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A turning-point 
in early childhood education 

 
Early childhood education is on the brink of many changes. Changes 

provide a brilliant opportunity: when the activities are developed 
in the right way, early childhood education will become even more 

efficient at supporting children’s well-being and learning. The ‘Joy in 
Motion’ Programme Document outlines the process for realising the 

programme’s objectives.

The ‘Joy in Motion’ Programme Document describes a more active model of early childhood edu-
cation and proposes solutions to reach the model objectives. The target group for the document 
includes decision-makers, key actors, elected representatives and authorities on the national 
level, municipal level and in early childhood education administrative positions.

The document is the result of years of work and multiple studies conducted by the network of 
experts dedicated to exploring new means of incorporating physical activity in early childhood 
education (Tutkimusmatkalla varhaiskasvatuksen uusiin liikkumisen käytäntöihin). A group, 
comprised of experts, dozens of day-care facilities, hundreds of early educators and thousands 
of children, has co-operated in creating the new ‘Joy in Motion’ physical activity and well-being 
programme for early childhood education. 

The Recommendations for physical activity in early childhood education (2005) state that each 
child should get a minimum of two hours of physical activity every day. Currently, the amount 
of physical activity is all too minimal. During one full day at a day-care facility, children get less 
than 30 minutes of vigorous physical activity and nearly two thirds of the day are spent sitting 
or standing. For this reason, the objective of our programme is simple: every child should have 
the opportunity to partake in and enjoy all forms of physical activity and exercise every day.  
The objective is also to ensure that physical activity is included in all strategic documents. 

The motivation and commitment of early childhood education personnel to the development of 
physical activity requires courageous leadership and broad co-operation. We need to stop play-
ing it too safe. In an effort to safeguard children, some adults may actually deprive their chil-
dren of the conditions necessary for development and learning. Naturally, changes must also 
be implemented in the home. The majority of parents assume that their children are getting a 
sufficient amount of physical activity during daily playtime, but this is not the case in reality. 
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At the age of 3, 
children begin 

to establish their 
normal patterns of 

behaviour and 
living.

Skills developed in early childhood 
form the foundation for 

a physically active lifestyle.

A physically active 
child will likely grow 
into a physically ac-

tive adult...
...just as a physically 

passive child will 
become a physically 

passive adult.

All of the people surrounding each child either promote or limit the child’s physical activity. 
Even the smallest measures can make a significant difference. There is no need for the work to 
be done with an overly serious approach or under negative pressures. This idea is also reflected 
in the programme’s name, ‘Joy in Motion’

Are you ready to join us as an actor for positive change? 

Individual diff erences increase gradually after 3 years of age.

Figure 1. Significance of physical activity in early childhood in terms of an individual’s 
entire lifespan.

Early childhood   Youth            Adulthood

M
in

im
al

   
   

 A
m

ou
nt

 o
f 

ph
ys

ic
al

 a
ct

iv
it

y 
   

   
E

xt
en

si
ve



8

1. Results through collaboration

The network of experts in early childhood education in cooperation 
with Valo (Tutkimusmatkalla varhaiskasvatuksen uusiin liikkumisen 
käytäntöihin) was founded at the beginning of 2012. Its mission was 
to build a national, straightforward and easily implemented physical 
activity and well-being programme for early childhood education.

The network set about this work in response to an acute need and concern. Studies show that 
children are not physically active enough. They also indicate that a lack of physical activity will 
have long-term, serious and financially significant consequences. 

The path to one’s future lifestyle, in terms of whether one is active or inactive, begins surprisingly 
early, already at three years of age. Therefore, in terms of health, children who are overly inac-
tive should be identified as early as possible, so that changes can be made to affect their passive 
daily routines.

Network collaboration at its best

Network collaboration has proven to be the most effective means of enacting significant changes 
in situations where solutions are not readily available in the market and when the existing hier-
archal structures and operational methods do not provide any latitude for change. 

At the core of the process to build a physical activity and well-being programme, we find the 
prerequisites for fruitful network collaboration: familiarity, trust and commitment. The actors 
must all know one another in order for needs and expertise to be properly coupled. Without trust, 
information isn’t exchanged, and without commitment, no promises to find common solutions are 
made or kept. Successful development, dissemination and incorporation of new operational mod-
els are not possible without trust between people and organisations or without a commitment 
to co-operation that is founded on trust. At its best, productive collaboration serves to further 
intensify collaboration. This, naturally, is of benefit to everyone. 

Good network collaboration is also based on a voluntary approach. Internal motivation for creativi-
ty and networking comes from the freedom and possibility to share things that one finds meaning-
ful as well as one’s own competencies. Additionally, the skills and the will to deepen mutual learn-
ing are also necessary. All this is visible in a concrete way in the programme work of the network.
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First pilot phase in autumn 2013

The first pilot phase for the programme involved the implementation of the theory behind net-
work collaboration; all the parties were encouraged to join the programme and it progressed as 
rapidly as possible to the practical phase. During this phase, altogether eleven municipal-level 
actors, 53 day-care facilities and eight family day-care and play activity units submitted appli-
cations and were approved.  The third and final pilot phase was implemented in autumn 2014. 
(Pilot phase experiences p. 38-40, 45 and 47-48; A report entitled Baby steps (Pienet askeleet) 
was also produced and is available (in Finnish at Valo’s website, www. sport.fi/varhaiskasvatus.) 

Figure 2. Structure of the network. The network’s five theme groups initiated their work in au-
tumn 2012. They have defined the overall work for the programme, the central themes and the 
contents of the pilot phases
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Independent but not alone

The network and the programme it created will assist early childhood educators to develop 
aspects related to children’s physical activity independently, but not on their own. The network 
members and pilot phases have produced workbooks containing effective practical measures to 
facilitate changes. 
• Municipal workbook Joy in Motion – programme establishment 2015
• Administrators’ workbook Joy in Motion – programme facilitation 2015 
• Early childhood educators’ workbook Joy in Motion – programme implementation 2015 

The workbooks are most beneficial when they are used jointly with the Recommendations for 
physical activity in early childhood education. The books provide tools that can be tailored as 
appropriate for each actor and unit.

The Joy in Motion programme has been implemented in the spirit of experimentation, through 
co-operation and by taking small steps. One example of this culture of experimentation is the 
use of the Baby steps! tool that has been supportive in enacting significant changes in the daily 
activities of day-care facilities. Experimentation always calls for new types of operational ap-
proaches, reinforced co-operation and a shared objective that serves as inspiration. 

The work done to this point has already increased the physical activity of thousands of children. 
As of January 2015, there were 15 municipalities (including Helsinki, Espoo, Vantaa, Turku, Tam-
pere and Oulu) and about 70 units involved.

The network’s efforts are ongoing

Although the programme has been published, the activities of the network are ongoing. Its key 
mission is now to support the Joy in Motion programme and the related regional realisation, 
which will take place using the same ideology and theory originally used to establish the net-
work. The goal is for different parts of Finland to establish, in the near future, their own ‘Joy in 
Motion’ networks that will share expertise, collaborate on the practical level and work toward a 
common objective to increase physical activity and the joy of being active within early child-
hood education. 
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Core themes of the network:
1. A child has the right to be physically active and experience joy in motion every day.
2. Early childhood educators must provide adequate physical activity to every child, 

every day.
3. Normative steering is one way to enact a more positive and physically-oriented op-

erational culture within early childhood education.
4. Pedagogical competence and leadership must be the focus.
5. There must be sufficient time and room for physical activities.



• Jubilee year: 100th anniversary of independent Finland.
• Regional networks have become established.
• 1700 day-care centres are involved in the programme.
• Accumulated research information on children’s physical activities  
supports the integration of the programme.

• The network is active.
• All of Finland’s municipalities, 3000 day-care centres and family day-care 
operations and open early childhood education providers are involved in 
the programme.

• Establishment of the network
• Theme groups initiate activities

• Pilot workbooks for early childhood educators and administrators taken 
into trial use.

• A statement is issued to take a stand on the preparation of the Early 
Childhood Education Act. The five core themes presented by the network 
derive from this statement. 

• First pilot phase begins.
• Writing of programme document is initiated.

• Second pilot phase begins.
• A statement is issued regarding the working group’s proposal for the Early 
• Childhood Education Act
• Third pilot phase begins.

• Programme Document and workbooks for early childhood educators, ad-
ministrators and municipal actors are ready for distribution.

• A statement concerning the Government’s proposal for the Early Child-
hood Education Act

• Programme published on 10 March 2015
• Programme integration at municipal level is initiated and municipalities 
are encouraged to establish their own networks to advance physical activ-
ity in early childhood education.¨

• Pilot actors move into the programme implementation phase.

• Publication of Recommendations for physical activity in early childhood 
education

• The “Tutkimusmatkalla varhaiskasvatuksen uusiin liikkumisen käytäntöi-
hin” network’s work is based on 20 years of work and networks of the 
Nuori Suomi association.

Moving toward big changes one step at a time
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In order to realise change, the network needs more actors, 
lobbyists and decision-makers – in other words, agents 

for change.

Join us and let us know what small step you’re taking!

Figure 3: Dimensions of the programme
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a. A powerful network voice

The network works in close co-operation with national actors and 
decision-makers. Its objectives and stands are included in all currently 

significant documents related to early childhood education.

Early Childhood Education Act 

The Act on Children’s Day Care (Laki lasten päivähoidosta 36/1973), which entered into force in 
1973, is currently being reformed into a new Act on Early Childhood Education. This new act is 
intended to enter into force on 1 August 2015.

Valo and the expert network of early childhood education took a stand on this act, through an 
extensive report submitted during the preparatory phase in March 2013. In spring 2014, they 
issued a joint statement concerning the report of the working group on early childhood educa-
tion. (Many other entities, including the Department for Youth and Sport Policy of the Ministry of 
Education and Culture, and the National Sports Council, also took stands on the need for physi-
cal activity.)

Physical activity was included in the Government proposal for the new act, which was discussed 
by the Parliament in February 2015. The opportunity for children to get proper physical activity 
has been entered into the aims of the act. Furthermore, the actors to be responsible for physical 
activity have been added in the section concerning co-operation. These entries reinforce the role 
of physical activity in early childhood education. 

Early childhood education is in a phase of transition, and many actors have become aware of 
the importance of preventing a sedentary lifestyle. In addition to the Act on Early Childhood 
Education, the media is engaged in active discourse about the aims and contents of early child-
hood education. The primary objective is to incorporate early childhood education as a more 
integral element in the education system. This was foretold by the administrative shift of this 
sector from the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education and Culture in 
2014.

14



Redesigning preschool education

According to the law that entered into force on 1 January 2015, a child shall, prior to entering 
into the compulsory education system, participate in a one-year preschool programme or other 
programme that satisfies the aims of preschool activities.

The national criteria for the preschool curriculum were renewed during 2014. The local cur-
ricula, rewritten on the basis of the new criteria, will be taken into use in August 2016. Physical 
activity, exercise and an active lifestyle that values health and well-being are strongly present in 
the criteria for the new preschool curriculum.

Implementation plan for the ‘On the move! National strategy for physical 
activity promoting health and well-being 2020‘ (1 December 2014)

The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health and the Ministry of Education and Culture drafted the 
implementation plan for the On the Move! strategy jointly and in co-operation with other actors 
engaged in the promotion of health, wellness and physical activity. The spearhead themes for 
the plan are as follows: 
1. Spending less time in a sitting position during daily routines. 
2. Engaging in more physical activity in all phases of life. 
3. Making physical activity a central part of the promotion of health and well-being, the preven-
tion and treatment of illnesses, and rehabilitation. 

The plan calls for emphasis to be placed on strengthening the role of physical activity in early 
childhood and preschool education. It stresses the engagement in action and physical activity in 
early childhood, preschool and compulsory education. The aim is, above all, to motivate physical 
activity that enhances health and well-being. Within the plan, the network for physical activity 
and well-being in early childhood education (Varhaiskasvatuksen liikkumis- ja hyvinvointiohjel-
man verkosto) is highlighted as a key actor and coordinator for related activities (a ‘TEHYLI’ 
agent; the abbreviation comes from the Finnish words for health, well-being and physical  
exercise).

Amended Sports Act 

The amended Sports Act (Liikuntalaki, 1054/1998) was approved by the Parliament at the 
beginning of 2015. The central objective of the Act is to promote the growth and development 
of children and young people through physical activity and to reduce inequality in activities. 
In accordance with the Act, the key task of any municipality is to encourage its residents to 
be physically active and to promote well-being through exercise. The municipality shall create 
the foundations for inclusive physical activity by, among other things, building and maintain-
ing facilities and areas for physical activities. Additionally, the municipality should listen to its 
 residents, including children and young people, on issues related to physical activity. 
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2. Foundations of the programme

a. Children’s rights and inclusion

Children’s rights shall be taken into consideration in 
early childhood education. Nearly all children’s rights have 

an aspect that relates to physical activity.

Physical activity is a right of children

The United Nation’s Convention of the Rights of the Child is an international human rights 
agreement that was approved by the UN General Assembly on 20 November 1989. In Finland, 
the Convention became effective, on a legislative level, on 20 July 1991, and is binding for all 
state and municipal authorities as well as private entities administering official tasks.

Within the Convention, a child’s best interests are set as the highest aim and the main thread 
carrying through the entire Convention. A child’s best interests shall be paramount in all 
 activities and decisions concerning that child. In early childhood education, the key issues are    
a child’s right to engage in play and have leisure time, the right to participate freely in activities, 
the right to affect matters concerning him/herself, and the right to equality and non-discrimina-
tion. 

Nearly all of the rights included in the Convention have some aspect that relates to physical 
activity. The UN’s Committee on the Rights of the Child has presented its concerns that children 
are losing their connection with nature and the outdoors, since most of their education takes 
place indoors. The objective of creating a safe environment for the child should not prevent the 
child from being able to play and test their own physical limits.

A child’s rights and the importance of participation and inclusion form the backbone of early 
childhood educational activities. A healthy child is also one of the aims of the National Curricu-
lum Guidelines on Early Childhood Education and Care in Finland (the ECEC plan, or in Finnish, 
VASU). Wellness is the result of appreciating and listening to a child and is a prerequisite for 
growth, learning and development.
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The inclusion of children lies at the core of early childhood education

The modern take on children is based on the inclusion of children. The child is seen as an ac-
tive, independent, social person who has a desire to learn and the ability to acquire information, 
as well as being a party in interaction and a creator of one’s own world view. The child’s experi-
ences and opinions are respected and he/she is included in the planning, building and assess-
ment of educational activities and environments. 

Within early childhood education, it is important to emphasise the intrinsic value of childhood, 
to cherish and nurture childhood, and to guide the child through the process of growing as a 
person. The child has a right to be seen, heard, taken into consideration and understood, as is 
appropriate for the child’s age and developmental level, as both a unique and valuable individual 
and as a member of the group. 

The realisation of a child’s rights and inclusion is the duty of the child’s educators. Inclusion is 
realised when children are genuinely given the opportunity to participate in the planning and 
implementation of activities. In this way, children feel that their opinions matter and that they 
are being taken seriously. At the core, it’s a question of community and being a full-fledged 
member of that community.  

The child’s inclusion in the process does not diminish the responsibility of the adult. The adult 
is responsible for ensuring the quality of the pedagogy. The adult’s task is to organise inspiring 
and interactive activities and learning environments that give the child the opportunity to show 
initiative and choose, for example, equipment and facilities that make the child enthusiastic 
about physical activity.

How do children view their own everyday routines     
within early childhood education?

The children most enjoyed playing and being physically active. The children wanted to 
push their own limits and learn new skills, particularly climbing, running and jumping. 
Highly active games were also important for the children. The children felt that it was 
unpleasant to stay in one place for an extended period of time and they mentioned the 
sleep room and bed as boring places. The children expected that the adults would  
provide opportunities for play and motion. The material indicated that children have 
a lot to offer in the development of the everyday practices inherent to early childhood 
education. 

Source: In 2014, the Ministry of Education and Culture asked children in the early childhood education system   
about their views on their own everyday lives.
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b. Physical activity promotes well-being

Physical activity is a prerequisite for a child’s well-being.  
A child in motion is a happy child.

Well-being signifies health, material well-being and the experience of a good quality of life. A 
child’s health is nurtured the same way both in the home and in early childhood education.

An individual’s development is partially determined and regulated by genetics. In order for the 
children to grow and develop properly, however, they must also get sufficient nutrition, sleep and 
care. The physical care that goes into ensuring a child’s growth and well-being also includes a 
safe growth environment, sufficient hygiene and the related prevention of illnesses.

Motion is essential for the body

Physical growth refers to an increase in height and weight. In Finland, malnutrition is a rare 
disorder, but the number of overweight children has increased. The increase in overweight and 
related somatic diseases, such as diabetes, is viewed as being a result of inefficient physical 
activity.

A child’s muscles need exercise to grow and get strong. The voluntary physical activity of the 
child, the maintaining of balance and the resistance of earth’s gravity are all necessary for the 
ability to move independently. Growing bones need the right kind of nutrition and a sufficient 
amount of pressure and impacts in the bone growth areas. Jumping and games that require 
strength are ideal for advancing this type of growth.

A child’s respiratory and circulatory systems must work properly to enable the child to play 
independently without tiring. The natural way for a child to develop their system is to move in 
small, short spurts, such as romping around and playing tag. The number of highly active games 
is, however, too minimal in most day-care facilities.

A child’s nervous system develops when it is trained to process and transfer information. The 
senses provide the child with information both from outside of the body and from within. A liv-
ing environment that is too safeguarded ultimately reduces the child’s opportunities for sensory 
experiences.
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Motor skills as the foundation

Basic motor skills develop with the help of physically active games and everyday motion. These 
include walking, running, jumping and throwing. Poor basic skills make us vulnerable to acci-
dents and lead us to avoid independent movement, meaning physical activity in general. On the 
other hand, early acquisition of good basic motor skills predicts the amount of physical activity 
and a physically active lifestyle. The better these basic skills are, the easier it is to learn to be 
active in all types of environments at different times of year.

Physical activity boosts learning

Cognitive development refers to the development of functions related to the formation of infor-
mation and the thought process. Such functions include perception, memory and language skills. 
Cognitive development in a child takes place through curiosity and play that involves experi-
mentation and investigation, as well as through problem solving. Physical activity spurs a child’s 
perceptual skills while also helping the child to be more alert and attentive.

Words learned in connection with movements become concrete physical experiences. The asso-
ciation helps one to remember. Reasoning and a creative imagination reflect a child’s abilities to 
imagine in their minds. Creativity is at its most comprehensive when integrated in active play-
ing.

Research evidence, which is accumulating at a rapid rate, shows that physical activity and mo-
tion improve cognitive functions and, among other things, a child’s ability to succeed in school.

Physical activity builds self-esteem

A child’s mental well-being is advanced by a feeling of control, social support and an experi-
ence of commitment, meaningfulness and normality. Different physically active situations, such 
as games and play, offer chances to experience all of these things. It has been shown that overly 
passive physicality is connected to a child having a low self-esteem. Thus, the experiences of 
success offered by physical activities are necessary in order to construct a positive self image.
 

Physical education supports the development of emotional and social skills

Socio-emotional capacity is formed by the way a child makes contact with others, how the child 
co-operates with others and how the child helps and feels empathy for others. Group physical 
activities constantly create situations in which a child can practice these skills. Correspondingly, 
an abundance of physically passive or sedentary behaviour is connected with reduced pro-social 
behaviour. Physical play is, therefore, an essential arena for teaching social skills and co-opera-
tion.
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Children that have developmental challenges or learning disabilities also often have problems 
with different areas of their social capacity. For example, problems with motor learning are 
closely linked to a child’s social behaviours. Young children, who have motor learning problems, 
also have more symptoms of anxiety and depression than others in their age group. 

Supporting children’s social skills, peer relations and self-esteem also helps to prevent social 
exclusion. The concept of social exclusion may seem a bit odd in connection with young chil-
dren, but studies have shown that social exclusion in early childhood leads, if prolonged, to other 
problems and can predispose the individual to exclusion from the overall society later on in life. 

Physical activity advances the inclusion and capabilities of children in need of support, while 
enhancing their physical, social and emotional well-being. Despite the benefits of physical ac-
tivity, children who are in need of specialised support participate less in physical activities and 
sports and have, as a result, a worse physical condition and higher weight gain than their peers.

Social capacity is defined as the individual’s ability to use personal and environmental resources 
successfully. It signifies one’s ability to gain acceptance within a group of peers and to form 
friendships. Social position regulates the child’s involvement in group activities, inclusion and in-
teraction. Positive physical experiences can advance the building of a realistic self-image along 
with offering the opportunity to develop tolerance. 
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c. Recommendations for physical activity 
in early childhood education

According to the Finnish recommendations, a preschool-aged child 
needs at least two hours of vigorous physical activity every day. 

Children should also avoid sitting or staying in one place. In this sense, 
the Finnish recommendations should be updated, as we do not, as yet, 

have any guidelines on the acceptable amount of sitting.

In 2010, the World Health Organisation (WHO) published international recommendations for the 
physical activity of children aged 5-17 years. In accordance with these recommendations, chil-
dren should engage in a minimum of 60 minutes of moderately intensive physical activity every 
day. Furthermore, vigorous physical activity is recommended at least three times per week in 
order to strengthen muscles and bones.

A flood of additional information about the physical activity of preschool-aged children has 
come to light over the past few years. In accordance with this information, three hours of  
physical activity per day is recommended for this age group in many countries. The recommen-
dations may also specify limits for the amount of sitting or standing in place.
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Physical activity per 
day (minimum)

Avoidance of sitting / 
staying in place

Use of media 

Australia 3 hours Children should not re-
main in place for longer 
than 60 
minutes except when 
sleeping

Max. 1 hour per day

Great Britan 3 hours Physical passiveness 
should be minimised 
when the child is awake 
and especially long peri-
ods of sitting or unneces-
sarily limiting the child’s 
activity should be avoided

Canada 3 hours The amount of time that 
a child stays in one place 
while awake should be 
minimised

Screen time for 2–4 
yr-olds should be 
minimised. No screen 
time for children 
under the age of 2 yrs. 
Video games are not 
recommended at all.

United States: 
Institute of 
Medicine 
of the National 
Academics (IOM)5

The child should be 
offered possibilities 
to be physically 
active throughout 
the day

Educators are required 
to plan activities that 
limit the time utilised for 
children to sit or stand in 
place.

United States: 
The National 
Association for 
Sport and 
Physical Education 
(NASPE)6

Guided or supported 
60 min. + opportu-
nity to participate in 
physically active free 
play for several hours

Examples of physical activity recommendations in several countries. 

Diverse activities in different environs

In Finland, the recommendations for physical activity in early childhood education were drafted 
in 2005. According to the recommendations, preschool-aged children should partake in moder-
ate to vigorous physical activity for a minimum of two hours each day. Since children under the 
age of 3 do not get winded, the recommendations for their age group are met as long as suf-
ficient opportunities for physical activity are provided throughout the day. Children should, in 
practice, be physically active whenever possible.



EQUIPMENT
Exercise equipment 
available to children

ENVIRONMENT
Making the 

surroundings 
appealing for 

activities
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Children should practice their motor skills in a diverse range of activities in different environ-
ments. Early childhood educators should arrange goal-directed and diverse physical education 
activities every day. Each week, there should be a minimum of one guided physical exercise 
session indoors and one outdoors. The children’s voluntary activity should be supported by the 
creation of an environment that makes children want to by physically active. Early childhood 
educators need to remove all obstacles to physical activity and teach children how to move 
about safely in different environments.  

Early childhood educators should have, at their disposal, the basic equipment necessary for 
physical activities. The equipment should be sufficient and children should have access to them, 
also when they are engaged in leisure playing time. The children’s guardians should be told 
about all issues related to their child’s daily physical activity.

The Finnish recommendations are adequate, but since 2005, a great deal of research has sur-
faced that sheds light on, for example, the disadvantages of sitting. The recommendations 
should be supplemented so as to take a position on limits for periods of sitting, the passive use 
of media and screen time. 

Environment Activities of 
the educator            

PLANNING
Goal-directed physical 
education every day

COLLABORATION
Collaboration 
with parents

Important 
for the child

AMOUNT
Minimum of 
two hours of 

physical activity 
every day

QUALITY
Diverse range of 

activities in 
a variety of 

environments

Physical motion 
and activity

 is natural 
for a child 

Figure 4. Recommendations for physical activity in early childhood education (2005)
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d. Excessive sedentary behaviours 
in preschool-aged children

The research analysis states that children move all too little 
– and it may go unnoticed by adults.

More motion – less sitting

Researchers investigating the use of time and physical activity of children in the sphere of early 
childhood education have long been concerned with the minimal physical activity of preschool-
aged children. The effects of the digitalisation trend that has occurred in society over the past 
two decades are reflected in our children’s use of time. According to the children’s media barom-
eter, the use of media begins already in infancy, and media preferences start to form at the age 
of 3 or 4. Gaming and the use of the Internet start around 5 or 6 years of age. According to one 
survey, an average of 70% of 3-year-olds watched television or used the computer for one hour a 
day.

When researching the amount of physical activity of those under school age, the results can be 
very different depending on the method by which the activity is assessed. According to the par-
ents’ evaluation, nearly 80% of the children get the amount of exercise stated in the recommen-
dations. When a time use journal has been used, this figure drops to 40%. When taking measure-
ments using accelerometers, not a single 3-year-old achieves the minimum amount of two hours 
of physical activity. 

The impression that the adults had that small children are getting sufficient exercise is, there-
fore, no longer the case. Early childhood educators should be aware that we adults have a way 
of overestimating the amount of physical activity that we ourselves and our children are getting. 

 The first steps for a child’s active lifestyle are taken at 3-5 years of age 
International studies show that the way in which one learns to act and live begins to form at the 
age of 3–5 years. 

In studies of Finnish children that fall into the sphere of early childhood education, the most 
common forms of physical activity were outdoor games. Outdoor games are fast-paced and 
physically more demanding than indoor games, and they require a broader range of different 
motor skills.
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Even though Finnish children learn to be active at a young age, not all 3-year-olds are getting 
the sufficient amount of motion necessary to ensure normal growth and development.  The total 
amount of children’s physical activity increases between the ages of three and six. During this 
same period, the differences between individuals also increase. As the children grow, the activ-
ity level differences between genders increase as well. Of all 6-year-olds, those who were least 
physically active only got one third of the amount of exercise of those who were most physically 
active. 

Finnish children are introduced quite young to guided physical activities. One fourth of all 
3-year-olds participate in some physical hobby once a week, while 12% of the age group par-
ticipates in a physical hobby 2–3 times each week. In terms of gender equality, it is especially 
worrisome that boys are taken to recreational facilities much more than girls. Adults should pay 
close attention to this fact in order to ensure that children have equal opportunities to partici-
pate in sports and exercise. 

Early childhood educators play a key role in increasing motion

In Finland, a notable percentage of children are in day care outside of the home during week-
days. For this reason, the activities taking place in early childhood education are not insignifi-
cant. Studies based on observations found that more than half of the morning hours are spent in 
physically passive activities: 56% of the time is spent sitting or standing in place.

 
Amount of objectively measured moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA)
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(uppsk.)

Age in years *Soini et al. 2012
** Tammelin et al. 2013 (in press)

Figure 5. Minimum amount of daily activity and amount of moderate to vigorous 
physical activity in Finnish children as measured by an accelerometer.
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Only 10% of the day-care day is spent in brisk physical activity that is moderate to vigorous in 
its intensity. It is a bit surprising that up to 76% of the guided activities within the day-care set-
ting are very light in intensity. The free play that the children engage in is more intense than the 
guided activities.

Adult encouragement
 
In all day-care situations, it has been found that the intensity of the physical activity is higher when 
an adult has encouraged the child to be active. Despite this, up to 90% of the observations made 
in day-care settings did not include any encouragement from the staff for the children to be more 
active. Girls, in particular, should be encouraged to join in physically active playing or games. All 
children need encouragement during the winter months, when the level of activity is at its lowest.

Entry into school marks an important phase

When a child enters the school system, this marks an important phase in the child’s life. This is 
also reflected in the amount of physical activity. Overall activity levels off and turns toward a 
downward trend at around 7-8 years of age. The amount of physical activity seems to be deter-
mined by the structure of the school day. For example, students in the first grade play outdoors 
and take part in sports and recreation more on the weekends than during weekdays.

Since it has been proven that we begin to establish our lifestyle in terms of physical activity 
already at the age of three, intervention carried out in early childhood education appears to offer 
the best opportunity for preventing a sedentary lifestyle that involves a great deal of sitting and 
staying in place.

Figure 6. Intensity of the physical activity of children in day care from 8 am to 12 noon. Vigor-
ous exercise represents only 10% of the time (24 min). This includes outdoor activities, exercise 
and outings. An average of 56% of the time, children’s activity level is minimal, e.g., sitting, using 
a pen and eating. 
Source: Jyrki Reunamo, University of Helsinki, 2013. Orientaation lähteillä –varhaiskasvatuksen kehittämisprojekti

10 % High 
(includes at least some 
running, vigorous 
physical activity, 
physical exertion etc.)

34 %
Moderate 
(includes 
walking, 
full-body 
movement)

56 %
Low 
(includes 
sitting, using 
a pen, eating 
etc.)
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3. Approaching the dream, 
one step at a time

Commitment of early childhood education: 
Every child has the right to play and be physically active every day.

National 
level

Municipal 
level

• The physical activity and wellbeing of small children has been writ-
ten into the key laws and decrees, the Government programme and the 
strategies of the ministries.

• The principles of the Early Childhood Education and Care plan and the 
curriculum for preschool obligate educators to provide a daily amount 
of physical activity and diverse physical education in accordance with 
the recommendations. 

• The training for early childhood educators is of a high and uniform 
standard in all parts of Finland.

• Physical activity and well-being are written into the municipal strate-
gies and the key plans guiding the wellness of the community.

• The realisation of the physical activity and well-being programme is 
written into the local curricula and ECEC plans.

• The operational culture of early childhood education favours physical 
activity and the daily amount of sitting is minimal.

• Early childhood educators have the possibility to get further educa-
tion on how to support a child’s overall development through physical 
exercise.

• Collaboration between the differed fields and services within the  
municipality for the purpose of advancing physical activity and well-
being is extensive, both within the municipality as well as within the 
co-operative networks with other municipalities.
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Units

Child

• Physical activity and well-being are included in the early childhood  
education plan and group ECEC plans.

• One emphasis for pedagogical leadership is the physical activity and  
well-being of children.

• Educational personnel are committed to developing an active environment 
that inspires children to move and ensures that children receive a suffi-
cient amount of daily physical activity and a diverse physical education.

• Educational personnel are committed to talking actively with parents 
about the importance of physical activity to their child’s wellbeing, growth 
and development.

• The recommendations for physical activity in early childhood education 
are realised in every individual unit.

• The educational personnel are committed to increasing their own develop-
ment skills.

• Every child has the opportunity to diverse physical activities and to  
experience the joy of motion every day.

• The physical activity recommendations for early childhood education are 
realised for each child, and the child is physically active a minimum of two 
hours every day.

• The child’s inclusion in the planning and implementation of activities will 
be considered.

• A child grows, develops and learns through physical activity, games and 
play.

• Physical activity is an integral part of the child’s ECEC plan.

Programme objective: 
To establish a physically-oriented operational culture in each 

early childhood education unit.
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a. Assessment and communications

Every phase of the physical activity and well-being programme is 
assessed separately. Internal and external communications take 
advantage of electronic and printed channels, as well as events 

and functions.

Ongoing assessment

The physical activity and well-being programme has been systematically constructed in phases 
according to the network leadership theory. Each phase is assessed independently. Feedback 
and evaluations have been collected on a regular basis from those involved in the pilot phase. 
The programme has been designed and built jointly with the network and including the feed-
back from participants. The establishment phase and work carried out by the network have 
been documented in detail.

The assessment of the programme includes all the observations, documentation, assessment 
conclusions and feedback related to the programme. The participants include early childhood 
educators as well as the children and parents involved. Quantitative and qualitative material is 
collected to serve as the foundation for the assessment, using, e.g., the following methods and 
monitoring tools:

• Physically-oriented operational culture: initial surveys (baseline) conducted by the units, fol-
lowed by annual assessments.

• Amount and quality of physical activity: self-evaluation by the early childhood educators of the 
amount and quality as well as the conditions related to the children’s physical activity. 

• Development work of the early childhood education units: peer evaluation (Baby steps, two 
day-care centres).

• Targeted feedback questionnaires for experts and user groups about the programme content 
areas and operational models.  

• Quantitative and qualitative assessment of the parties involved in the programme. 
• Functionality of the regional networks.
• Annual reports.
• Events and seminars.
• Functionality of network and co-operative parties.

Valo will collect assessment information on the national level, and the self-evaluation of the 
participants will be developed along with the development of the electronic platform for the 
programme. 
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Widespread communications

The activities of the network and building of the 
programme have been actively communicated 
on a widespread front - through electronic chan-
nels, printed materials, meetings and events, and 
magazine articles. The internal communications 
of the network has also been handled through a 
variety of channels. 

The members of the network have participated 
in discussions at work seminars and other work-
ing group meetings, through e-mail and through 
the group extranet, which also served as a forum 
for gathering and analysing data. The creation of 
true innovations has also required the exchange 
of tacit knowledge among relevant parties. The 
active transfer of information has been – and 
continues to be – the responsibility of all of those 
involved in the network. 

The main target groups for communications 
related to the Joy in Motion programme are the 
network members, early childhood educators and 
decision-makers, the media and the public at 
large.

It has been possible to follow the activities of the 
network and process to create the programme 
through Valo’s website and newsletters; there are 
also plans to utilise Facebook. The ”About the 
programme” brochure, the pilot phase reports 
and the “Joy of Motion” Programme Document 
are also available in print. Information has been 
provided about the network and the progress of 
the process at field events, such as Educa and 
the LTO days specifically for kindergarten teach-
ers. Articles have also been written up in relevant 
professional magazines, including Lastentarha, 
Stal and Opettaja. 
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4. The path to a physically-             
oriented operational culture

The implementation of the physical activity and well-being programme 
starts with changes in habits and routines. The long-term goal is to 

achieve a positive and physically-oriented operational culture. 
The operational culture is formed by the values, attitudes, principles 

and criteria on which the work is based. It is all about making physical 
activity and well-being a vital part of our everyday pedagogy. 

• Initial survey and assessment
• Observations
• Commitment of work community
• Enthusiasm

Programme support materials 
• Programme document
• Municipal workbook
• Campaign materials

 Orientation materials
• Orientation training on the use  
of Baby steps 

• Development work in accor-
dance with the unit’s own 
needs and initial situation

• Rapid start-up and trials
• Inclusion of children and  
increased motion

• Sparring in pairs

Support materials
• Baby steps form

DEPARTURE

AWARENESS 

1ST STEP

GET MOVING! 



33

• Children’s physical activity is 
integrated into the day-care 
routines.

• Personnel are skilled and  
enthusiastic.

• The recommendations for 
physical activity in early 
childhood education are  
realised within the unit.

•  

• Physical activity is syste-
matic and goal-directed. 
Included in the ECEC plans 
of the units and individual 
groups.

• The recommendations for 
physical activity in early 
childhood education are in 
use in the units.

• Physical activity is part of 
the everyday curriculum.

Programme support materials 
• Good practices from the 
network

• New methods of operation and 
structures

• Assessment of own work
• Good practices from the network

Support materials for programme
• Workbook for early childhood edu-
cators

• Workbook for administrators

Orientation materials
• Orientation training on the use of  
the workbook

2ND STEP

3ND STEP

4ND STEP

CUSTOMER 

OPERATIONAL METHODS 

Figure 7. Constructing a new operational culture:  process, key actors and requirements.

OPERATIONAL CULTURE 

QUALITY PLEDGE 

PLEDGE 

Network course 



a. National level

The current legislation does not prevent an increase in physical 
activities in early childhood education, but nor does it make it 

a requirement. Binding normative steering is the only way to enact 
a physically-oriented operational culture within early childhood 

education.

Reforming the Early Childhood Education Act

As this document is being written, early childhood education is being steered by the Act on 
Children’s Daycare (Laki lasten päivähoidosta 36/1973) from 1973. The reform of this law into 
an Early Childhood Education Act has been included in the aims of several Government pro-
grammes. Legislation concerning early childhood education sets the framework and precon-
ditions for early childhood education activities. The regulations should be goal-directed and 
should allow for the activities to be implemented in the manner that is most sensible on the 
local level. 

The current legislation provides a reasonably clear framework for the implementation of activi-
ties. The regulations specify, for example, the ratio of personnel to children and the qualification 
requirements for those working in early childhood education. As early childhood education is 
viewed as a service, the contents of the regulations are goal-oriented, not detailed and specific. 
This enables the municipality to mesh, as efficiently as possible, the needs of the children and 
families with the local conditions.

There are no statutory regulations delineating the content of the children’s physical or other ac-
tivities. The content of the activities are defined, however, in the principles of the ECEC plan. 

“The primary aim of early childhood education is to promote the holistic well-being of 
children. Health and well-being provide the foundation for children’s optimal growth, 
learning and development. Children can then enjoy spending time with others in a 
shared community of children and educators, and can experience joy and the freedom 
of activity within a relaxed and safe environment. The children will be interested in 
their surroundings and can direct their energy into playing, learning and daily activities 
in a way that is suitably challenging for each individual.”
Principles of the ECEC plan (2005)
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Obligations in place of recommendations

The national principles of the ECEC plan date back to 2005. On the basis of current legislation, 
they are recommendations, not obligations. The municipalities have used the national plan as a 
foundation for plans that are geared to suit their own situation and structure.  

A binding document similar to the preschool and comprehensive school curriculum should be 
created that outlines the principles of the ECEC plan and pays closer attention to the integration 
of physical activity.  

The document should include a heavy emphasis on the use of one’s own body and the concept 
of learning through activities with the intention of increasing children’s positive attitudes toward 
physical activity and motion. After this step, all actors providing early childhood education shall, 
in accordance with these principles, secure every child’s right to play and physical activity.  This 
will ensure that the child’s physical activity is not dependent on how motivated adults are on the 
unit or personal level. 
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b. Municipal level

The municipality creates the framework for the activities and provides 
the prerequisites for an increase in physical activities. 

The change should be initiated starting from a strategic standpoint, 
as a process and on multiple levels: from the upper management 

to the personnel, co-operative partners and parents.

Physical activity and wellness promotion as a strategic focus

The primary aim of early childhood education is to promote the holistic well-being of children. 
The implementation of the Joy in Motion programme as part of the municipal, well-being and 
early childhood education strategies can be viewed as an investment in the future. It requires 
resources, informed decisions and co-operation between areas of administration on the munici-
pal level. Those in management positions within the area of early childhood education have the 
opportunity to influence the way in which the physical activity and well-being programme are 
realised in practice. 

On the municipal level, the highest administrative power in terms of early childhood educa-
tion is held by local officers and, generally, a board of elected representatives who are assigned 
the task of making decisions on matters related to early childhood education. The Joy in Mo-
tion programme can only be realised properly if it is integrated into the municipal strategy and 
other documents that support the well-being of local children and families. Different legislative 
amendments also require that strategies, programmes and curricula be updated on the munici-
pal level. This would allow for the programme to be linked to existing objectives.

In terms of the realisation of the Joy in Motion programme, the municipalities should take into 
consideration the following actions, in addition to the development of their early childhood edu-
cation strategy: 
• Reinforcing the competence of personnel;
• Creating structures that facilitate physical activities;
• Integrating physical activities into the curricula and early childhood education plans, and;  
• Co-operation with different actors. 

 
Furthermore, the implementation of the programme shall be assessed on each level of respon-
sibility. The assessment should be included in each municipal quality management process and 
ongoing assessment can be carried out during the implementation of the programme.
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Learning environment and its utilisation
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 UPPER MANAGEMENT
 o Support for the local management
 o Creates the structures and resources   
(e.g., physical education coordinator system)

 o Assisted by the municipal workbook

LOCAL MANAGEMENT
 o Ensures that the ECEC plan and similar   
documents (e.g., physical activity plan) are 
implemented as part of everyday routines

 o Sustains discourse on the unit level ➜ shared 
operational models

 o Assisted by the workbook for administrators

PERSONNEL
 o Professional competence
 o Utilising skills and strengths (team agreement)
 o Planning, observations, documentation (various 
forms)

 o Assisted by the workbook for early childhood 
educators

• Other fields 
• Neighbouring  
municipalities

•  National level

• Other fields
• Support from  
colleagues

Technical 
department 
(maintenance)

• Local school 
• Family health  
clinic

• Early childhood 
special education 
teachers     

• Recreational and 
sports services 
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CO-OPERATION WITH PARENTS

Child’s ECEC plan

Quality through multi-professional collaboration

Quality early childhood education requires the collaboration of different actors. It is implement-
ed in a multi-professional fashion together with a broad network serving children and families 
and, if necessary, on a regional basis. 

On the municipal level, there is an emphasis not only on the co-operation between neighbouring 
communities and nationwide but also on the co-operation within the municipality itself, which 
calls for the expertise of each actor involved. The key partners include the local educational, social, 
health care, cultural and sports functions, private service providers, the parishes as well as other 
organisations, the educational institutions, and centres of excellence in the field of social welfare.  

Figure 8. Example of the promotion of a physically-oriented operational culture on the municipal 
level. The operational culture is constructed through the co-operation of actors on multiple levels. 
Source: Ulla Soukainen
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Three cases

Flera kommunala aktörer har medverkat i planeringen av programmet Glädje i rörelse. På föl-
jande sidor redogör vi för vad tre kommuner har gjort för att främja en motionsinriktad verk-
samhetskultur.

Case 1: Enhancing physical activity within early childhood education in the City of Turku
Turku’s Early Childhood Education Division decided to focus on physical activity as one area 
for development. One of the reasons was the feedback given by supervisors, according to which 
the municipal development work was too short-sighted and led nowhere. The development work 
was tied more closely to the strategy and it started with the evaluation of the current situation. 
Conclusion: The support of the upper management is necessary for success.

Case 2: Enhancing physical activity within early childhood education in the City of Tampere
Well-being, physical activity and a healthy lifestyle is a documented part of the City of Tampere’s 
municipal strategy. The annual plans of the individual production areas support the implemen-
tation of the city’s strategy. The City of Tampere’s annual plan for early childhood education in 
2013 included the implementation of the Creative, Active Child (Luova, liikkuva lapsi) programme. 
This was spurred by, for example, information about the reduction in the natural activity level of 
children and the aspects of physical education that advance physical health and wellness.

Participation in the drafting of national  
physical activity and well-being programme

Figure 9. The process for advancing physical activity within early childhood education in Turku.
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The primary aim of the Creative, Active Child programme was defined as the adoption of a 
physically active operational culture into early childhood education. In addition to physical 
activity, one of the emphases included in the programme was the implementation of the Sapere 
nutrition education method. This was included because it was viewed as important to under-
stand that healthy and well-balanced dietary habits strongly support a child’s health and well-
being when teamed with sufficient and diverse physical activity. 

The Creative, Active Child programme is intended to establish permanent operational models and 
practices. A network of physical activity and wellness coordinators, SALLI, was also appointed to 
support and maintain physical activities and the implementation of the Sapere method.

Tampere’s Early Childhood Education Division has taken part in the network (Tutkimusmatkalla 
varhaiskasvatuksen uusiin liikkumisen käytäntöihin) as a pilot municipality since autumn 2013.  
The small development steps that have been taken have rapidly inspired an increase in physical 
activity. Day-care facilities have accepted the Baby steps challenge, which is one development 
step toward a more physically active operational culture. The expedition to new physically active 
practices has begun and the journey continues - one small step at a time.

Case 3: Enhancing physical activity within early childhood education in the City of Kajaani
The City of Kajaani has already done extensive work to promote physical education. When the 
Recommendations for physical activity in early childhood education were issued in 2005, Ka-
jaani responded by initiating an ambitious development project with the support of a co-oper-
ative network comprised of the City, the (then operational) teacher training unit and Kainuun 
Liikunta association. 

The project took advantage of the concept based on holistic development that had previously 
been proven effective within the division. The objective was to integrate the physical activity 
recommendations into all day-care and family day-care operations. Help was provided by the 
multisourced and work community-based development process to which all personnel were 
committed. The task of each unit and family day-care area was to work on their own Liikunta-
Vasu (physical activity) plan.
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The assessment, which was carried out continuously throughout the entire process, indicated 
that there was a significant increase in the positive attitudes and competencies of the educators.  
The educators felt that they benefitted from participating in the collaboration. The physical edu-
cation became more systematic and goal-oriented. The physically active environment and new 
operational models that were developed offered the children more frequently and more diverse 
opportunities for physical activity. The National Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) recog-
nised the LiikuntaVasu project for its innovativeness in 2009.

Conclusions: Requirements for success 

From these three municipal cases, we have selected the following as requirements for the  
success of the development work:
• Respect for the process. Progressive planning, while the project proceeds, making note of 
what’s been learned and experienced and respecting interaction.

• Shared understanding of the primary objective and a commitment to its realisation.
• Involvement of the entire personnel, while ensuring that private service providers of early edu-
cation are also taken into consideration.

• Absolute commitment of management and supervisors and resources allocated to the support 
structures inherent to the development work: incl. steering group, mentors and those responsi-
ble for the physical activity, possibility to participate during working hours, free training inter-
vention for participants and units.

• Co-operation with local physical activity specialists (incl. educational institutions, sports clubs).
• Perspective and time for impacts: documentation, follow-up and assessment of the entire pro-
cess from beginning to end, also in the coming years.

 

 

Definition of 
strategy-based need

Commitment of manage-
ment with understanding 

and participation

Organisation of support / 
e.g., steering 

groupstyrgrupp
 
 

Formation of co-operative 
network   

Specifying 
objectives

Planning of process for 
day-care centres

Realisation of process for 
day-care centres

Planning of process for  
family day-care 

Modelling and 
documentation

Introduction to different 
sports

Formation of network 
of those responsible for         

physical education

Realisation of family          
day-care process

LiikuntaVasu seminar on 
9 May 2007

Assessment
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c. Early childhood education units

The realisation of the objectives of the programme will be successful 
if as many early childhood education units as possible initiate 

their own development work. 

Development in baby steps

The process of the Joy in Motion programme gets underway with a survey and assessment of 
the current situation. The process advances by baby steps, while focusing more closely on one’s 
own areas for development. The units increase awareness and grasp ideas while discussing their 
common operational methods and objectives. New operational methods are rapidly taken into 
use through trials, and they will be jointly evaluated. 

The implementation of the programme is supported by focused training. The training sessions 
provide information on the ideology of the programme, discuss the introduction of workbooks, 
and the utilisation of the workbooks and the Baby steps tool for the purpose of changing opera-
tional methods. 

Each day-care facility is a multi-professional environment. The blending of the perspectives of-
fered by different actors cannot rest on an individual team or person. The formation of shared 
perspectives and process of carrying out development work require strong leadership as well as 
effective tools and structures. One of the programme’s objectives is to increase individual devel-
opment expertise.

Pedagogical leadership

Strong leadership is necessary in order for the physical activity and well-being programme to 
be implemented in practice in our early childhood education units. Pedagogical leadership can 
be viewed as the carrying force behind the process. The pedagogical leadership necessary for a 
reform in educational approaches is built within a multi-tiered framework of values, a context, 
an organisational culture, and leadership and substance competence.
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Pedagogical phenomena that arise in the course of value discussions and that are held as 
important are integrated into the decision making. This calls for those in charge to undertake 
actions that will clarify the direction of the objectives for the entire organisation. One aspect of 
the process that is challenging is the fact that there sometimes is no clear connection between 
the values and the practical activities. Over time, the cultural operational methods and ways of 
thinking within organisations transform into strong values that steer the activities.  New re-
search information and the challenges of changing times alter early childhood education and its 
objectives, thereby also making it necessary to update operational methods.

At the present, pedagogical leadership is viewed as a shared leadership carried out collectively 
by the entire personnel. The responsibility for the quality of the education falls on all the actors 
within the organisation. In order to generate a strong organisational culture, we need a mutual 
sharing of issues and concepts. Pedagogical leadership requires time to familiarise ourselves 
with the activities to be realised, to evaluate the activities and to discuss the values behind the 
activities. 

Supporting a child’s growth and development

A pedagogical leader must possess human, intellectual and social capital. This capital compris-
es knowledge, awareness, skills and aptitude. 

A pedagogical leader must have sufficient knowledge about the contemporary educational 
challenges and the latest research results. This ensures that the daily solutions that take place 
within the unit will support the growth and development of the children in the best possible way.  
Awareness signifies knowledge about the activities and the quality thereof. HR management 
and pedagogical leadership are skills that can be enhanced through further training. The fourth 
form of capital, aptitude, means, in this context, the ability to formulate pedagogical reasoning. 

The Joy in Motion programme has produced a workbook to support pedagogical leadership. 
The programme views pedagogical leadership as actions related to the management of the 
fundamental task and competencies. Management of the fundamental task requires a survey of 
the current state of physical activity. The evaluation should take into account any factors that 
promote or hinder physical activity. The management should also make sure that the personnel 
have a common understanding of the documents guiding their activities and how they are being 
implemented within the unit.

According to research, employees in the field of early childhood education look to the manage-
ment for co-operation, pedagogical support, development and resources.  From a physical activ-
ity standpoint, the resources available will decidedly affect the opportunities that the director 
and entire work community have to influence any increase in physical activities. If an increase 
in physical activity is raised as an essential aspect for development within shared discussions 
on values, it generally leads to an effort to allocate resources to this end as well. At the same 
time, these resources are used to support the development and maintenance of the well-being of 
the entire work community.
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The well-being and active daily routines   
of the work community 

The well-being of the work community is the sum of multiple 
factors. All the members of the community, including the em-
ployees, the supervisors and the management, are responsible 
for generating and maintaining wellness. Well-being at work 
can also be affected by legislative means. 

The nature of the work of early childhood educators requires 
that ongoing attention be paid to all situations. Educators work-
ing with groups of children generally do not spend long periods 
of time sitting down.  The situation is different for many super-
visors in early childhood education; their daily work involves 
a great deal of sitting. In terms of the well-being of educators 
working with groups of children, it is important to emphasise 
work ergonomics. For supervisors, it is essential that they have 
a sufficient number of breaks and interruptions to periods of 
sitting on a daily basis.

The everyday rhythm is changed one routine at a time. The 
norms of the work community affect whether the operational 
culture will encourage both adults and children to move more. 
Work with children provides an excellent opportunity to engage 
in an active daily life, and the adults can effectively, through 
their own example, encourage children to be more physically 
active. In connection with the process of increasing the physical 
activity within the children’s active environment, it is possible to 
affect the daily physical activity of the educators as well. When 
the recommendations for the physical activity of children and 
adults are combined, both parties benefit.

Learning environments within     
early childhood education 

Indoor facilities and yards are important daily environments for 
preschool-aged children and their families. For this reason, they 
should inspire a child to engage in different forms of physical 
activity. Ball game and climbing areas can be built in day-care 
yards, as well as tyre courses and skating rinks. In indoor facili-
ties, e.g., climbing walls and nets, driving courses marked on the 
floor and indoor game areas and equipment encourage children 
to take part in physically active play and vigorous games.



44

Children within the early childhood education range are more physically active when they have 
a lot of playtime, the different environments are utilised diversely throughout the year, and the 
available equipment is actively in use.  The aim is to ensure that children have ample opportuni-
ties to engage in unstructured playtime. The children should be allowed to play outdoors and in 
different settings every day, and fun equipment should be available to them both indoors and 
out. An interesting research result showed that playing in the forest, in addition to all its other 
benefits, diminishes age and gender differences related to physical activity. 

Learning environments that support growth and development

Children develop at an individual rate. Early childhood educators must support, through their 
own activities, the spectrum of growth and development of the children for whom they have 
responsibility. The learning environments must be constructed so that the activity enables the 
children to learn about themselves, their own bodies and its movement, and to study their sur-
roundings, both alone and with others. A holistic, active learning environment brings a sense of 
joy and satisfaction to children.

Technology’s role in physical activeness

Computer games, smartphones, tablets, and other similar equipment are viewed as being one 
of the most influential factors making children passive.  For many, their daily level of activity 
is minimal. Technology can, however, have the reserve effect as well. It can inspire children to 
move, motivate them through information accessible through the devices and help them to learn 
a variety of skills. At its best, technology can be used to enhance group activities and learning. 
This requires that those in charge be actively up-to-date on the media culture of the children 
and its scope.

More motion! 

Studies indicate that children of early 
education age are more physically active 
when:  

They have abundant playtime:
�  The aim is to ensure that children have  
 ample opportunities to engage in   
 unstructured playtime. 
� There are a lot of outdoor games.
� Children are allowed to play outdoors   
 every day. 
� Attractive equipment is available for   
 play and games. 

Different environments are utilised diversely 
throughout the year:
�  Forests
� Green areas
� Asphalt
� Local recreational fields and facilities

Playground equipment is actively taken into use:
� Outdoor structures
� Drawings and diagrams created in the yard 
� Playing equipment (equipment on wheels,   
things that can be pushed, pulled and sat upon) 
� Sports equipment
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Case 1: Tahvontupa day-care centre (Järvenpää)

The Tahvontupa day-care centre owned by the City of Järvenpää has initiated long-term work 
to motivate a more physically active daily structure and operational culture. Tahvontupa’s cul-
ture involves, for example, an “open house” approach. The children have their own group space 
but, in practice, the entire day-care facility and all the educators are open to the use of all the 
children. This requires an agreed division of responsibilities as well as a shared responsibility for 
the children, the facilities and the equipment. The active and learning environment of the chil-
dren expands, and the facilities and equipment are used more efficiently.

The open house concept has a heavy impact on the establishment of a physically active learn-
ing environment. Anything that hindered movement within the day-care centre was removed. 
They are also considering how all the areas of the centre could be put to optimal use. Sports 
equipment was taken into active use and interesting and inspiring diagrams and shapes were 
taped onto the floors of the hallways. Equipment to encourage climbing, swinging and jumping 
were hung from the ceilings and doorways.

Case 2: Suvi day-care centre (Helsinki)

Suvi day-care centre’s expedition to new physically active practices in early childhood education 
began at the beginning of the year 2014. When assessing the autumn activities, the personnel 
came to the conclusion that the use of the day-care facilities needed reconsideration. The team 
for children aged 5–6, in particular, had many insights on how to promote the daily physical 
activity of the children. The intention is to incorporate these insights into practices for the entire 
centre. The day-care centre decided, as a developmental step, to initiate an increase in the pos-
sibilities for more physical activity, particularly in the yard of the centre, but also indoors, taking 
into consideration the requirements of each group. 

The teams for children aged 1–3 years and 3–5 years planned and implemented their own 
‘Baby steps’ based on the same type of ideas: when equipment for active play are brought into 
the group space and the entryways are also taken into active use, the children move more. The 
rules for the use of the yard were also revised as part of the pilot phase. The number of rules 
decreased significantly. The day-care centre also had an open discussion about the role of the 
adult in outdoor activities from the perspectives of, among others, safety, shared responsibility 
and ways to encourage physical activity.
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Pedagogical expertise in early childhood education

The development of expertise is part of the strategic HR management of the municipalities. 
Therefore, it must be carried out systematically. 

It is the adult’s role to oversee the individual and equal treatment of each child and to encour-
age the child to participate in play and discussion situations. Friendly, equal and fair guidance 
reinforces children’s understanding about their own and others’ rights and responsibilities.

The pedagogical foundation for a child’s mental development involves 
• the ability to respond to a child’s initiatives;
• the ability to interpret/read the child correctly;
• flexibility;
• availability and accessibility; and
• approachability. 

In order for a child to be heard, the atmosphere must be such that the child is able to turn to the 
educator for any need.

Careful planning is the key

Along with playing, it is characteristic for a child to approach and learn new things through 
other forms of movement. A skilled early childhood educator carries out careful planning to 
ensure that children have the opportunity to move throughout the day. A good plan incorporates 
inclusion, consideration for the child’s age and development level, the group itself, diversity and 
the possibilities offered by different active and learning environments. Co-operation with the 
parents is also important.

The day-care director is responsible for making sure that the educational practices of all mem-
bers of the work community realise children’s rights. The children must have the opportunity to 
participate and influence the life of the community. 

There are several methods that have been successful in clarifying children’s opinions. These 
include storycrafting, mind maps, stick-on label maps, theme deliberations and different creative 
methods. The matter concerns the entire operational culture, however, so individual question-
naires and interviews are not sufficient. The inclusion of the children can be enhanced by creat-
ing structures that allow their voices to be heard. Since playing is a characteristic approach for 
children, observing and documenting playtime serves as a helpful tool. The systematic observa-
tion of playtime is often already enough to bring out issues that may otherwise remain unno-
ticed in a large group.
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Case 3: Käpälämäki day-care centre (Ilmajoki)

The situation, to start with, was such that the indoor physical activities at the day-care centre were 
limited to one session in the gym per week. Safety was given as the reason why there were a great 
many things prohibited. The motivation was to increase the daily movement of children both in-
doors and in the day-care centre’s outdoor areas. Since several groups have outdoor time in the 
same yard, the rules of the yard were rewritten from a new, positive approach to physical activity. 
The value discussions were implemented using a reading circle approach. Select articles served as 
the basis for the discussions and as inspiration for pedagogical awareness. 

Prior to a meeting for the entire personnel, they received two short articles to read. At the meeting, 
each team discussed among themselves first what rules were necessary in the yard and what rules 
could be eliminated. The teamwork was then opened up to a shared discussion and the new rules of 
the yard were drafted. The aim was for there to be as few rules as possible and that those rules that 
remained would be well justified; the group was successful in this task.

Now, the children at Käpälämäki day-care centre can, for example, descend the slide standing up 
and stand up on the swings, they can climb up the slide, they can climb on the roof of the covered 
slide and slide down linked together with friends. This is precisely what it means to be a child!

Professional competence of educators

Professionals working in early childhood education need current information on a regular basis to 
support the physical activity of children. The development of expertise is part of the strategic HR 
management of the municipalities, and it must be carried out through careful and structured plan-
ning. For professionals, learning is an ongoing process to keep up with the changing requirements 
and new challenges involved in the work.  This can be supported through further training and differ-
ent on-the-job training and personnel development methods, such as job rotation, mentoring, team-
work and independent studies.

The Act on Financially-Supported Development of Professional Skills (Laki taloudellisesti tuetusta 
ammatillisen osaamisen kehittamisesta 1136/2013) entered into effect on 1 January 2014. The act 
assists in supporting the development of professional competence based on the needs of the par-
ticular service unit in question. The municipalities had the whole of 2014 to get their own HR and 
training plans in line with the act. The objective of the act is to ensure that every employee has the 
opportunity to participate, for at least three days each year, in training or a similar activity that is 
intended to develop their competence and facilitate the carrying out of their current work tasks.

Clarity for a fragmented training and degree system
The Finnish educational system has nine different degrees and training programmes that cover the 
care, upbringing, teaching and leadership tasks within early childhood education. Additionally, there 
are other degrees, which are not directly related to early childhood education but which allow for the 
possibility to work in the field. The curricula, amount of physical education and relevant teaching 
materials vary quite a lot, and they may differ greatly from one educational institution to another.
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In terms of early childhood education studies on the university level, physical education knowl-
edge can be increased by ensuring that the mandatory physical education modules are the 
same for all educational institutions and that they are using the same learning materials. The 
dissemination of the newest research information and good practices also requires dialogue 
between teachers. In the long term, expertise is increased most efficiently if the physical educa-
tion for early childhood education students is taught, in each university, by a qualified physical 
education lecturer.

The universities of applied sciences have some of the same challenges faced by universities. 
Those who teach physical education must, however, be able to focus, to an even greater degree, 
on information that is essential for the future occupations of the students within each specific 
line of study.

Within the upper secondary vocational training, the physical education studies for early child-
hood education. Physical education is often only one aspect of the vocational subjects, and the 
contents of the studies are approached from a practical angle. The upper secondary education is 
also lacking in qualified physical education personnel and unified curricula.

Physical activity within changing curricula 

Physical activity should be taken into consideration as part of the process to reform the 
curricula for early childhood education studies. The transparency and communicative-
ness of the curricula should be improved. Educational institutions should work more 
closely together on establishing a unified curricula. 

Expertise is promoted by social valuation on both the State and municipal level. This 
valuation is manifested through high-quality early education plans, sufficient resources 
and appropriate conditions for studies and working. Regularly provided further educa-
tion is essential. Increased networking is also important. 

Pedagogical expertise and leadership are key aspects in promoting a physically-oriented 
operational culture. Pedagogical leadership training should be integrated in the educa-
tion for all those working in the field of education and further training should also be 
made available for all those in leadership roles already working within the field. 

 

49



50

d. Focusing on the child

Every child has the right to play and be active every day. 
Only the best is good enough for children.

Play and movement support learning

Young children are in the most crucial phase of their lives. Good experiences at this stage are 
valuable and will carry far into the future. A good childhood is one in which the child is active, 
independent, social, interested in learning and curious.

Children must feel that they are worthy of love. The measure of worthiness is based on whether 
an adult satisfies the child’s basic needs, responds to his/her suggestions, values interaction and 
is present and available for the child. Children feel and know they are important when they get 
more than the minimal time, care and affection. There is no need to fear overdoses in this mat-
ter. Few ever regret spending too much time with their children.

For a child, a good day involves lots of time for play and physical activity. They give shape to 
imagination and help children to express their emotions. During playtime, children use skills that 
will enable them to meet the future challenges of daily life without help from an adult or differ-
ent tools or equipment. Playing generates deep emotional experiences – joy and sorrow, success 
and disappointment, excitement and calm – and it is also a physically active entertainment.

Children learn new things through playing and moving about. The inborn need to move guides 
children to do things that are necessary for their normal growth and development. The body 
gets the exertion and exercise necessary for the growth and development of muscles, bones and 
tendons. The heart enjoys fast-paced games in which one fluctuates between moments of full 
force and moments of rest.  Once children become aware of their own skills, they are also able to 
assess their own limits. 
 
Small bumps and bruises are part of the learning process. They help children to understand the 
possibilities for movement in their own bodies, and a variety of experiences also teaches them 
how to control their bodies. This helps to make the children’s everyday lives safer.
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In order for a child’s playing to truly be ef-
fective, the child needs time and an environ-
ment that inspires the child to play and move; 
in other words, an environment that engages 
children’s imagination and challenges them to 
get moving. Boredom is a source of inspira-
tion. Many wonderful, lengthy games take flight 
from absolute boredom. 

The reformed view of early childhood 
education makes room for play and 
activities

Only the best is good enough for children. 
Therefore, the objectives for the activities must 
be set high. It is our responsibility, as adults, 
to ensure that children have the opportunity 
to grow, develop and learn through play and 
physical activities. Every child has the right to 
be a child and to act as is characteristic for 
his/her age. 

Successful early childhood education offers 
children the possibility to contribute to and 
influence the planning and implementation of 
the activities of the group. It offers every child 
the possibility to experience, every day, diverse 
physical activities and the joy of motion. At its 
best, the physical recommendations for early 
childhood education come true for each child, 
and each child is physically active a minimum 
of two hours every day. This is possible when 
the operational culture guiding early child-
hood education is made to be more physically-
oriented.

An active lifestyle that is developed in child-
hood will carry through the rest of the person’s 
life. It has far-reaching benefits on the social 
level, both in terms of reduced expenses and an 
increase in health and well-being. 
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5. From words to deeds 
 

Creating an operational culture that promotes 
wellness and learning

The Joy in Motion programme is designed and developed to integrate a more positive and phys-
ically-oriented aspect into the operational culture of early childhood education. It is time to seize 
the challenge presented by sedentary lifestyles and to increase the amount of children’s physical 
activity. This can only happen through a more physically-oriented operational culture. 

Increasing the well-being and physical activity of children and encouraging active lifestyles 
requires new daily methods of operation within early childhood education. The work should get 
underway immediately, by taking baby steps, because change takes time. 

In order for our dreams to become a reality, we need to work together toward the same goal. 
The process calls for collaboration on national and municipal levels as well as within individual 
early childhood education units.  

Join us – let’s work together to promote a more physically active childhood! 



-
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Network members 2012–2015

Primary planning and theme-based 
groups

Childhood group (The Childhood and  
Early childhood educators groups  
combined in 2013.)

Hanna Koivuranta, City of Helsinki, Chair
Katri Arnivaara, City of Turku 
Reeli Karimäki, City of Vantaa 
Liisa Karlsson, University of Helsinki 
Terhi Koivumäki, Finnish Heart Association
Nina Korhonen, Valo
Anne Kuusisto, Finnish Heart Association
Päivi Lindberg, THL
Eeva Monto, City of Helsinki 
Kaisu Muuronen, Central Union for Child  
Welfare     
Päivi Mäki, THL
Marita Neitola, University of Turku,   
Department of Teacher Education in Rauma
Merja Pekonmaa, City of Helsinki 
Kirsi Pollari, Central Union for Child Welfare 
Laura Repo, University of Helsinki
Tarja Vaahtera, City of Järvenpää

Early childhood educators group              

Päivi Virtanen, City of Kouvola, Chair
Tiina Hotinen, City of Vantaa 
Marjatta Kalliala, University of Helsinki 
Riitta  Karpinski, City of Hyvinkää
Jukka Karvinen, Finnish Schools on the Move 
programme 
Nina Korhonen, Valo
Pirjo Kosonen, Town of Kerava

Krista Lappalainen, Town of Kirkkonummi
Katariina Nousiainen, City of Raasepori
 
Helena Nurmi, City of Hämeenlinna
Raija Raittila,University of Jyväskylä
Nina Räike, Suomen Latu association 
Johanna Silvius, City of Turku 
Anu Taivainen, Salo
Kirsi Tarkka, Socca/VKK-Metro 
Terhi Tuominiemi-Lilja, Socca/VKK-Metro

Leadership group

Leena Lahtinen, City of Vantaa, Chair
Marja-Liisa Akselin, City of Hämeenlinna 
Kristiina Cleve, Trade Union of Education in 
Finland, OAJ   
Elina Fonsén, University of Tampere 
Vesa Joronen, Municipality of Tuusula
Jukka Karvinen, Finnish Schools on the Move 
programme
Nina Korhonen, Valo
Mervi Kärkkäinen, Municipality of Mäntsälä
Ritva Lavinto, City of Helsinki 
Maritta Opas, City of Vantaa   
Tanja Palosaari, City of Hyvinkää
Marja Saarinen, Mainio Vire
Ulla Soukainen, City of Turku 
Mirja Toivonen, Mainio Vire 
Kalervo Valli, City of Turku
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Competence group

Arja Sääkslahti, University of Jyväskylä, Chair
Pauliina Albrecht, Liiku association
Outi Arvola, Turku University of Applied Sci-
ences 
Sanna Heino, Tavastia Education Consortium,
Social services, Health and Sports     
Birgitta Herranen, Helsinki Vocational College 
Mari Jaakkola, Veromäki Scchool
Tarja Javanainen-Levonen, Satakunta  
University of Applied Sciences  
Marja Kannelsuo, Metropolia University of  
Applied Sciences 
Nina Korhonen, Valo
Anna-Liisa Kyhälä, University of Helsinki
Kaisu Laasonen, Saimaa University of Applied 
Sciences 
Heli Mäkinen, Church Training College  
Anneli Pönkkö, University of Oulu
Tiina Relander, Helsinki Vocational College 
Jyrki Reunamo, University of Helsinki 
Leila Saros, University of Tampere

Social impact group 

Anneli Pönkkö, University of Oulu, Chair
Päivi Aalto-Nevalainen, Ministry of Education 
and Culture 
Kirsi Alila, Ministry of Education and Culture 
Riikka Heloma, City of Helsinki   
Tarja Kahiluoto, Ministry of Education and 
Culture
Jukka Karvinen, Finnish Schools on the Move 
programme 
Tiina Kemppainen, Town of Forssa
Nina Korhonen, Valo
Anu Kullberg, Town of Kirkkonummi
Riitta Luoto, UKK Institute / THL 
Harri Myllynen, LTOL
Minna Paajanen, National Sports Council 
Kirsi Räty, Finnish Schools on the Move pro-
gramme
Seppo Sarras, City of Helsinki
Arja Sääkslahti, University of Jyväskylä

Primary planning group

Nina Korhonen, Valo, Chair
Päivi Aalto-Nevalainen, Ministry of Education 
and Culture  
Marja-Liisa Akselin, City of Hämeenlinna
Pauliina Albrecht, Liiku association
Elina Fonsén, University of Tampere 
Sanna Heino, Tavastia Education Consortium 
Timo Järvensivu, Aalto University
Jukka Karvinen, Finnish Schools on the Move 
programme 
Tiina Kemppainen, Town of  Forssa  
Heli Ketola, Valo
Hanna Koivuranta, City of Helsinki 
Mikael Kokljuschkin, City of Vantaa 
Anu Kullberg, Town of Kirkkonummi 
Jarkko Lahtinen, Association of Finnish local 
and regional authorities
Leena Lahtinen, City of Vantaa      
Harri Myllynen, LTOL      
Saila Nevanen, Socca / VKK-Metro   
Minna Paajanen, National Sports Council
Tanja Palosaari, City of  Hyvinkää
Elina Pulli, City of Espoo
Anneli Pönkkö, University of  Oulu  
Jyrki Reunamo, University of Helsinki 
Kirsi Räty, Finnish Schools on the Move pro-
gramme 
Eila Seppälä-Vessari, Suomen Lastenhoitoalan 
Liitto (Finnish Association of Child Care) 
Johanna Silvius, City of Turku 
Ulla Soukainen, City of Turku 
Arja Sääkslahti, University of Jyväskylä
Tarja Vaahtera, City of Järvenpää
Kalervo Valli, City of Turku
Katja Viberg, Helsinki Metropolitan Area  
Reuse Centre Ltd.
Päivi Virtanen, City of Kouvola
 
Additionally pilots on municipal and unit 
levels 
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euroa” 28.9.2014 www.sport.fi/uutiset/liikuntapolitiikka/kansallinen-liikuntafoorumi-liikkumat-
tomuuden-hinta-suomessa-1-2-miljardia-euroa

1. Results through collaboration 
Based on the following articles
• Verkostoitumisprosessin kuvaus (Nina Korhonen, Expert, Incorporation of physical activity in 
early childhood education, Valo)

• Verkostotyön teoriaa ja verkoston arviointia (Timo Järvensivu, Network work expert, D.Ed., 
researcher, Aalto University School of Business)

2. Foundations of the programme 
Children’s rights and inclusion 
• Committee on the Rights of the Child. General Comment No. 12 (2009). The right of the child 
to be heard. CRC/C/GC/12; Committee on the Rights of the Child. General Comment No. 14 
(2013) on the right of the child to have his or her best interests taken as a primary considera-
tion. CRC/C/GC/14.

• Kataja, E. 2014. Yhteinen osallisuus varhaiskasvatuksen pedagogiikassa. Teoksessa J. Heikka, 
E. Fonsén, J. Elo & J. Leinonen (ed.) Osallisuuden pedagogiikka varhaiskasvatuksessa. Tampere: 
Suomen Varhaiskasvatus ry, 56–79.

• Media release 4.2.2014 “OKM-kysely: Varhaiskasvatukseen ollaan tyytyväisiä - henkilöstön 
määrän riittävyys ja lapsiryhmien koko huolettavat” http://www.okm.fi/OPM/Tiedot-
teet/2014/02/varhaiskasvatus.html

• Varhaiskasvatussuunnitelman perusteet 2007. Stakes, guides 56: 12
Based on the following articles:
• Uusi liikkumis- ja hyvinvointiohjelma varhaiskasvatuksessa – lapsen oikeuksien näkökulma 
(Kaisu Muuronen, Senior Advisor, Central Union for Child Welfare and Kirsi Pollari, Senior 
Advisor, Central Union for Child Welfare)

• Kohti lasten osallisuutta (Reeli Karimäki, Manager of Children’s Culture, City of Vantaa) 
29.4.2014

• Liikuntakasvatus lapsen sosiaalista kompetenssia edistämässä (Marita Neitola, University 
Research Fellow, Teacher Training School, Rauma Campus, University of Turku & Roosa-Mari 
Neitola, Sports services, City of Turku)

Physical activity promotes well-being
• Asanti, R. & Sääkslahti, A. 2010.Liikuntaa monipuolisesti päiväkodissa. In work: R. Korhonen, 
M.-L. Rönkkö & J. Aerila (ed.) Pienet oppimassa. Teacher Training School, University of Turku, 
Rauma Campus. Turku: Uniprint, 85-98.
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