitality. In Estonia, people had experi-
enced “the Singing revolution”; in Finland folk music can be studied as a 
main subject at Sibelius Academy. The trend of globalisation was also 
strongly seen in the music cultures of young people. Their research demon-
strated that music lessons in form 8 had no effect on the development of 
national identity and there were only a few pupils admitting that they liked 
listening to folk music in both countries. Another regrettable circumstance is 
that only some pupils go to the opera or attend concerts of classical music 
(Ruokonen & Muldma, 2007). 

According to Ruokonen & Muldma (2007), students considered music 
education to be a part of their culture and cultural education. There seemed to 
be a significant interest in music and music education among students, and 
more widely than a basic education can nowadays provide in Finland. The 
personality of a music teacher was an important motivator in school music 
studies. Music could be more connected to the cross-curricular themes, which 
were included in the core to teach pupils future-oriented thinking about eco-
logical, economical, social and cultural sustainability. If the Finnish curricu-
lum would also include compulsory music education in forms 7 to 9, the 
music teacher could support pupils in their musical, cultural and personal 
growth According to students, music meant a lot to them, mostly on a per-
sonal level; the themes concerning musical self-expression and a person’s 
emotional growth are found in the essays. Music gave pupils the opportunity 
to join a group and develop their social and musical skills by playing, singing 
and dancing. Writers emphasised the need for praxial learning (‘learning by 
doing’) in school music education, as well as the importance of understand-
ing the music culture as a lively, developing but not rootless, process. Music 
mattered to pupils in basic education, in both Estonia and Finland. The im-
portance of music reflects the many challenges for sustainable development 
in culture and education (Ruokonen & Muldma 2007). 
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The music syllabus in the national curriculum 
 
In Finland music education is a meaningful resource for instruction in the 
curriculum, where special national and local attributes, national languages 
(Finnish and Swedish), two national churches, the Sami as an indigenous 
people and national minorities, as well as the immigrants from other count-
ries, must be taken into consideration. In the curriculum, basic education 
forms an integral unit. The objectives and core content of the instruction are 
defined in the national core curriculum by subject or subject group for seg-
ments falling between curricular transition points according to the distribu-
tion of lessons in the Government Decree of 2001. For the subject group of 
arts, crafts and physical education the objectives, the core content, and de-
scriptions of good performance and criteria for final assessment have been 
formulated for the minimum number of lessons on a subject-by-subject basis. 
This is a problematic point because it now seems that in many schools for 
several reasons, usually financial, the number of these lessons remains at the 
minimum (Ruismäki & Ruokonen 2006). 

In the Finnish National Curriculum the distribution of music lessons in 
compulsory basic education is at least one hour per week from the 1st to the 
7th grade, and after that learning music is voluntary. Basic music education 
takes place during 1st–7th grades and is taught in grades 1st–6th mainly by 
class teachers. Only in grade 7 and in the following grades, are voluntary 
courses in general upper secondary schools taught by specialist music teach-
ers. There are also 13 hours of optional subjects, which may also be used for 
arts education, but the decision lies with the local school. In upper-secondary 
school, at least one 38-hour course in music is provided for all students, after 
which students may choose to continue to study music, if they so wish. 

In the Estonian National Curriculum, compulsory basic education also 
forms an integral unit consisting of such different sub-units as development 
of competencies, cross-curricular instruction, compulsory and optional (selec-
tive) subjects, foundations for assessment, and specification of educational 
and instructional processes. The comprehensive education school is divided 
into 3 stages: stage I include grades 1–3, stage II include grades 4–6 and 
stage II has grades 7–9. 

According to this document, music is studied at every level in grades 1–9, 
and also in upper-secondary schools (grades 10–12), music is taught to 
everyone in all grades with three courses each of which is 35 hours. There are 
two music lessons in grades 1–4 and one music lesson in grades 5–12. At-
tending music lessons is compulsory. Depending on the local school curricu-
lum, there may be additional lessons in music (there are 7–10 lessons for 
optional subjects in basic school, according to the stage of study). 
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Structure, content and objectives of the music syllabus in 
Estonia and Finland 
 
In curriculum theory there are two main approaches to organising the content 
in the “learning plans”: a Lehrplan type plan where the content is more ex-
actly specified and detailed, and a curriculum type which gives more freedom 
for selecting the content and practical implementation of the framework. 

According to Kertz-Welzel (2004), the Lehrplan is a state-mandated syl-
labus that prescribes the general outline of content in specific school subjects. 
The Lehrplan is only a framework that offers topics to be covered in lessons, 
but it does not give teachers specific guidelines as to the content of sequential 
methods in lessons. The Lehrplan offers considerable freedom regarding the 
content, goal and process for each lesson, and provides general recommenda-
tions about what students of several grades should know about a subject, such 
as music or mathematics. 

For most of the last 2000 years, curriculum has been synonymous with 
content. Today, curriculum can be defined in different ways, depending on 
which aspects of the teaching-learning process a curriculum theorist decides 
to emphasize. So here is one interesting difference: although both Estonia and 
Finland (as most of the Nordic countries) have been influenced by the Ger-
man tradition of Didaktik and Lehrplan, the structure of the music syllabus in 
the present core curriculum is different: in Finland it follows more the idea of 
the curriculum-type, while in Estonia it follows the the Lehrplan.  

The Finnish music syllabus gives first the main ideas of music teaching 
and the general objectives. The music syllabus is divided into two main 
stages: grades 1–4 and 5–9, giving very general objectives, content and learn-
ing outcomes for both stages. This is really more like a framework (pro-
gramme) allowing each teacher to make decisions about implementation and 
choice of content for specific grades. The Estonian music syllabus is more 
specific and exact, giving first the general description of the subject and the 
ideas for music in the three basic school stages as well as the objectives. 
After that, quite detailed learning activities, content and learning outcomes 
are given for all three stages. 

In the Finnish music syllabus the task of music instruction in the new core 
curriculum is based on a socio-cultural view of education. The main objec-
tives of music education are to help the pupils find their own objects of inter-
est in music, to encourage them to become engaged in musical activities, to 
give them a means of expressing themselves musically, and to support their 
overall growth. Music education helps pupils to understand that music is 
connected to the time and situation; it is culturally and socially variable and 
has a different meaning for different people at different times.  
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In the Estonian music syllabus the main goals and objectives of music 
education are primarily to enhance the children’s emotional world, help pu-
pils to develop an interest in music, enrich their musical experience and sup-
port the development of a balanced personality. Secondly, a goal is to lay the 
foundations for the development of an integrated and holistic conception of 
the world by understanding music—taste, criteria for its socio-cultural evalu-
ation, active and emotional perception of music. A third goal is the develop-
ment of musical literacy, active listening skills, memory, attention, co-
ordination and a sense of rhythm (Põhikooli ja gümnaasiumi riiklik 
õppekava, 2002). 

It has been clearly pointed out that the teacher has to find and choose rep-
ertoire and tasks appropriate to pupils’ age and musical skills. The main ac-
tivities in music education are singing, playing instruments, listening, move-
ment, developing musical literacy and knowledge of music. The Finnish 
music syllabus gives only the main features for the content of the music in-
struction. As an example, for grades 1–4 the core content is the following: 

• exercises using the voice by speaking, talking nonsense, and singing; 
age-appropriate song game; 

• a repertoire of songs; singing exercises that prepare the pupils for 
singing in part; 

• instrumental repertoire and exercises that prepare the pupils for play-
ing together using rhythm, melodic and harmonic instruments, and 
their bodies as instruments, with exercises that develop a basic sense 
of beat serving as the starting point; 

• listening to a variety of music, using various means of activation; de-
scribing one's own experience and ideas; 

• composition, using sound repetition, small-scale sound compositions 
and improvisation; 

• basic concepts related to elements of music-rhythm, melody, harmony, 
dynamics, tonal colour and form- in conjunction with music-making, 
listening, movement, and composition, and 

• vocal and instrumental repertoires and listening selections that intro-
duce the pupil to the music of Finland and other countries and cul-
tures, and contain examples from different eras and musical genres. 

 
In Finnish primary schools it is possible to study in special music classes; in 
some schools they start from the first grade, but mostly pupils are selected 
through a musical ability test after two years of studies in primary school. 
Music classes are included in normal comprehensive schools and they are 
part of basic education with extra music lessons in the curriculum from the 
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3rd to 9th grades. Music classes play an important part in Finnish schools; 
first they bring a living music culture into ordinary school life and secondly, 
they create wonderful learning environments for musically gifted pupils for 
choirs, orchestras and further musical studies. Ruokonen (2005) studied 
music class pupils in Finland. This case study showed that music classes are 
needed in primary schools to educate musically gifted children and to cherish 
Finnish cultural tradition and its aesthetic-pedagogical forms in a school 
environment. Recently, music educators in Finland have been concerned 
about the reduction of music lessons for all children in every curriculum 
change. This case study is a good example of a co-operative and well-
organised curriculum in music, which could be an example for all primary 
schools and classes, not only special classes (Ruokonen 2005). 

In the Estonian music syllabus the comprehensive school is divided into 
three stages and each stage has its specific content, which consists of three 
different fields of activities: singing and vocal training, musical literacy and 
music listening. As an example, the content of the 2nd stage (grades 4–6) is: 

 
Singing and vocal training: 

• developing sonority and expression in musical phrasing, inducement 
of a soft, even tone, without exaggeration; 

• learning expressive and vivid representation; 
• developing the individual features of the voice (tonal colour and 

range, and) 
• developing a sense of harmony: rounds, simple singing for two voices. 

 
Music literacy: 

• metre: learning 2/4, 3/4 and 4/4 meter signature by sight and sound; 
learning 3/8 and 6/8 metre signature in connection with songs;  

• rhythm: learning and using rhythm patterns in singing, rhythmic ac-
companiments for songs, rhythmic improvisations and rhythmic exer-
cises; learning the meaning of the tie, and  

• melody and scales: developing tonal thinking. Major, minor scales, 
triads. Treble clef sign. Keyboard and octave. Absolute pitches c, d, e, 
f, g, a, h and relative system—connecting the two. Sharp, flat, natural, 
key signatures. Meaning of the dynamic signs: pp, ff, mp, mf, cresc., 
dim., meaning of the terms: a tempo, da capo al fine and their use in 
music.  
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 Music listening: 

• developing the ability to compare and analyse musical works; 
• making connections between literature, art and the contemporary 

world; 
• 2- and 3-part forms in learned songs and listening; 
 • types of voice: soprano, alto, tenor, baritone, bass; well-known sing-

ers in Estonia and abroad; 
• types of choir: children, boys’, girls’, mixed and male choir; well-

known choirs and conductors in Estonia and abroad; 
• introduction of the groups of instruments; 
• folk music of Estonia: dances, singers, songs, orchestras and ensem-

ble, and 
• introduction of different European nations and their music. 

 
Generalists and specialists teaching music  
 
In Finland the first six years of music instruction are usually taught by a gen-
eralist, a class teacher, who teaches all or most subjects. In the three highest 
grades, music is taught by a specialist music teacher. In Estonia music is 
usually taught by a specialist music teacher at all levels (starting from kin-
dergarten). According to Jaakkola (1998), who studied Finnish music educa-
tion, there are great differences in the quality of music education, especially 
during grades 1–6 of basic education due to the education of the teacher. At 
the lower stage, the requirement is that the schools have class teachers with 
sufficient training in music in their degree. Unfortunately, the training of 
class teachers today does not provide sufficient training for teaching arts in 
grades 1 to 6 of comprehensive school (Jaakkola, 1998). The key person in 
the school world is the teacher. And it is the teacher and his/her pedagogical 
thinking that really puts the ideas of the curriculum into practice. As Kelly 
puts it: “…the teachers have a “make or break” role in any curriculum inno-
vation… the practice of education cannot be a mechanical, largely mindless 
activity; it requires constant decisions and judgments by the teacher” (Kelly 
2004).  

Accordingly, both the principles for selecting the content for studying 
music at general comprehensive schools and those of adequate teacher train-
ing, deserve particular attention today and in the years to come, if one of the 
most influential channels of human perception is to be kept open for develop-
ing personalities of future generations. Teachers are the most important peo-
ple within the music educational system when we think the future (Ruismäki 
& Ruokonen, 2007). 
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Comparing the Estonian and Finnish music curriculum for 
basic education 
 
Music is one of the best subjects to educate cultural awareness and creativity. 
It is also easy to integrate music with cross-cultural themes for holistic sus-
tainable education. There are some differences in Estonian and Finnish curri-
culum for basic education; one of them concerns music education. In Estonia 
music is a compulsory subject in grades 1 to 9 for all students and in Finland 
it is a voluntary subject. When focusing attention on the priorities of educa-
tion, it may be stated that in Estonia the development of music education is 
supported at the state level. A very important feature is that in Estonia music 
education is a compulsory subject in the curriculum from kindergarten to the 
final years of upper-secondary school. Thus, there are two lessons of music 
education per week in kindergarten and at school level (up to form 5); during 
the last years of basic school as well as in upper secondary school, there is 
one lesson per week. The system of music education described above creates 
opportunities for generating and developing interest and love for music and 
music making, for shaping children’s and pupils’ musical taste. In Finnish 
education music is a compulsory subject of the curriculum from kindergarten 
up to form 7 with one lesson of music education per week.  

The main difference between Estonian and Finnish music instruction is 
the education of the music teacher: in Estonia teach music already at the 
kindergarten level up to the end of comprehensive school (and also in upper-
secondary school). In Finland, generalist teachers (kindergarten teachers and 
classroom teachers) are mainly responsible for teaching music from the kin-
dergarten level up to form 6. Music teachers teach in grades 7–9, but music 
education is compulsory for only for one year during that time. When com-
paring the national core curricula in music (National Core curriculum for 
basic education 2004 and Riiklik Õppekava 2002) many similarities can be 
found in the tasks of music instruction of Estonian and Finnish basic educa-
tion. In both Estonia and Finland, the main task in music education is to en-
courage pupils to become actively engaged in music, to develop and support 
pupils in their musical growth and expression, to help pupils to understand 
that music is tied to the time and situation and is different in different times, 
cultures and societies. Developing pupils’ creativity and musical skills 
through long-term practice and cooperative music making are valuable tasks 
in music education in both countries. The Finnish curriculum mentions that 
music instruction also utilises possibilities offered by technology and media 
(National Core curriculum for basic education 2004). The Estonian curricu-
lum highlights the role of a music teacher in developing pupils’ musical and 
creative expression (Riiklik Õppekava 2002). The tasks and core contents are 
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formulated in Estonian music curriculum for the 7–9th grades and in the Fin-
nish music curriculum for 5–9th grade; in the Finnish curriculum there are 
also final assessment criteria for grade 8.  

Tasks and core contents are mainly the same in Estonia and Finland. The 
objectives are to maintain and improve pupils’ abilities in different areas of 
musical expression, to learn to evaluate various sound environments critically 
broadening their knowledge of different genres and styles of music, to ana-
lyse elements and forms of music and to use the concepts and notation that 
express these elements. In the core contents of both country’s curricula, exer-
cises of voice and vocal expression are mentioned, single and multiple-voiced 
repertoire should represent different genres and part of the repertoire should 
be learned by heart. In Estonian schools singing and choirs are more widely 
spread than in Finnish schools where playing instruments together is perhaps 
more common than in Estonia. Diverse listening is mentioned in the curricula 
of both countries. Singing, instrument playing, movement, musical creativity 
through improvisation and composition or arrangement are used in both 
countries. One fundamental aspect mentioned is that the instruction must take 
into account the fact that only meaningful experiences gained through mak-
ing and listening to music, constitute a foundation for understanding and 
conceptualising music. In both countries, music education creates opportuni-
ties for generating a relationship between music, music making and integra-
tive creativity between cultures and arts. According to Ruokonen & Ruismäki 
(2006, 2007), multi- and intercultural music arts education is an integral 
theme of the new national core curriculum of pre-school and basic education 
explored by the students; music and the arts are useful tools for learning 
many content areas and for understanding and accepting other cultures. 
Therefore, it is essential to sing, play, paint and dance in the styles of differ-
ent countries and continents. 
 
 
Discussion and future challenges 
 
Increasing diversity is a current trend in both Estonian and Finnish society 
and schools. There have been significant changes in the mass communication 
systems and international co-operation due to global development and Esto-
nian and Finnish membership in the European Union. Schools need to face 
these changes and music education offers one extremely good forum to bring 
pupils’ feelings of insecurity, problems of attention and concentration, and 
needs for intercultural communication or new technology in to action. Music 
education in schools has an important task in the process of educating pupils 
not only in musical skills, but also in accepting diversity. One trend in Fin-
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nish society in recent years has been decentralisation of administration. In 
education more power has been delegated to local levels so that they can 
create their own curriculum and learning environments more effectively. The 
decision makers need to have more understanding of the power of music at 
different educational levels to make decisions to increase the teaching of 
music. Music education has long traditions in the primary and secondary 
school curricula in both countries. Children can also study music outside the 
school in a system provided by the education authorities and music is espe-
cially popular and well liked. There are special music schools or institutes 
that cater for children and young people, where they go for one or two les-
sons a week after school. Developing co-operation between schools and 
music institutes in society is regarded as being desirable in order for educa-
tion to better meet career requirements.  

According to comparative analyses of Estonian and Finnish music syllabi 
for general comprehensive schools, several common traits can be observed in 
the structure and selection of the content. However, the process of learning 
has been differently specified as well as options open to students. The main 
issue that deserves attention is that in both countries music has been con-
sidered an important and compulsory part of general education, which can 
contribute significantly to development of personality and citizen identity as 
well as the cohesion of society.  

The year 2009 is the jubilee year of the Convention on the Rights of the 
Child. In 1989, world leaders decided that children needed a special conven-
tion just for them because people under 18 years old often need special care 
and protection that adults do not. The leaders also wanted to make sure that 
the world recognised that children have human rights too. This conference 
solemnises the Rights of the Child, especially to the arts and cultural life. 
According to article 31, States Parties recognise the right of the child to rest 
and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to the age 
of the child and to participate freely in cultural life and the arts. States Parties 
shall respect and promote the right of the child to participate fully in cultural 
and artistic life and shall encourage the provision of appropriate and equal 
opportunities for cultural, artistic, recreational and leisure activity. Music 
education in basic schools promotes the spirit of the 31st article. Every soci-
ety, including Estonia and Finland, is privileged to take care of the quality 
and innovative development of music education in its schools. 
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education system 
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Abstract 
 
In modern-day Estonia the entire education system is involved in the process of educating 
children and shaping their value systems. Music as a social and cultural phenomenon is an 
important part of the educational process. The authors of this article—K. Kiilu and M. 
Muldma—are also authors of the 2008 national curriculum for preschool music education. 
Based on the general goals and objectives of the new curriculum, a study on music education 
was conducted. The results of the study are presented in this article. The teacher is the key 
person in implementing educational tasks; thus, it is extremely important to determine the 
value paradigms of the music teachers contributing to the efficient implementation of the 
new national curriculum for preschool music education. The study was conducted in 183 Es-
tonian- and Russian-language preschool child care institutions in 2008 and covered all re-
gions of Estonia. The study results allow us to conclude the following: the priorities of mu-
sic education indicated in the new curriculum have a real-life application in forming a value 
system for children; the proportion of value priorities regarding the use of various types of 
folklore clearly demonstrates that each of the four types of folk art serve as a valuable source 
for musical culture study. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Many researchers and music teachers say that music is among the basic val-
ues of humanity, and as such it has had and will always have an existential 
meaning in the preservation and development of any society (Parncutt 2006; 
Elliott 2005; Hallam 2006; Тарасова 1988, 2003 and others). Both listening 
to and performing music offer vast potential for understanding cultural val-
ues. Experiencing music dedicated to significant events of the past and pre-
sent is an important social experience and gives an indication of the spiritual, 
moral and cultural values of the nations of the world (Muldma 2007: 32).  

Deep changes in the social and economic development of Estonia that are 
currently taking place also have their impact on the formation of value priori-
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ties in preschool and school education systems. Estonia is one of the few 
countries that provide an opportunity to study music from the very first days 
of nursery school to the end of secondary school. Music education is ap-
proved on a state level by the national curriculum for preschool child care 
institutions. Music education is systematic—music is taught at least twice a 
week by music teachers who have had special professional music training. 
 
 
Theoretical basis of the study 
 
The aims of music education in Estonia as an integral part of general educa-
tion are reflected in the new national curriculum (Koolieelse lasteasutuse 
riiklik õppekava 2008). Music education in preschool child care institutions 
in Estonia is aimed at forming the outlook and the value system of children. 
Thus the content of music lessons simultaneously serves as a foundation and 
a tool for developing fundamental musical culture principles in children. All 
children may discover the art of music in nurseries irrespective of their abili-
ties and capacities. The section on music education in the 2008 National 
curriculum presumes strengthening cooperation between different arts, in the 
process of which children, when listening to or performing a piece of music, 
find support in more accessible forms of art (visual arts, literature etc.). Such 
an approach is quite efficient. Apparent visual images and the living word—
in both poetry and in prose—help children in creating and perceiving musical 
imagery (Muldma & Kiilu 2009: 103). 

In planning and organising study and education activities under the new 
national curriculum several priorities are indicated. The first is emotional and 
active involvement—performing music. Then follow the formation and de-
velopment of musical abilities, social and cultural activities and the value 
system. Special attention is paid to children’s development along with their 
individual development preconditions. Music plays a part in independent and 
supplementary activity, being integrated with other areas of preschool study 
and the educational process.  

Summarising all of the above we can say that the part of the curriculum 
specifying the aspects of music education reflects general, dynamically de-
veloping modern educational trends by presenting music education as a 
means of introducing children to the world of culture. The authors of this 
article believe that the entire spiritual culture that surrounds children is per-
meated by the importance of social values that bring people closer to each 
other. Preschool music education is carried out through interrelated and 
equivalent forms of musical activities: listening to music, singing, engaging 



On implementation of a national curriculum for preschool music education … 25 

in musical and rhythmical activities and playing musical instruments. Here 
we will explore the specifics of each of these activities. 
 
Listening to music or the so-called perception of music is the most universal 
type of musical activity. L. Vygotsky said that any perception—including the 
musical one—is based on the memory as a connected aggregate of sensa-
tions. This explains the coherence of perception (Выготский 2000: 756). 
Distinguished psychologists and teachers of music (Медушевский 1980; 
Тарасова 1988; Tarasti 1990; Sloboda 1985, and others) note to the phe-
nomenal ability of music perception in children, especially in the amazing 
quality of their musical thinking. 

Among the tasks of music education singing plays an important part. The 
social aspect of singing is strengthened by the presence of the text. Due to the 
textual basis songs become true social and cultural phenomena that mirror 
any development that the society undergoes (Бьёркволл 2001: 267). Singing 
provides additional and very significant experience of mother tongue devel-
opment and an opportunity for students to familiarise themselves with differ-
ent languages of the world (Kiilu 2005: 30).  

The task of engaging in musical and rhythmical activities is to develop 
children’s ability to listen to and perceive music, to react to it and to evaluate 
it, thus developing the love and need for music. Movements are based on the 
content, character and form of a piece of music. During musical games and 
dances children become active and perceive the emotional content of music 
holistically. All forms of musical and rhythmical activities are aimed at form-
ing and developing children’s musical perception and at children’s ability to 
artistically implement musical and motion imagery and improve their move-
ment skills. We can say that a movement of the body is also a movement of 
thought (Muldma 2007: 80). 

 
Playing musical instruments is an essential component of music education. 
Developing the skill of playing a musical instrument has a more complex 
influence on the development of children than the mere acquisition of the 
technical skills of necessary to play an instrument. Playing musical instru-
ments develops greater interest towards all musical activities. In the process 
children also obtain valuable social skills: communication ability, listening 
ability, readiness for cooperation, and an ability to value other people’s work 
(Muldma 2007: 91). 

By using the amazing qualities of music in the process of education, 
music teachers may extensively influence children’s personal orientation, 
development of their value and moral orientations and form the tastes and 
judgments that determine children’s behaviour. Due to the professional tech-
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niques teachers use, children may discover that the world of music values 
both tradition and innovation, as well as identity and awareness of world 
cultures. Teachers’ skilful approach to their subject will be the key to the 
formation of the relationship between the aforementioned aspects by learning 
music (Muldma 2007: 18).  

What qualities should a nursery school music teachers possess? Music 
teachers’ occupation comprises both the notion of a musician and a teacher. 
Music teachers involved in education work to form outlooks, beliefs, needs, 
tastes and ideals of children. Music teacher must be more than just educated 
people with a thorough knowledge of the subject. Music teachers must have 
an enthusiastic personality. To ensure success both personal and professional 
qualities are equally important in music teachers’ work (Мюнстенберг 1997: 
82). 

The methodological basis of the study was the implementation of the ob-
jectives of the new national curriculum in the concept of an integrated ap-
proach to early childhood musical education. Information on preschool insti-
tutions was obtained from education councillors in all 14 regions of Estonia, 
and 274 questionnaires were sent to such institutions. Of these, 186 question-
naires were returned; 183 of them were filled out according to the require-
ments. Different types of preschool institutions were involved in the research: 
nursery schools, kindergartens and preschools. The preschool child care insti-
tutions also differed in terms of the language of instruction: 151 Estonian, 19 
bilingual (with Estonian and Russian sections working in one institution) and 
13 Russian preschool child care institutions participated in the study. The 
study was conducted in the autumn of 2008. An anonymous questionnaire 
survey was chosen as the research method. The survey was aimed at finding 
out the degree of readiness of teachers for implementing the new syllabus for 
music education. Part of the obtained data was processed with cluster analy-
sis of K-average type. Average values determined with t-testing were used as 
statistical characteristics. For instance the analysis results related to value 
system priorities demonstrated significant variations among the value sys-
tems—a statistical difference of p<0.05 was determined in all categories 
except for one (responsibility – p=0.351). In processing the obtained data the 
SPSS statistical processing package was used. Illustrations were made using 
the MS Excel programme.  
 
 
Research results 
 
First of all, the analysis of the questionnaire data demonstrates that the cur-
rent average age of music teachers is critically high. Almost half of the re-
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spondents (41%) were between 40 and 49 years of age. One third of the re-
spondents were older than 50 years of age. Almost one fourth of the respond-
ents (19%) were between 30 and 39 years of age, and only 6% of the re-
spondents belong to the younger generation of teachers (20–29 years of age). 
This means that quite soon due to the retirement of a significant part of the 
music teachers, there will be a critical need for new teachers. Preliminary 
data shows that Estonia will not be able to provide new music teachers for all 
of the soon-to-be vacant positions.  
 

 
 
Figure 1. Conformity of teachers’ education to their current position  
 
The research demonstrated that most of the kindergarten music teachers have 
a university education (62%), one third has secondary vocational education 
(34%) and only a small proportion of teachers (4%) have secondary-level 
education. However, despite the relatively high general education level only 
about one third of respondents (38%) had a kindergarten music teacher di-
ploma. About the same number of the respondents had a music education 
(37%), but with specialisations in other areas. One fourth (25%) of the re-
spondents working as nursery music teachers have specialised in another 
field that is not related to music teaching at all. These somewhat modest 
results regarding professional training are apparently compensated by their 
impressive education experience. Fifty-four percent of the respondents have 
more than 20 years of professional experience. Almost one fourth (22%) have 
been working as music teachers for 11–20 years. Such significant experience 
is an important factor in successful implementation of the new curriculum.  
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Figure 2. Respondent distribution by qualification level  
 
Almost 2/3 of the respondents (71%) have a ‘Teacher’ qualification category; 
about 1/5 of them have a ‘Senior Teacher’ qualification. Three smaller 
groups of teachers are: ‘Educationalists’ (2%), teachers with no particular 
qualification category (3%), and ‘Junior Teachers’ (5%). The fact that some 
teachers work without any qualification at all demonstrates that in private 
preschool institutions: 1) no qualification categories are upheld; 2) the ab-
sence of a qualification category has no impact on the level of salary. An 
obvious question in this regard is how to support and stimulate interest in 
raising music teachers’ professional qualification level? Analysis results 
allow us to conclude that obtaining qualifications of a ‘Senior Teacher’ and 
especially of an ‘Educationalist’ along with everyday work is a very prob-
lematic undertaking that involves significant physical, emotional and time 
sacrifices.  

Further analysis of the results regarding a complex approach to music 
study and employing various types and elements of musical activity allow us 
to expect that the goals of the new curriculum will be implemented in the 
most efficient way. 
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Figure 3. Musical activity priorities (n=183, %)  
 
The most frequent types of musical activities described in this study (Figure 
3) were singing and engaging in musical and rhythmical activities (approx. 
100). The respondents believe that singing serves as a basis for performing 
music and for forming the most important mechanisms of understanding the 
values of music culture, where both the musical material and the textual con-
tent of the song repertoire are the bearers of such mechanisms. The next types 
of musical activities of similar importance for forming child’s value system 
(approx. 90%) are listening to music and playing musical instruments. Each 
piece of music (an instrumental piece or a song) offered to children acts as a 
bearer of values of musical culture. Sadly other activities are less represented: 
creativity provoking activities (22%) and using elements of drama (10%).  

Obvious assistance to music teachers is provided by musical instruments 
used to support children’s musical activities. Almost all use the piano (95%); 
about one third of the teachers use the harp and the recorder (33% and 31%, 
respectively), 10% use the guitar and modern musical instruments (MIDI 
synthesizer, electrical piano, etc.). Teachers eagerly use folk instruments 
(violin, reed pipe, harp, flute and harmonica.) that serve both as visual aids 
and allow the implementation of the content of the curriculum.  

Teachers transmit content through the choice of music and instruments, 
but they also transmit values in their teaching. The methodology for deter-
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mining value types that have the most influence on a person’s behaviour 
developed by R. Inglegart serves as a basis for the study on music teachers’ 
readiness. Traditional values (national pride, family, respect for parents), 
modern values (sense of purpose, money, hard work, technology, science) 
and post-modern values (leisure time, freedom of thought and action, toler-
ance, etc.) were arranged by clusters (Инглегарт 1990).  

The average value orientation of the teachers was discovered by applying 
the T-test. Data analysis demonstrated that all variations between value orien-
tation categories are rather significant—the statistical difference was p<0.05 
with the single exception of responsibility (p=0.351). High value orientation 
figures allow the hope that teachers will indeed be able to communicate such 
a value system to their students. Cluster analysis determined two groups with 
similar value systems. This allows the creation of a picture of a typical kin-
dergarten music teacher. 

The first cluster—one third (1/3) of the interviewed teachers—includes 
‘diligent teachers’ (59 respondents). Above all they value a sense of purpose 
and responsibility. Deficit values such as money, hard work, technology and 
science are represented relatively moderately. Members of the second clus-
ter—two thirds (2/3) of the respondents—are ‘tradition bearers’. Representa-
tives of this group highly evaluate all offered values, especially responsibil-
ity, freedom of thought and action, family, respect for parents and national 
pride. ‘Tradition bearers’ integrate many values that help them to devote 
themselves fully to music education and contribute to instilling music heri-
tage in children. 

 

 
 
Figure 4. Priorities for the study of folklore as a source of value system in education 
(in %)  
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Regardless of the value orientation of the teacher, generally four types of 
folklore activities can be presented to the students. The following conclusions 
can be made (Figure 4). In music education all four types of folklore serve as 
a basis for forming the value system. The results of comparative analysis 
allow monitoring of the frequency of using a particular type of folklore de-
pending on teachers’ specialisation and professional level. Below the authors 
will summarise values using similar ratings (not at all / rarely and often / 
almost all the time). The first conclusion may be reached regarding the fact 
that the most popular types of activity in the study of folklore are circle 
dances (irrespective of professional specialisation 95% and 90%). Movement 
activities have obtained a somewhat lower assessment but still are close to 
dances (75% and 70%). Counting rhymes, carols and other types of oral 
folklore are close to those above-mentioned: 70% and 60%. Somewhat para-
doxical variations are observed regarding the frequency of folk songs use. As 
unusual as it may appear the most attention (60%) is given to this type of 
folklore by teachers with no musical training at all and by kindergarten music 
teachers (53%). Instrumentalist musicians (piano and violin players, conduc-
tors, etc.) are among those using folk songs relatively rarely (42%).  

 

 
 
Figure 5. Use of improvisation in various types of musical activity  
 
In addition to traditional folklore, improvisation activities may also be used. 
Cluster analysis (Figure 5) demonstrates that the representatives of the 1st and 
the 2nd clusters have quite similar opinions on the use of improvisation. 
Variations are observed only regarding all types of echo games. Movement 
activities (95%) and improvisation on musical instruments, including folk 
instruments (almost 70%) are highly valued as creativity development tools. 
This presupposes a chance for children to directly have contact with cultural 
values. The next two popular answers also include the main types of music 
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education activities—singing and listening to music (slightly above 50%). 
Sadly, one of the weakest areas in terms of use of improvisation is artistic 
activity (approx. 20%). 
 
 
General conclusions 
 
The following conclusions can be reached based on the results of responses 
to our research survey:  

• All the respondents have significant experience in teaching despite 
their dissimilar education and qualification levels. Musical activity 
priorities selected by the teacher—singing, musical and rhythmical ac-
tivities, listening to music and playing musical instruments—
presuppose the existence of sufficient musical material for successful 
study of musical heritage.  

• Research into music teachers’ value systems with the help of the clus-
ter analysis (where the majority of music teachers (approx. 2/3) were 
found to be ‘tradition bearers’) serves as a foundation for assertion 
that such teachers possess significant value system potential.  

• Proportion of value priorities regarding the use of various types of 
folklore demonstrates that each of the four types is a valuable source 
for musical culture study.  

• Music teachers with no musical training unlike instrumentalist musi-
cians are most eager to use folk songs during their lessons. The only 
possible explanation lies in the narrow specialisation of formal music 
education.  

• About 2/3 of teachers use improvisation (being one of the most com-
plex yet efficient components of music study) very often and in virtu-
ally every type of musical activity. Kindergarten music teachers pay a 
lot of attention to the development of creativity that helps to raise 
children’s interest towards music during any musical activity. 

• Music teachers are mostly concerned with the lack of study and meth-
odological materials that would help them meet the implementation 
requirements of the national curriculum (teaching aids, collections of 
songs, musical CDs etc.).  
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The dilemma of arts and crafts: Do teachers have 

the competence to teach?  
Eila Lindfors 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
The goal of this research is to consider the background studies of prospective teachers in arts 
and crafts in order to propose measures to develop teacher competence and suggest how to 
develop arts and crafts teaching in comprehensive school. The article questions, whether the 
continuum of primary and secondary school studies together with teacher education studies 
in arts and crafts is sufficient considering the competence acquired at the end of primary 
school teacher education. It describes the amount of lessons on arts and crafts subjects (mu-
sic, visual arts, crafts, physical education) in primary, lower and upper-secondary schools 
and as well in primary school teacher education in Finland. In arts and crafts primary teacher 
competence is acquired by small compulsory study units in multidisciplinary studies. 

This research critically considers the continuum of arts and crafts from basic education 
to teacher education and evaluates the background studies, especially optional studies, the 
prospective teachers have in the beginning of their teacher education. The data (N=269) is 
from primary teacher admissions.  

The results clearly show that the applicants are not arts and crafts oriented. It is challen-
ging for primary teachers to respond to the curricular demands of multidisciplinary studies. 
Focusing the use of teachers with different qualifications would solve the problem. Multi-
disciplinary studies could confer the competence for grades 1–4 (7–10 year-old pupils) and 
school subject studies for grades 5–6 (11–12 year-old pupils) and 5–9 (11–16 year-old stu-
dents). This could underscore the needs of the challenging curriculum. It would also develop 
the idea of coherent basic education and enhance cooperation among teachers. 
 
Keywords: teacher education, basic education, primary school, secondary school, compe-
tence, arts and crafts. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Teachers are key persons in the daily implementation of education and teach-
ing in schools. Teachers’ decision-making and solutions as well as collabor-
ation with pupils and other actors at school constitute the educational practice 
of schools and the school system. An analytical and open-minded research 
approach to teachers’ work is seen as the most important tool for a future 
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teacher and as a key competence in understanding and developing profes-
sional practice at school (Niemi & Jakku-Sihvonen 2006; Kansanen 2007). 
Arts and crafts among other school subjects is an important part of basic 
education (Anttila 2006; Lindfors & Kokko 2009) even though its role has 
been questioned and marginalised in many countries (EACEA 2009; Puurula 
2001). We have come to a point where we have to ask if pupils have oppor-
tunities to acquire sufficient arts and skills education in schools (Ruismäki & 
Juvonen 2009). At the same we have to ask if prospective teachers have op-
portunities to acquire sufficient subject and didactical knowledge and skills in 
teacher education to be able to answer the curriculum demands in arts and 
crafts in basic education (Lindfors & Kokko 2009). These two questions are 
combined. The less a student studies arts and crafts in school the lower is the 
level in the beginning of teacher education unless he or she has some optional 
background studies. This article questions, whether the continuum of primary 
and secondary school studies together with teacher education studies in arts 
and crafts is sufficient considering the competence acquired at the end of 
primary school teacher education.  

The research was done in Finland. The data is from primary teacher (Mas-
ter’s degree) admissions (N=267). The preliminary results presented here are 
a part of a larger research project which started in 2009 at the University of 
Tampere at the Department of Teacher Education in Hämeenlinna. On the 
basis of the results it is possible to evaluate teacher education from the sub-
ject teaching point of view in order to develop teacher education and to con-
sider different kinds of teacher competencies in basic education. 
 
 
Teacher qualifications in Finland 
 
The educational system and the goals of the core curriculum (Curriculum 
2004) define the qualitative requirements for teachers and teacher education. 
The regulations (Decree 794/2004; Decree 1435/2001; Decree 1998/986; 
Basic Education Act 628/1998) directly prescribe the studies and the degrees 
required to work as a teacher on various levels in schools (Lindfors 2009; 
Table 1). Pedagogical studies (60 ECTS credits) are a precondition for work-
ing as a teacher. These studies guarantee that student teachers acquire com-
mon pedagogical knowledge and skills needed in a teacher’s work. A com-
mon requirement in Finland is that all teachers must have a Master’s degree 
to be able to hold a permanent teacher position.  

 
 
 



The dilemma of arts and crafts: Do teachers have the competence to teach? 37 

Table 1. The degrees required of teachers in Finland 
 

Basic education 
teacher grades 1-9 

Subject teacher 
grades 7-9 

Teacher degree: 
Bachelor and Master 

studies 300 ECTS 
credits 

Primary 
school 

teacher 
grades 1-6  A B A B 

Major discipline 
(Master’s thesis) 
130-145 ECTS 

A school 
discipline 

A school 
disciplin

e 
 

Pedagogical 
studies 60 

ECTS 

Education 
(including 
60 ECTS 

pedagogica
l studies) 

Education 
(including 
60 ECTS 
pedagogic
al studies) X 

Education 
(including 
60 ECTS 
pedagogic
al studies) X 

Multidisciplin
ary studies 60 

ECTS 
X X X - - 

A school 
discipline 25 ECTS 25+35 

ECTS - 25+ 35 
ECTS 

25+ 35 
ECTS M

in
or

 d
is

ci
pl

in
es

 

A school 
discipline 25 ECTS - - 25(+35) 

ECTS 
25(+35) 
ECTS 

 
Student teachers in their studies may focus on primary, basic education or 
subject teacher competence by combining different study units (Table 1). 
From the first to the sixth grade pupils in primary education have a class 
teacher. This means that the same person has to be competent to teach and 
integrate several subjects and themes (Basic Education Act 628/1998; Curri-
culum 2004). At the upper level of basic education (grades 7–9), there are 
subject teachers for different subjects. The division into primary (grades 1–6) 
and lower secondary (grades 7–9) is no longer so obvious. There are many 
schools where both levels are under the same roof. There are also teachers 
with class teacher and subject teacher competence, so-called basic education 
teachers, who can teach students in grades 1–9 (Table 1).  

Multidisciplinary studies (60 ECTS credits) qualify teachers to teach 
grades 1–6 (Table 1). In grades 7–9 and 10–12 the teacher is required to hold 
a Master’s degree in a subject taught in school (e.g. , mathematics, geogra-
phy, crafts) together with studies in other school subjects as minors (60 
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and/or 25+35 ECTs). The basic competence in teacher education is based 
either on Master’s level studies in education or on a subject taught in school.  
 
 
The competence of a primary school teacher 
 
In an educational context teaching always has content in learning, either a 
goal, a tool or both. A basic requirement in high-quality teaching is that the 
teacher is a competent professional able to help the pupils to achieve the 
curriculum goals (Niemi & Jakku-Sihvonen 2006; Ruohotie 2005; Tynjälä 
2004; 2006). The concept of a competent teacher means that s/he has suffi-
cient pedagogical knowledge and skills, the subject-specific knowledge and 
skills and the subject didactical knowledge and skills to be able to plan, im-
plement, evaluate and also develop teaching and learning. The formal compe-
tence of a teacher means that s/he has completed the studies and degrees 
required by the regulations.  

The curriculum for grades 1–6 (Curriculum 2004) imposes high demands 
on primary teacher competence. The content of the multidisciplinary studies 
is to be subject-specific didactics in different subjects, not knowledge of the 
subject knowledge and skills therein. However, in arts and crafts in particular 
there are challenges to qualify teachers for grades 1–6 during multidiscipli-
nary studies (Lindfors & Kokko 2009) even though Kari (2003) postulates 
that primary teacher students are arts and crafts oriented. 

Multidisciplinary studies (60 ECTS credits, Table 1) are divided into 
small study units in different subject didactics. If a teacher teaches the 6th 
grade s/he may have only 3 ECTS credits studies in specific arts and crafts 
subjects: music, visual arts, crafts and physical education. However, the 7th 
grade teacher must have at least 60 ETCS credits of studies in the subject s/he 
teaches.  

After multidisciplinary studies prospective primary school teachers can 
choose arts and crafts as minor subjects (25 ECTS credits, Table 1) and be-
come so-called specialised class teachers. However, in primary school teach-
ers without any specialisation in arts and crafts teach these subjects and sub-
ject teachers are very seldom used. The specialised class teachers have only 
some more lessons to teach than teachers without specialisation (Korkeakoski 
1998). The question of the formal competence produced by multidisciplinary 
studies is very important. The prospective class teachers like to choose arts 
and crafts as minors (Kari 2003) and these studies are seen to confer real 
competence for teaching in grades 1–6 (Lindfors & Kokko 2009), but obvi-
ously this competence is not systematically used in schools. This means that 
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the formal competence in arts and crafts in elementary education is based 
mainly on the knowledge and skills acquired in multidisciplinary studies.  
 
 
Arts and crafts in school as a background of prospective 
teachers  
 
In most subjects the prospective teachers’ studies depart from the level of 
upper-secondary school. This is not the case in arts and crafts. Some of the 
studies are compulsory and some optional in basic education and in upper-
secondary school. For example, in basic education there are 4.8 lessons per 
week of compulsory studies in the mother tongue and 3.6 lessons per week in 
mathematics compared to one lesson per week in music, visuals arts and 
crafts (Curriculum 2004). It is possible that students do not have music, 
visual arts and crafts after 7th grade (Table 2) because in the 8th and 9th de-
grees these subjects are optional (Decree 1435/2001; Lindfors & Kokko 
2009). In upper-secondary school there are only a few lessons in arts and 
physical education, but none in crafts (Table 2) unless there is an opportunity 
to take a diploma in arts and crafts, which is unusual. Only half of pupils in 
basic education take crafts as an optional subject in the 8th and 9th grades 
(Lindfors 2007) and 73% of compulsory studies in crafts are taken in ele-
mentary school (Table 2). This is one reason why it has been questioned if 
pupils have opportunities to acquire sufficient arts and skills education in 
schools (Ruismäki & Juvonen 2009) or even in teacher education (Lindfors & 
Kokko 2009).  

 
Table 2. Arts, crafts and physical education in primary and secondary education, 
weekly lessons / grade/ subject (Decree 1435/2001; Decree 2002/95) 
 

Arts, crafts and physical education in primary and secondary education: weekly lessons 
/ grade/ subject.  

Grades Music Visual arts Crafts Physical 
education 

Optional 
lessons 

1-4 4 4 4 8 6 
5-9 3 4 7 10 6 

10-12 1-2 1-2 ? 2 varies ??? 
Minimum 8 9 11 20 12 - 

 
The table shows that prospective teachers have few compulsory studies as 
background knowledge and skills in arts and crafts when they start their stud-
ies at the university. In subject teacher education there are admission tests 
where the applicants must prove their knowledge and skills in specific arts 
and crafts subjects. This is not normally required in primary school teacher 
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education. Thus it is relevant to ask what kind of optional studies the appli-
cants have as background. The goal of this research is to consider the back-
ground studies of prospective teachers in arts and crafts in order to propose 
measures to develop the teacher competence and to suggest how to develop 
arts and crafts teaching in comprehensive school. This research critically 
considers the continuum of arts and crafts from basic education to teacher 
education and evaluates what kind of background studies, especially optional 
studies, the prospective teachers have in the beginning of teacher education. 

 
 

Research setting  
 
The teacher’s profession has high a status in Finland and is a popular field of 
study. In 2009, over 1000 applicants joined the first phase of admission (writ-
ten exam) in the Hämeenlinna unit of the University of Tampere. Some 300 
applicants were invited to attend the second admission phase. A total of 269 
applicants responded anonymously to the web-based questionnaire. Of these 
20 percent were men and 80 percent women. About 46% were aged 20 or 
less, with 30% under 24 and with 24% 24 or more. About 74% had studied in 
mainstream upper-secondary school and 25% had studied in specialised 
schools. 

The response rate was 90%, which is very high in questionnaire research. 
The questions varied from details of socio-demographic background to rea-
sons for applying to study teacher education. Data on studies in school and 
hobbies in arts and crafts were elicited and the preliminary results are pre-
sented here.  
 
 
Results and Discussion 
 
The applicants were asked about their optional studies in lower- and upper-
secondary school in arts and crafts. About half of the applicants had studied 
music optionally on both levels (Table 3). This means that half of the appli-
cants had had only one weekly lesson (lesson / week / grade) of music in 
lower- and upper-secondary school. This was slightly better in visual arts. In 
lower-secondary school 60% and in upper-secondary school 54% of appli-
cants had taken visual arts as an elective subject. Physical education was the 
most popular subject to study. In lower-secondary school 60% had studied it 
as an elective subject and in upper-secondary school 74%. In lower-
secondary school in technical work 87% of applicants and in textile work 
58% of the students had had their last craft lesson in the 7th grade (Table 3).  



The dilemma of arts and crafts: Do teachers have the competence to teach? 41 

Table 3. Elective studies in arts and crafts in grades 8 and 9, upper-secondary school, 
and in basic arts education 
 

School subject LSS* 
Yes % 

LSS* 
No % 

USS** 
Yes % 

USS** 
No % 

Diploma 
made in 
USS** 

% 

Joining to 
basic arts 
education 

Craft: Technical work 13 87 10 90 - 

Craft: Textile work 42 58 2 98 - 
4 

Music 51 49 47 53 0,4 27 

Visual arts 60 40 54 46 5,6 18 

Physical education 60 40 74 36 1,5 15*** 

Self expression/expression 
skills 32 68 30 70 2,7 15**** 

* Lower-secondary school ** Upper-secondary school ***Dance ****Drama 
 
Even though it has been possible for years to take an optional diploma in arts 
and crafts after specialised studies in upper-secondary school and to so to 
demonstrate one’s own capability in some area, only approximately 10% of 
the applicants had done so. Visual arts was the most popular diploma subject 
with about 6% of all applicants choosing that path. Music had the smallest 
diploma percentage. By contrast in optional basic arts education music was 
the most studied area (Table 3). About a quarter of all applicants had studied 
music optionally in basic arts education outside school (see Act 1998/633). 
Visual arts and self-expression were in second place with a less than 20 % 
share. In total only a few applicants had studied arts and crafts optionally in 
the official school system in lower- and upper-secondary school or in basic 
arts education outside school.  

The applicants were asked about their hobbies in arts, crafts and sports 
(Table 4). Only 2% reported not having sport as a hobby. In contrast to this, 
approximately half of the applicants did not have visual arts (56%) or handi-
crafts (48%) and one third did not have music as a hobby. In handicrafts, 8%, 
in visual arts 13%, in music 23%, and in sports 85% of applicants reported 
their hobby to be an active one. In the past 31% of applicants had had visual 
arts as a hobby, 40% music and 34% handicrafts.  
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Table 4. Percentages of arts, crafts and sports as hobbies among applicants 
 

The percentage of Arts, crafts and sports as 
different hobbies N=269 

Visual 
arts  

Music 
 

Sports 
 

Handi
-crafts  

Do you have this as a hobby or not? % % % % 
I do not have this as a hobby. 56 36 2 48 
I have an active hobby in this field. 13 23 85 8 
I have had this as a hobby but I don’t do it actively 
just now. 

31 40 - 34 

How would you describe your hobby? 
I have this as an informal. not supervised hobby 33 38 15 49 
I have this as a supervised hobby 21 32 8 12 
I have this hobby as a member in a group or club. 10 - 32 6 
I participate in courses at an adult education center 30 - - 4 
I attend or have attended an art school 16 32 - 2 

 
The type of hobby was also elicited (Table 4). Quite many applicants re-
ported having an informal hobby. In handicrafts half, in visual arts one third, 
and in music 38% reported that their hobby was informal, but in sports the 
percentage was 15. Music was the most common supervised hobby (32%) 
and the least common was sports (8%). Art school as a form of hobby was 
mentioned mostly in music and in visual arts which was also pursued in an 
adult education centre (30%). A hobby as a member of a club was most typi-
cal in sports (32%) and visual arts (10%). In music the applicants seemed to 
have long-term hobbies (Table 5). The applicants did not have visual arts 
(65%), handicrafts (65%) or music (67%) as a hobby at that moment. 

 
Table 5. How long you have had a hobby in visual arts, music and handicrafts? 
 

How long you have had this hobby? Visual arts % Music % Handicrafts % 
1-5 years 16 17 16 
6-10 years 7 18 10 
11-15 years 8 14 3 
Not just now 65 67 65 

 
As a summary of the results it can be stated that the applicants for primary 
school teacher education responded very actively to the web-based question-
naire. A response rate of 90% may be regarded as extremely high. A total of 
65–67% of applicants did not have an active hobby in music, visual arts or 
handicrafts (Table 4) and only 13% in technical work, 42% in textile work, 
51% in music, and 60% in visual arts had studied optionally in lower-
secondary school. The percentage was even lower in upper-secondary school. 
Handicrafts was mostly a private, unsupervised hobby. Music had lasted 
longer than the other hobbies and was mostly institutional. Visual arts was 
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both a private and a group hobby and was studied mostly optionally in 
school. Compared to arts and crafts, physical education and sports as a hobby 
were different. Of the applicants, 85% named sports as an active hobby and 
physical education had been the most popular optional subject in lower- and 
upper-secondary (Tables 3 and 4). In lower-secondary school in technical 
work 87% and in textile work 58% of the applicants had had their last craft 
lesson in the 7th grade (Table 3) and half of them did not have it as a hobby.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
This research is a part of a larger research project. The final conclusion based 
on the preliminary results presented here is that the applicants are not very 
arts and crafts oriented. Compared to the results in Lindfors (2007) and Kari 
(2003) these current results describing the situation in voluntary arts and 
crafts studies at school and outside school seems to be deteriorating; surpris-
ingly few applicants have joined basic arts education (Table 3). This may be 
due to the fact that there are so few arts and crafts subjects as compulsory 
studies in lower- and upper-secondary education (Table 2), and/or the teach-
ing in primary and secondary school does not tempt pupils to choose arts and 
crafts as optional subjects in school or in basic arts education or in clubs 
(Table 3). This may have to do with the fact that teacher competence to teach 
these subjects is based on the multidisciplinary studies. We can ask if teach-
ing gives pupils such experiences that they can enjoy their creation and con-
struction and also see it as an opportunity to learn to know themselves and 
find ways to understand and develop the world (Ruismäki & Juvonen 2009). 
It seems quite reasonable to think that the less primary school teachers study 
arts and crafts in school and in teacher education, the weaker competence 
they have as everyday practice to teach the subjects. This vicious circle has 
weakened and will continue to weaken the role and character of arts and 
crafts as a part of civilised culture in school and also in teacher education: the 
less you get, the less you can give! The Finnish Master’s level research based 
teacher education (Lindfors 2009; Table 1) has received international feed-
back in the form of results in PISA (2006). However, there are problems in 
schools and young people have difficulties to grow as individuals who can 
appreciate and understand each other and even behave correctly. Because of 
that it is relevant to consider the teacher competence from the perspective of 
teacher education and everyday practice in schools.  

The curricular requirements in arts and crafts for teachers with few com-
pulsory or optional studies in school (Table 2) and only multidisciplinary 
studies in teacher education are obviously very demanding. In light of the 
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results presented here it is difficult to believe that teachers could respond to 
all curricular challenges even if they have the formal competence to teach 
(Decree 1998/986). We have to ask how we could focus teacher competen-
cies to develop arts and crafts teaching at school instead of narrowing it with 
excessively strict divisions of teaching between primary and secondary edu-
cation. If teachers with multidisciplinary studies would concentrate on teach-
ing grades 1–4 and those with minor subject studies teach grades 5–6 and 6–9 
(Table 1), it would give space to develop the teaching of didactics in teacher 
education. Minor subject studies would guarantee the subject knowledge and 
skills needed for grades 5–9. Focusing teacher competence on grades 1–4, 5–
6 and 5–9 would promote the realisation of the challenging curriculum (Cur-
riculum 2004). This could alter teachers’ roles from being subject-oriented 
teachers to be more like teachers who go from grade to grade together with 
pupils, at least in arts and crafts (Table 1). This would also develop the idea 
of coherent basic education and increase cooperation among teachers. 
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Children’s rights to different teaching strategies in 

primary school visual arts studies  
Edna Vahter 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
The children we work with today will become the world citizens tomorrow. What will life in 
the twenty-first century be like? What kind of citizens will our world need or how can we 
prepare those citizens for the future? Visual art education in primary schools in Estonia is 
based on teacher-directed teaching. Child-initiated/directed art activities as a part of visual 
art education might be a helpful tool to help children prepare for their future by participating 
in cultural and artistic life supported by appropriate art activities. During art studies children 
should have the right to take responsibility for their learning process and find the best solu-
tions for themselves through free creative self-expression. Some examples of how children 
between ages 7–10 have been shown their right to be creative, unique and original in their 
thoughts and artwork will be demonstrated in this paper.  
 
Key words: visual art education, primary school, different teaching strategies 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
There are many different ways to approach the teaching of visual art. The 
current trend in art education seems to be a pedagogical formalism derived 
from discipline-oriented curriculum initiatives, with their emphasis on struc-
ture and sequence. The conflict in art education has been between those intent 
upon teaching the content of art and those who want to encourage self-
expression. In the name of self-expression children were frequently left to 
their own devices and were denied access to knowledge that could have en-
lightened their personal investigations of art. And in the insistence upon 
teaching art techniques, or the names and dates of art styles, or the elements 
and principles of design, a teacher might easily lose touch with art as it en-
ables human beings to realise their spirit and their destiny in the actions and 
products of the imagination (Efland, 1990, 263). R. Schirrmacher (2002, 220) 
asserts that children’s free, creative self-expression and teacher-planned and 
directed art studies are two opposite points along the continuum—a child-
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directed approach with complete freedom, non-intervention and unstructured 
teaching versus a teacher-directed approach with direct instructions, interven-
tion and structured teaching. Schirrmacher suggests that the better of the two 
former approaches is a teacher-guided approach, which offers subtle structure 
with much child direction and input. M. R. Jalongo and L. N. Stamp (1997, 
15) emphasise that there are differences between child-directed and child-
initiated activities—child-directed means that the child monitors his or her 
own progress and does not need excessive adult intervention, while child-
initiated means that the idea originates from the child. Those approaches 
originate from child-centred education principles (Hytönen, 1999, 10) and 
encourage children’s self-expression as a starting point for visual art studies; 
the teacher’s role is to be a recourse (Räsänen, 2008, 82). So, versatile ap-
proaches could support children’s creative expression, thoughts and behav-
iour and also the theory of art—depending on the teacher’s teaching strat-
egies in teaching visual art. 

J. P. Isenberg and M. R. Jalongo (2006, 317) note that teachers use three 
major developmental theories to foster children’s creative thought: construc-
tivism, humanism, and behaviourism/social-learning theory. Each theory 
provides a way for adults to understand how and why children think, act, and 
learn as they do as well as ways to guide their own and children’s creative 
thinking and behaviour. M. Marion (1987) states that most teachers rely on 
several theoretical perspectives for techniques that foster creative thought and 
behaviour and a teacher’s philosophy of creative growth tends to be eclectic. 
An eclectic approach means applying a variety of theories that fit one’s be-
liefs and help create the best educational decisions for children’s creative 
thought and behaviour. A teacher may need an eclectic approach because no 
theory is ever comprehensive enough to foster children’s creativity.  

In Estonia, the basic education starts at the age of 7 and lasts 9 years. 
Primary school teachers are generalists as educators working with children in 
grades 1–6 and teaching visual art in grades 1–3 (from age 7 to 10). Visual 
art education in primary schools in Estonia is based on teacher-directed 
teaching (Vahter, 2005, 61)—the teacher presents students with a topic, gives 
them an assignment and students follow teacher’s instruction directly. During 
visits to different schools and classrooms, one can note that often students’ 
artwork looks similar on a wall, sometimes even identical. T. Esnar (2004, 
22) describes such an exhibition on the wall under the topic of ‘Rooster’. In a 
row there are pictures of roosters, each of them with a beak on the right and a 
tail on the left. All of them are big enough and in the middle of the paper. The 
teacher has chosen the best and most “accurate” pictures to put on the wall, as 
always. So, the main question that arises is: how to teach visual art to the 
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world citizens of tomorrow? Do we need people who do what they are told—
the “rooster painters”—or people who can think independently?  

L. Green and R. Mitchell (1997, 38–39) have noticed that the art making 
process begins with a child’s idea, impulse or feeling. Those are the founda-
tions from which further work can be developed and extended. A child’s 
idea, impulse or feeling could be a response to personal experience, a narra-
tive subject, an object, a view or scene, an artist’s work and/or elements of 
art. The idea could be developed through drawing, painting, sculpture, etc., 
involving one or more media forms, methods and techniques. It can be re-
flected on and extended through peer discussion, teacher/child discussion or 
an action plan to develop further ideas following the theme. Based on the 
aforesaid, the research questions are as follows:  

1. How and what kinds of assignments do primary school teachers plan 
in visual arts studies? 

2. How can a teacher find, notice and recognise an idea that links to the 
teacher’s own thoughts, curriculum, subject goals, etc.? 

3. How can a teacher make lesson plans, if the study is based on stu-
dents’ ideas? 

4. What role do teachers play in this process? 
 
In considering the different possibilities that could be used in teaching visual 
art to children in primary school, the aim of this research was to present ex-
amples of how a teacher could give children the right to make their own deci-
sions, to express their own opinions, and to take responsibility for their own 
learning. 
 
 
Method 
 
Feldman (1995, 68) states that in research and interpretation the techniques 
may often be used in combination with one another. One technique may be 
used to show aspects of the data that the other does not emphasise, or one 
technique may be used to elaborate another. The research method for this 
study was a survey of primary school teachers’ opinions on teaching visual 
art and to examine the different possible ways to conduct assignments during 
visual art studies. This study was a combination of questionnaire and action 
research. The results of questionnaire were taken as the action research’s 
starting point and were a base for the action research cycle (Stringer, 2004, 
12; Norton, 2009, 69) as an assertion that teaching visual art in primary 
school is not as it should be. During the action research, I focused on partici-
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pant observation and monitored my actions, especially for different teaching 
strategies, as a teacher and also monitored students learning and actions 
throughout the whole learning process.  
 
Participants 

The selection process included teachers who taught art to Grades 1–3 during 
the 2004/2005 and 2005/2006 school years. The selection included 128 pri-
mary school teachers who answered the questionnaire. Eighteen Grade 1–3 
students, between the ages of 7–10, took part in the action research. In addi-
tion to the students, I as a teacher and a researcher, who carried on the ex-
perimental art lessons, was also part of the action research as well.  
 
Materials 

The questionnaire that was aimed towards the class teachers consisted of 
seven sections, one part consisting of questions pertaining to the content of 
visual art studies based on the National Curriculum, especially on design and 
calligraphy. The presented questions were fairly open, which gave the teach-
ers a chance to express their own opinions and to use their own experiences 
to answer the questions.  

The method of collecting data during the action research was participant 
observation (Norton, 2009, 107), because it allowed me to actually be one of 
the group. The objectives used in the research were the students’ creative 
work, their written work done at home, as well as the written notes in the 
research journal made by the teacher.  

 
Procedure 

The primary school teacher questionnaires were collected within the frame-
work of the teachers taking correspondence courses at the University of Tal-
linn, as well as those taking supplementary teacher training, as well as those 
doing their practicum within schools in Tallinn. Between 2004–2008 also 
experimental lessons were also conducted for the action research to examine 
the various methods used to teach visual arts to children aged 7–10. The 
length of the classes was 45 minutes, or the length of one class during an 
ordinary school day in Estonia. The data was collected during the art classes 
from the Laste Loomingu Stuudio (Creative Children Studio). The following 
research results reveal a selection of opinions from classroom teachers as 
well as the data collected during the action research.  
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Results and Discussion 
 
The Estonian National Curriculum (“Põhikooli“ 2002, appendix 19) guides 
primary school teachers to originate the content of study, where one out of 
five points is Design and Calligraphy. The content of design and calligraphy 
in primary school should include the following activities: 

• assembling, in relation to purpose, material, technique and beauty; 
• rhythm exercises and games with writing elements and letters (drawn, 

painted, torn, folded); 
• exercises with ruler and calliper, and the curriculum does not specify, 

in which grade exercises must be carried out. 
 
Out of the teachers (n=128) who filled out the questionnaire, 22 teach design 
and calligraphy in the 1st, as well as in the 2nd and 3rd grade, 16 teachers in the 
2nd and 3rd grade, and 44 in the 3rd grade. Six teachers do not teach design and 
calligraphy at all and four of them could not answer the question. There were 
also teachers (n=36) who did not answer this particular question. According 
to the teachers, for children the favourite exercises related to design and cal-
ligraphy are: “designing and drawing fashionable footwear or bag”; “de-
signing/depicting his or her initials or name”; “designing a picture of num-
bers and letters”, and “animating letters”. The reasoning behind for their 
preferences was that it: “is modern and rich in fantasy, “is interesting and 
makes children think creatively” and “the results are always positive, even 
when the child isn’t usually skilful”. 

In primary school, in the teachers’ opinion, children themselves are 
mostly interested in “calligraphy and illustration of their own poems”, “ad-
vertisements for parties“, and “drawing headwear”. As for difficulties of 
teaching design and calligraphy the teachers gave such as reasons like “I 
haven’t been taught it enough”, “every child doesn’t have the sense of hand-
writing nor composition, in country schools there is also lack of teaching 
materials”; “it’s difficult with children who want to grab their rubber all the 
time”, and “children don’t want to finish their work; they get tired and negli-
gent”. 

In relation to the teachers’ research the fact that teaching design and cal-
ligraphy in primary school is quite superficial came out. There is also no 
evidence of serious planning and understanding of the content of the design 
study by teachers. It should be pointed out that it seems that primary school 
teachers themselves are formatting the content, materials and the final results 
of the exercises. They usually give students the chance to do an exercise 
during a lesson (45 minutes). According to the teachers’ answers, it can be 
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concluded that in Estonian primary school 3D design exercises are very mar-
ginal or not done at all. We can only assume that 3D exercises take a lot of 
time and space. So, the next question stands out—how could teachers find an 
appropriate theme and assignments to plan child-directed art activity? Of 
course, there is always an opportunity for teachers to ask the students what 
they really want to do. The answers are most probably—let us just draw 
something or could we do whatever we want. But that is not sufficient. We 
may let students “just draw”, but for how long—one lesson or two, or the 
whole school year? Then we would have really child-directed visual arts 
studies.  

The right idea may arise from watching your students in action or listen-
ing to their free talk or from other situations during a school day. For me, the 
right situation occurred during my regular art class. My primary school stu-
dents tend to bring toys into my class. They want to show them to me and 
talk about them with me. Before we started with our lesson I asked them to 
put all the toys on a table. One girl, the owner of a rag doll, was suddenly 
unhappy—her doll was not able to sit and if the doll were just lying down, it 
could not see what we were going to do in the class. From my classroom 
context: 

“Hey, this doll needs a chair!” shouted a boy. 

“Could I make a chair? Today?” asked the doll’s owner. 

“Could we all make chairs for our toys?” asked another student. 
 
According to the working plan we would have started a new cycle of paint-
ing, but children’s interest and their initiative has often more decisive import-
ance in the process of the studies, than the plan formatted at the beginning of 
the school year. Because of this I thought it is necessary to ask if every child 
in the group is interested in making chairs and they were. So we decided that 
after making the chairs we would go on with our painting project.  

What challenges will this situation bring for a teacher? What has the 
teacher to be ready for and what does this situation mean to him/her? Why is 
it important to support children’s activeness, interest, and initiative? After 
common decision to start making chairs, I took some time to think. What will 
I have to prepare for this process? Which materials and opportunities do the 
children have to make the chairs? How many lessons would this process 
take? What is important: making the chair or the idea, the creation process? I 
planned the process of making the chairs to follow these steps 

I caught up with the original idea and impulse of my students—the art 
making process started with a child’s idea. Starting from the original idea—
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let’s make a chair—I as a teacher planned the whole project (Table 1) taking 
into account the following steps in the art-making process as a creative cycle 
(Green & Mitchell, 1997: 40; Middle Years Program, 2000): discussion: 
investigating and sketching → development: planning, rethinking, discussing 
→ creating: decision-making, understanding, learning → reflecting and ev-
aluating: with peers or with teacher → extension: revised ideas for action and 
so on. Also I took into account the National Curriculum and there was the 
perfect curriculum content upon which I could rely.  
 
Table 1. Plan for project My Toy Needs a Place Sit 
 

Child Central idea: MY TOY NEEDS A PLACE TO SIT. 
National Curricu-
lum 

Content: 
 

Design and calligraphy: 
Assembling, in relation to purpose of function, 
material, technology and beauty; rhythms and 
plays with elements of writing and letters; 
artworks by using ruler and compass (“Põhi-
kooli,“ 2002, appendix 19). 

Child,  
supported by 
teacher 

Main goals:  
 

Students are expected to: 
• plan a design  
• choose a material 
• create a chair 
• evaluate the process and final product  

Child,  
supported by 
teacher 

Planned activities: 
 

Collecting pictures of chairs; 
Discussion about chairs—what is a chair? 
Sketching for ideas; 
Making decisions; 
Creating a chair; 
Evaluating the process 

Child and teacher Resources: Internet, magazines 
Teacher and child Tools & materials: 

 
Different glues & materials: wire, wool, rope, 
ice-cream sticks, feathers, stickers, paper, 
cardboard etc. 

Child and teacher Reflection: Student and teacher 

 
Through discussions with students we set the goals and planned activities and 
there was real collaboration between students and the teacher. The students 
understood well, why the research was important—collecting pictures of 
chairs and finding out what a chair is was recorded by students in their 
sketchbooks (Figure 1). While designing the chairs students discussed the 
shape of a chair and the material that is needed to make it.  
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Figure 1. Examples from students’ sketchbooks. 
 
As a teacher I supported students in their decisions and tried to direct their 
attention towards possible problems that may occur while making a chair. 
During the process of constructing chairs, the children had an opportunity to 
make mistakes, learn from them and correct them; the children also used their 
sketchbooks as a journal to reflect upon their learning.  

The most difficult part of the process was the technical side: using differ-
ent materials and combining them. Nonetheless, we can say that the whole 
project was a success. Students made various kinds of chairs (Figure 2), and 
their visions of the chair, their wishes, choices and decisions were of primary 
importance. The process itself was so interesting that most of the students 
forgot the original idea of making a chair for his/her toy.  
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Figure 2. Examples of students’ final artworks—Chairs. 

 
The students had many comments after the project: 

“It was difficult to make some decisions, but it was fun too.” 

“The most difficult part was to choose the right material for my chair and 
actually it’s really weird—I look around and I think why designers have 
made different chairs and how they chose the materials and colours 
and…” 

“It was really good, that we were allowed to make our own ideas come 
true. In school, the teacher always tell us exactly what to do.” 

 
The teachers also had some observations after the projects. The whole pro-
cess lasted seven lessons; it was quite a long project to carry out in a primary 
school. Still it was good for students to experience the whole creative process 
from planning to final work and evaluation. Also this project showed that it is 
possible to carry out mainly child-directed art studies and the teacher’s role 
was to supervise and guide whenever students asked advice. Hopefully in the 
future there will be an opportunity to link this assignment with another one—
students may create a logo for their chair and maybe even visit the Estonian 
Museum of Applied Art and Design, where there is an exhibit of chairs cre-
ated by Estonian artists through several eras.  

 
 

Conclusion 
 
In Estonia visual art education is primarily based on teacher-directed teaching 
and students are expected to follow exact directions. In conclusion it should 
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be said that there are several ways to teach visual art, and teachers need to use 
an eclectic versatile approach because no theory is ever comprehensive en-
ough to foster children’s creative self-expression in their visual arts studies. It 
can be claimed that 

• using only a teacher-directed approach in visual art education does not 
meet the needs of the future; 

• activities during visual art studies could be combined with different 
ways of teaching visual art; 

• the teacher, as a professional, should be flexible enough to change his 
or her plans and take into account student’s interests and needs, and 
serve as a resource person, and 

• children should have the right to make their own decisions, to express 
their own opinions, and to take responsibility for their learning; this is 
the most valuable part in teaching visual arts to future world citizens. 

 
We do not know exactly what life in the twenty-first century will be like and 
what kind of citizens our world will need, but what may be said is that most 
probably by supporting children in their development to be inquirers, com-
municators and creative risk-takers teachers may prepare those children to 
face 21st century challenges and be citizens of tomorrow.  
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Children’s right to dance  

Eeva Anttila 
 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This paper discusses issues related to children and dance and argues that dance has consider-
able potential to support children’s development, learning and well-being. It presents scien-
tific and philosophical viewpoints on embodied learning and critically discusses Finnish 
educational policy that during recent decades has turned arts education into a large after-
school activity. As part of basic education in the arts, dance education has developed qualita-
tively and quantitatively, but not all children have equal access to dance education. The 
author claims that dance education should be included in the national curriculum.  

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The convention on the rights of the child is very fundamental to all educators 
and for all researchers of education and childhood. It is especially significant 
for arts educators because it so vitally and profoundly expresses that arts and 
culture, indeed are basic for growing human beings. Its premise that recog-
nises the right of the child to participate freely in cultural life and the arts is 
intuitively understood by anyone who has significant personal experiences in 
any art form. A growing body of literature and scientific research in the fields 
of cognitive science and neuroscience, for instance, substantiates this view of 
the arts as a basic need and right for all human beings (see, e.g. , Grafton 
2009).  

As a supporter of dance, so to say, I feel especially privileged to have this 
opportunity to discuss children’s right to dance. In academia, dance is still a 
young, small and undervalued field of study. In the arts world, dance is 
among the least funded art forms, and only during the last century has dance 
been a respected profession. In Finland, higher education in dance has only 
been offered for 25 years. The Theatre Academy, where I work as professor 
in dance pedagogy, launched the first university level dance program in 1983. 
Just a week before this conference (October 2, 2009), we celebrated our first 
doctoral promotion with 17 doctoral degrees in theatre and dance. Out of 
them, nine are doctorates in dance. Research in dance and dance education in 
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our country is vital and meets high international standards. A recent evalu-
ation report of the Academy of Finland points out that: “in terms of dance 
and theatre pedagogy, the activities in TEAK have set a new pace and urg-
ently deserve to receive greater attention in Europe” (Academy of Finland 
2009, 35).  

Today, dance is a vital and essential profession in our country. Every 
year, almost 100 dance artists and dance teachers enter the field, having com-
pleted a Master’s or Bachelor’s degree or vocational training in dance. Al-
though many of them still struggle to find permanent jobs as dance artists, 
public funding for dance has grown steadily. Many dance artists also teach 
dance. Through university level dance education programs, the quality of 
dance teaching has improved greatly in Finland. In the light of these positive 
developments in the quality and quantity of dance education in Finland, the 
question remains: For whom does dance exist?  

This question brings me to my topic, to dancing children, and to another 
growth story related to the Finnish dance field. The number of children and 
youngsters that dance as a hobby has grown ever since the government 
passed the law on Basic Education in the arts in 1992. During 2007–2008 
over 36 000 students took part in basic education in dance. Only music has 
more students (67164). Visual arts had about 20 000 students. The total num-
ber of student in basic education in the arts was about 135 000 (Koramo 
2009). In Finland there are about 700 000 children between 6–18 years of 
age. Out of them, then, about 20% take part in basic education in the arts. In 
dance, the percentage would be only about 5%. Over 90% of students in 
dance are girls. This means that out of all Finnish boys, less than 1% take part 
in dance.  

The 1992 law was crafted with the justification that it would enhance arts 
education, which it certainly has done, for those children, who take part in 
basic education in the arts. Still, only a small percentage of the population has 
this opportunity. The system seems to be based on a modernist belief in art as 
a specialised field that does not, and should not concern all children (see 
Astor 2001). It concerns children with special talent and interest in arts, who 
are entitled to a systematic, level-to-level curriculum that gradually prepares 
them for professional studies in the arts. The rationale behind this thinking 
seems to be that it is impossible to give proper arts education in schools, and 
that it is actually not necessary, because only some children are interested in 
and talented enough to study arts.  

Access to basic education in the arts is also based on socio-economic 
background. Educated parents who can afford the fees take their children to 
art schools where art teachers often encourage the most talented students to 
enroll in special programs. In dance this has resulted in semi-professional 
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dance programs for a selected group of students. They are mostly white, 
middle-class female students with the proper body structure and other suit-
able personality traits and physical capabilities. Boys, children from immi-
grant or lower income families, and children who live in rural areas of Fin-
land, are left out of basic arts education in dance.  
 
 
A story of decline  
 
This unfortunate story depicts the slow but steady decline of the status of the 
arts in education over the past 30 years (Astor 2001). During this time, the 
Finnish national curriculum has become more filled with science and aca-
demics, and arts and crafts, once at the core of the national curriculum, have 
become marginalised. Within this development, dance, which never had a 
space in the national curriculum to begin with, has become more of an exclu-
sive, rather than inclusive activity.  

This kind of development conflicts with the Nordic ideals of equality, 
democracy and accessibility of culture, education and the arts, and it also 
conflicts with the UN declaration of children’s rights. Our current educational 
policy reflects a strange logic that puts measurable short term gains in the 
forefront and neglects the view that considers education as a long term in-
vestment in quality of life, holistic well-being and the full development of 
human potential.  

According to Scott T. Grafton (2009), conventional K–12 education prac-
titioners emphasise reading, writing and mathematics, which supposedly will 
produce progressive parallel development in cognitive capacities such as 
reasoning, abstraction and semantic knowledge. Physical education is in-
cluded in the curriculum mostly for its health benefits. At the same time, less 
time is allocated for subjects that deal with material or physical knowledge, 
such as machine or wood shop, electronics, music, dance and theatre arts. 
This approach reflects an assumption that anyone with sufficient cognitive 
abilities can gain material or physical knowledge if they just put their mind 
(or hands) to it; as long as children are smart in the head, the hands will fol-
low. This false dichotomy between knowing (as defined by cognitive models) 
and doing dominates contemporary education policy and practice. 

Professor Matti Rimpelä from the National Institute for Health and Wel-
fare discuss the welfare economy that was once understood by Finnish poli-
cymakers. He has spoken up publicly about the loss of this principle: invest-
ing in well-being which in the long run is profitable even in pure economic 
terms, not to mention the benefits in humanitarian terms (Rimpelä 2008). 
However, the attention has been turned towards repairing the damages after 
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the fact. It is more costly, but easier to manage in yearly budgets, whereas 
long-term investments in well-being are difficult to justify, when public 
budgets are made as in business world, on a yearly basis. The questions of 
equity and access in relation to dance education then, seem to be overlooked 
from the Finnish viewpoint. From a global perspective, the picture is, how-
ever, even more complex. Even after considering this question from many 
angles, my personal view is that every child has a right to dance. But what 
kind of dance, taught by whom? 

I have been involved in an organization called Dance and the Child Inter-
national for over 20 years. I have just begun my three year period as the 
Chair of daCi, and at the same time I realise that the aims seem to be even 
more difficult to realise. The aims include: 

• recognising and developing dance for young people, with respect for 
the ethnic, gender and cultural identities of each young person within 
a spirit of international understanding; 

• increasing and developing opportunities for young people to experi-
ence dance as creators, performers and spectators and arranging this 
both within and between countries; 

• preserving the cultural heritage of all forms of dance is included in 
both general education and community programs, and  

• urging all countries to ensure that dance is included in both general 
education and community programs (for more information, please see 
www.daci.org ). 

 
These aims also concur with the declaration of children’s rights. The author is 
very committed to work for these aims worldwide, and understand that there 
is very much work to do nationally, as well. I think that we need true col-
laboration among arts educators and researchers in arts education in order to 
realise these aims. I will now turn to some views that speak for the educa-
tional value of dance for a growing child, hoping that it will be evident how 
important it is for children to have space for bodily movement, rhythmic, 
dynamic and creative movement throughout their childhood and informal and 
formal education. All these views can be substantiated by theoretical litera-
ture or empirical research. The basic claim for arts education in general, how-
ever, is expressed vividly by Elliot Eisner: “As we learn in and through the 
arts we become more qualitatively intelligent” (Eisner 2004, 5). Here then are 
ten claims more specific to dance, followed by some quotes that substantiate 
these claims.  
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1. Children learn through their entire bodies, through movement, sensing 
and active exploration; 

2. Learning and development take place in concrete relationships with 
the physical world ; 

3. Human beings have a predisposition towards qualitative (aesthetic) 
perception, judgement and action; 

4. Social cognition develops through attending to others’ bodily gestures 
and movements; 

5. The world is three-dimensional, like the human body and movement; 
6. Creative use of language stems from rich bodily and sensory experi-

ences: poetic, metaphoric language and narrative thinking; 
7. Emotions reside in the body: they are changes in bodily states, inter-

preted and named as specific feelings; 
8. A sense of self, or identity, is embodied; 
9. As a non-verbal art form, dance facilitates learning for those children 

who have difficulties in operating with abstract symbols, and  
10. Dance is a part of play, ritual, culture and the arts. 

 
The first claim can be substantiated with findings from cognitive science. For 
instance, according to Lakoff and Johnson (1999, 3–4): “… the same mecha-
nisms that allow us to perceive and move also create our conceptual systems 
and modes of reason” (Lakoff & Johnson 1999, 3–4). Another intriguing 
quote that supports the second claim comes from Pfeifer and Bongard, re-
searchers of artificial intelligence:  

Intelligence always requires a body … We ascribe intelligence only to 
agents that are embodied … if a system is embodied, it is subject to the 
laws of physics and has to somehow deal with gravity, friction, and en-
ergy supply in order to survive … the real importance of embodiment 
comes from the interaction between physical processes and what we 
might want to call information processes (2007, 18). 

 
There is a wealth of philosophical literature that speaks for the necessity of 
the arts for human beings. Paul Crowther states that: “… aesthetic experi-
ences play an important role in the relationship between human beings and 
the world” (1993, 205). According to him, the aesthetic domain answers the 
needs of self-consciousness, a claim which is consistent with recent findings 
of neuroscience (see, e.g., Damasio 1999). The study on mirror neurons, on 
the other hand, shows that movement is significant for social development, 
and that embodied interaction is the basis for complex mental operations 
(Gallagher 2005; Hari 2007). The body, and embodied experiences also play 
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a significant role in language development. According to Lakoff and Johnson 
(1999), our conceptual systems and linguistic categories consist of metaphors 
that link our bodily existence with the way we think. 

Research in dance education so far has not focused on proving the con-
nection between dance and academic achievements. Although most dance 
education research is qualitative, and speaks about the lived experiences 
related to dance, and the meanings that dance has for human beings (see, e.g., 
Stinson & Bond 2000), harder scientific evidence is emerging as researchers 
have been forming multidisciplinary teams. It is imperative that we start 
building stronger connections with other fields, such as learning theory and 
neuroscience. Research that illuminates deep and rich meanings and trans-
formative experiences related to dance seems to speak mostly to others who 
have similar experiences. I have opened my eyes and my mind towards a 
dialogue with natural sciences, and at the same time I have realised that they 
too have begun a dialogue with philosophy and the arts. 

There is a relationship not only between arts and sciences, but also be-
tween the arts and overall learning. Karen Bradley (2002) has reviewed seven 
studies that have explored such links. According to her, the most consistent 
indication across the seven studies is the finding that illuminates how dance 
is effective as a means of developing three aspects of creative thinking: flu-
ency, originality, and abstractness. She also states that physical activities 
specific to dance support the development of fluency by actively engaging 
students, and concludes that this is not surprising when one considers that 
fluency of thinking is essentially a facility and mobility of mind and involves 
the ability of the student to turn ideas around and look at them from different 
angles. In dance, the body does the same thing and reflection on that process 
is a valuable aspect of dance-making. Originality and abstractness, likewise, 
are valued modes of dance education, especially where improvisation and 
composition are taught. The studies thus suggest that dance instruction may 
provide a means for developing a range of the creative thinking aspects of 
critical thinking skills. Students engaged in dance develop and are able to 
express new insights and interpretations. 

In his recent article, Scott T. Grafton (2009) describes a study on Action 
Observation Networks (AON). His research suggests that there are three 
ways that learning in the arts—and in physical skills more generally—remain 
vital to educational practice. First, much knowledge comes from mastering 
the material world. Grafton states that physical knowledge need not be sub-
ordinate to cognitive training for and that experiential knowledge is essential 
for creating great surgeons and truck drivers alike. According to Grafton 
(2009), the second benefit of teaching arts and physical knowledge is based 
on harnessing passion. The hunger to learn these skills is a source of pro-
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found motivation that can spread to all aspects of a learner’s life and augment 
performance generally. Teachers see this every day. We are only just begin-
ning to understand how the brain creates positive motivation. Such passion 
can be a source of motivation that spreads to a broad range of cognitive chal-
lenges. Third, studies in the arts amplify learning that supports social intelli-
gence. Grafton explains how the emotional scaffolding that supports empathy 
and perspective is linked in part to how we perceive and interpret others’ 
actions. He and his research team have been able to show direct involvement 
of the Action observation networks not only in what people are doing, but 
also in how they feel as they do something. This insight is in concurrence 
with the developing field of understanding of mirror neurons and inspires 
future studies on social cognition. 

Through my own research projects (Anttila 2003, 2004, 2007), I have 
worked my way towards building a multidisciplinary conception of learning 
that goes beyond mainstream theories in learning in articulating the bodily 
basis of consciousness, knowledge, thinking and learning. The notion of 
embodied learning is philosophically well grounded, but is also strongly 
substantiated by scientific findings in the fields of neuroscience and cognitive 
science (Damasio 1994, 1999; Varela 1991; Lakoff & Johnson 1980, 1999; 
Thompson 2007).  

Although a major shift in understanding human consciousness and learn-
ing is under way in many fields, educational policy seems to respond to these 
findings reluctantly. My most recent research project is a combination of 
theoretical argumentation and empirical study in one school. “The whole 
school dances” research project brings dance to every student in the school. 
The pedagogical approach is integrative and interdisciplinary, and will take 
embodied knowledge into practice. It will build on findings of cognitive 
science and neuroscience that demonstrate, for example, how the mind is 
inherently embodied, how social interaction is the basis of complex mental 
operations, how the body shapes the way we think, how consciousness needs 
a body, and how social cognition develops through attending to others’ bodi-
ly gestures and movements. The field of somatic studies and move-
ment/dance philosophy is also a significant resource for this study as it incor-
porates bodily practice and academic study and seeks to understand the hu-
man being from the first person perspective, thus widening understanding 
about the meaning of our bodily existence and being in the world (Hanna 
1970). Here, the study will relate to and make use of the work of a communi-
ty of researchers in Finland who can be considered leading scholars in the 
field even internationally (e.g., Monni 2008; Klemola 2005; Parviainen 2002; 
Rouhiainen 2007). It will also draw upon and apply Lauri Rauhala’s seminal 
work on to holistic conception of a human being (Rauhala 2005). 
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A deeper understanding of the embodied nature of learning is a step to-
wards a comprehensive view of learning that involves the entire human being 
and that is thoroughly intertwined with social reality. Social reality refers to 
embodied interaction with other human beings and to the world of socially 
constructed meanings. Embodied learning can take place within many differ-
ent activities in many forms, and in formal and informal contexts. It can sup-
port life-long learning and holistic well-being in all demographic groups, and 
help individuals with learning difficulties.  

Dance is a largely unexplored field in terms of learning and education 
(Hanna 2008). Despite the embodied turn that has all but falsified the Carte-
sian notion of the mind-body split, it seems evident that educational practice 
still widely endorses this split. Within the dualistic framework embodied 
practices, such as dance, are still not considered integral in human learning. 
Despite all these challenges, there is hope in sight. Some countries are pro-
gressing in introducing dance in the national curriculum. In Finland the next 
reform of the national curriculum has just begun. There is quite strong lobby-
ing underway for arts education. Whether the efforts make a difference re-
mains to be seen. 
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Different aspects of art education in 

early childhood 
Jyrki Reunamo 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
In Finland each day care centre produces a unit-specific curriculum based on the national 
curriculum (2005). This article analyses the curriculum from the art education point of view. 
The staff from 243 day care centres (84%) in the city of Helsinki answered four open ques-
tions concerning art education. The questions were about the harmonic, chaotic, goal-
oriented and creative aspects of art education. In this article the process of art education is 
interpreted to start as contact with a cultural product, evolve into art production relying on 
children’s inner resources, and result in tools for personal and cultural production. Artistic 
education deepens and broadens as the children develop. Artistic tools can be mastered. Art 
becomes a platform for different interpretations and children’s art is what children do. When 
art becomes an instrumental tool, there is always room for enhancement. Play, exploration 
and curiosity produce an atmosphere for new cultural development. Children can take the 
media in their own hands and enhance the needed tools and content further. The four differ-
ent aspects of art are described in the light of the educators’ descriptions. 
 
Keywords: early childhood education, art education, curriculum 

 
 
 
Different aspects of artistic expression in early childhood 
education 
 
This paper describes the different aspects of art education in producing local 
municipal and unit-specific Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) 
curricula in Helsinki. The unit-specific ECEC curricula for each day care 
centre are based on the National Curriculum Guidelines on Early Childhood 
Education and Care in Finland (2005).  

In the Finnish national curriculum, guidelines on ECEC (2005, 22) chil-
dren’s artistic experiences and expression are defined as follows:  

“Children gain their basic artistic experiences in a developmental envi-
ronment that fosters a wide range of artistic activities, such as music, 
drawing, dance, drama, handicrafts and children’s literature. The in-
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tensity and enchantment of artistic experiences activates children and 
grips their attention. Artistic activities and experiences introduce the 
child to an aesthetic world: the joy of learning, artistic drama, forms, 
sounds, colours, scents, sentiments and a combination of experiences 
based on the different senses. Art gives the child an opportunity to experi-
ence an imaginary world where everything is possible and true in a make-
believe way. … Children enjoy artistic activity, skills and self-expression 
both when working alone and when working together with other children 
in various productions. Through artistic experiences and activities, chil-
dren develop as individuals and group members”.  

 
Art can be conceived in many ways and the educational procedures depend 
on those presuppositions. In this paper, tools created by Piaget and Vygotsky 
are used to clarify the different functions and relations of artistic expression.  

Piaget divides children’s constructive thinking into accommodation and 
assimilation. In accommodation the views of the children change, in order to 
better correspond to the environment (Gruber & Vonéche 1995, 216; Piaget 
1977, 18–19). In art this would mean that the child accommodates his/her 
views to better grasp the artistic content; the child opens up to the artistic 
content. In assimilation the experiences fit in with the existing mental struc-
ture of the child (Reunamo 2007, 21), the schemas are incorporated into the 
pre-existing inner structures of children (Piaget 1977, 18–19). In art this 
means that children do not change their views during the process; rather, art 
can be seen as distinct ready-made content that can be used as a tool for the 
mind and artistic expression. The children can use art to express themselves. 

In accommodation, art is a larger wholeness into which children need to 
open themselves. In assimilation, the art does not change the child fundamen-
tally, but art can add to the child’s repertoire of tools to grasp and create 
things. Accommodating to art is opening up to the cultural and artistic con-
tent to get a better contact and gain a deeper understanding of art. Assimilat-
ing art means to use and acquire separate artistic ideas and the tools to apply 
them. 

The second continuum considered here is adaptation and agency. Adap-
tation serves as a balance between assimilation and accommodation (Kit-
chener 1986, 54–61). Adaptation refers to already existing content. In agency 
children change the environment, too (James & Prout 1997, 4–5; Solberg 
1997, 126–127; and Reunamo 2005). As Galperin observes (cf. Arievitch & 
Haenen 2005), the ability to look ahead (orientation) is a precondition for and 
even a prime aspect of learning. The more accustomed the children are to 
participating in the processes of their surroundings, the more prepared they 
will also be for participating as adults (Reunamo 2004). In this article, Piaget 
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is considered as emphasising the adaptive (dependant) nature of children’s 
views while Vygotsky considers both adaptation and agency. Bodrova and 
Leong (2006) discuss the impact of Vygotsky’s ideas on pedagogy. They 
point out that to develop self-regulation, children need to engage in regulat-
ing others too. By discussing and planning, children engage in high levels of 
both “self-” and “other-regulation” (Bodrova & Leong 2006, pp. 206–220). 

When children have agency on art they are seen as the originators of new 
cultural artefacts and creators of new cultural developments. These two con-
tinua describe four possible ways to consider children’s relation to art and art 
education. On this continuum the direction of change is central. Is art having 
an effect on minds or do children’s views contain elements that change art? 
The fourfold table can be seen in Figure 1. 

 

 
 
Figure1. Four different ways to consider artistic change 
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The four different views on art have consequences on relating art. When art is 
seen as existing (the art or artistic content does not change), the only way to 
interact with it is to change oneself: to interact with it is to adapt to it and 
accommodate one’s conceptions to fully incorporate the artistic content 
(harmony). When the different aspects of art are applied as such there is no 
unifying whole and the differing developments produce conflicting fields of 
interest that compete with each other (plurality, chaos). When art is seen as a 
personal assimilation of artistic development with new changes in artistic 
products, it can be considered as new personal developments and products 
the art can be considered as personal impacts and better art (objectives). 
When the artist both accommodates to the existing forms of arts and is the 
motor (agent) in contributing new tools for artistic production, the artistic 
endeavour becomes a shared cultural development (with new potential).  

The four aspects of early childhood education also reveal four different 
artistic relations for pedagogy. These aspects are described in the light of 
Vygotsky (1978, 2004) in Figure 2. 

 

 
 
Figure 2. The four facets of art education in ECEC 
 
Harmony. In the zone of proximal development art can be enjoyed, learned 
and practised by children. Art is a constant source of content that the children 
can accommodate and integrate. Artistic education deepens and broadens as 
the children develop. Artistic tools can be mastered. Art is a vibrant whole 
the children can become involved in, that can be experienced and perceived. 
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Plurality (chaos). When children’s art describes their actual development, 
the actions describe children’s ideas and needs and all kinds of children’s 
works are important. Children’s artwork describes the plurality of children’s 
voices. Art becomes a platform for different interpretations and children’s art 
is what children do. 
 
Objectives. When art becomes an instrumental tool, there is always room for 
enhancement. With practice children can gradually become better in their 
creation of artistic artefacts. The best art requires talent, work and the best 
specialised art education possible.  
 
Possibilities. When art is considered as a shared content produced together, 
art for children is a social process in which they become involved. Adults 
foster new projects with shared planning, interaction and evaluation of the 
processed products. Play, exploration and curiosity produce an atmosphere 
for a new cultural development. Children can take the media in their own 
hands and enhance the needed tools and content further. The four different 
aspects of art here described are reflected in children’s relation to art and art 
education. 
 
 
Research questions and method 
 
The research questions for the paper were:  

1. What are the central themes in artistic expression in ECEC in Finland?  
2. What can the four aspects of describing artistic expression reveal 

about the educational orientations of art education? 
 
Eighty questions, four of them dealing with artistic expression, were sent to 
328 day care centres in Helsinki at the end of February 2005. Next are the 
concise instructions for the day care staff for the first phase of the process in 
spring 2005.  

In the file Vasu-kartoitus.doc there are four sets of questions. In each of 
the sets the ECEC guidelines are considered from different viewpoints which 
are: 1) good practices (harmony); 2) conflicts (chaos); 3) objectives, and 4) 
possibilities. In the kindergarten one member of the staff is liable for one set 
of questions. Altogether there are four people in the kindergarten to address 
one set of questions each.  

Although one staff member is responsible for answering her/his set of 
questions, it is important to process and discuss the topics with colleagues 
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(e.g., at coffee breaks, in teams and at meetings). If one has different opinions 
than one’s colleagues, write down both opinions. One does not have to dis-
cuss with everyone in the kindergarten, but it is important that the opinions of 
different teams are written down.  

The time to complete the processing of the questions is from 01.03–
15.04.2005. The first week is for considering the questions in general. These 
instructions are delivered to all the staff. The second week the taking of one’s 
own and colleagues’ notes begins. On the third week the answers are written 
up.  

Not later than week 15 one of the ECEC plan leaders writes up all four 
sets of answers into a form at the address http://www.helsinki.fi/~reunamo/ 
vasu.htm. The viewpoints are left for all to read and comment on (in the staff 
room, info board, copy to everyone etc.). The viewpoints are used as a start-
ing point in conducting the ECEC plan.  

The opinions were written in an open form without predefined alterna-
tives. By the deadline, 243 kindergartens had sent in their answers. The per-
cent of curriculum processed Finnish-speaking kindergartens was 84,4%, 
which is satisfactory. Of all the day care centres a random sample of one 
hundred day care centres was selected for the analysis.  

The first phase of the interpretation was conducted in line with grounded 
theory (cf. Smet, Keer, Wever & Valcke, 2010). In grounded theory are no 
pre-ordained categories. The categories are indicated by the data under study. 
The emerging theory and the codes describing different categories are based 
on the content being researched and grounded on the material. After interpre-
tation several codes were merged and finally seven different categories re-
mained. 

After the initial analysis based on the emerging (grounded) categories 
(codes), all the data was analysed again by content analysis. A coding scheme 
was developed for each category to ensure consistency in scoring the descrip-
tions (cf. Mulenga, Al-Harthi, & Carr-Chellman 2006).  
 
 
Results 
 
The numbers in the results describe the number of mentions of that particular 
aspect of artistic expression. As there was a sample of one hundred day care 
centres, the figure is also the percentage of day care centres that described 
their aspects of artistic expression accordingly. 
 
Harmonic tendencies. To find out about the harmonic (cf. Figure 1) aspects 
of artistic activities in Helsinki, the staff was asked a question: What kind of 
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artistic and expressive items work best in your own work and the day care 
centre as a whole? The twelve most often described items are listed next. 
After the description the number indicates how many times the aspect was 
mentioned in the staff’s descriptions. Because the qualitative sample of all 
the day care centres was 100 day care centres, the number is at the same time 
a percent of all answers. The percentage is well over 100 percent, because 
most of the answers described several aspect: 

• Singing and music (sessions): 60; 
• Drama, performances: 51; 
• Visual arts, different techniques, stories with pictures: 44; 
• Fairytales, nursery rhymes, storytelling, story crafting, books, lan-

guage: 31; 
• Craftsmanship, hobby activity, pottery, woodwork: 28; 
• Children’s expression, imagination, children’s own mental images and 

products: 26; 
• Celebrations, trips, projects, themes: 20; 
• Use of various available tools and materials, recycling etc.: 15; 
• Educator’s personal involvement and adult performances: 9; 
• Workshops and clubs: 9; 
• Encouraging atmosphere: 8, and 
• Children’s own projects and performances, spontaneous expression: 7. 

 
These aspects describe art as something that can be valued by children and 
educators alike. These aspects of artistic activities are described as already 
working well and the educators are satisfied with them. Thus these activities 
do not need to be forced or hurried. When art becomes a shared practice for 
all, children have an open and involved contact with the social sphere; an 
advanced contact to artistic content helps the child to produce more advanced 
art. A child can learn the uses and content of art to better correspond to the 
socially shared art. Thus a harmonic relation to art is good in early childhood 
education, giving children contact to the existing artistic content in the zone 
of proximal development described by Vygotsky (1978). Nevertheless, this 
harmonic view of art can also become excessive, when obsessive habits 
hinder the necessary change.  
 
Plural, chaotic tendencies. To find out the chaotic aspects of art education 
another question was asked of the early childhood educators: What most 
limits children’s creative projects from flourishing in your group? What 
about the whole day care centre? 
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• The daily schedule, the planned program and the daily routines take 
time: 38; 

• Constricted space, e.g., workshop is a junk pile: 35; 
• The adults make the limitations, task orientation, strict planning, adult 

does not catch up: 28; 
• Projects need to be cleared for resting, eating or for other groups: 28; 
• Resources (large groups etc.): 25; 
• The differences in children’s readiness and age: 14; 
• The lack of adult co-operation and shared vision: 12; 
• Lack of permanent places for workshops or long projects: 11; 
• Ready-made or insufficient pre-school material, the material unavail-

able: 9; 
• Nothing, empty answer: 8, and 
• Lack of consideration of children’s ideas and projects, children do not 

invent: 7. 
 
Here art is not considered as a harmonic whole, rather, it is a controversial 
field of life among other important facets of life. The art teacher needs to 
fight for the limited resources and time against other human interests. The 
daily schedule has no room for artistic endeavours. Artistic processes get lost 
amidst all the daily necessities. There is no time and place for long creative 
processes. Even if there were enough time for an artistic process, the process 
may collapse when educators or children are absent. Long fulfilling artistic 
processes cannot be completed with too many changes in participants, spaces 
and frequent interruptions. It is difficult for the educator to welcome chil-
dren’s creative processes when the educator is in the middle of chaos trying 
to make some sense of the discontinuities. Another creative strand is not 
welcomed. However, chaos can also be seen as a creative aspect, as the con-
stant unwinding and restructuring also includes the seeds for new structures 
to evolve. In artistic chaos there are new elements learned and invented, too. 
Maybe not all of the limitations are real limitations; they can also be excuses.  
 
Objectives. To find out about artistic objectives the educators were asked a 
third question: What artistic and expressive objectives have been important in 
your group/day care centre lately? The responses were as follows:  

• Children’s expression, language development: 43; 
• Singing and music: 39; 
• Drama and role play: 38; 
• Craftsmanship, handiwork: 37; 
• Visual arts and techniques: 32; 
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• Fairy tales, nursery rhymes and books: 31; 
• Culture (tradition, art, theatre etc.): 21; 
• Themes and projects concerning parties, trips and seasons: 20; 
• Introducing versatile materials, versatile use and recycling: 15; 
• Morning get-togethers, art and other clubs: 11; 
• Encouragement and cheering of children, joy: 10; 
• Development of children’ creativity and imagination: 8, and 
• Whole-hearted putting one’s soul into the expression: 7. 

 
The objectives should describe things that do not exist; they describe some-
thing that is not yet possessed. Children’s expressive and language skills are 
on the top of the list of objectives and drama, role play, tales and rhymes 
seem to be the tools to enhance them. They also serve as connections to cul-
tural art forms. Children’s own activity in art and expression is manifested in 
their handiwork, and the introduction of new material. Teachers can encour-
age children’s creativity and imagination. To get highly involved in the ex-
pression ensures that all important aspects of children’s development will be 
incorporated into the expression. On a more general level, this would mean 
that to produce high quality artistic results the educators would need to direct 
children’s needs, motivation, affects and alertness to ensure high quality 
results. Creativity and fixed goals do not always go hand in hand. The har-
monic and objective aspects of art education have several of the same aspects, 
which I think means that for harmony it is not sufficient that things work out 
well; they need to have relevance, too. 
 
Possibilities. To determine aspects of art education and expression that the 
staff seemed interested in trying as new developments in their work the 
fourth question was asked: What kind of artistic and expressive activities 
seem to be interesting at this moment? 

• Music in different situations, singing get-togethers, voice: 38; 
• Role plays, drama: 36; 
• Visual arts (painting, different techniques, body, nature etc.): 24; 
• Themes, projects (colours, art weeks, rhythm, exhibitions, garden 

etc.): 24; 
• Puppet theatre, desktop theatre, shadow theatre: 18; 
• Handicraft (felting, baking, pottering, making books etc.): 17; 
• Story crafting: 16; 
• Children’s expressions (children’s interviews, performances, descrip-

tions of their works): 15; 
• Culture (theatre, art, circus, opera, museums etc.): 15; 
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• Fairy tales, reading, language: 12, and 
• Nature, trips (inspiration and ambience): 10. 

 
Testing new developments is about finding and producing new culture. Music 
can be incorporated in many situations. New projects and processes are not 
obligatory, they can be used and undertaken if found interesting or valuable 
enough. Possibilities can be ideated in abundance, but they do not need to be 
treated as necessary. New opportunities often seem to be situated in coopera-
tive projects in which children can participate. It seems interesting that dan-
cing was not mentioned as a potential activity. Perhaps dancing is considered 
to be part of physical education. Creative projects need time and the re-
sources are limited. Maybe the best option for creative projects is to help 
children themselves take hold of their projects, their planning, development 
and evaluation. Then they can become resources for development and they 
learn the needed metacognitive skills and strategies to steer shared processes. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
The sample can be regarded as a random sample of the day care centres in 
Helsinki. The results cannot be generalised to all of Finland or Europe. 
Nevertheless, as the questions were open questions prepared and tested to 
catch the different aspects of education, they give us a glimpse of important 
aspects of art education in early childhood education. The questions and 
answers were not described in a “good” or “bad” dichotomy, which hopefully 
helped the educators to express their understanding freely. The next phase for 
research could be the quantitative analysis of the four dimensions described 
in the article. Then we can estimate the importance and statistical dependen-
cies among different aspects. 

Art seeks equilibrium between accommodation and assimilation. Children 
need to accommodate their perception and understanding to get in contact 
with the artistic content produced and to share it with others. Children assimi-
late their artistic conceptions in their artistic endeavours. A Piagetian ap-
proach to adaptation can still offer some valuable insights into this process. 
Art is an existing and solid product of culture with valuable artefacts. Chil-
dren can use the artistic cultural heritage in their own artistic works. Art de-
velops another meaning when children begin to create new cultural artefacts 
in their processes on their own and with other people. When we talk about 
artistic change we have to ask who is changing: the “art” or children’s artistic 
understanding and skills? The Vygotskian way looking at cultural mediation 
has inspirational examples of these processes. 
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Finally, children need to find their artistic processes in all four sectors: to 
get in contact with the existing artistic culture, to practise their artistic skills, 
to learn to create their own artefacts and to join their forces in shared cultural 
development. 
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Crafts and play: Ethnographic observations on 

morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils 
Kristiina Eskelinen 

 
 
 

Abstract 
 
This article represents a small part of the extensive research dealing with child development 
during morning and afternoon activities (before and after school activities) for younger pu-
pils. This article is a presentation of the data collected from the crafts workshop, especially 
of the observations and an evaluation of their significance to larger research. It also links 
some points of the research subject and field records with article 31 of the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child to rest and leisure, to engage in play and recreational activities, and to 
participate freely in cultural life and the arts. 
 
Keywords: ethnography, crafts, play, morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The research stems from the development project (Eskelinen 2006) which I 
created when studying the coordination of morning and afternoon activities 
for younger pupils in (Hämeen ammattikorkeakoulu) HAMK University of 
Applied Sciences. As I signed up for coordinator, I entered a culture in which 
I was a total stranger. The other students had previous experience in the co-
ordination or supervision of such activities whereas I had to find out first 
what the morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils actually en-
tailed. In the development project I asked how crafts could be included in 
these activities. This introduction to the field of morning and afternoon ac-
tivities for younger pupils inspired me to find out more, and being a crafts 
teacher I approached the subject from the perspective of hand skills. 
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What morning and afternoon activities work for younger 
pupils? 
 
The morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils are guided recrea-
tional activities arranged for children outside school hours for a fee. The 
activities are intended for 7–8 year old children in grades 1–2 in basic educa-
tion and for children in grades 3–9 admitted to special needs education. The 
social principle behind such activities is the provision of a safe, nurturing 
environment for the child before and after school hours. Mostly these activi-
ties are arranged after school. Legislation covering the morning and afternoon 
activities for younger pupils (Basic Education Act 1136/2003, chapter 8 a) 
was adopted in 2004. According to the act, the morning and afternoon activi-
ties should provide children with diverse opportunities to participate in 
guided recreational activities and offer them a chance to rest in a peaceful 
environment under the guidance of a professional suited for the job. The core 
activities consist of play, gymnastics, outdoor sports, crafts, creative activi-
ties, games and music. There is also an opportunity to do homework and rest 
(Iivonen 2009a). In 2009 approximately 45 000 school children were signed 
up for the activities (Finnish National Board of Education 2009).  

The targets and core activities of the morning and afternoon activities for 
younger pupils are defined by the Finnish National Board of Education, and 
local authorities base their action plan on the Board’s definition. The local 
authorities are responsible for arranging the service in compliance with legis-
lation. The local authorities may arrange morning and afternoon activities 
themselves or in cooperation with authorities of other municipalities or pur-
chase the service from organisations, associations, parishes or private service 
providers. In 2009 the majority of Finnish local authorities arranged morning 
and afternoon activities for school children. However, the local authority is 
not obligated to organise these activities (Ministry of Education and Culture 
2009). 

The need of younger pupils for morning and afternoon activities was the 
subject of intense discussion among state authorities and in letters to the 
editors of newspapers at the turn of the 21st century. According to professor 
Lea Pulkkinen (2008), the activities were born out of a need, as the time 
spent unsupervised by children had increased due to reductions in school club 
funding and the elimination of municipal afternoon care of school children in 
the aftermath of the economic depression of the 1990s. Forsberg and Stran-
dell (2006, 8−11, 22) regard this development more as a sign of a change in 
the attitudes towards childhood and of its institutionalisation. Childhood is 
more and more controlled and organised, and children’s self-initiated activi-
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ties and common play are not considered as valuable as participation in 
guided activities.  

The poor economic situation of local authorities has once again brought 
up the subject of the need and scope of the morning and afternoon activities 
for younger pupils. The trend in municipalities is to cut rather than expand 
the activities. For example, Espoo provides morning and afternoon activities 
mainly for children in the 1st grade while Kuopio considered terminating the 
service altogether (Iltapäivätoiminta 2009, Vainio 2009). There is a desire by 
the state to increase rather than decrease these activities. The possibility of 
providing morning and afternoon activities for all younger pupils in need of 
them in the 1st and 2nd grades and of transferring the responsibility for the 
activities to school principals has been brought up (Ministry of Education and 
Culture 2006).  
 
 
Research problems 
 
In this article I will examine the following issues: 

• What are the challenges in the collection of ethnographic material 
dealing with the significance of hand skills?  

• What questions concerning children’s afternoons arise out of the proc-
ess of gathering research material? 

 
 
Methods for gathering data in the ethnographic study 
 
When this data was collected, my aim was to study the importance of crafts 
to the well-being of younger pupils during morning and afternoon activities. I 
assumed that working with the hands is an emotional experience and that 
improving hand skills would serve as a means of developing the creativity 
and self-expression of the child and promote his or her well-being (Karppinen 
& Salovalta 2000; Karppinen 2005; Venkula 2003). I thought that more fre-
quent teaching of crafts during the morning and afternoon activities would 
create a positive impact also on children who do not otherwise exercise hand 
skills. My aim was to study the positive effects of crafts through ethnographic 
observations. 

I gathered the ethnographic crafts workshop research data (2007–2008) 
during six months (October–January; March–May). I was employed as a 
supervisor in a crafts workshop forming a part of the morning and afternoon 
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activities for younger pupils once a week. I arranged the acquisition of the 
materials and tools needed for the workshop, planned the activities together 
with the children, guided them and made observations. The workshop was 
arranged in 24 sessions, each lasting for approximately one hour. In the after-
noon there were from two to three workshops with 8–18 children (33 children 
all together) participating. Occasionally I had another supervisor of morning 
and afternoon activities for younger pupils helping me.  

The research data pertaining to the crafts workshop consists of notes, in-
terviews and taped workshop sessions (6 hours) in May. What makes the 
taped crafts workshop sessions especially interesting is that at the end of the 
session some of the children wanted to see themselves on television in order 
to disclose their experiences and to present their achievements. The crafts 
workshop and its recording on a video clearly stimulated the children. Even 
children, whom I did not expect to, confided in the video camera. The inter-
views were made just before Christmas (six interviews in pairs, about ten 
minutes/interview) with children who were present on the day of the inter-
view and who wanted to come and talk. I intended to use the plans and notes 
written by the children in their crafts notebooks as material supporting my 
notes and observations. At some point during the process I gave up the idea, 
as some of the children were too young to know how to write and even draw-
ing was difficult for some of them.  

The children’s attitude towards me was spontaneous. As I arrived once a 
week to supervise the crafts workshop they greeted me in a friendly way and 
often some of them gave me a hug, some wanted to make sure that it was the 
day of the “skills workshop” as we called the activity, or to inform me in a 
“dramatic” manner of their intention not to participate. The number of chil-
dren participating varied from week to week, but the crafts workshop became 
a regular weekly place for work for a little over twenty children. My research 
diary contains notes for “joining”, “continuing” and “resigning” of the chil-
dren especially in the autumn. In spring the workshop was attended by a 
more regular group of participants, and some of the children (boys) attending 
the workshop earlier returned to work in May.  
 
 
The role of the researcher in an ethnographic study 
 
Engaging in ethnographic studies encompasses a range of different qualita-
tive research techniques. Ethnography, however, is not only a method for 
studying children and childhood; it also engages the children’s own views 
and ideas rendering them accessible (James 2001, 247). Ideally a researcher 
is able to immerse him/herself in the research process by being a participant 
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observer at different stages (Salo 1999, 15–19). The physical and emotional 
presence of the researcher makes the research process special. The researcher 
learns to act according to the social and cultural rules of those who are being 
studied, to filter and localise her/his experiences and to record her/his own 
activities (Lappalainen 2007a, 10). How well did I succeed in abiding by 
these principles in my own research? I will describe my positions in more 
detail below. 

My role as the researcher was not an obvious one when I collected data on 
the crafts workshop. Often my role as a trusted colleague, supervisor or 
teacher was just as important as or took priority over my role as a researcher. 
Objectives and expectations were directed at the crafts workshop as a way of 
promoting the well-being of the child. My knowledge about the children and 
their backgrounds varied. Furthermore my assumption about the importance 
of crafts and the model of morning and afternoon activities for younger pu-
pils adopted during my coordinator studies influenced my thinking. I tried on 
my behalf to create experiences of success in hand skills. At the same time 
the collection of data worried me as I thought that I was not able to make 
proper observations and record proper notes. I also gave a lot of thought to 
the questions I was going to ask. Riihelä (2004, 30) writes that the greatest 
problem in recording observations is created by the assumptions of the re-
searcher. A person tends to observe only what he or she is prepared to see. It 
is often easy to record events which are parallel to the existing concepts. 
Lappalainen (2007b) points out in her ethnography that the data collected by 
observation has been pre-screened several times, that it is impossible to ob-
serve everything and that such details as body language, sounds and motion 
are difficult to express in writing. 

Simultaneously gathering data, teaching a large group, making observa-
tions and taking notes proved to be extremely challenging. I did not have 
time to record all the events and observations of a particular group when the 
children of the next one already rushed in. I did not always record notes even 
after the group had left the workshop. My field notes are, as a matter of fact, 
rather sparse and dispersed. Hammersley & Atkinson (1995, 175) and Lap-
palainen (2007b, 132) place field notes at the core of ethnographic research. 
Hammersley and Atkinson (1995) compare field notes to hand skills, which 
may be carried out well or poorly. Field notes should be recorded carefully, 
accurately and cognitively. However, instead of systematically recording 
field notes, I often contemplated what the crafts workshop activities should 
be like, or how I could better share my time in a large group. I wondered how 
to observe and how my field study could prove the impact of hand skills on 
well-being.  
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The first revelation in the crafts workshop was the observation that con-
trary to my assumption that hand skills create joy and self-confidence, hand 
skill activities actually produce negative feelings in students. During the 
second workshop session, two of the girls started to cry because they did not 
succeed with their work in the way they wanted to. While consoling and 
encouraging them I was wondering quietly in my mind what kind of hand 
skills should be taught and how it should be done. My pre-Christmas field 
records contain several worried notes about how to provide experiences of 
success to children for whom participation in the crafts workshop did not 
seem to be easy or enjoyable. I wondered how to “ensure the participation” of 
a child whose well-being the crafts workshop activities were targeting to 
support.  
 
 
Significant answers to the questions 
 
Significant to my research was the sudden understanding of the numerous 
simultaneous issues going on in the children’s lives even as they were par-
ticipating in a specific supervised group activity. From the point of view of 
the supervisor the crafts workshop has to compete with numerous other ac-
tivities such as a floor ball turn in the gym, outdoor games guided by other 
supervisors and the children’s right not to participate, to stay and play. If any 
of the children chose to participate in outdoor activities instead of the crafts 
workshop and asked whether it was compulsory to attend the workshop it 
made me wonder whether I was unsuccessful as a supervisor. It was not until 
later that I as a researcher developed a full understanding of the children’s 
afternoon in all its variety.  

Towards the end of spring I noticed the repetitive appearance of the words 
“to play”, “to go to play”, “playing” in the speech of the children. Play be-
came an important factor even in the crafts workshop. The children prepared 
objects for play and after the session they often asked whether they were 
allowed to go to play. This made me focus my attention on the nature of the 
relation between play and guided activities in the child’s daily life.  

During the coordinator studies development project (Eskelinen 2006) the 
personnel supervising morning and afternoon activities voiced their worry 
over the reluctance especially of boys to participate in the crafts workshop, as 
they were not eager to participate in any other activity than play. On the other 
hand, they were in search of meaningful indoor activities for energetic and 
active boys in order to make the activities more focused and target-oriented. 
In the light of this experience it is interesting to study the argument claiming 
that morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils help to make play a 
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part of the child’s everyday life promoting the culture of play and the child’s 
right to be a child (Iivonen 2009b). Do the activities really promote the 
child’s right to leisure, play and culture as claimed by a survey conducted by 
Iivonen (2009a)? Is the time the child spends in guided activities regarded as 
the child’s leisure? Do the adult planners and supervisors of guided morning 
and afternoon activities understand the importance of the child’s own play?  

The child’s play is a comprehensive phenomenon with several interpreta-
tions. Play has been defined as the consumption of excessive energy, repeti-
tion of the history of species, relaxation and spontaneous activity or imitation 
of adult activity (Garvey 1979, 7–11; Hännikäinen 1992, 15–16). The society 
attempts to steer the play culture of children by offering certain materials and 
by transmitting traditional rules and plots of play (Hakkarainen 1991, 126). 
Examples of this in the morning and afternoon activities are guided outdoor 
hide and seek games called purkkis and kirkonrotta. But it is acceptable for 
an adult to join the children in their play such as football and keinupehmis 
when invited, as children do expect adults to play with them (Kalliala 2008, 
223).  
 
 
Conclusions 
 
The understanding of the variety of alternatives in the child’s afternoon expe-
rienced in the crafts workshop and the discussions I had with the organisers 
and supervisors of morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils raised 
a number of even more substantial questions: What is the meaning of the 
morning and afternoon activities to the child? The child spends a significant 
part of his or her day in the morning and afternoon activities, as the time 
spent in these activities often exceeds that spent at school. What kind of a 
living environment do the morning and afternoon activities for younger pu-
pils provide for a child? The activities are often arranged on the school prem-
ises. However, few schools have premises designed for leisure activities. The 
premises assigned for the children’s afternoon activities vary greatly. Some 
schools have not assigned any particular space for the activities, which have 
to be arranged for example on the school yard, in a corridor or in a classroom 
after the lessons. What I am interested in finding out is how does the school 
environment transform into a meaningful space for leisure? Do children who 
participate in the morning and afternoon activities for younger pupils have an 
opportunity for rest and self-initiated play and self-expression? These are the 
questions I am trying to answer by currently gathering a wide ethnographic 
record of photographs produced by the children themselves.  
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According to James (2001, 246) ethnographic methods have permitted 
children to be seen as research participants, which has steered researchers 
towards doing work “with” rather than “on” children. The crafts workshop 
approach and the idea of well-being, as described in this article are possibly 
activities that are done more “to” children. On the other hand, the crafts 
workshop material collection could be categorised as a common experience 
shared “with children” and I feel that I did reach something meaningful even 
though my data recording was not always systematic.  

Ethnographic research is a holistic process that is affected by human 
strengths and weaknesses. The researcher’s way of perceiving or observing 
and his or her own positioning in the study are of great importance. The study 
and analysis of the field notes and the writing of a research report form one of 
the most important stages in the ethnographic methodology (Salo 2007, 239). 
My ethnographic data do not provide a direct answer to the original question 
about the significance of hand skills on the well-being of children. However, 
my observations and questions from the crafts workshop may serve as an 
inspiration and as a record of the diversity of the children’s afternoons.  
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Art education and the child’s right to change her 

world: A perspective from the United States 
Therese Quinn 

 
 

 
Addressing Injustice: Organizing and Education 
 
Racism is written on the landscape of the United States (US). For example, 
reflecting the historic and legally-mandated racial segregation of our commu-
nities, the nation’s public schools are still and in some cases, increasingly 
segregated and stratified by race and wealth. Chicago, my home, which has 
perennially been determined the most racially divided US city, has public 
schools that are predominately attended by only one racial group. Schools for 
students of color, and in particular, for black children, have long been ne-
glected here, when available at all. The fight against this apartheid educa-
tional system has involved our legal and judicial systems, of course, but we 
should not forget that children and youth have also fought for an equal educa-
tion in the United States. One young woman, Barbara Johns, played an im-
portant role in ending legally segregated public education in the US.  

Barbara attended segregated schools in the southern state of Virginia. At 
the age of 16, together with her younger brother, she crafted a plan to address 
the problem of their decrepit and segregated school. First they placed a fake 
“emergency” phone call to the school’s principal, asking him to attend an off-
site meeting. After he left the building, they delivered forged notes to all the 
teachers, which asked them to bring their students to the auditorium for an 
assembly. When everyone arrived, Barbara addressed the room, announcing 
that students had called the meeting and were now calling a strike to protest 
the poor school conditions. The teachers tried to end the gathering, but stu-
dents forced them to leave the room. After discussion, over 450 students 
followed Barbara Johns out of the building and to the homes of school board 
members, who refused to meet with them. This strike lasted two weeks be-
fore lawyers convinced the students to end it by promising to address the 
problems in a lawsuit. But rather than integrate, the local government closed 
all its public schools for five years; white children were given vouchers al-
lowing them to pay to attend private schools while black children attended no 
schools for several years. 
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This story is powerful, and of course, troubling; it shows how young peo-
ple worked together in a particular instance to respond to large social issues 
affecting their lives. Their strategies were targeted and creative, and also 
involved some subterfuge. The adults in this story seem to have been of little 
help; the white adults created the problem of resource-starved, segregated 
schools, and the teachers and principal, all black, had to be moved, literally, 
out of way before the students could act. But it is undeniable that these young 
students had courage and vision as they took a stand against injustice, and 
their walk-out and strike contributed to the end of legal segregation in the 
United States. And it is important to note that Barbara Johns, the niece of a 
civil rights activist, had learned, not stumbled, her way to civil disobedience 
aimed at the goal of social justice.  
 
 
Social Justice as Educational Goal 
 
Myles Horton, the founder of the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee, an-
other southern state, also played a central role in the country’s civil rights 
movement; he was an organizer who provided a place where activists could 
develop and share strategies. It was at Highlander, for example, that the fa-
mous Rosa Parks, who is often described as having refused to move to the 
back of the bus because she was just so tired, learned her techniques, as did 
many other activists from the era, including Martin Luther King, Jr. High-
lander brought together black and white Americans to work on common 
causes, prompting white segregationists to target the school for attack. In the 
early 1960s the state government seized its land, buildings and other property 
and moved to revoke its charter. In 1966 the Ku Klux Klan, a white suprema-
cist terrorism group, marched on the school and equating justice organizing 
with communism, another group posted billboards throughout the south that 
called Highlander a “Communist Training School.” But Highlander persisted 
in its work and still exists today. 

Horton had goals for Highlander but he also knew that work for social 
justice is “always more possibility than accomplishment” (Ayers & Quinn 
2005, viii); there is no one right way or “best practice” that suits all situations 
(Horton 1990). Yet, social justice is always for something and against some-
thing else. For instance, Pauline Lipman (2004), describes four “social justice 
imperatives”: equity, agency, cultural relevance, and critical literacy (p. 16). 
And Kevin Kumashiro has called for a critique of normative standards and 
“common sense” common-places that are oppressive (Kumashiro 2009). 
While there are other views of social justice, and differences between them, 
each emphasizes both analysis and action. 
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In other words, working for social justice, and in particular, through edu-
cation, requires practicing attention to the complexities and deep structures of 
daily life and then developing and implementing engaged responses aimed at 
change. It is not enough to know, as Barbara Johns’ teachers and principal 
surely did, that segregation is wrong; educators must also foster expertise and 
rich knowledge, and support a “democratic vision of [the importance of] 
participation” (Kahne & Middaugh 2007). But the goal of democracy re-
quires not just the attention of individuals, but the collaboration of communi-
ties; the involvement it needs is everyone’s—young and just-beginning, as 
well as older and more experienced. 
 
 
The Arts and the Rights of Children 
 
This, finally, brings me to art education. And, more specifically, to the rights 
of children to their own views, freedom of expression, association, and free 
participation in cultural and artistic activity, which are Articles 12, 13, 15, 
and 31 of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Specifically, I want to 
propose here that these expressive and participatory rights must be under-
stood to include children’s opinions, ideas, and creative solutions addressing 
the conditions of their lives, and that arts education should take fostering 
these rights as our charge. In other words, children have the right to analyze 
and to act, and it is the role of arts and other teachers to support the develop-
ment of these capabilities, using all available media toward those ends.  

To support this proposition, I can offer several examples of art and arts-
based education that seems to be moving in this direction. I will start with a 
school-wide project developed by graduate student Irina Zadov, who did her 
student teaching in a changing neighborhood. Her school was located near a 
low-income housing complex, the home of many of her students, that was in 
the process of being demolished to make way for mixed-income housing and 
shops. In fact, Irina’s art classroom looked out over a demolition site. She 
decided that a tool she could offer her students to address the changes they 
were experiencing was the concept of mapping. They looked at a number of 
maps by artists, many featured in the book, You Are Here: Personal Geogra-
phies and Other Maps of the Imagination by Katherine Harmon (2003). Each 
focused primarily on one idea, such as culture and history, and looked at class 
by mapping one neighborhood through the presence and absence of carved 
Halloween pumpkins on porches, and visually traced the path of one child’s 
daily experiences. That led to the project for her 5th grade class—drawing 
personal community maps of the disappearing buildings. The older students 
collaboratively built 3-D versions of the maps by building the towers with 
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cardboard. And the oldest students photographed, interviewed residents, and 
wrote about the community, and displayed these images and texts as another 
way of mapping the area. When all the projects were completed, they exhib-
ited them in the school building, and all the children and their families were 
invited to the show. 

The next example is of a 5th grade classroom teacher named Brian 
Schultz, who provided his students with a range of arts media to use as they 
conducted a year-long action research project in the same changing neighbor-
hood. After engaging in a curriculum of question-posing aimed at identifying 
urgent issues in their community the students decided that their school build-
ing was the biggest problem; they decided that advocating for a new school 
was the project they wanted to take on. They began by documenting their 
school with photographs and written descriptions, which they later posted on 
a website that documented their work. This is one of the captions written by 
students to accompany their images: 

(Accompanying a photograph of a toilet in a school restroom): We do not 
have doors on the stalls and have no privacy. The sinks have bugs in them 
and water is everywhere. Kids don’t like using the bathrooms since they 
are so gross and falling apart.  

 
The report students created also documented with words and photographs 
that they lack a cafeteria and ate in a hallway; they had no gym; school win-
dows were cracked and missing and in some cases punctured by bullet-holes; 
and that, last but not least, it is so cold in the school they had to wear coats in 
class all through the winter. 

At the end of the school year, the students had addressed the issue of get-
ting a new school from many angles—they had visited city government offi-
cials to look at building plans, and written letters to politicians; they had 
photographed and measured, graphed and charted; they mailed the mayor a 
petition; they scripted and conducted tours of their school for reporters and 
other visitors; they used new media tools; and they spoke on camera and on 
radio. And still, although every subject they studied that year, from art and 
math, to social science, focused in some creative way on their project, they 
were not successful in gaining a new school building; instead, their school 
was closed and families were told to enroll at other area schools.  

Both of these examples include elements of the social justice themes I 
mentioned earlier, and both involved, to greater and lesser degrees, analysis 
and action—photo-documentation, performance, and petitions, and a mapped, 
built and exhibited neighborhood. Still, there is a question here, even a di-
lemma—why analyze and act, when nothing changes? Why teach our chil-
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dren toward these ways, when they might become discouraged? The question 
is real and central to the adult task of protection. However, there’s another 
adult task to consider, and that is avoiding the temptation to offer false work 
or words in an attempt to shield youth from disappointment. Here, we can 
take a lead from coaches, who urge each of their team members to strive their 
hardest, regardless of outcomes. Some will lose and campaigns may not suc-
ceed—but there is joy in the work. And part of the work is learning that we 
are not guaranteed happy outcomes, or at least not quick happy outcomes, 
particularly when the challenges are large.  

But still, children have the right to engage in meaningful engagements, in 
endeavors that focus on the largest as well as the smallest issues, just as all of 
us do. This is not a new perspective, of course—young people have been 
loudly and actively seeking their liberation, well, probably forever. In the 
United States, youth have formally organized for their rights since 1936, 
when the American Youth Congress issued a remarkably progressive Decla-
ration of the Rights of American Youth that opposed war, labor exploitation 
and racial discrimination, and called for a free education for all, among other 
things. And children in the US and worldwide have continued to organize, 
including, in the US, for the right to vote and the right to representation in 
government, goals which are likely a long way off, at best. But this lack of 
immediate success has not slowed the seeking.  

On the other hand, sometimes an arts-based project can crystallize new 
understandings and catalyze immediate and even unintended action and 
change; one of my undergraduate students developed a lesson for her high 
school student teaching that had this effect. Maya Escobar began her lesson-
planning at the Multicultural Arts High School by asking her students to tell 
her about the important issues at their school and in their lives. Her goal was 
to develop lessons that addressed her students’ interests, and when she heard, 
again and again, that these teens hated the school dress code that mandated 
uniforms, she decided to create a project focused on uniforms throughout 
time. She shared histories of job-and-position-specific uniforms, and raised 
questions: Why did royalty wear purple? Who designs uniforms for different 
occupations, like letter carriers? And she showed them the work of artists like 
Andrea Zittel, who designed her own uniforms and wore them daily, and J. 
Morgan Puett and Mark Dion, who worked with nurses to design new futuris-
tic uniforms for that profession. The final class project was for students to 
design, draw, and label their own ideal school uniforms. The students loved 
the assignment and created detailed and elaborate drawings that played with 
and challenged the idea of uniforms. Rather than the staid khakis and white 
and blue collared shirts of their official school uniform, the designs they 
proposed included bright hues, stylishly tight pants, and individualized flour-
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ishes like personal logo badges. The final full-color designs were then dis-
played in the school hallway. And after the project was over, students from 
the class and others who were inspired by seeing the designs, met with each 
other, developed and gathered signatures on a petition to make school uni-
forms optional, and delivered it to the school’s administrators, who agreed 
with the request; the era of mandatory uniforms at their school was ended 
through the arts and organizing. 

I have offered these stories—two that highlight engaged arts lessons, and 
the third detailing a year-long series of classroom projects that used a range 
of arts media and creative strategies to address one large topic—to illuminate 
how art and classroom teachers can develop more meaningful school activi-
ties for their students. Specifically, I am proposing that educators understand 
the Convention on the Rights of the Chid and its Articles to include the rights 
of children to not only hold their own views, but to act on them (Article 12); 
and agree that individual and collective action are among the ways youth can 
and will manifest their freedom of expression (Article 13) and association 
(Article 15); and finally, that these educators support the right to free partici-
pation in cultural and artistic activity (Article 31) by allowing students to use 
at least some of the time and tools of their classes toward the justice-focused 
organizing and expressive ends they choose, without curtailment or censor-
ship. But even more: All teachers, of the arts and every other subject, can and 
should create opportunities for just these sorts of contextualized engagements 
for their students; the Convention can offer educators support for this curricu-
lar focus, and the examples of Zadov, Schultz, and Escobar and their students 
should inspire us all.  

Education philosopher Maxine Greene has written eloquently and often 
about the relationship of the arts to social transformation. “[T]he arts,” she 
says, “will help disrupt the walls that obscure. . . spheres of freedom” (1988, 
133). Children, I have proposed here, have the right to this particular kind of 
freedom, the kind Barbara Johns exercised so successfully so many years 
ago, and to their own legacy as participants in the important work of social 
change modeled by Johns and so many other young people. And teachers of 
art (and every other subject) are linked to this heritage through their own 
work, which is always potentially, though not inevitably, justice work, as 
well. It is clear that young people have many opinions about the state of this 
world. For their sake—and for our own, because, as Rebecca Solnit points 
out, “we have arrived at a future that is itself science fiction… and to survive. 
…will require innovation, imagination, and profound change” (21)—art and 
all of education can and should offer young people the means of creative 
expression and action. That is their right and the world’s need, and anything 
less is just not enough. 
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Children’s right to music—a neuroscientific 

perspective 
Minna Huotilainen 

 
 
 
The Declaration of the Rights of the Child includes the child’s right to cul-
ture. From the socio-cultural point of view, it is obvious that children should 
be allowed to participate in cultural activities such as music-making both as 
members of the audience and as creative artists themselves. In this chapter, 
however, I am taking a neuroscientific perspective to outline some basic facts 
showing that protecting children’s right to music simultaneously protects 
children’s right to intellectual development and well-being. 

 
 
 

Introduction 
 
For a neuroscientist, music is a very special part of human culture. In the last 
decade, a new field of neuroscience, the neuroscience of music, has emerged. 
The study of musicians’ brains, the effects of listening to music and having 
music as a hobby, and systematic studies of brain reactions to musical ele-
ments have become possible with the advent of new imaging methods, inno-
vations in stimulation presentation, and enhanced data analysis procedures. 
These studies have shown that music is much more than it seems at a first 
glance. Music making, listening to music, and musicianship have conse-
quences on the brain structure and function that are larger than could have 
been expected on the basis of previous work on auditory processing or brain 
plasticity. These results seem to indicate that music has a very special role in 
our nervous system. In children, the effects are especially strong and quick to 
appear. Thus, it is important to study the effects of music-making and listen-
ing to music in children’s brains, and the consequences of these choices for 
the further development of children at several levels and in different contexts.  

Music and language are very strongly interconnected in the brain 
(McMullen & Saffran 2003, Patel 2007)—actually their bond is so strong 
that, in many respects, the acts of speaking and singing, as well as the acts of 
listening to speech and music, resemble each other so much that it is almost 
impossible to disentangle them on the basis of the corresponding brain activ-
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ity. It is impressive that merely listening to music gives rise to a change in the 
state of the brain, including strong activations in the emotion regulation 
mesolimbic network of the brain and elevations of dopamine levels (see be-
low). Further, on the cortical level, music listening and especially music-
making produce strong activity patterns which, in the long run, strengthen the 
brain’s capabilities for auditory perception, fine motor control, and attention 
skills (Trainor & Correga 2010). The current knowledge on the impacts of 
these state changes and strengthened capacities on children are reviewed 
below.  
 
 
Protecting the child’s instantaneous well-being and learning 
capacities with music 
 
Listening to music evokes a subjective experience that depends on the child, 
his or her cultural background including the music listening history, involve-
ment in musical activities, age, emotional and arousal state, and several other 
factors. This personal experience can be studied by monitoring such physio-
logical markers as the pulse, muscular tension, hormonal levels, breathing 
patterns, skin conductance, facial muscles, etc. From these recordings, it has 
been observed that listening to appealing music reduces the stress level ac-
cording to these objective markers (Khalfa 2003). The emotional effects of 
music listening activate the mesolimbic systems of the brain, including im-
portant centers of emotion regulation such as amygdala, hippocampus, nu-
cleus accumbens of the basal ganglia, insula, hypothalamus, and ventral teg-
mental area of the midbrain (Blood & Zatorre 2001; Blood et al. 1999; Me-
non & Levitin 2005). These brain areas regulate the child’s physiological 
state and essentially determine whether the body is, for example, in a state of 
general alarm, ready to fight or flee, or whether there is an aroused, active, 
pleasing state allowing experiences of learning and even flow. 

The immediate beneficial effects of listening to pleasurable music have 
been shown in the form of enhancement of success in several cognitive tasks. 
For example, in tasks involving psyhcomotoric or cognitive speed, partici-
pants are faster and/or more accurate when they can listen to music prior to or 
during the task (Wood et al. 1990; Schellenberg et al. 2007). Similar effects 
have been shown in tasks requiring decision making (Kenealy 1988; Chabris 
1999; Thompson et al. 2001), attention and working memory (Mammarella et 
al. 2007), or creativity (Schellenberg et al. 2007). Currently, researchers be-
lieve that these effects are due to the fact that listening to pleasurable sounds 
enhances mood and arousal state in the form of more dopamine in the brain, 
which in turn would lead to the observed improved cognitive skills (Menon 
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& Levitin 2005; Ashby et al. 1999). When comparing the effects of listening 
to pleasurable music prior to and during the task performance, the results 
differ between individuals and between tasks. The most conclusive and con-
sistent positive effects are typically obtained when the listening is preformed 
immediately prior to the task. In conclusion, we can say that listening to 
pleasurable music right before or in some cases during learning tasks may 
help the child to achieve an optimal learning state and perform at his or her 
best cognitive capability. 
 
 
Protecting the child’s emotion regulation and emotional 
development with music 
 
Listening to music is a very basic way to regulate one’s emotions. For exam-
ple, Finnish adolescents have been shown to use music to regulate and even 
change their feelings and emotions (Saarikallio & Erkkilä 2007). It appears 
that even very young children can select music that serves this personal goal 
of emotion regulation (Saarikallio 2008). Learning to regulate one’s emotions 
to a sufficient degree is required for social bonding and especially for goal-
oriented behaviour like going to school and learning. Currently in schools 
many teachers face problems with pupils who are clearly incapable of regu-
lating their emotions to the degree that they can optimally work with other 
pupils in a class room. For these pupils, it might be beneficial to be engaged 
with musical activities. 

The use of music in regulating the emotional and arousal state of infants 
is used in most cultures. Very young infants are skilled in listening to music 
(Volkova et al., 2006, Trehub, 2003) and musical learning has been demon-
strated even prior to birth (Lecanuet & Schaal, 1996, Huotilainen et al., 
2005). It is typical that adults sing or hum to calm babies or invite them to 
communicate and play, and in some cultures it is natural to play musical 
instruments, use one’s body as a rhythm instrument or use rhythmic riddles 
for the same purposes. Infants quickly learn the sounds that they hear fre-
quently, even to the extent that infant cry patterns differ according to the 
typical prosodic patterns of the culture (Mampe et al. 2009)—as if already 
using the learned patterns in their communication shortly after birth. One part 
of this culturally transmitted sound information is available for the infant 
even prior to birth and is seen in the behaviour of a new-born infant in enjoy-
ing the sound of the mother’s voice and the preferred music of the mother 
(Papousek 2003). In the western world, with the requirement of “excellence” 
spreading like a disease to areas of life where it does not belong, many par-
ents are hesitant about using singing and music-making with their infants due 
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to their (assumed) lack of talent or training in music. This is very unfortunate 
since through centuries parents and caregivers have sung to their infants with 
no specific talent or training required—an important piece of human culture 
that has been beneficial for attachment, bonding and communication with the 
parent and infant and may even have been essential for the survival in some 
situations (calming a sick infant, etc.). One can only hope that this human-
specific act of singing to infants does not disappear during our generation. 
 
 
Protecting the child’s language skills with music 
 
The level of native language skills is of crucial importance to the child’s 
emotional and intellectual development. Music-making, due to its close prox-
imity and strong connections to the language centres of the brain, has been 
shown to have a strong beneficial impact on the child’s linguistic develop-
ment.  

The brains of children starting musical training have been found to show 
rapid and important structural and functional changes that are similar to those 
observed as differences between adult musicians and non-musicians (Trainor 
and Correga 2010; Pasqual-Leone 2006). Most importantly for native lan-
guage development, the auditory brain areas related to perceiving sounds and 
automatic finding of differences between sounds are enhanced in their size 
and activity patterns. For example, the auditory brain areas of children play-
ing the piano for 15 months, in comparison to typical growth during that 
time, have grown faster (Hyde et al. 2009). Similarly, young children learn-
ing piano or violin with the Suzuki method demonstrated rapid enhanced 
responses to the timbre of their own instrument (Shahin et al. 2004).  

When the linguistic skills of children who have music as a hobby have 
been investigated, a general finding is that they are advanced. For example, 
the ability to detect pitch differences, a key skill in music acquisition, is con-
nected to phoneme awareness at the age of five years (Anvari et al. 2002). 
Children who have music as a hobby are better at remembering riddles, word 
lists, and the order of words and syllables than their peers (Kilgour et al. 
2000); they also have better reading skills as demonstrated by several differ-
ent reading skill assessments (Butzlaff 2000). Also verbal memory is en-
hanced in students who have music as a hobby in childhood (Chan et al. 
1998; Ho et al. 2003). It is especially important to note that children with 
problems in learning to read and write benefit from musical activities. In 
Finland, Kujala et al. (2001) found that the reading speed and reading accu-
racy was enhanced in dyslexic children who participated in a very simple 
musical game and in the UK Overy et al. (2000, 2003) found singing and 
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rhythmic play interventions increased phoneme awareness in reading-
impaired pupils. In sum, all of these findings clearly show that protecting 
every child’s right to be involved with music is beneficial for the develop-
ment of the child’s native language skills. The mechanism behind these bene-
fits may, among other factors, be the enhanced size and activity of the audi-
tory cortical areas. 
 
 
Protecting the child’s optimal second language acquisition 
 
Acquisition of the second language is a general requirement in most educa-
tional systems and very important for the child considering his or her future 
in the globalised world. Learning of the second language is not, however, 
equally easy for all pupils, for example, for pupils with disorders in reading, 
writing, or attentive skills. For these children, the acquisition of a foreign 
language sets especially high demands.  

In the light of the benefits of musical hobbies for native language devel-
opment, it is not surprising that involvement in music seems to also be bene-
ficial for second language acquisition. Many of the neural capabilities, i.e., 
larger and more efficient brain areas related to perceiving sounds, serve sec-
ond language learning as well. One aspect of musical training is specific for 
second language learning, however. This is the importance of learning to 
perceive minor differences in timbre qualities of sounds produced by differ-
ent musical instruments and especially by the human voice, and the effect this 
skill may have on the modularity of the phoneme map. What does this “pho-
neme map” actually mean? When we learn our native language in infancy, 
we form a phoneme map of our native language phonemes in our long-term 
memory (Näätänen et al. 1997). This map is essential for the rapid detection 
of native language phonemes in normal and noisy listening conditions, even 
when distorted over the phone line, etc. Forming this native language pho-
neme map is a crucial part of native language development and is evident 
already at the age of 6–12 months (Kuhl 2004). Completely monolingual 
people perceive foreign languages by mapping them to their native language 
phoneme map, irrespective of whether the foreign language phonemes match 
with the native language phonemes or not. In thecase of non-matching pho-
nemes (like Finnish and French vowels around the /i/ and /e/), the monolin-
gual map fails as a tool to perceive the foreign language. In this situation, in 
order to understand the foreign language, the native language phoneme map 
needs to be altered. With strong immersion in a foreign culture, an altered 
map containing both the native language phonemes and the additional foreign 
phonemes is formed in healthy 3–6-year-old children completely automati-
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cally without any specific phoneme training in a few months (Shestakova et 
al. 2003). In school-aged children, however, altering the existing map may 
never occur in second language teaching at the pace of, for example, two 
lessons per week. When the child is involved in musical training that requires 
paying strong attention to timbral qualities of sounds, such as playing a wind 
or string instrument or singing, the skills of judging sounds by their quality 
are enhanced. This enhancement may be beneficial when the child needs to 
learn to differentiate between the foreign phonemes, i.e., voice timbres, that 
do not match the native language phoneme map. 

There is indeed evidence that for acquiring pronunciation and perception 
skills of the second language, involvement in musical activities is beneficial 
for the child. In Finland, Riia Milovanov has studied pupils’ skills in pro-
nouncing English after a native model, and detecting differences between 
minimal pairs of English phonemes typically challenging for Finnish listeners 
(Milovanov et al. 2008). She has found plenty of evidence for to support the 
beneficial effect of both musical aptitude and involvement in extracurricular 
musical activities, on second language learning.  

In today’s second language teaching in most countries, one of the major 
goals is developing pupils’ oral communication skills. Pronunciation and 
perception may even be considered the most important skills in the second 
language; poor articulation can easily cause misunderstandings in communi-
cative situations and poor perception may hinder the understanding of even 
simple messages, without much help offered by good vocabulary or grammar 
skills in every-day situations of language use. For children to benefit from 
their second language skills, it is essential that they possess good communi-
cative skills of the second language in pronouncing and perceiving it at the 
best possible level. Because of the increased attention to auditory function, 
music as a hobby in childhood can clear some burdens from this goal. 
 
 
Protecting the child’s opportunities for fine motor coordina-
tion and sequence learning 
 
When practicing to play a musical instrument, the brain areas responsible for 
fine motor control are under constant use. In adult musicians, as an effect of 
training for dozens of years, the motor and somatosensory cortical areas are 
enhanced in size and function (Gaser & Schlaug 2003). In addition, the size 
of the cerebellum, responsible for well-learned, semi-automatised motor 
sequences, was found to be larger in musicians compared to non-musicians 
(Hutchinson et al. 2003). Further, the white matter tracts connecting cortical 
brain areas to each other and to the muscles show stronger pathways (Bengts-
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son et al. 2005) in direct correlation to the amount of practice. Similar 
changes in brain structure are seen in children only 15 months after starting 
piano lessons (Hyde et al. 2009). These changes and enhancements of the 
brain structures related to fine motor control and automatic motor sequences 
are utilised by the child in all tasks requiring the use of these areas, i.e., tasks 
related to writing, drawing, manipulating small objects, learning motor se-
quences needed in football, riding a bicycle, dancing, using machines, etc. A 
child with a normal competence in these skills may achieve an enhanced 
competence with musical involvement. More importantly, it is possible that a 
child with a less-than-average fine motor control or ability to learn to re-
member and execute motor sequences may benefit from musical involvement 
to the extent that it could prevent her from ever observing the lack of skills in 
comparison to her peers. It is essential to note that such a child with a minor 
problem in motor development will not be able to develop in her musical 
training at an average speed, at least not in the onset of the hobby. In my 
opinion, this should, however, never limit the opportunities for the child to be 
involved with music. On the contrary, such a child deserves the same amount 
of attention in his or her musical development as another, seemingly talented 
child. Equality in this sense may require some changes in the attitudes and 
goals of music educators, but is required even by law. In summary, in a child 
who has had an opportunity to be engaged in music, the motor development 
may also be enhanced, which may be important for some individual children 
with less advanced motor skills. 
 
 
Protecting the child’s cognitive development 
 
Music as a hobby has been shown to have beneficial effects on general cogni-
tive development. The mere exposure to sound has been shown to have sev-
eral benefits on the brain in animal and human studies. For example, the 
amount of dopamine, important for the reward system, regulating sleep, 
mood, attention and learning, (Sutoo & Akiyama 2004), and the activity 
patterns of the glutamate receptors (Nichols et al. 2007) are enhanced by 
simple sound exposure. In the auditory cortical areas, sound exposure alters 
the regularity of the structure of the auditory cortex and enhances learning 
and memory (Angelucci et al. 2007). In several key brain areas like the hip-
pocampus, hypothalamus and cortical areas, sound exposure increases the 
production of new neurons and nerve growth (Angelucci et al. 2007), making 
these areas more capable of adapting to new types of challenging tasks. 

When children with music as their hobby are compared to their peers, 
several very general enhancements can be observed. For example, correla-
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tions between music or sound perception skills have been found with spatial 
reasoning, reading, phonemic awareness and general intelligence in children 
(Nelson & Barresi 1989; Douglas & Willats 1994). In addition, correlations 
between musical training have been observed with verbal memory and flu-
ency, visuospatial perception, attention allocation and different reading tasks 
in children. Further, the amount of musical training that a child has received 
correlates with general intelligence (Schellenberg 2006). Such findings speak 
for a strong correlation between general cognitive capabilities and musical 
education. These studies fail to show, however, the direction of causality, 
namely, whether the children with strong cognitive capabilities become inter-
ested in music and want to pursue it as their hobby, continue it because of the 
success received due to their high cognitive capabilities, or whether musical 
training really enhances the children’s cognitive capabilities in a very general 
way.  

The only way to answer this chicken and egg question is to perform ex-
pensive and time-consuming interventional studies. In these studies, children 
are randomly allocated to groups that receive intensive high-level profes-
sional training either music or another extracurricular activity, and their skill 
profiles are assessed prior to and after the training. There are several such 
interventional programs currently running in many countries. The first results 
clearly show that in two similar groups with similar before-training skill 
profiles, the group with musical training will achieve higher mathematical 
and spatial skills, reasoning skills, reading and writing skills, and skills of 
detecting changes in prosodic features of speech (Gardiner et al. 1996; 
Rauscher et al. 1993; Gromko et al. 2005; Bilhartz et al. 2000; Costa-Giomi 
2004; Thompson et al. 2004; Moreno et al. 2006, 2008). Thus it seems evi-
dent that the chicken exists before the egg—children really do benefit from 
musical training irrespective of their prior cognitive capabilities, inherited 
musical skills, or family-related matters like social status or parents’ interest 
towards music. 

Tallal and Gaab (2006) proposed that, in addition to specific effects like 
enhancement of the auditory system areas, two major general effects would 
be responsible for the higher cognitive skills after musical training. First, if 
children learn to control their attention, this ability leads to very general ef-
fects in both learning and testing situations. Thus, learning to control volun-
tary attention, learning to suppress involuntary shifts of attention, and learn-
ing to shift one’s attention back to the original task quickly and effortlessly 
after an involuntary shift of attention are all key skills in working in noisy 
environments. This is an effect that music has in common with other extra-
curricular activities, at least in some of them like theater, circus, and dance, 
activities where the attentive skills are needed to synchronize one’s timing 
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with others for several minutes and with an accuracy of tens of milliseconds. 
Second, Tallal and Gaab suggest a general effect of enhanced sequencing 
skills. They propose that the exposure to music, containing constantly several 
levels of structures starting from the structure of the piece on a general level 
and ending in the structure observed within a single bar on a very specific 
level, would enhance sequencing skills in any task and thus make the child 
more able to notice sequences appearing in nature, and in tasks. The formula-
tion of the sequencing skills is still somewhat open, but it is clear that if such 
skills are generally enhanced by being exposed to music, the effects would be 
very beneficial and very general, observable in all possible tasks and offering 
possibilities for memory functions that are very efficient. 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
For the whole society, it is beneficial if children have an opportunity to be 
engaged with music according to their needs and hopes. Neuroscience sheds 
some light on this question demonstrating several specific and general effects 
that are observed in children when they play musical instruments, sing, or are 
engaged in several types of musical activities. This information is also impor-
tant to families who are considering offering their child some extracurricular 
activities. Further, this information is also important for music educators in 
order to understand that music education is beneficial for all children in sev-
eral different ways and at several levels, and that musical education has also 
benefits outside the acquisition of musical skills. Education programmes in 
music should be available for children who have high musical aptitude and 
are willing to work hard on their activity. At the same time, possibilities for 
engagement with music and musical education should be offered to children 
who lack some key musical or motoric skills and who may not be willing to 
spend more than one or two hours per week with their hobby.  

For policy makers, especially considering the increasing need to solve is-
sues like attention deficits, minor attention regulation problems, learning 
problems, problems in reading and writing and school bullying, these results 
should bring a clear message that music education should be available for all 
children. At schools, the best benefits from music education are obtained with 
it is not optional, but is offered simultaneously to the whole class, strengthen-
ing the social bonding among the pupils and giving everybody the possibility 
to join. Music as a hobby and music at daycare centres and schools should be 
considered as a key element that supports the learning and attentive skills of 
individual pupils and social bonding of the group. In my opinion, there is 
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enough neuroscientific and other evidence to prove that music is beneficial 
for children. 
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Questions about the musical development and the 

musical environment of childhood? 
Heikki Ruismäki, Inkeri Ruokonen, Anu Sepp & Kristi Kiilu 

 
 
 

“There are two values, 
which you can give your child 

as a present for Life. 
First of all: Roots, and then: Wings” 

 (An American Indian proverb) 
 

Abstract 
 
This article studies the early childhood musical environment, musical experiences and dif-
ferent kinds of musical memories in childhood on theoretical (analysis of literature) and 
empirical levels. We can see in many studies the significance of music in the early stages of 
a child’s life. This research review provides an overview of recent research by different 
scholars and researchers. The aims of this study focus on the child’s musical development 
and the musical environment in the early years.  

The environment is observed in relation to the stimulation environment and musical ex-
periences (empirical level). The research results proved the importance of early childhood 
musical experiences, because even at an adult age they still significantly correlate with the 
individual’s musical progress and his or her self-concept in music. At the same time they 
form an important part of his or her total personality. On the basis of research results, we 
learned that the main principles that help the development of a positive self-concept in music 
are based on the love of music which is built in childhood experiences. 

 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Sustainable music education includes a good learning environment. Music 
education is the way to learn music, but it is also a tool to learn how to live 
life. A teacher creates the learning environment for children in interaction 
with them and in co-operation with parents and other important people and 
the cultural environment.  

Music is one part of this learning environment; it is a part of taking care 
of our cultural heritage and creating new forms from it. It is also a part of 
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expressing oneself and sharing feelings and music with others. It is important 
for every child to experience her/his learning environment. Learning happens 
best when a child feels himself understood, accepted and loved. This means 
personal contact points and interaction with others. The possibility to be 
loved and to love can be seen as the key element of all sustainable education 
in our global world. This article focuses specifically on children’s musical 
environment.  
 
The specific questions of this study are: 

1) What is the significance of music (singing, playing and learning) in 
the early stages of a child’s life?  

2) According to research, and on a theoretical level how does a child’s 
musical ability develop?  

3) What kind of environmental factors concerning children’s musical de-
velopment are found in Finland and Estonia?  

4) How does brain research help us understand the relationship between 
the child’s development and music? 

 
 
The significance of music in the early stages of a child’s life  
 
A child’s musical experiences begin at early age. According to many research 
results the human hearing mechanism is functional three to four months be-
fore birth. At the age of approximately six to seven months the foetus reacts 
to external sounds, so that clear changes in frequency of the heart beat can be 
registered. The foetal habituation to certain sound stimuli develops sensitivity 
to and preference for these sounds. This will be manifested after birth. The 
kinds of sound stimuli include, for instance, the mother’s speech, and re-
peated songs and tunes (Lecanuet 2000, 24–25).  

During the first year of life the child expands his/her perspectives on life 
and the surrounding world, where movement, rhythm and the musical intona-
tion of speech are very significant. The young baby’s ability to learn lan-
guage is extremely refined (Björkvold 1991, 28). According to the Suzuki 
Voice Program method, teaching can be started in the fifth month of preg-
nancy (Kukkamäki 2003).  

According to the research of Custodera et al. (2003), mothers compared to 
fathers were more likely to sing/play music for their children; these activities 
occurred more frequently with infants (0–23 months) than with toddlers (24–
36 months), with firstborn rather than later-born children, and with parents 
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who had more than a high school education. Emotional distress was nega-
tively associated with musical engagement. 

Ruismäki and Tereska (2008) reported on a retrospective study of Finnish 
pre-service elementary teachers’ assessments of their musical experiences in 
nursery. The participants (N=590) had received musical instruction in five 
age groups (4–6 years, 7–12 years, 13–15 years, 16–19 years, 20–25 years). 
The assessments were most positive in the 4–6 years group and thereafter 
declined until puberty in the 13–15 years group. A change in a positive direc-
tion was perceived in the 16–19 years group and also in the 20–25 years 
group (during teacher training). The most enjoyable activities in formal music 
education were singing and playing; music theory was experienced most 
negatively.  

Bowles (1998) clarified the preferences of the sectors of music teaching 
from kindergarten up to the fifth grade in Minnesota and Texas. Students 
were asked if they wanted to participate in 13 traditional music classroom 
activities. The results suggested that the kindergartners responded to nearly 
all the musical activities most positively, while the responses from fifth grad-
ers were mostly negative. Bowles observed that his findings supported earlier 
research results (including those of Broquist 1961; Haladyna & Thomas 
1979; Nolin 1973; Vander Ark, Nolin & Newman 1980), who found that 
positive attitudes towards music weaken, as the class level rises. In New 
Zealand Buckton (1998) found that children’s negativity towards music in-
creases from Grades 4 to 8.  

In Bowles’ research (1998) students from kindergarten to Grade 5 chose 
among six musical classroom activities to identify their favorites. The activi-
ties were ranked in the following order: playing instruments, move-
ment/dance, singing, listening to music, composing and talking about music. 
Temmermann (2000) pointed out that the musical activity preferences of 
preschool children were the following: moving, playing, singing and listening 
to music. 
 
 
The development of children’s singing abilities 
 
The development of young children’s singing ability takes place as a part of 
enculturation without a conscious struggle to improve musical skills or to 
memorise songs. To a certain extent the development of skills occurs con-
tinuously throughout childhood (Sloboda 1994, 200, 215). Generally the 
developmental process proceeds from the babbling songs of children under 
the age of two years to outline songs. This period lasts for about three years 
(Hargreaves 2000, 156). It is precisely during this phase that most creativity 
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in singing is found. It appears in children’s spontaneous songs of different 
types, such as imitations of learned songs, variations, fragments and impro-
vised parts. At their longest they form melodies or especially imaginative 
songs of four-year-old children. (Moog 1976, 114–117; Fredrikson 1994, 50, 
53–60; Sundin 1979, 116–117; Sloboda 1994, 209.) 

Usually children sing their first draft songs between the ages of five and 
eight. The ability to produce accurate intervals, to analyse and keep in tune 
develops up to the age of 15 (Hargreaves 2000, 156; Sloboda 1994, 209–
215). A small child’s development in language is supported by music and 
especially songs. Songs increase vocabulary and also benefit the early stages 
of learning to read (Edward & Willis 2000). 

The level of singing skilfulness varies significantly among children of the 
same age, as shown by Kelley and Sutton-Smith (1987) who have analysed 
the effect of environment. They compared the development of the musical 
skills of three girls, each the first born-daughters in their families, in musi-
cally very different home environments. The researchers observed the effect 
of home environment stimuli on the speed of musical development. Children 
may begin to sing at the age of nine months or in some cases not until the age 
of two. They also concluded that the most important factor in environmental 
musical stimuli is parents singing with their children. The researchers also 
noted the possible effect of genetics together with various other envi-
ronmental factors (Kelley & Sutton-Smith 1987, 35–53; Papousek 2000, 
196–107).  

The earliest manifestation of a special musical talent is when a child sings 
his/her first songs at a younger age than might be expected. In their research 
Howe et al. (1995, 162–172) observed that the most advanced students in a 
special musical school sang approximately six months earlier than the control 
groups. The starting age of singing and the amount of musical stimuli given 
by parents had a statistically positive correlation. Maybe the most important 
factor in environmental musical stimuli is parents singing with their children. 
In other extensive research (Watts et al. 2003) it was suggested that intona-
tion, timbre, and musicality were rated the most important factors associated 
with the perception of singing talent in an untrained individual. Environ-
mental influences and genetics were rated most important for explaining why 
one individual would express singing talent and another would not. In addi-
tion, the data suggested that abilities related to the control of pitch distin-
guished untrained talented individuals from those without singing talent more 
than other physiological variables. 

From the therapeutic point of view a song can work as a transitional ob-
ject for a young child whose symbol function has already developed. When 
the mother is away, the child feels secure when singing the same lullaby as 
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his/her mother did (Kurkela 1994, 459–460). Lehtonen has pointed out that 
the theory of transitional phenomena developed in the 1960s by Winnicott 
has in many cases been used to explain the emotional impact of music espe-
cially because of its entertaining or loneliness and anxiety diminishing func-
tion. Lehtonen (1996, 28, 75–76, 83) also sees music as a kind of “meta lan-
guage” which can be used to process any psychological or physical shade of 
emotion. There can be stages of deprivation in childhood or suffering of 
adulthood which the subject can withstand through the help of music. 

Early negative criticism about musical achievement as a child may have 
led many people to abandon their singing or playing (Sundin 1989, 160; Ru-
ismäki 1996, 404–405). Obviously self-concept in music is extremely vul-
nerable because of unconscious conflicts in early childhood and fear of auth-
ority. This makes the individual interpret the criticism of a teacher or parent 
as highly negative, even as a punishment. Lehtonen (1996, 20) remarks it is 
also possible to deeply hurt a person who performs or talks about music. In 
such cases the person may entirely deny music and its emotional meaning for 
him/herself. Music educators in particular should be aware that considerable 
discretion is required in human relationships in their daily work. 

In communities where culture is based on oral traditions, music is experi-
enced much more strongly than in most Western cultures. Among the Saami 
people in the Northern part of Scandinavia and among Australian Aborigines 
as well as the native Indians in America, for example, occult powers can be 
linked to music. In such communities music has usually been a part of every-
day life from birth until death.  

According to Catherine J. Ellis (1989) Australian Aborigines have their 
own song for a difficult birth, which requires both male and female singers. 
The children’s singing repertory includes both songs produced spontaneously 
by themselves and easier adult songs. The children participate in the per-
formances of open songs with their families. The psychological aspects of 
mythic texts, as well as their secret and spiritual content are revealed to the 
singers at a later age (Ellis 1989, 52–56). 

In her dissertation about the Northern Saami joik tradition, Järvinen 
(1999) discussed the strong communal meaning of singing joik chants. A joik 
can be connected to almost every life situation, from cradle songs to daily 
household chores. Every member of the Saami community has his/her joik, 
which bears his/her identity and whose performance is allowed only by the 
other members of the community (Järvinen 1999, 72–80, 139–141). The child 
receives his/her first own joik from his/her parents or relatives and begins joik 
chanting at between three and four years. The child is told the background to 
the chant and advice is given on performance. The children’s instruction in 
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joik chanting takes place as a music education process in a domestic circle 
(Järvinen 1999, 82–83, 126–129).  

According to Eriksson (2004), to tune a joik is a way to understand life. 
The joik is the voice of the female ancestors. To tune a joik is therefore to 
take care of the ancestral heritage. A joik has no beginning or ending; it 
moves like a circle the same way as the ecology of life. Life does not end 
with death, but continues in paradise. The magic of joik is its continuity. The 
Saami joik sound more joyful than the songs of other native people in North 
America, New Zealand or Australia maybe because the Saami people have 
not been dominated. 

The character of a joik is always related to the situation and the person 
who is tuning it. It is always a creative product in a process between at least 
two persons. A joik is dedicated to a person, a place or an animal. The joik it 
is not about a person, but it does joik the person. The lyrics of the joik are 
often very personal so that only the person who is joiking and the person to 
whom it is dedicated understand its meaning. It is very important that the 
person who is joiked likes the joik of her- or himself. One is not allowed to 
joik oneself because it contains a lot of compliments, but if somebody starts 
to joik you, it is permissible to join him or her. When one listens to a joik to a 
person one hears an impression of the nature of the person, for example if she 
or he is joyful, quick or calm (Eriksson 2004). 

A dovna is a joik to a child. Eriksson notes (2004) that this kind of joik 
was not seen as sinful and was not forbidden by the Christian church. When 
the person grows older the persons’ joik changes. Some of the joiks for adults 
are built upon the childhood joik. After the Christian confirmation one does 
not use the child’s joik anymore; then there is a new adult joik. One can cre-
ate a joik for friends and colleagues or to a boy- or girlfriend. The joik must 
be accepted by the person who is the object of it. In the old days the joik was 
first presented at the market place. 

Finnish folk poetry singing has been an essential element of the Kalevala 
tradition as the poems were orally transmitted from one generation to the 
next. If we literally interpret the beginning poem of Kalevala, it becomes 
evident that the fathers sang when at work, but the mothers also taught their 
children to sing, when they were busy in the house. There are the Finnish 
roots in folk poetry singing. 

The roots of the Kalevala culture extend back at least two to three thou-
sand years, to a time when the original forms of the poetry and music of the 
Kalevala evolved amongst the Baltic-Finnic peoples. Influences from the 
Baltic peoples [Lithuanians and Latvians] were imported. The first millen-
nium AD at the latest saw the emergence of runo singing that flourished in 
Finland, Karelia, Ingria and Estonia. Finno-Karelian runo singing survived 



Questions about the musical development and the musical environment of childhood 123 

well into the 19th century in some places, and remnants of the old tradition 
can still be found today. There is no record, however, of laments in Finland, 
though they are well documented in Karelia and Ingria (Saha 2001). 

Why is it so important to know what kind of musical environment our 
children have? Because in childhood we are creating attitudes and relation-
ship to music and self-concept and worldview in music (see Reynolds 2004; 
Juvonen 2000; Juvonen & Anttila 1999; Anttila & Juvonen 2002; Juvonen & 
Anttila 2003). Literature which specifically addresses self-concept in music is 
enriched by research pertaining to the attributional theory of motivation, and 
literature regarding self-concept of ability (Bandura 1977, 1986; Covington 
1984; Dweck, Goetz, & Strauss 1980; Dweck & Henderson 1989; Dweck & 
Leggett 1988; Weiner 1986; Anttila 2000). 
 
 
Home and day care centres environments in children’s 
musical development 
 
According to Tereska and Ruismäki (2006) musical instruments are an essen-
tial part of the musical stimulation environment of the home. Most often they 
indicated either active music playing or at least an interest in music. The type 
of musical instruments in the childhood home (N=590) were piano, guitar, 
school or toy instruments, harmonium/electric organ, strings, accordion and 
wind instruments. Of the home’s background variables the development of a 
positive self-concept in music is especially promoted by art interests and 
music appreciation. Concerning the childhood home’s musical stimuli the 
pleasure and amount of singing correlate with positive self-concept in music. 
The most important playing variables are the number of persons who play 
instruments and the number of instruments in the home. Likewise, the fa-
vourable experiences of music instruction before the age beforeof seven years 
form a positive self-concept in music. 

According to Vikman’s study (2001), the figure notes (marked with dif-
ferent colours and symbols) support young children’s learning in piano play-
ing and help the child progress to real note-reading. Practising playing devel-
ops a child’s innate skills perhaps more than any other activity, although 
these skills later become an integrated entity for the player him/herself. 
Gardner (1993, 73–278) has noted that playing skill consists of seven types of 
talent; according to Vikman (2001, 48–51) in piano playing these dimensions 
are as follows: 
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• Linguistic—comprehending the meaning of words and rules; 
• Logical-mathematical—understanding the theoretical structure of 

music; 
• Spatial—perceiving the structure of sound material and identifying 

note-reading (Karma 1986, 50–52); 
• Bodily kinaesthetic—controlling motor coordination in finger and 

body movements; 
• Musical—expressing oneself musically in rhythm, melody, harmony, 

and timbre; 
• Intrapersonal—analysing one’s own emotions, developing better self-

esteem and motivation, and 
• Interpersonal—understanding others in group playing. 

 
In Finland even pre-school children can begin their musical studies in the 
music institutions founded in the 1950s and at music playschools connected 
with them. Later through entrance examinations children can pass on to study 
their own main instrument in addition to school studies. The music institution 
network nowadays covers the entire country. Nowadays there are approxi-
mately 150 music institutions and music schools and they have in all 86 000 
students (Partanen 2001). 

Although the importance of the home’s musical environment early on is 
emphasised, this should not diminish the significance of music education 
given in day care centres, kindergartens and school. Nowadays, the media are 
also important in the children’s sound environment. However, it is useful for 
parents, kindergarten teachers, and educators to know about the connection 
between parental musical attitudes as well as the home’s everyday musical 
activities and children’s musical development (Brand 1986, 118–119). 

Childhood singing and playing experiences at home clearly contribute to 
the musical progress in teacher education too. According to Tereska and 
Ruismäki (2006) the scores for singing and playing are very close to those for 
self-concept in music. The importance of the teacher’s singing and playing 
skill to his/her young listeners according to our study proves to be greater and 
more widespread than supposed. 

According to Ruokonen (2005) the home environment had an essential 
role in child development and early giftedness. Ruokonen interviewed alto-
gether 64 six to seven-year old children in Finland and Tallinn. In the inter-
views children reported that their musical environment consisted of many 
aspects. The informal learning in music was usual especially from media. All 
children mentioned that music sounds surround them at home: they reported 
interaction with radio, TV, CDs and computer games with music. There was 
a correlation between a child’s musicality test results and her/his television 
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viewing habits. Those who followed music programs from TV were better in 
the musicality test. Also on the basis of the parents’ questionnaire we noted a 
strong correlation between different indicators of musical giftedness and TV 
music programmes the child had watched, which clearly implies the child’s 
interest in musical activity and performing. Live music was heard in homes 
where children had musical activities; children were practising and they also 
described the situations where parents were playing with them, for example, 
four handed piano. One 7-year old girl said: “It is nice to be lazy with mother 
and laugh at silly things. I enjoy it also when we play four-handed piano 
pieces together”. When children were asked if their parents sing for them, 
only some of them said it is common. One 6-year old boy said: “My mother 
used to sing to me in the evenings when I was younger, but not any more”. 
Children described more official singing situations, such as this 6-year old 
boy: “My father sang to my mother on Mother’s day, and I was also sing-
ing”. Another 7-year-old girl said: “When someone has a birthday my mother 
sings her special song”. There were no descriptions of everyday singing, for 
example while cleaning, in the shower or while cooking. Estonian children 
described more singing situations than Finnish. Three children mentioned 
that the whole family sang while riding in the car. Children had a few de-
scriptions of live concert situations. These descriptions came from those 
children who had studied music. Most of the children described their pre-
school and school as the place of singing especially in Estonia, where almost 
all children valued their music lessons in kindergartens. In Estonia there are 
specialised music teachers in every kindergarten and singing is an elementary 
part of every day living in day care centres (Ruokonen, 2005).  

 There is a great difference between the music education of day care cen-
tres in Estonia and Finland. Music education has long traditions in both Esto-
nian and Finnish cultures. In Estonia 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 in society. The role of the teacher-
specialist, without a doubt, is very important, as he or she makes very im-
portant decisions: choices concerning the content of the subject, the methods 
of treatment and communication with children. In Estonia a qualified music 
teacher works in every kindergarten and music education is more homoge-
neous in quality than in Finland where generalist kindergarten teachers are 
responsible for music education.  

Ruokonen’s (2009) study concerned the kindergarten student teachers’ 
experiences and reflections on the musical environment of their practicum 
period in day-care centres. The research material was collected from student 
texts and observations of music educational situations in day care centres. 
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Students were asked to write their experiences about the musical learning 
environment of children in a day-care centre in which they were practising. 
Students were asked to observe the musical learning environment of children 
from many perspectives: physical and material environment, curriculum, 
objectives, core contents and children’s activities. The method of the study 
was a content analysis of the students’ essays and episode descriptions of the 
music educational situations. The results of the study show that there are 
significant differences in the music educational environment between differ-
ent day care centres in Finland (Helsinki Area) in spite of the common 
national core curriculum and policy definition on early childhood education 
(Ruokonen, 2009). 
 
 
Musical Development in Early Childhood 
 
In his Book “Musicality from Birth to five” Hodges (2001) has collected 
much research and describes the musical development in childhood: The 
following is presented as the merest outline of musical development. (For 
more detail see Andress 1986; Davidson, McKernon, & Gardner 1981; Dowl-
ing 1999; Gembris 2002; Gembris & Davidson 2002; Imberty 1996; McDon-
ald & Simons 1989; H. Papousek 1996; M. Papousek 1996; Pouthas 1996; 
Simons 1986).  

 
Pre-natal: While more and more is being learned about fetal reactions to 
sound and music, less is known about the impact of these experiences on later 
musical development.  

 
Birth to 1: Newborns one to five days old have demonstrated an ability to 
discriminate differences in frequency. The onset of cooing and purposeful 
vocal sounds is 15–16 weeks. Five-month old babies have shown sensitivity 
to melodic contour and rhythmic changes. Six-month old babies have been 
successful in matching specific pitches. During the first year of life, most 
babies are alert and responsive to musical stimuli; through babbling and coo-
ing they engage in considerable melodic and intonational experimentation. 
 
1–1.5: Activation to music through rocking, walking, rolling, and attending 
intently are more pronounced. Experimentation with pitch variations contin-
ues; movement between tones is by glissando, not discrete pitches.  
 
1.5–2.5: The glissando technique for sliding between ambiguous pitches 
changes into a capacity for producing discrete pitches. The child begins sys-
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tematic drill of intervals in fragments, including seconds, minor thirds, and 
major thirds, gradually expanding to include fourths and fifths. This is a pe-
riod of spontaneous song, that is, improvised song fragments consisting of the 
selected intervals being practised. These songs are not clearly organised and 
contain little tonality or regularity of rhythms.  
 
2.5–3: Spontaneous songs gradually give over to a recognition and imitation 
of folk tunes in the environment, such as the ABC song, Old MacDonald, and 
Twinkle, Twinkle. Often these take the form of multiple repetitions of 
learned fragments and/or variations. During the next period, the child must 
accommodate to the limitations of culturally-approved songs. By the end of 
the third year a rhythmic structure is learned.  
 
3–4: By now the child is capable of reproducing an entire song in terms of the 
overall contour. However, accurate pitch representation, as opposed to con-
tour, is not always possible. 
 
5: An underlying pulse is extracted from surface rhythm so that a child is able 
to keep a steady beat. The child is now able to sing an entire song in the same 
key without modulating, with an increasing awareness of a set of pitches 
instead of just contour. 
 
During the next five years most children increasingly acquire a stable, inter-
nal pitch framework. Critical to musical development in the earliest years is 
the home environment. Opportunities, not just to hear music, but to interact in 
musical games and activities is critical to emotional and psychological devel-
opment (Dissanayake 2000; Gembris & Davidson 2002). Moreover, it is 
becoming increasingly apparent that all human beings are biologically pre-
disposed to be musical and that this inborn predisposition for musicality has 
important consequences for educators not only artistically, but emotionally 
and socially, as well (Hodges 2000; Imberty 2000; Trehub 2000; according to 
Hodges 2001). 
 
 
Music and brain development in early childhood 
 
Hodges has shown (Hodges 2004), that early music experiences leave their 
imprint on the brain. There are growing indications that those who study 
music, particularly beginning at an early age, show neurological differences 
when compared to those who have not had much training. Adult musicians 
have stronger and faster brain responses to musical tasks (Faita & Besson 
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1994) and certain parts of their brains, related to music processing, are larger 
or more responsive. Research has also been done about musical aptitude and 
common intelligence. 

Some research strongly suggests that early musical experiences imprint 
themselves on the brain as all learning experiences which have the potential 
for changing brain organisation. Whether or not these changes have implica-
tions for other domains of learning is still being investigated. But it is certain 
that early musical experiences involving active participation allow for en-
hanced musical experiences later in life (Hodges 2004). According to 
Näätänen’s brain research (2003), only two hours’ sleep learning develops a 
baby’s ability to differentiate between, for example, Finnish and Estonian 
vowels.  

Results of the brain research in early childhood and newborn children 
show that learning by movement is important in early childhood. The new-
born auditory system is apparently sensitive to periodicities and develops 
expectations about when a new cycle should start. Auditory perceptual learn-
ing starts already in the womb (Huotilainen et al. 2005). The results show that 
newborns detect regular features in the acoustic environment despite variance 
and they possess both spectral and temporal processing prerequisites of music 
perception. The results of a current brain research show that musical envi-
ronment is the most essential for children’s development not only into music 
but generally. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
In the Finnish school system music has had an important role in the curricu-
lum since the founding of the elementary school system. In both kindergarten 
and primary school teacher education music has been considered an import-
ant part of schooling. Recently the proportion of music in Finnish kindergar-
ten and primary school teacher education has diminished. This has been of 
special concern to many university-level music teachers and professors. On 
the other hand, research results show quite high correlations between child-
hood musical stimulation environment and scores for singing and playing 
given during teacher education. These results support the demand to intensify 
music education in both kindergartens and primary schools, along with the 
need to increase music studies in teacher education. 

This study emphasises the importance of early childhood musical devel-
opment, and raises the question whether musically-speaking it is not the most 
important period in an individual’s life. It takes many years to develop into a 
professional (music) teacher, and our study suggests that the foundation is 
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created in the childhood home. On the basis of our research results, the main 
actions that can help the development of a positive musical self-concept and a 
wide musical world view together with raising the love for music in child-
hood are:  

• Sing to your child 
• Discover the song’s atmosphere and let the song create security 
• Let the child find surrounding sounds, review them and find the mean-

ing of silence 
• Let the child invent his/her own songs and express music through 

movement 
• Play music to your child 
• Give the child the opportunity to study the instrument that he/she 

wants 
• Allow the child to find his own music 
• Let the child listen to different kinds of music and learn to understand 

it 
• Let the singing, playing and making of music create experiences and 

bring memories 
• Let the child experience the joy and delight of making music 
• Let the music connect children to their parents and to each other 
• Let the music connect nations and cultures with each other  

 
These aims are a declaration of the child’s musical legal protection (our 
wings to future) This principle of freedom to choose musically can be con-
sidered a charter that helps protect and develop a child’s musical education 
(Ruismäki & Tereska 2006). It is to be used on all levels and all countries, all 
learning and teaching philosophies today as well as in future. 
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Repertory grid in art and craft education research 

Seija Karppinen 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
In this paper I discuss what the Repertory Grid Technique can offer to art and 
craft education research. The paper is based on my ongoing study, in the UK 
and in Finland concerning the repertory grid technique as a tool for in-depth 
conversations on emotional experiences and attitudes in craft and visual art 
education. I started the study in London in 2008 by getting acquainted with 
the art education system in the UK and doing a pilot project using the reper-
tory grid to interview eight student teachers about their emotional experi-
ences in visual art. I also did a pilot project with six 14 year-old students at a 
secondary school in London. The aim is to continue the study in Finland by 
exploring the same items with Finnish student teachers, not to compare, but 
find different variations. A final aim is to explore how student teachers can 
benefit from in-depth repertory grid conversations in order to increase self 
awareness and future teaching skills.  

The American psychologist George Kelly (1955) developed Personal 
Construct Theory (PCT) and the Repertory Grid Technique in 1955 to elicit 
individuals’ personal constructs. The theory and particularly the technique 
have received increased interest in recent decades. The personal construct 
theory and the repertory grid are used to explore individuality in experience, 
perception and action. Kelly officially developed his theory through a series 
of outcomes, which can be broadly grouped into the following: those con-
cerned with the process of construing, the structure of personal knowledge, 
and the social embeddedness of our construing efforts (Kelly 1955; see also 
http://www.pcp-net.org/encyclopaedia/pc-theory.html). Kelly claims that “… 
a person has his or her own way to understand their own nature and the na-
ture of the world and to test that understanding in terms of how it guides in 
future life” (Kelly 1955, 8). That is the way people intend to make events 
meaningful to themselves. The meaningfulness is particularly in focus in my 
study in researching the attitudes and emotions in arts of student teachers.  

In all, there has been little attention paid to usage of the repertory grid 
technique in arts education, even though the arts is a field which benefits 
from individual ways of thinking and offers creators the best way to express 
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and explore their deepest thoughts and emotions. The repertory grid method 
particularly initiates a deeper guided and structured introspection and opens 
the way toward an individual’s personal mental depictions. The technique 
also offers a teaching tool for ‘silent conversations’, by which is meant writ-
ten and oral ‘letters’ to deconstruct feelings and emotions. This enables stu-
dents to be open to situations and themselves. I assume that deconstructing 
feelings enables deeper analysis and reflection, which may facilitate people to 
better understand their own reactions. Sometimes the object of interest might 
be found in an unexpected place, like one of my respondents, a secondary 
school student in London, who expresses her emotions as follows: I found 
them [art activities: poster and scopics] interesting but quite boring because 
I don’t particularly enjoy art. So, in order for me to do it, it’s got to be a fun 
topic. Although I didn’t like it [poster], I did enjoy the topic [war] because 
history is one of my favorite subjects.  
 
 
Personal construct theory and the repertory grid 
 
Personal construct theory is based on the philosophical view of ‘constructive 
alternativism’, which means that there is no absolute truth or objective re-
ality, only different ways of interpreting events in order to make them mean-
ingful (Kelly 1963, 13). Individuals observe and classify perceptions and try 
to formulate hypotheses that are used as the basis for future action. 

The predominant focus of the repertory grid technique remains on the 
study of individuals (also social groups) with particular emphasis on how 
people organise and change their views of self and the world in the counsel-
ling context. This implies that people engage in continuous extension, re-
finement, and revision of their systems of meaning as they meet with events 
that challenge, or invalidate their assumptions, developing their personal 
theories toward greater adequacy (Kelly 1955, 1963). Frequently a process of 
making art or craft is an action which evokes emotions. Making art or craft 
might remind an individual of earlier memories and experiences at school 
regardless of whether they were good or bad. Do particularly negative experi-
ences arouse the desire to discontinue craft work? Is it possible to handle 
emotions along the way so that a student teacher can overcome the reluc-
tance? Yes and no. However, I presume the more a student can be open to 
feelings and emotions, the more he or she can learn from experiences and 
also handle them adequately in new situations. In this process the repertory 
grid technique may offer a structural conversational tool to managing these 
matters more deeply. 
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Personal construct theory and repertory grid are mostly used in psychia-
try, therapy, marketing, consulting, and human resources in order to elicit 
individuals’ personal constructs, meaning individualised ways of perceiving 
and responding to experience. Recently the method has also been produc-
tively used in studies of education and arts education (e.g., Taylor, A. & 
Hallam, S. 2008; Zuber-Skerritt, O. & Roche, V. 2004; Lundahl & Öquist 
2001, 1996a; Hopper, T. F. 2000; Rayment 2000; Hargreaves, Galton & 
Robinson 1996). Repertory grid methods embody a widely used set of tech-
niques for studying personal and interpersonal systems of meaning on topics 
ranging from children’s understanding of physical science principles to for-
mal structures of self-reflection within cognitive science and the shared vali-
dation of belief systems. Repertory grids can be used for personal explor-
ations or as a tool to help others explore and reveal their experience. Hopper 
(2000) presents an example of the first: he has integrated the use of a reper-
tory grid into the course of physical education in teacher training. The tech-
nique has been utilised engaging students in semi-autobiographical reflection 
on the roots of their personal beliefs and knowledge about teaching physical 
education (Hopper 2000). As an example of the latter, Trevor Rayment 
(2000) has analysed the attitudes of art teachers toward the National Curricu-
lum for Art in Great Britain.  

The repgrid material can be entirely objective or highly subjective. The 
data material could be oral (interviews, conversations) or written (letters, 
biographies), or a combination of both. For example, Lundahl and Öquist 
(2001) have used written correspondence. They have invited school students 
to discuss how they perceive life in school in Sweden by using letters as a 
basis for repertory grid interviews.  

There are some limitations on the use of the technique with different age 
groups because the technique requires certain capabilities in expression and 
verbalisation. Smaller children are more challenged in the use of the tech-
nique. I had a pilot project with 5-year olds by studying how they construe 
their world through drawing pictures in order to reveal some features of small 
children’s deep thinking (Karppinen 2001). According to the findings, chil-
dren are able to conceptualise and give meaning to their works and the world 
around them by thinking and expressing their thoughts through drawings. 
However, when using the technique with small children the role of linguistic 
ability is crucial. Also the time to be given for intensive conversation is less 
than for adults. Usage of the method with small children is challenging, but 
possible with careful planning. 

Later on I used the technique again with the intention of testing the tech-
nique with other age groups. My ongoing study concerns student teachers’ 
attitudes, emotional experiences, and conception of the meaningfulness of 
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making art and craft. Attitude is connected with emotions and willingness to 
learn. Frequently negative emotions like frustration, anger or earlier humili-
ation might in the worse case prevent a continuum of work, while positive 
feelings might help learning and increase motivation to face new challenges. 
However, it does not necessarily always work this way, and this is particu-
larly what I am interested in in my study. Emotions are understood in the 
study as feelings like joy and enthusiasm in experimenting and making art; 
there may also be a “flow” feeling. But negative feelings, like frustration, 
humiliation, disinterest or discouragement may also arise.  

Emotion is a basic concept in psychology, but also in education even 
though its effect on learning is usually underestimated. Emotion is our ex-
perience of, or resistance to change as Dan Bannister and Fay Fransella 
(1986) claim. I assume that a repgrid practice might help student teachers to 
handle their emotions and later on also understand children with their emo-
tional expressions in educational situations. I presume that through guided 
introspection using the repgrid tool it might be possible for individuals to 
have power over their emotions and learn to handle them in a more construc-
tive way.  

The repertory grid technique can help students become introspective, and 
draw attention to their own differing individual constructs of emotions and 
attitudes, so they also can deconstruct them. I found that during the repgrid 
interviews some students’ recognised new aspects in themselves. This is 
particularly essential in a trial to benefit from one’s own action in order to 
make learning and action meaningful. I consider the repertory grid a func-
tional tool to apply in arts education as a method, but also as a learning tool 
in order to search for individual ways to think and affect one’s own behav-
iour. Meaningful and reasonable experiences are important in developing the 
self and personality as well as one’s professional life.  

Some studies where the repgrid technique has been used confirm the use-
fulness of the method in art and craft education research. For example, David 
Hargreaves, Maurice Galton and Susan Robinson (1996) examined teachers’ 
assessments of primary children’s classroom work in the creative arts by 
using repertory grid based techniques. They created a taxonomy of the con-
structs which teachers use in assessing work in visual art, writing and music.  

Lars Lindström and Leif Ulriksson (2001) have identified craft experts’ 
and student teachers’ competences in craft education by the use of portfolio 
interviews and the repertory grid technique in order to reveal tacit know-
ledge. They argue that the method is an excellent tool to uncover dimensions 
of professional knowledge that are often taken for granted. The method facili-
tates the interviewees to reflect on complex issues, but it does not automati-
cally explain what they mean by what they are saying (Lindström & Ulriks-
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son 2001). Lindström and Ulriksson add that further qualitative analysis is 
needed to fulfil the findings.  
 
 
Implementation of the technique  
 
The aim of the method in practice is to draw a map of the individual’s con-
struct system and the method is best seen as a specialised type of structured 
interview (Kelly 1963; Fransella & Bannister 1977). In Kelly’s theory of 
construct it is essential to observe how individuals differ from each other in 
how they perceive and interpret events. These experiences are labelled as 
elements and the way a person perceives them is described as a construct 
(Kelly 1955; Rayment 2000). Elements and constructs are items to be used in 
creation of a repgrid map. The map is a basis for different analysis according 
to the aims of the study.  

Elements are individual experiences and objects of thinking which are in 
relation to an individual’s values and views. They can be according to a focus 
of the study events, actions, persons, institutions, roles, ideas, items and so 
forth. Elements need to be significant to a studied phenomenon and also ex-
tensively associated with an interviewee’s life. Elements need to touch 
him/her in some way. For example Lindström and Ulriksson (2001) used 
portfolios as elements in their study on crafts, while Hargreaves, Galton and 
Robinson (1996) used school subjects (visual art, writing and music) in their 
study on assessment work. In my study I use art and craft activities which are 
meaningful or emotive to the respondent.  

Constructs are an individual’s way to think, interpret, construe, and ap-
proach items (elements) according to his/her world view. They can be de-
scribed as conceptions, interpretations, attitudes, views, or concepts. For 
example, exploring a person’s factors of being creative the respondent ought 
to compare and contrast consecutive sets of significant people which are 
labelled as elements (like the mother, an art teacher, and a favourite artist). 
The respondent is asked to formulate ‘some important way in which two of 
the persons (elements) are alike, and different from the third’. The answer 
could be for example: “Well, my art teacher and I are very open-minded, 
whereas my mother is prejudiced”. This basic dimension, open-minded vs. 
prejudiced, would be considered one of the significant constructs that the 
person uses to interpret his or her creativity. So a construct consists of two 
poles. Another comparison could be: “My mother and my art teacher have the 
same character; they both make pieces of art or craft without planning in 
advance, whereas my favourite artist seems to think carefully and creates a 
well-planned design”. A construct is described as a bipolar dimension of 
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‘spontaneous vs. orderliness’. The elicited constructs and elements form a 
grid where elements are on a vertical line and constructs on a horizontal line. 
After finishing the grid, meaning no more new construct can be found, the 
constructs will be scaled (usually 1–5 or 1–7) comparing them with all ele-
ments giving a number. A given number illustrates the strength of the con-
struct in relation to an element. Finally, the created map, cognitive matrix is 
the basis for different types of analysis (like factor and cluster analysis). 
Some computer programs have been developed particularly for repgrid analy-
sis (such as Webgrid, Flexigrid and Ingrid: SPSS can be also used).  
 
 
Three categories of repertory grid techniques 
 
Devi Jankowicz (1990, 2001) divides the applications of repertory grid tech-
niques by the ways in which grids are used into two broad categories, pro-
cedural and developmental. By procedural he means those instances in which 
the grid is used as the front end to conventional practitioner techniques. The 
information obtained from a set of repertory grids is collated by some form of 
content analysis before being used for the further development of some per-
sonnel or training technique (see e.g., Hargreaves, Galton & Robinson 1996; 
Lindström & Ulriksson 2000). According to Jankowicz the strengths of the 
procedural grid technique as a detailed and precise description of a person’s 
experience from his or her own point of view lie in the provision of informa-
tion where conventional techniques are shallow and subject to observer bias 
(Jankowicz 2001).  

In the procedural application the emphasis is on the information rather 
than on the person. The procedural application operates as a tool for mapping 
personal information, such as opinions and conceptions, whereas the devel-
opmental application benefits from the theory of personal construct psychol-
ogy. The developmental application of repertory grid techniques deals with 
situations in which the individual is the focus of attention and the grid is used 
as part of a procedure, rooted in the assumptions of personal construct psy-
chology and relying widely on PCP concepts, for personal development and 
change (Jankowicz 2001).  

My study utilises procedural application on the point of collecting student 
teachers’ different emotional experiences, but on the far end the aim is also to 
exploit personal developmental application for learning. That means to use 
the repertory grid as a learning tool possibly changes attitudes about the pos-
sible meaningfulness of art and craft. 

In addition to Jankowicz’s division I would add third slightly different 
application. That is the use of the technique in group developing research to 
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investigate some issues in a group of partners. For example, Zuber-Skerritt 
and Roche (2004) have used students as partners in developmental research. 
They present a new constructivist model of knowledge development in a case 
study that illustrates how a group of postgraduate students defined and evalu-
ated effective postgraduate supervision. They have combined group discus-
sions with interviews based on personal construct theory and repertory grid 
technology. They argue that the approach leads to a more meaningful inter-
pretation of results and facilitates formative evaluation and professional de-
velopment of supervisors.  

All these three applications (procedural, developmental, and group devel-
opmental) are modifiable to research in art and craft education depending on 
the research questions. The procedural application gives important informa-
tion in general, whereas the developmental application gives a way to depict 
the respondent’s implicit thoughts by a structured conversation, and maybe 
enables some affect to be had on the respondent’s mental world. The group 
developmental application could be profitable for example in developing 
course or course material in art and craft. When personal developmental 
application is concern there can be a risk that the researcher steps into the 
field of therapy without competence. Even though the preliminary design of 
the technique was particularly for therapy its use in other fields has to follow 
the rules of the particular field. Nevertheless, the method might give some 
important information about individuals’ deepest thinking and therefore in-
crease awareness of essential issues in educational situations. 
 
 
In-depth conversation in the arts 
 
Art education deals with personal dialogue concerning an individuals’ rela-
tion to the self and to the world around by his or her own experience, feelings 
and making pieces of craft and art. The general aims of art education are to 
build an ability to find individual ways to experience and face different situa-
tions and issues, and to construct self, knowledge, thought and behaviour. In 
this search the repertory grid tool for in-depth conversation might be useful. 

Kelly compares his theory and thoughts to art: “Science has the same 
central characteristic as art—imagination” (Kelly 1955, 8). He sees the per-
son-as-scientist by which he means that individuals seek to predict and con-
trol the course of events. He clarifies that: “… we have our own view of the 
world (our theory), our own expectations of what will happen in given situa-
tions (our hypothesis) and that our behaviour is our continual experiment 
with life”. This entails that people stand for continuous modification and 
revision of their systems of meaning as they meet with events that challenge 
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them. That is what learning is about, although Kelly does not capture his 
theory as a theory of learning as such. However, his point of departure was 
the simple assumption that learning is based on experience, and that the ex-
pectations people have of the world around them are not only a reflection of 
their experiences but also what they have seen and felt.  

Analogous learning means changing views when acquiring new informa-
tion in relation to previous assumptions. Even though a person has had bad 
experiences in crafts at school, he/she might as a present student teacher see 
craft as being interesting and motivating. Seeing the preceding issues in a 
new light or noticing not being so bad in art or craft can change a person’s 
attitude. As a student teacher from my data in London reports: “… [I was] 
nervous at first as I had never really enjoyed art or been confident about it. 
The first week really boosted my confidence as I realised you don’t have to be 
good at art to be a good teacher… [and later on] I don’t feel nervous about 
my abilities, much more confident. Looking forward to teaching art”.  

The repertory grid technique can be seen, as a method of in-depth inter-
view or conversation which makes an individual’s implicit thoughts explicit 
(Karppinen 2009). The method allows the researcher to capture how the indi-
vidual conceptualises experiences. This actually implies what is meaningful 
to the individual self (Bannister & Fransella 1986). The repgrid technique 
stresses how experiences, feelings and emotions could be dealt with through 
interaction and guided introspection.  

Recently, for example cognitive science, psychology and engineering 
have realised the usefulness of introspection in research and recognise it as a 
valid method of investigation. In arts self-reflection as a research method is 
also gradually gaining more attention and respect. An interesting example of 
this is Anniina Suominen’s exploration of her own personal growth, identity 
and visual knowledge/understanding in a culturally diverse context through 
self-reflective and artistic methods (Suominen 2006). She undertook an art-
based, auto-ethnographic study of her own growth in academia and adjust-
ment to a foreign culture and social system.  

The repertory grid technique gives the facility to have a conversation with 
oneself or in the presence of another. Particularly the developmental applica-
tion of the repertory grid is a dialogue and one in which in most cases the 
journey matters more than the arrival. In the best cases it could lead to the 
constructive rebuilding of an individual’s conception, behaviour, or attitude 
in learning or emotional situations. However, learning requires the capacity 
for introspection, but people vary in the capacity they have for self-
examination. 
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Conclusion  
 
There is no technique without some weaknesses, and I will mention a few 
that I have observed. There has been much discussion as to whether it is valid 
to supply either elements or constructs to the grid. It is essential that elements 
are representative of the field of investigation, and that elicited or supplied 
elements are ‘concrete’ as Rayment (2000) also emphasises. The basic nature 
of the elicited constructs is anchored in selected elements, and the elements 
are likely to have a profound effect on any constructs elicited. If a procedural 
grid technique is concern the selected elements must be acceptable and com-
prehensible to all respondents.  

The technique is time consuming. Usually, an interview takes at least an 
hour. Also preparations are needed for the interviewer and maybe also the 
respondents. It is required that an interviewer knows well the structure and 
aims of the method to be able to avoid leading questions or other misinterpre-
tation. Skills in in-depth self-reflection are required of respondent, as well as 
abilities to identify, verbalise, and discuss his or her own thoughts, feelings 
and conceptions particularly if a developmental repgrid application is a con-
cern. These skills can also be practised beforehand by having preliminary 
discussions with respondents and practising to make notes on self. Some 
people are talkative and some not which could be a crucial factor in analysis. 
Compared to an open interview or discussion, the repertory grid tool offers a 
structural basis for conversation and exploration where a repgrid matrix will 
be created during the interview. It is meaningful when different aspects of an 
issue are discussed and elicited using the respondents’ own language. 

Even though the method has some weaknesses and has gained some criti-
cism its usefulness in art and craft education research is noticeable. It does 
not reveal the treasure, but gives a clear instructive method with a variety of 
possibilities.  

The method proposes for art and craft research a way to explore tacit 
knowledge or adaptation of expertise. As well, it offers a way to study mean-
ingfulness of making art by exploring meaningful factors which affect a per-
son’s way of thinking and acting. My interest in using the technique is to find 
a structural tool to utilise in craft research, as well to find a teaching tool to 
help student teachers to reveal their tacit power. With critical observations in 
mind, the repertory grid technique proves to be a valuable contribution to art 
and craft education research. However, additional methods are suggested to 
improve the quality of the research.  
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