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Abstract: Finnish early childhood education (ECE) is defined in education policies and research as an
activity with an emphasis on pedagogy as a holistic and Nordic model of education. Pedagogical
competence can be viewed as a special expertise of teachers responsible for the implementation
of pedagogy in ECE. However, it is unclear how a teacher’s pedagogical competence is defined,
understood, and implemented in pedagogical practices and policies. Previous studies define peda-
gogical competence from different, often narrow, perspectives and various skills have been defined
to be a part of teachers’ pedagogical expertise. In this study, we aim to take a closer look at how
teachers’ pedagogical competence is defined in research literature in Finland. As our method, we
use a narrative literature review of research papers published between 2010 and 2020. We were
able to identify fourteen different definitions of pedagogical competencies that could be categorized
into three main categories: (a) meta-competencies, (b) professional competencies, and (c) practical
competencies. In summary, we argue that pedagogical competence is often narrowly understood. To
implement high-quality ECE, teachers’ pedagogical competence should be considered broadly and
wholly. Particularly, the shared values and reflection of ethical questions are essential for supporting
children’s development and learning through holistic education.

Keywords: early childhood education; pedagogical competence; pedagogy; teacher; narrative review;
meta-competencies; professional competencies; practical competencies

1. Introduction

Over the past decade, there has been an increased focus on early childhood education
(ECE) in both political and educational spheres. This can be attributed to ongoing educa-
tional reforms in several countries, including Finland [1]. Additionally, many nations have
prioritized the professionalization of ECE teachers as a central policy agenda [2]. Recent
research literature has explored the shared understanding of pedagogy and the pedagogical
competence of teachers [3,4]. Pedagogical competencies are recognized as the professional
skills and expertise necessary for teachers’ work [5]. This article examines pedagogical
competence from the perspective of the Nordic dialogue model. The Nordic countries
have established a comprehensive welfare approach known as the “Nordic model” that is
characterized by robust social welfare systems and social cohesion, which naturally extends
to the education systems. This approach recognizes that Nordic perspectives on pedagogy
are influenced by both national and global economies, as well as transnational cultural
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ideas and ideals concerning families and children. [6]. Thus, it can be considered a holistic
approach aiming at the wellbeing, learning, and social development of the whole child.
Moreover, it emphasizes the continuous development of pedagogical competence in the
Nordic context [1].

In Finland, ECE encompasses institutional education for children aged 0 to 6 years.
Historically, these services primarily focused on supporting parenting and enabling parents
to work, with roots in social services [7]. However, a reform in 2013 shifted the empha-
sis toward pedagogy-oriented ECE by transferring the responsibility to the Ministry of
Education. This reform aimed to integrate ECE as part of the continuous learning path,
promote collaboration among educational services, ensure comprehensive education, and
support the learning of children with special educational needs. The ECE Act [8] defines
this educational framework, highlighting pedagogy as a central aspect and recognizing
education as a right for every child. The goal of ECE is to foster children’s learning, de-
velopment, and well-being. Since 2010, this shift has led to rapid development in ECE
activities and research-based advancements [9]. The importance of teachers’ professional
competence is understood in guiding policy documents in Finland, but the awareness
needs to be emphasized more in practice and further development of the ECE system [1,9].
It is paramount to possess a comprehensive grasp of the expertise through pedagogical
competence through dialogue.

Professionals working in ECE in Finland have diverse educational backgrounds,
ranging from teachers with master’s degrees in education to college-level–trained childcare
nurses. Additionally, there is a long-standing tradition of team-based education involving
professionals with various educational backgrounds working on similar tasks. However,
this diversity can sometimes lead to ambiguity within teamwork and among individuals
with different degrees [10]. Presently, ECE teachers qualify with a bachelor’s degree
(180 ECTS) or a master’s degree (300 ECTS) from a research-based university. Previously,
teachers could also qualify through a Bachelor of Social Services (210 ECTS) degree from
the University of Applied Sciences. However, since 2023, this qualification no longer allows
individuals to work as teachers. Childcare nurses (180 credits) receive their training in
college-level education services.

To better understand the impact of pedagogical practices in Finnish ECE on children’s
development and discern the elements of high-quality pedagogy and adept teaching, it
is important to grasp the concept of pedagogy and the essential competencies associated
with it. This paper aims to explore the notion of teachers’ pedagogical competence and its
significance within the context of Finnish ECE through the research question: How has ECE
teacher pedagogical competence been presented in the research between 2010 and 2020?
Specifically, we will contextualize, through a narrative literature analysis, pedagogical
competency as a fundamental aspect of teachers’ work and further our understanding
of professionalism and professional competencies related to teachers’ expertise. Our
theoretical framework will encompass different pedagogical approaches to contextualize
pedagogical competence and gain a comprehensive understanding of teachers’ pedagogical
competencies in ECE.

2. Different Approaches to Pedagogy in ECE

The concept and understanding of pedagogy and the teacher’s pedagogical compe-
tence in the practical context are connected. Concerning pedagogy as a holistic concept
of actions, knowledge of learning and development, skills, and education culture, the
pedagogical competencies term in this paper is used to cover different elements of teach-
ers’ expertise. The pedagogy in ECE can be defined from many perspectives because of
the different approaches to learning, education, and understanding of childhood. For
example, Bennet [11] has defined the differences between the Anglo–American pedagogy
at the curricular level, which focuses on cognitive goals and “readiness for school” and
the sociocultural pedagogical tradition, followed in Nordic countries and for example in
Australia, where the focus is more on children’s social development and agency through
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playful and interaction-oriented approaches. The socio-cultural tradition defines the de-
velopmental aims more broadly, enabling the teachers to tailor the practices [12]. From a
wider perspective, the pedagogy in ECE can be understood as holistic actions and practices
by teachers and staff. In a more general definition, pedagogy covers not only teaching
actions but developing a learning environment, operational culture, curriculum adaptation,
discussions of the values and goals of education together with the methods and tools for
interaction, scaffolding, supporting, enabling, observing, documenting, and evaluating the
learning in the educational institutes [13,14]. In Finland, the concept of pedagogy in ECE is
understood as the support of children’s development through holistic care and education,
and thus it relies on multi-theoretical foundations [14].

Kangas et al. [7] have formulated a tentative framework for different approaches to
Nordic, especially Finnish, ECE pedagogy, which is used in this study as our framework for
contextualizing pedagogical competence. In this framework, five approaches to pedagogy
were constructed: pedagogy through interaction, scaffolding, didactics, expertise, and
future orientation. Teachers’ pedagogical competencies can be defined as understanding
values and concepts, theoretical and curriculum knowledge, interaction, and teaching
skills. These competencies are mentioned to be essential in all approaches to pedagogy
in ECE. In addition, every approach has special key competencies described closer under
each approach.

One of the approaches is Pedagogy through Interaction. It can be seen to focus on a
child’s well-being, safety, care, and sense of security [12]. In this approach, pedagogy is
understood as an interactional resource between teachers and children [15]. Pedagogical
interaction is considered from the viewpoints of emotional support and sensitiveness and
responsiveness to children, through a warm atmosphere, observation, and consideration
of children’s interrelationships [5]. Pedagogy through Scaffolding focuses on supporting
learning by enhancing the children’s participation and agency and includes approaches
to understanding the child’s development, child orientation, and reflection [5]. Pedagogy
through Didactics can be interpreted as the creation of the contents and preconditions for
children’s learning where didactic skills are at the center [16]. These skills are, in particular,
content knowledge, teaching methods management, and teaching planning [17]. Peda-
gogy through Expertise approach focuses on the teachers’ professional knowledge, skills,
and competence in cooperation, shared understanding of learning, and substance compe-
tence [1]. The approach of Pedagogy through Future Orientation highlights a historical
context and through future-orientated policies with concepts of transformative competen-
cies, including new values; reconciling tensions and problems; and taking responsibility for
oneself, others, and the environment [18,19]. In summary, different pedagogical approaches
shape the teaching and learning practices in ECE, and teachers need diverse expertise to
act dynamically and critically in different situations [20].

Among these approaches, Kangas et al. [7] have framed a dynamic pedagogical model
that encompasses four essential elements: the child, the teacher, the content, and the
learning process. The implementation of pedagogy in ECE can occur when all these factors
are present in the process. In our study, we employ this model as a framework to define
the scope of the research literature. Additionally, these diverse pedagogical approaches
require teachers to possess a wide range of competencies, which we will next discuss.

3. Teachers’ Pedagogical Expertise in ECE

Educational competencies define the professional and communicational skillsets that
a teacher should have in practical work. However, understanding competencies tends to
be unspecified and general [6]. Teachers’ pedagogical competence is culture-specific, and
strongly influenced by societal changes, goals, standards, and objectives [21–23]. Further,
pedagogical competence is influenced by teacher education, which, in turn, affects the
context in which the teachers operate [23,24]. According to Metsäpelto et al. [25], teachers’
attributes, such as cognitive and social skills, personal orientations, professional well-being,
and knowledge-based reasoning, are the foundation of teachers’ competencies, especially
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in Finland. Teachers’ key competencies include situation-specific skills, teaching practices,
and professional practices, which, in high-quality teaching, lead to teacher effectiveness
and children’s learning, well-being, and engagement [26].

Teachers’ pedagogical competencies are identified by Pulham and Graham [27] to
include (a) supporting students’ skills, which include individual and class-based teaching
and supporting skills, (b) developing learning community skills, which include cooperation,
management, and participation in supporting skills, and (c) motivation strategies, including
motivating students individually and in groups, and supporting well-being. All these
represent the holistic approach of ECE in Nordic countries [9]. In Finland, the competencies
in education have been defined to emphasize the need to provide prospective Finnish
teachers with a wide basic knowledge, expertise, and agency that creates innovations, and
both individual and organizational expertise [9].

From a wider perspective, pedagogical competence is combined with an examination
of learning experiences from a child’s perspective. The teacher understands the learners,
considers their personalities and feelings, and identifies what kind of skills or opportunities
the students have to learn [21]. Teachers evaluate their relationships with students, and
students’ relationships with each other, and help students reach their potential.

According to Kangas et al. [7], a teacher in ECE is “a person who has pedagogical
training, especially specialized in the ECE.” The concept of learning, values, curriculum,
knowledge of the theoretical basis of educational science, and children’s development
and learning guide the teachers’ pedagogical decisions [5,28]. In practice, a teacher’s
skills are the management of different learning strategies, behavior, assessment, and
activities [21–23]. The teacher’s pedagogical competence and knowledge, as well as a
teacher’s ethical decisions and responsibility, promote children’s well-being and help
children to grow as people [29].

In practice, both theoretical knowledge and skills, know-that, and know-how, are
essential to teachers´ competence [24,30,31]. According to Shulman [32], teaching is based
primarily on knowledge. An essential ability of teachers´ competence is their professional
vision, which means their use of knowledge in changing classroom situations and reasoning
their actions as knowledge-based [31,33]. The teacher must be able to utilize his or her
theoretical knowledge, considering the goals set for the education, as well as the character-
istics of the learners and competence [21]. Additionally, teachers’ key skills (know-how) in
Finland are planning, implementing, developing, evaluating, and reflecting on pedagogical
activities and organizing learning environments, among others [5].

4. Data and Methods

In this paper, we use a narrative literature review of research papers published between
2010–2020 as a form of evidence-based educational practice and research. A literature
review is an umbrella term for a range of styles that bring together or report several studies
or summaries on a particular topic [34]. Often, these analyses evaluate the quality of
previous research studies and conclude, enabling recommendations for policy and practice.
A literature review, especially a narrative one, can serve as a refinement of mere syntheses,
being more rigorous in nature and aiming to minimize bias through systematically and
transparently applied methods and tools, utilized in more refined procedures and by
safeguarding methodological rigor [35,36]. Additionally, the literature review can be seen
as a reliable method since the data used in the analysis can be confirmed [34]. In a narrative
literature review such as this, the focus is not to find and quantitatively list all existing data
based on the existing frequencies but use an inclusive strategy to shed light also to more
narrow threads of knowledge [36]. In addition to systematic reviews, narrative literature
reviews consolidate diverse information into an easily understandable format. These
reviews offer a broad perspective on a particular topic, often delving into the historical
context or the evolution of a problem and its management [37,38].

Narrative literature reviews are commonly conducted to address questions such as the
existing knowledge of a phenomenon, the key concepts involved, and their relationships.
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The aim is to analyze the prevailing discourse on the topic, identify whether consensus
or debate exists, and examine the developmental trends and theories associated with it.
By doing so, these reviews aim to identify, reinforce, or challenge the questions raised by
previous research while also identifying gaps or inconsistencies in the existing body of
knowledge [39]. Evans and Benefield [35] establish a connection between the method of
literature review and the broader trend of “evidence-informed policy-making”, thereby
establishing a framework for conducting literature reviews. Important in our process was
to identify different approaches shaping the pedagogical expertise in ECE through our
research question: How has ECE teacher pedagogical competence been presented in the
research between 2010 and 2020? Specifically, we will contextualize understanding of the
pedagogical competencies related to teachers’ professional expertise. Within this process,
Evans and Benefield [35] identify six principles that delineate the stages of a narrative
literature review:

(1) Specifying a clear research question to be addressed in the analysis
(2) Systematic and exhaustive searching for studies in the previous research literature was

conducted through scientifical databases, with different keywords using the Boolean
algorithm. The Boolean algorithm evaluates two statements or expressions using
logical operators, such as AND, OR, and NOT [40]. The Boolean algorithm yields
a true or false outcome, facilitating effective information retrieval and analysis [41].
The search was focused on educational sciences and specifically on the teacher’s
pedagogical competence, excluding the dimension of leadership. To ensure the
exclusion of the leadership dimension, the keywords “early childhood education”
AND Finland AND NOT (leader OR leadership) were employed, with a specific focus
on articles with titles that contained the term “pedagogy” (see Figure 1).

(3) Clear criteria for including and excluding studies. The initial search resulted in
132 thematically relevant studies. The research focus was established on English-
written research articles in the Finnish context between 2010 and 2020. This period
corresponds to when the pedagogical approach in Finnish early childhood education
(ECE) received significant emphasis. Consequently, sixty-two older researchers were
excluded from the study. Next, the titles and the abstracts of remaining data were
reviewed and those where the four elements of pedagogy are identifiable [7] or a
definition of the pedagogical competence of teachers were included as in the following
excerpt from the article by Peterson et al. [42]: “The practice of professionalism is
shaped by the teacher’s pedagogical awareness of children’s developmental and
pedagogical needs, parents’ expectations, teacher’s support from the context for
growth environment of the child, parent–teacher partnership, and the regulations of
the curricula, including cultural-historical dimensions”. A total of fifty articles were
excluded from the analysis due to their not provide a clear definition of the term
“pedagogy” or “pedagogical competence”.

(4) Evaluation of the methodological quality of the chosen studies. The emphasis on
pedagogy in Finnish ECE, especially in the political agenda, without a clear definition
of what teachers’ pedagogical competence is, shaped the research task. A clear
definition of competencies in pedagogy was needed in research and policy. The data
in this research are textual; thus the narrative nature of the literature review was
evaluated to offer clarified explanations and definitions of the multi-dimensional
concept of pedagogy [14].

(5) Strategies to reduce bias in both selection and review. The data consisting of twenty
studies were read and analyzed using the pedagogical framework as a theoretical
basis. The first phase of analysis was tabulated using the descriptions referring to
the teacher’s competence. At this stage, five articles were excluded as they lacked a
clear depiction of pedagogical competence. Consequently, our final dataset consisted
of fourteen peer-reviewed research articles focusing on early childhood education
in the Finnish context. The teacher’s competence was classified through systematic
classification together with the research team. Diverse skills were discussed and for
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example, teamwork skills were excluded because of their role of general working
life skills and not pedagogical competence. The research team agreed that teamwork
skills are skills that belong to all ECE professionals and are not limited to teachers’
pedagogical competencies.

(6) Transparency of the methodology for carrying out the review. The selected method-
ological ontology focusing on the pedagogy as a concept was followed throughout
the research process. Transparency has been considered by selecting and reporting
the research articles written in English, which makes it possible to view the data
also for an international reader. The selection procedure of the research papers was
performed as described in Figure 1. As the author’s team is considerably large, all
actively working on research in the field, some selected articles included co-authors
from the team. Three co-authors are involved in five selected articles. However, it
was agreed that excluding those papers would have caused more bias to the sample
and findings (the definition of pedagogical competence would remain narrow) than
including them.

In Figure 1, we describe the selection procedure for our papers closer.
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5. The Competencies of Teachers Based on the Literature Review

The analysis for the narrative literature review aimed to define teachers’ pedagogical
competence. The chosen method for data analysis was content analysis, which is a sys-
tematic approach used to draw reliable and consistent conclusions about the relationship
between data and the phenomenon under study.

The analysis process followed the steps outlined by Hsieh and Shannon [38]. Firstly,
the researchers read the selected literature repeatedly to gain a thorough understanding of
the data. They then identified codes by highlighting specific words or phrases that captured
the subject of study.

In the selected research papers, the pedagogical expertise was described and defined
in multiple ways. The idea behind the teachers’ as expert professionals possessing special
skills and competencies [43–45] was followed within the analysis process. We categorized
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the data according to the context and focused on how the pedagogical competence was
presented in them. The definitions of pedagogical competence were divided into fourteen
different categories. The most commonly mentioned categories were Teaching Skills
(noted in 10 different papers), Planning and Designing (noted in eight different papers),
and Child-Centeredness and Interaction and Sensitivity (both noted in eight different
papers). The identified categories were further organized into main categories based on the
theoretical framework (Table 1). These main categories of pedagogical competence were
(a) meta competencies, (b) professional competencies, and (c) practical competencies. We
have included, in the analysis, those main categories of pedagogical competence that are
mentioned in more than one article (n > 1, see Table 1).

Table 1. Elements of teachers’ pedagogical competence.

Elements of Teachers’ Competence

n Meta-Competencies n Professional Competencies n Practical Competence

7 Curriculum
management 8 Planning and designing 10 Teaching skills

3 Substance know-how 6 Organizing and managing
the learning environment 8 Child-centeredness

3 Methodological
awareness 6 Organizing the learning

environment 8 Interaction and sensitivity

3 Knowledge of
developmental theories 5 Reflecting and evaluating 6 Enhancing participation

5 Understanding of
peer-mediated interventions

4 Feedback skills

6. Meta-Competencies

The first main category describes pedagogical meta-competencies of teachers through
a deeper understanding and awareness of the context of ECE, pedagogical thinking, and
curriculum, substance, methodological, and theoretical knowledge. In this curriculum,
management was defined to be competence, which supports teachers to choose the appro-
priate content and methods from the curriculum [46]. Curriculum management includes
substance knowledge [13]. Curricular goals and outcomes are linked with teacher-led and
-guided activities [47]. The curriculum was also understood to shape and give meaning
to teachers’ pedagogical awareness [42]. The teacher needs to be aware of the goals and
values behind the legislation and curricula [12,23]. Curriculum management skills were
seen to create expertise and professional skills for curriculum implementation [48]. Other
key elements in the category were the theoretical and substance know-how and knowledge
of teaching methods. The substance know-how was described to form teachers’ key ex-
pertise areas [48] and connected with concepts of learning through the understanding and
awareness of proper teaching methods [23,49]. Teaching methods were understood more
holistically as teaching and interaction strategies, where teachers’ metacognition and aware-
ness were described to focus on the scaffolding and supporting learning [23,48,49]. This was
also connected with a theoretical understanding of child development and learning [42,50]
and, further, the choice of age-appropriate teaching methods [23]. (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Subcategories of meta-competencies.

Class N of Mentions Within Research Papers Meanings (Keywords)

Curriculum management 7 [13,23,42,46–52]

The pedagogy of early childhood
education is built around the curriculum,
use of appropriate content and structure

in teaching, subject knowledge, and
awareness of values and goals of

education

Substance know-how 3 [23,48,49]
The organization of teaching within a

subject, choices of appropriate learning
methods, scaffolding learning

Methodological awareness 3 [23,48,49]

Use of appropriate teaching methods,
understanding of the effect of methods,
know-how of methods in use, suitable
methods for children of different ages

Knowledge of developmental
theories 3 [13,23,49] Understanding of development and

psychology of learning

7. Professional Competencies

The second main category describes and defines the pedagogical competence of
teachers through descriptions and definitions of teachers’ professional knowledge, under-
standing, and competence in the level of initiatives, decisions, and professional actions (see
Table 3). The most common aspect of the professional competencies was the ability to plan
the implementation of pedagogical activities [13,51]. Planning includes active substance
know-how [50]. Competence to plan pedagogical activities, the transfer of knowledge,
and scaffolding are required from teachers of ECE. It is especially important to use both
the curriculum, its goals and strategies, and children’s interests and needs as a basis for
pedagogical activities [42,46,47]. Finally, the planning is not understood as a pedagogical
activity taking place before the implementation, but a teacher should observe and reflect
on children’s participation, activity level, and intentions during the activity and be able to
change the pedagogical plan [52,53]. The competence and skills to organize and manage
the learning environment were the second subcategories. In general, the management of
the learning environment consisted of skills and knowledge to organize and design the
classroom and outdoor environment to support children’s sense of security and enable
learning [13,42,52,54]. Learning environment management was described as a continuous
process where teachers should coordinate, on one hand, the simultaneous activities and reg-
ulations, and, on the other hand, children’s participation, self-directedness, and resilience
to make the operations smooth [13]. The evaluation and assessment of knowledge were
part of the category. The evaluation should take place through a combination of assessing
children’s outcomes based on developmental psychology [42], and the reflection of teaching
actions and classroom management [13]. In ECE, teachers should also be able to assess their
co-workers and team members and give constructive feedback to them [23,42]. This was
also connected with coordinating the operational culture and the education community,
which included both support for children’s peer relations and activities [28,42,52,54], and co-
operation management between the employees within the professional competencies [46].
Education community management was seen as an important part of forming a shared
understanding of pedagogical processes and routines through professional reflection [54].
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Table 3. Subcategories of professional competencies.

Class N of Mentions Within Research Papers Meanings (Keywords)

Planning and designing 8 [13,23,42,46,47,52,53,55]

Development of continuous learning,
skills to plan appropriate activities,

holistic planning and designing skills,
contextual planning of learning culture,

planning of classroom interaction

Organizing and managing
the learning environment 6 [13,42,46–52]

Designing the learning environment,
using appropriate tools and materials,
continuous organization of learning

environment,
safe and secure environment,

managing the participation and learning within
the learning environment

Reflecting and evaluating 5 [13,23,28,42,48]

Reflection of choices and pedagogical tools
constantly,

evaluation of learning and development, critical
reflection skills,

Self-evaluation capabilities,
development of practices

The organization of the
school community 5 [13,28,42,46,52]

Management and organization of social
environment and learning culture,

organization of visibility of children’s initiatives
and needs,

multiprofessional competence and working
culture development

8. Practical Competencies

The third main category, practical competencies, described the practical actions,
choices, and implementations of teachers holistically (see Table 4). This category included
teaching methods and skills, which included the know-how of strategies of scaffolding
and supporting learning in specific ages and developmental levels of children [13,42,52,55].
Teaching skills were explained from different perspectives, from teaching an individual
child [48] to supporting children’s peer relations with the chosen teaching practices [56].
Teaching methods should also enhance children’s motivation toward learning. This was con-
nected with another class within this category: child-centeredness. In child-centeredness,
the views, opinions, interests, and initiatives of children, together with their previous
experiences and knowledge, were expected to be pedagogically connected with the learn-
ing and curriculum-based activities [28,47,49,53]. Another class connected with teaching
methods was evaluation skills, especially feedback skills. Teachers were expected to or-
ganize learning activities to offer positive experiences of practicing and learning through
self-assessment and action [54]. On the other hand, the dialogue and discussion between
children and teachers were described to be methods for good-quality feedback through
interaction [53]. The frequency of giving feedback was also considered to be important [47].
Pedagogical interaction, together with the enhancement of participation skills, were also
important elements of teachers’ pedagogical competence. Interaction with the children
was described to be intentional and planned by the teacher [55,56]. A teacher should,
according to Happo et al. [23], have excellent interaction skills. The teacher was expected
to be present and actively listen and interact with children and be interested in them. This
was also connected with the understanding and utilization of peer-mediated interventions
and support in the class. Finnish ECE is based on the concept of socio-cultural learning,
where peer contact and shared meaning-making are important [53]. Through professional
interaction skills and initiatives, teachers support children to interact with peers and co-
operate [47,51,56]. Through practical competence, the teachers were able to connect the
peer-support with learning processes [52].



Educ. Sci. 2023, 13, 791 10 of 15

Table 4. Subcategories of practical competencies.

Class N of Mentions Within Research Papers Meanings (Keywords)

Teaching skills 10 [13,23,28,42,46–49,52,55,56]

Choices of flexible teaching methods,
choices of methods during a lesson,
child-appropriate methods (age and

developmental level),
knowledge of teaching strategies,

methods for creative and self-initiated learning

Child-centeredness 8 [23,28,47–49,52,53,56]

Taking account of children’s initiatives,
knowledge of children’s previous experiences,

understanding of children’s needs,
strengthening the potentiality to learn,

flexibility toward children’s ideas in class

Interaction and
sensitivity 8 [13,23,42,51,52,54–56]

Emotional support,
listening skills,

interaction and scaffolding skills,
understanding of pedagogical interaction,
supportive and goal-oriented interaction

Enhancing participation 6 [28,42,52,53,56]

Enabling children’s participation,
giving opportunities to express oneself,

guiding children to taking part and being active,
understanding the process of motivation,

taking initiatives into account

Understanding of
peer-mediated
interventions

5 [47,51,52,54,56]

Supporting children’s cooperation and
peer interaction,

enabling peer-related learning,
scaffolding cooperative actions,

organizing social learning opportunities

Feedback skills 4 [47,51,53,54]

Dialogue skills,
listening to children’s verbal and

non-verbal feedback,
giving feedback on learning and behavior,

sharing reflection with children,
continuous feedback processes

In these research papers, participation was understood through taking part in learning
activities, which a teacher should be able to support through pedagogy [54], and through
enabling children’s participatory learning [28,53]. The participation through the involve-
ment of children to be able to make choices and influence everyday activities was also
described to require pedagogical competence to enable children’s agency [52,53]. Teachers’
pedagogical competence was to connect children’s initiatives and needs with existing
resources [48,52,56] and be able to form activities that were flexible and adaptable [28].

9. Discussion

In this paper, we have examined teachers’ pedagogical competence as a notion, in the
context of Finnish ECE. After a narrative review of peer-reviewed papers, we could identify
fourteen different definitions of pedagogical competence. The most commonly mentioned
category was Teaching Skills (noted in 10 different articles), Planning and Designing
(noted in eight different articles), and Child-Centeredness and Interaction and Sensitivity
(both noted in eight different articles). These categories reflect the framework of different
understandings of pedagogy itself [7], including the didactic approach (mirroring the
teaching skills), scaffolding approach (mirroring the child-centeredness and planning and
designing skills), and interaction approach (mirroring the interaction and sensitivity). The
identified categories were further organized into main categories based on our theoretical
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framework. The main three categories of pedagogical competence were identified as
(a) meta-competencies, (b) professional competencies, and (c) practical competencies.

According to our findings, meta competence focused on teachers’ deeper under-
standing and awareness of the ECE context, pedagogical thinking, curriculum, substance,
methodological, and theoretical knowledge. Based on the analysis, we identified that the
pedagogical competencies of teachers are related to culture, values, and beliefs that are
both transformative and complex concepts [28]. In meta-competencies, the curriculum
knowledge is focused, and the values of the pedagogy have minor roles. The values are
strongly guiding teachers’ pedagogical decisions [5]; however, this area receives very little
attention in the research literature. When viewing through approaches of pedagogy [7],
the meta-cognitive competencies play essential roles in different ways of seeing, but also
in developing the pedagogy further. The second main category, professional competence,
includes descriptions and definitions of teachers’ professional knowledge, understanding,
and competence on the level of initiatives, decisions, and professional actions. These
competencies are essential for high-quality pedagogy. Particularly, theoretical knowledge is
central to teachers’ competence [20,27,30,31]. Also, earlier studies prove that the decisions
and actions in classrooms are knowledge-based [21,37]. Without professional competencies,
developing ECE and also developing professional skills in practice is difficult when teach-
ers do not possess enough reflective competencies (see [23,32]). The third main category,
practical competencies, describes direct and practical actions, choices, and implementa-
tions concerning pedagogical work in the field. These competencies are interaction and
sensitivity skills, enhancing participation, and feedback skills, among others. These visible
skills are described also in earlier studies [27]. In summary, our findings are in line with
earlier studies. These emphasize that research is highlighting practical competencies, not
values and concepts within pedagogy [5].

To develop the pedagogical competencies further in the field of ECE, the role of
defining and modeling these competencies should not only be in the hands of scientists.
Teachers who are trained at the university level through research-oriented programs can
understand the multi-dimensional and life-long development of their competencies [43].
This is why teacher education should not focus only on the practices of teaching but follow
the holistic understanding of ECE as the support of children’s development through holistic
care and education, ethical questions, and critical reflection [14]. As Reid [44] states, teacher
training should be rich, strong, diverse, and inclusive—good enough today to prepare
teachers for tomorrow.

Based on our research, we have raised three challenges regarding the notion of peda-
gogy and pedagogical competence. Firstly, it is impossible to study and contextualize a
phenomenon that is not defined. The fact that the notion of pedagogy has not been defined
in the research literature or has been defined from multiple points of view [7], becomes
a challenge regarding the ECE systems politically and through praxis. This has had its
natural effects on at least the field of research, policy documents, and teacher education
but also on pedagogical practices [45]. Secondly, policymakers, without a clear definition
of pedagogy, cannot form clear policy guidance regarding pedagogy in practice or the
values and goals behind it. If you do not clearly understand the notion of pedagogy, how
can you define it in relation, for instance, to quality? Thirdly, the competence-oriented
debate in science and educational research is not a new phenomenon because teaching is
simultaneously a highly academic and very practical profession. When the pedagogical
competencies of teachers are developed consciously and through awareness of different
skill sets, teachers can form a strong conceptual base and master the teaching profession. It
is noteworthy that in our data, the most mentions were of practical skills, teachers thinking
through their hands: pedagogy is neither science nor art, but a craft of teaching.

Our research has brought to light a notable concern among our research team regard-
ing the insufficient use of the term “pedagogy” in studies focused on Finnish ECE. It has
come to our attention that in many of these studies, the term “pedagogy” is frequently
mentioned without being adequately defined or accompanied by a clear comprehension of
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its meaning and specific practices. The term “pedagogy” seems to be used carelessly, almost
as a filler word lacking substantive content. To address this issue, we conducted a thorough
examination of several articles, and out of the selected studies, only fifteen provided explicit
descriptions of the knowledge and skills required for effective pedagogy implementation.
Through our research, we have identified the competencies that are interconnected with
pedagogy as part of high-quality ECE. Recognizing these competencies provides an op-
portunity to further strengthen teachers’ pedagogical skills both in the workplace and in
training, enhancing the quality of ECE and promoting children’s learning and well-being.
By delving deeper into these specific competencies, our research aims to clarify the meaning
of pedagogical competence and shed light on the various skills associated with pedagogy.
We firmly believe that this endeavor will not only benefit researchers but also provide
universities, ECE professionals, and policymakers with a valuable opportunity to enhance
their understanding of implementing high-quality pedagogy.

Finally, this research gives essential notification to policymakers that the research
findings and scientific congruence should be the basis of political decisions in education.
When education laws and curricula are formed, the focus should be on different categories
of competencies that the teaching staff provides, implements, and develops in the orga-
nizational culture. If we focus only on one category of competence—for example, the
practical competencies—we end up despising the theoretical understanding and ethical
considerations strongly needed in the political and practical field of education. When
the categories are compared with and critically reflected on each other, a process of in-
creasing awareness and development plans—both organizational and personal—can be
formed. As shown by Tirri and Husu [29], theoretical knowing and actions in practice
are not necessarily based on the same principles, values, morale, and hopes for the future.
The teachers themselves can be promoted to act at relational levels aiming to construct
a professional agency focused on not only maintaining, but also developing, education
at different levels from classroom practices to society [1]. Pedagogy in ECE is a teacher’s
key competence. To prevent inflation, teacher professional competence awareness should
be emphasized within the research on teachers’ pedagogical expertise and considered
in policymaking. It is paramount to possess a comprehensive grasp of the concepts of
pedagogy and pedagogical competence within the context of political decision-making
through dialogue. As highlighted by Kangas et al. [7], pedagogy should not be understood
in a one-dimensional manner; rather, certain characteristics need to be recognized to meet
the definition of pedagogy and further on constructing the demands for the ECE teachers’
expertise and competencies in Nordic context [6,9,23]. More research in this topic could
be done in the Nordic countries and to widen the explored area, for example, by SEN
classrooms or outdoor activities as Bergan et al. [57] suggest. The shared conception of
teachers’ competencies as a base of expertise of ECE is fundamental for initiating efforts
aimed at development of quality and ensuring comprehension of the policies, teacher
training programs, professional requirements, and practical implications. Additionally, this
comprehension plays a crucial role in exploring avenues for enhancing academic teacher
education (see [13,48]).

There are some natural limitations concerning this study. First of all, we were focusing
on the definitions of pedagogical competencies in Finnish ECE through international peer-
reviewed research papers. Also, the studies focusing on the management and leadership
of ECE were not selected in the search, because the intention was to explore the teachers’
skills and competencies, not leaders. It is relevant to mention that not all selected studies
were focusing solely on pedagogy. However, the pedagogies were mentioned in keywords
or abstracts of these studies and, thus, they were relevant to this study. The results of this
study are replicable since the data are available for all.
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