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ABSTRACT 

Salminen, Jenni 
The Teacher as a Source of Educational Support: Exploring Teacher–Child Interactions 
and Teachers’ Pedagogical Practices in Finnish Preschool Classrooms 
University of Jyväskylä, 2014,  p. 
(Jyväskylä Studies in Education, Psychology and Social Research 
ISSN 0075-4625; 512)  
ISBN 978-951-39-5981-4 (nid.)  
ISBN 978-951-39-5982-1 (PDF)  
Diss. 
Finnish summary 
 
This study was set to create a more profound knowledge and understanding of the role 
that teachers play in children’s learning and development in Finnish preschool class-
rooms, and thus to contribute to the discussions on the complexity of classroom inter-
action and classroom quality. The first aim (1) was to examine what types of interaction 
and teachers’ pedagogical practices contribute to the classroom quality in preschool 
classrooms, and the second aim (2) was to construct a timely description of teacher–
child interactions and teachers’ practices in preschool classrooms, the time when the 
transition to formal schooling is fast approaching. These aims were pursued in the 
three empirical studies that comprise this doctoral study. The data for all sub-studies 
were gathered as part of the longitudinal First Steps study, and pertained to its sample 
of 49 Finnish preschool teachers in spring 2007. Data were gathered through structured 
classroom observations, utilising the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS: 
Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2004, 2008), and Early Childhood Classroom Observation 
Measure (ECCOM: Stipek & Byler, 2004) and by audio and video recording teacher–
child interactions in the classrooms. The data thus included a variation of both quanti-
tative (sub-study I) and qualitative (sub-studies II and III) information. The data were 
analysed and reported along the principles of sequential mixed methods research de-
sign, thus keeping the sub-studies separate until making the combining inferences as 
part of the summary report. The results of this study have indicated, firstly, that the 
majority of the classrooms in this sample represented generally high levels of observed 
quality with respect to teacher–child interactions. Secondly, teachers’ emotionally sen-
sitive and responsive practices (i.e., Emotional Support) combined with constructive 
classroom management (i.e., Classroom Organisation) created advantageous opportu-
nities for instructionally supportive practices to take place, resulting in a higher class-
room quality: When teachers had created a safe atmosphere and established clear goals 
and expectations for both social and pre-academic learning, the children in their class-
room were observed to willingly participate in purposeful learning activities. Thirdly, 
the results reflect the teachers’ pedagogical sensitivity in their interactions with the 
children. Pedagogical sensitivity was observed in teachers’ noticing and timely react-
ing to children’s individual social and pre-academic needs and was concretised in a 
variety of teachers’ thoughtful practices, which, in many ways, prepared the children 
for their transition to primary school.  
 
Keywords: teacher–child interaction; teachers’ pedagogical practices; preschool educa-
tion; classroom quality; the CLASS  
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1 INTRODUCTION 

“An understanding heart is everything in teacher, and cannot be esteemed highly 
enough. One looks back with appreciation to the brilliant teachers, but with gratitude 
to those who touched our human feelings. The curriculum is essential raw material, 
but warmth is the vital element for the growing plant and for the soul of the child.” 
(C. G. Jung) 

The Majority of Finnish children spend a considerable amount of time in 
institutional educational contexts before they enter primary school at the age of 
seven. In these contexts—such as preschool classrooms1 —children cooperate 
with both peers and teachers and are engaged in different educational activities. 
In recent decades, much research has been devoted to identifying the key-
features that enhance children’s development and learning in such contexts, 
both in early childhood (e.g., Buysse, Goldman, & Skinner, 2003; Howes et al., 
2008; Pianta et al., 2005) as well as during their primary school years (e.g., Bohn, 
Roehrig, & Pressley, 2004; Curby, Rimm-Kaufman, & Abry, 2013). This body of 
research often involves the concept of classroom quality. What is known is that 
structural features of classroom quality, such as class size and teachers’ level of 
education or their work experience, are of importance to children’s learning and 
development to a certain extent (Burchinal, Cryer, Clifford, & Howes, 2002; 
Early et al., 2006). According to more recent understanding, however, such 
distal features are seen to exert their influence on children’s outcomes via 
instructional and social processes such as teacher–child interactions (Pianta, 
Belsky, Vandergrift, Houts, & Morrison, 2008). Teachers are considered as 
significant others with whom children create influential and proximal 
relationships (e.g., Birch & Ladd, 1998; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Pianta, 
1999; Pianta et al., 2005; Vygotsky, 1978) in their daily interaction. Children, 
thus, experience varying levels of teachers’ support in different groups and 
classrooms over time (Curby et al., 2013). Studies have shown that such support 
                                                 
1  The term ‘preschool’ is used in this summary report to describe the education pro-

vided to Finnish 6-year-old children during the year before entering primary school. 
In sub-study I, the term ‘kindergarten’ is used instead of ‘preschool’ due to the estab-
lished use of the term ‘kindergarten’ in the American educational system and pub-
lishing the paper in an American journal. 
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in the form of interactional relationships between teacher and child are important 
contributors to classroom process quality (Pianta, La Paro, & Hamre, 2008; Hamre, 
Pianta, Mashburn, & Downer, 2007). Consequently, the doctoral study 
summarised in this report aimed to enable a deeper understanding of the 
complex nature of teacher–child interaction in Finnish preschool classrooms 
and to create a more profound pedagogical understanding of the role that 
teachers play in children’s learning and development and how these aspects 
contribute to the classroom process quality. 

On the basis of broad theoretical and empirical work on classroom process 
quality, teachers’ support can be divided into three domains—Emotional, Or-
ganisational, and Instructional supports—which are the basis of the Teaching 
Through Interactions framework (Hamre et al., 2013) and the CLASS measure 
(Classroom Assessment Scoring System: Hamre & Pianta, 2007; Hamre et al., 
2007), used to objectively measure classroom quality. Studies using this kind of 
variable-centred conceptualisation of quality, that anchors classroom effects in 
verifiably observable indicators, are common in the United States (Hamre et al., 
2007; Curby et al., 2013). The results have shown that classroom quality varies 
significantly between states as well as between classrooms, suggesting that the 
distribution of high quality teaching is not evenly distributed (LoCasale-Crouch 
et al., 2007; NICHD ECCRN, 2002). Furthermore, the Teaching Through Interac-
tions framework and CLASS measure have been used in profiling studies to 
reveal in what types of combinations teachers’ emotional, organisational, and 
instructional support exists in classrooms and how these combinations are con-
nected to children’s outcomes (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007; Curby et al., 2009). 
In the Finnish context, the provision of preschool education is somewhat more 
homogenous than in the United States, due to the high-quality unified universi-
ty teacher training as well as the existence of mandatory national guidelines 
(National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary2 Education, 2010) for all preschool 
classrooms. Recent Finnish studies have suggested that the CLASS measure can 
also be used as a valid tool in an educational contexts differing from that of the 
United States (Pakarinen et al., 2010), and that it is possible to identify relation-
ships between classroom quality and child outcomes (by using the CLASS) (Pa-
karinen et al., 2011; Siekkinen et al., 2013). However, it has not yet been estab-
lished whether or not profiling studies can also be conducted in other contexts. 
Thus, one of the rationales for the current study was to examine what types of 
teacher–child interactions contribute to classroom quality in preschool classrooms in 
Finland and what types of classroom quality profiles can be identified utilising 
the observational CLASS measure. Relatedly, observational studies on class-
room quality in the Finnish context are scarce, but the existing ones also em-
phasise the importance of the process features of classroom quality, namely the 
interaction between the child and teacher as well as between children (Hujala, 
                                                 
2  In the Core Curriculum for Preschool Education (2000), the wording ‘preschool ’has 

been used to refer to the education provided to Finnish 6-year-old children, during 
the year before entering primary school. Please note that the title of the revised Core 
Curriculum for Preschool Education (2010) appears translated as National Core Cur-
riculum for Pre-primary Education (2010). 



13 
 

 

Fonsén, & Elo, 2012). Therefore, the study needed to deliver relevant and timely 
observational information on the nature of teacher–child interaction in Finnish 
preschool classrooms and of its contribution to classroom quality, using a theo-
retical Teaching Through Interactions framework (Hamre et al., 2013) that is 
relatively new to Finnish educational culture.  

The previous CLASS profiling studies have indicated that teachers’ sup-
port exists in different combinations within different classrooms (LoCasale-
Crouch et al., 2007). Furthermore previous studies—qualitative ones in particu-
lar—indicate that teachers develop pedagogical practices in their own personal 
way, which results in unique educational experiences that differ from classroom 
to classroom (Bohn et al., 2004). Because Finnish preschool education appears 
homogenous compared, for instance, to that in the United States, it raises the 
question of how clearly the differences between quantitative profiles and, fur-
thermore, between individual classroom teachers can be established. As a con-
sequence, there also exists a need to construct a timely qualitative description of 
the teacher–child interaction and teachers’ practices in individual preschool classrooms 
by exploring teachers’ pedagogical practices and teacher–child interaction fur-
ther on a micro level, through person-centred perspective. Teachers’ pedagogi-
cal knowledge and sensitivity to children’s needs, as well as their comfortable 
presence with children and their pedagogical contribution to children’s devel-
opment and learning have been recognised in several studies (e.g., Birch & 
Ladd, 1998; van Manen, 1991), and the opportunities to study such important 
features of teacher-child interaction through quantitative and variable-centred 
approaches are limited. Furthermore, as existing studies with a clear emphasis 
on teachers’ practices or pedagogical decisions of teachers are relatively few in 
number (e.g., Hännikäinen & Rasku-Puttonen, 2010; Rosenthal & Gatt, 2010; 
Yan, Evans, & Harvey, 2011), it is necessary to add to the limited understanding 
by exploring individual classrooms and teachers. In addition, as children in 
preschool classrooms are soon transitioning to primary school, it is worth bear-
ing in mind how daily interaction in the Finnish preschool classrooms is related 
to the children’s preparation to formal schooling. This topic is current and has 
been of interest in recent international (LoCasale-Crouch, Mashburn, Downer, 
& Pianta, 2008) and national research (Ahtola et al., 2011). 

The notions of the socio-cultural approach (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978) and eco-
logical model (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979) serve as the theoretical footing for the 
present study. These notions provide a firm ground on which to conceptualise 
the relational nature of teacher–child interaction in preschool classrooms as a 
situated and contextual phenomenon (Blatchford, Kutnick, Baines, & Galton, 
2003; Greeno & the Middle School Mathematics Through Applications Project 
Group, 1998; Greeno & van de Sande, 2007; Kovalainen & Kumpulainen, 2007), 
underlining the importance of both proximal interaction as well as that of 
broader cultural contexts (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Relatedly, the present 
study is based on the cautious realist ontology and adopts the epistemological 
assumptions of social constructionism (e.g., Blaikie, 2007). The observational data 
for this study pertain to 6-year-old children and their teachers in 49 preschool 
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classrooms in Finland and were gathered in the spring of 2007 as part of the 
multidisciplinary First Steps longitudinal study (Lerkkanen et al., 2006). The 
classroom interactions were assessed by utilising structured assessment tools 
(CLASS: Pianta et al., 2004; Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008; ECCOM: Stipek & Byler, 
2004, 2005), and by video or audio recording teacher–child interactions. This 
study consists of three empirical sub-studies that were conducted sequentially 
and analysed quantitatively (sub-study I) as well as qualitatively (sub-studies II 
and III). The present summary report thus utilises the principles of mixed 
methods research (e.g., Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, & Turner, 2007), aiming to pro-
vide a broad picture of teacher–child interaction in Finnish preschool class-
rooms from different methodological perspectives. In doing so, the study was 
aimed at making the role of teachers’ pedagogical practices and the individual 
variation in utilising their practices in classrooms more tangible, suggesting that 
the evaluation of classroom quality should involve more than just assessing in-
dividual variables—it should attempt to see the teacher and his or her child-
facing classroom practices as a whole. C. G. Jung’s sentiment quoted at the be-
ginning of this chapter expresses this beautifully. 



 
 

 

2 TEACHER–CHILD INTERACTION AND 
TEACHERS’ PRACTICES  

Interplay between two or more individuals is usually referred to as interaction. 
Interaction involves interchanges of various content and quality (Hinde, 1987; 
see also Pianta, 1999). When two individuals have a series of interactions with 
each other over a considerable period of time, these interactions are usually re-
ferred to as a relationship. Relationships involve reciprocal attitudes, hopes and 
emotions as well as similar intentions toward others, and these factors differen-
tiate a relationship from interaction and may make a relationship between two 
individuals possible even without frequent interaction (see Hinde, 1987, pp. 23–
24). Interaction and relationships are always bi-directional: the nature of inter-
action and relationships depends on both participants (Hinde, 1987). In addi-
tion, previous experiences have an effect on subsequent ones; thus, the behav-
iour of the individual is often affected by his or her relationships experienced in 
the past (Hinde, 1987). Seen together, it is reasonable to assume that interactions, 
over time, may also turn into relationships in educational contexts, such as be-
tween the children in a classroom and their teacher or peers. In this study, in-
teraction and the nature of relationships are understood in terms of observed 
interpersonal exchange between the teacher and the children in preschool class-
rooms during daily activities. Further, this study adopts a relational perspective 
toward the interaction between the teacher and children, in which individuals 
(i.e., the teacher and each child) are considered as actively interacting with each 
other in the situated, cultural and ecological context of the preschool classroom 
(e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Greeno et al., 1998; cf., Vygotsky, 1978), and where 
the quality of the relationships surrounding pedagogical activities is of im-
portance (Blatchford, Kutnick, Baines, & Galton, 2003; Kutnick, Ota, & Berdon-
dini, 2008). 
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2.1 Relational  approach to learning and development 

Any child is situated within an ever complex set of relations—social, cultural 
and ecological—that forms the child’s developmental environment (Smidt, 
2009). As the present study particularly aimed to explore the interaction and 
relationships in educational environments (i.e., the interaction between the 
teacher and children in the context of the preschool classroom), considering 
theoretical approaches that view learning and interaction as relational processes 
was fundamental. In this study, the socio-cultural approach and ecological 
model3 are utilised as the theoretical starting point and as examples of relational 
theories—both stressing the relationship between individuals as a stepping 
stone and prerequisite to learning and development, as well as emphasising the 
role of the context or environment as a mediating factor within this situated pro-
cess (e.g., Hicks, 1996). In this study, thus, relational refers to understanding 
learning and development in the classrooms as situated and contextual by nature 
(Blatchford et al., 2003; Greeno et al., 1998; Greeno & van de Sande, 2007; Ko-
valainen & Kumpulainen, 2007). In the following paragraphs the key ideas and 
concepts of the socio-cultural approach and ecological model and their contri-
bution to this study will be illuminated.  

Socio-cultural approach. The origins of the socio-cultural approach to 
learning and development lie in the cultural-historical work of Russian psy-
chologist Lev Vygotsky (see Vygotsky, 1978). Socio-cultural research, however, 
has expanded in recent decades and does neither create a unified field nor can 
one point to a single, clearly defined socio-cultural theory. Rather, it is more 
correct to speak of socio-culturally oriented theories or approaches that share 
certain regularities (Mercer & Littleton, 2007). The fundamental idea is that in 
addition to explicating the relationships between individuals, development and 
learning are considered as processes that are affected by the surrounding cul-
tural, institutional and historical factors of a society (Mercer & Littleton, 2007; 
Rogoff, 2003, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, del Río, & Alvarez, 1995).  

All higher intellectual functioning has its origin in actual relations be-
tween human individuals, meaning that knowledge and understanding are al-
ways shared and jointly constructed (Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978). 
More specifically, the joint construction of knowledge is seen to result in learn-
ing, and learning is considered to be the aim within educational contexts in par-
ticular. Vygotsky describes learning as a profoundly social process where dia-
logue and the various roles of language mediate cognitive growth (Vygotsky, 
1978) and in which the affective-volitional basis of thought enables a full under-

                                                 
3  The ecological model created by Urie Bronfenbrenner (1979) and its corresponding 

research designs have been referred to as ecological framework (Bronfenbrenner, 1977), 
ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 
1989), as well as bio-ecological model (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) over the years. 
Within this study the concept of the ecological model is used to refer to the conceptual 
core (i.e., the model of five nested systems that are connected via the interaction be-
tween them) of this work in order to avoid confusion. 
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standing of the motives behind a verbal interaction (Vygotsky, 1961). In other 
words, the starting point of learning is always social, but in order to be mean-
ingful both cognitive and affective aspects need to be met.  

The socio-cultural approach further views children as actively participat-
ing individuals who construct their own learning and are thus indirectly pre-
pared for later participation in related events and the intellectual life around 
them (Rogoff, 2008; Vygotsky, 1978). In line with Vygotsky’s ideas, the cultural 
practices in which the child is involved produce a unique and significant set of 
circumstances affecting the child, a phenomenon referred to as the social situa-
tion of development (van Oers, 2012). For Vygotsky, the social situation is a rela-
tional construct in which the characteristics of children are interwoven with the 
structure of social interactions in their proximal environment to create the start-
ing point for a new cycle of developmental changes (Cole & Gajdamaschko, 
2010). A social situation is not a uniform entity, nor a specific context/setting 
per se, but one that depends on how the child emotionally relates to the envi-
ronment and perceives and interprets it (Cole & Gajdamaschko, 2010; van Oers 
2012). Furthermore, a child’s social situation includes different spheres of rela-
tions (e.g., family, kindergarten, school), all of which are of importance for the 
child (Karabanova, 2010).  

An extensive amount of socio-culturally oriented literature also introduces 
concepts that resemble that of Vygotsky’s social situation: for example, situated 
learning (Lave & Wenger, 1991), situative perspective (Greeno et al., 1998; Greeno 
& van de Sande, 2007), and situatedness (e.g., Kovalainen & Kumpulainen, 2007; 
Kumpulainen, Lipponen, Hilppö, Mikkola, 2014). These concepts all mediate 
the idea of interaction between individuals in their given social situations and 
social communities in which the materials and other cultural resources are be-
ing actively utilised. Within this study, situatedness is understood more in 
terms of the situative perspective suggested by Greeno and his colleagues (1998) 
and Greeno and van de Sande (2007) than in the form of social situation de-
scribed by Vygotsky4, as their perspective emphasises that all learning occurs in 
some situation and focuses on the activities and practices of learning and in-
cludes participation in these practices. Further, in line with Kovalainen and 
Kumpulainen (2007, p. 143) this understanding is supported by the notion that 
the nature of “classroom interaction is a dynamic and locally established pro-
cess that is being constructed and reconstructed within a given social group”. 
The socio-culturally oriented concept of situatedness is useful in this study, par-
ticularly in understanding how each of the preschool classrooms studied here is 
a unique entity within which the interactions between the teacher and children 
produced and sustained this uniqueness. Along with this idea, the qualitative 

                                                 
4  One of the reasons for this choice is that the current study does not explore individu-

al children’s perceptions or experiences as psychological attributes (which is empha-
sised in the work by Vygotsky), but rather inspects situatedness as an educational, 
group-level (locally constructed), socially constructed and observable phenomenon. 
Furthermore, these approaches better enable conceptualising situatedness in terms of 
specific institutional preschool education than would Vygotsky’s definition (cf., Cole 
& Gajdamaschko, 2010). 
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sub-studies were utilised in particular to unravel the situated nature of the se-
lected classrooms and further justify the use of the principles of the mixed 
methods approach within this study. 

The concept of context bridges the socio-cultural approach and ecological 
model. The concept of context within this study is mainly drawn from the eco-
logical model by Bronfenbrenner (1979), since Vygotsky himself preferred to 
use other terms such as situation or environment in reference to context (Cole & 
Gajdamaschko, 2010). Furthermore, the term “context” appears to hold differ-
ent connotations depending on which line of translations of Vygotsky’s exten-
sive work one chooses to follow (see also Cole & Gajdamaschko, 2010). There-
fore, within this study, the concept of context is used to bridge together the so-
cio-cultural approach and ecological model, and it is understood concretely as 
the presence of social, cultural and ecological environments (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) 
that are mediated through individuals’ practices and active engagement with 
each other within these environments (Cole & Gajdamaschko, 2010). In practice, 
this means that individual development occurs through social interaction within 
a cultural community and society in which personal and interpersonal actions 
take place (Rogoff, 2008; Smidt, 2009). By adopting the socio-cultural approach 
and ecological model side by side in this study, an attempt to understand envi-
ronments as contexts of development is being made. By doing so, this study 
also aims to bring forth the idea suggested by Sabol and Pianta (2012), which 
emphasises the need for gaining a socio-cultural and ecological understanding 
of the complexity of teacher–child interactions.  

Ecological model. Bronfenbrenner (1979) uses the concept of proximal 
processes in describing the profound forms of interaction between a child and 
people, objects, and symbols in his or her most immediate environment. Exam-
ples of such proximal processes in children’s lives are their meaningful relation-
ships with parents, relatives, and teachers in different settings. Proximal pro-
cesses typically become progressively more complex, which results from ongo-
ing reciprocal interactions between the active person and his/her immediate 
environment (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). Furthermore, the idea of shifting 
the focus from an analysis of individual behaviour and cognition to larger sys-
tems that include behaving, cognitive agents interacting with each other and 
with other subsystems in the environment is also constituted in the situative 
perspective (Greeno et al., 1998), in which the focus is on interactive systems of 
different sizes.   

In the educational context, proximal processes (i.e., the child’s proximal 
relationships with teachers and peers) are also the primary mechanism through 
which opportunities to develop are afforded to children (Downer, Sabol, & 
Hamre, 2010). As children transition from their home to day care centres, pre-
schools and primary schools, the changes in their proximal processes also 
change in significant ways as new significant persons—teachers and peers—
emerge in their daily interactions (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). As children 
enter different educational contexts, they are simultaneously connecting to the 
educational culture of their society while, for instance, their school, as an insti-
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tution, transmits the values and expectations of the society around them. Thus, 
the proximal relationships can be seen to interact with and be affected by more 
remote ones. 

The aforementioned interactions are referred to as a nested arrangement 
of concentric structures consisting of a microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, 
macrosystem, and chronosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994). Each of the sys-
tems is embedded in the preceding ones and can be seen to affect the develop-
ing individual either directly or indirectly. The ecological model (Bronfenbren-
ner, 1979, 1994) fits in well with and contributes to the theoretical framework of 
this study, particularly in regard to the concept of  transmitting nature of the 
systems on five ecological levels implying that teaching and teacher–child in-
teraction can never be separated from its context. The microsystem encompasses 
the personally experienced environment of the child, such as his/her home or 
school, where the child is interacting through proximal processes. The mesosys-
tem is a combination of the relations between two or more microsystems, for 
instance those of the home and preschool, as the child is bringing his/her per-
sonal experiences, knowledge and history into a new context. Moving beyond 
the direct experiences of the individual child, the exosystem represents occur-
rences in the environments outside the child’s direct experience that mediate 
affects. For example, the preschool teacher may be experiencing difficulties in 
her personal life and these issues may influence her interaction with the chil-
dren in her preschool classroom. Macrosystem represents the cultural level of 
belief systems or ideologies, for instance political circumstances or legislation. 
For instance, a national core curriculum for preschool education could represent 
such a level in Finnish preschool classrooms, as it mediates the cultural beliefs 
of child rearing or education without the child being actively or directly in-
volved as a participant in its formation. Finally, the chronosystem represents the 
importance of time as a characteristic affecting the child as well as the environ-
ment in which the child functions (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). This system intro-
duces the idea that a developing person, the child, changes over time, as do the 
surroundings across historical time. As a relevant example, the chronosystem 
applies to preschoolers who are changing, learning and growing during the 
preschool year in that their development is influenced by the context of histori-
cal time and its cultural demands. This conceptualisation also further links the 
ecological model with the socio-cultural approach (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978) and 
aids in understanding the situated nature (e.g., Greeno et al., 1998) of develop-
ment and learning: Preschoolers are part of their own age cohort and situated in 
society, as well as within their day care centre/school in that society, and in 
turn within the classroom within their day care centre/school.  

In the current study, proximal and institutionally situated teacher–child 
interactions were observed on the micro level. However, it is worth considering 
how the prevailing relations on the macro level simultaneously extend to what 
is actually being observed in individual classrooms. For example, legislation 
extends to the classrooms in certain observable ways: for instance, each class-
room has a particular number of children in it (due to legislation on the teach-
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er–child ratio per classrooms), and, specific contents and practices are being 
observed (due to the obligatory nature of the National Core Curriculum for Pre-
primary education, 2010). These factors indicate how significantly the broader 
spheres of the ecological model are present in daily life within preschool class-
rooms. 

2.2 Interaction and relationships between teachers and children 

As the previous chapter laid the foundation for the relational, situated and 
contextual nature of development and learning, it is now time to move on to 
discuss development and learning taking place in the institutional preschool 
classroom context. In the classroom context, children interact with the teacher, 
and these interactions have qualities that are unique from those of the 
children’s interactions with, for example, their parents. This chapter aims, in 
particular, to tackle the uniqueness of teacher–child interactions in the 
educational context.  

Several researchers have suggested that especially teachers should be 
taken into account as important mediators of learning opportunities (e.g., Moll 
& Whitmore, 1993; Pianta, Hamre, & Stuhlman, 2003). In other words, even if 
the structure of the classroom promotes children’s activity and agency, 
activities require the teacher’s active involvement as well: teachers may, for 
instance, function as a guide and supporter, active participant in learning, and 
evaluator or facilitator (Moll & Whitmore, 1993). Classroom interaction in the 
school context has been conceptualised in terms of content, teachers and 
students: content is exchanged through interaction between teachers and 
students, and teachers set the balance between content and pedagogical 
knowledge while determining and identifying the individual characteristics of 
the students (Stürmer, Könings, & Seidel, 2012). When it comes to younger 
children, such as preschoolers in this study, content may play a less central role, 
but the interaction between the teacher and children in the classroom, as well as 
the element of pedagogy, do not vanish. All in all, interaction and relationships 
between the teacher and children can be considered to be an essential part of 
the classroom experience for all children and a potential resource for improving 
developmental outcomes (Pianta, 1999; Rimm-Kaufman & Hamre, 2010). 

It has been suggested that the interactions that children share with teach-
ers take on similar forms as those with parents in the home context (e.g., affilia-
tion, attachment) and may serve similar functions (Pianta, 1999; Pianta et al., 
2003). The relationship between the teacher and children, however, is different 
in the sense that teachers establish a professional role toward children. The rela-
tionship is always an asymmetrical one, meaning that the teacher is more ma-
ture and has a bigger role in determining the quality of the relationship (Pianta, 
1999; Pramling Samuelson & Johansson, 2009). Pramling Samuelson and Jo-
hansson (2009) suggested that children also recognise the asymmetry in the re-
lationship between teachers and children, but accept it as being part of the tra-
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ditional teacher role. As a consequence, through their professional role, teachers 
can be considered to be key players in determining what kinds of opportunities 
are provided to children for learning, social development and play, to name a 
few (e.g., Hännikäinen, de Jong, & Rubinstein Reich, 1997; Sylva et al., 2007), 
and in how such opportunities are organised. Thus, teachers— as adults—are 
always standing in a potential pedagogical relation to the children (van Manen, 
1991).  

Kernan, Singer and Swinnen (2011) have suggested that teachers’ interac-
tion with children is expressed on three levels, with each level providing 
unique support for children’s well-being in group settings as well as a secure 
base for learning and development. This idea elaborates the variety of interac-
tions teachers can have with children, as well as children with each other in a 
group context, and further highlights the fact that different forms of interaction 
are necessary as these serve differing purposes in children’s development. First, 
the level of interaction between the teacher and individual child serves as a base 
for security, an idea initially drawn from attachment theories (e.g., Bowlby, 
1980; Howes & Matheson, 1992). Constructs or qualities—such as reciprocity, 
sensitivity, coordination and mutuality—can be used to describe the interac-
tions and relationships between the teacher and children (e.g., Howes & Hamil-
ton, 1992; Pianta, 1999). Several studies have indicated that children’s experi-
ence of secure and warm relationships with their teachers enhances, among 
other aspects, the children’s academic performance (Birch & Ladd, 1997; Hamre 
& Pianta, 2005), as well as supporting positive peer relationships (Howes, Ham-
ilton, & Matheson, 1994; Jennings & Greenberg, 2009). Children who have es-
tablished a secure relationship with their teachers are known to be more eager 
to explore their environments, as well as considering their peers as potential 
partners to play with (Howes, 2000; Howes & James, 2002); therefore, teachers’ 
being supportive of each individual child is of importance. 

Second, dyadic (one-to-one) relationships and interactions within sub-
groups of the whole class serve as means to socialise children and familiarise 
them with the basics of peer relations. From an early age, children seek the 
company of other children but often need the support from the teacher to join in 
activities (Kernan et al., 2011). Teachers, thus, should support children to func-
tion constructively with each other in daily interaction. Third, interactions on 
the level of the whole group, as well as within subgroups, serve as a platform 
on which to develop relationships among groups of children (Kernan et al., 
2011; Vaughn & Santos, 2008). The relationships on the level of whole group are 
also of importance in developing children’s sense of belonging to the group, 
also referred to as instilling a feeling of togetherness (Hännikäinen & van Oers, 
2002; van Oers & Hännikäinen, 2001). 

The threefold division of teacher–child interactions according to group 
size adds a significant perspective for this study as well, since it clearly depicts 
the different group levels—dyadic, subgroups, whole group—between which 
teachers are moving as they interact with the children in their classroom. Teach-
ing and interacting is always connected to the whole group of children within a 
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classroom: sometimes the interaction takes place with a single child and some-
times with two or more. The beauty of teacher–child interactions lies within the 
intertwined nature of these different levels as teachers aim to take the needs 
and abilities of individual children into consideration while keeping the group 
as a whole in mind.  The research conducted by Kernan et al. (2011) focused on 
the education of toddlers, who are much younger than the children (6-year-olds) 
examined in this study. However, perhaps the same group levels of interaction 
are present no matter how young or old the children are, but the amount of 
time spent on each type on interaction may differ with age (i.e., younger chil-
dren may spent more time on seeking security from the teacher, but as the chil-
dren’s competence grows with age teachers are able to direct the children’s in-
teractions more toward each other, for instance in the form of shared play). 
What is important is teachers’ ability to stay alert concerning children’s needs 
and to transform their pedagogical practices accordingly in a thoughtful man-
ner.  

2.3 Teachers’ pedagogical practices5  

The interactional relationships between teachers and children enable learning 
and development in educational contexts, and the practices that teachers pro-
duce in daily interaction with children make the interactions meaningful. In-
deed, it has been conceptualised that teaching quality takes into account both a 
teacher’s interactions with his or her students leading to learning and the spe-
cific behaviours and practices of the teacher in the classrooms (Rimm-Kaufman 
& Hamre, 2010). Previous studies on educational contexts have highlighted the 
importance of teachers to develop practices that offer a fruitful context for early 
learning and development (e.g., Bredekamp & Copple, 1997; de Kruif, 
McWilliam, & Ridley, 2000). When learning and development are studied, the 
attention is naturally directed at educationally relevant questions like, ‘How 
teachers approach children?’ or, ‘What do teachers say and do, and why?’ This 
makes the concepts of pedagogy and teachers’ pedagogical practices highly rel-
evant.  

Merriam–Webster Dictionary and Thesaurus Online (2013) define pedagogy 
as ‘the art, science, or profession of teaching’. In this broad sense one could say 
that pedagogy is something that is guiding the teacher. For instance, as van 

                                                 
5  Teaching style has been used as a key concept in educational research, particularly 

regarding education for older children and adults during the 1980s and 90s (e.g., 
Conti, 1985; Goudas, Biddle, Fox, & Underwood, 1995). During the first decade of the 
21st century, the topic of teaching practices has become more prevalent and its focus 
has increasingly been on teacher–child classroom interaction (e.g., Hamre et al., 2012; 
Pianta, 1999), considering both parties in the teaching process. In this study, the term 
practices refers to a teacher’s systematic, conscious activity, which is also affected by 
the teacher’s personal values and his or her conception of the child as a learner; 
hence, referring to teachers’ practices as taking place in the interactive system of pre-
school classrooms (Greeno et al., 1998). 
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Manen (2002, pp. 55) writes: “While the teacher may be there for children, he or 
she is not there to be loved or to be buddy-buddy with children. As a lover is 
guided by love, as a friend is guided by friendship, so a teacher is guided by 
pedagogy.” Indeed, pedagogy is, above all, purposeful activity reflecting the 
teacher’s factual knowledge of different age stages and children’s abilities, but 
simultaneously the practical ability to distinguish between appropriate and less 
appropriate ways of producing practices with respect to certain group of chil-
dren. Pedagogy is thus seen as a combination of teachers’ knowledge of learn-
ing and development as well as their tact and thoughtfulness in interacting with 
children (van Manen, 2008). Pedagogy has also been used as a term to refer to 
teachers’ instructional techniques and strategies, as well as regarding aspects of 
learning environments that enable learning to take place (Siraj-Blatchford et al., 
2003).  

The concept of pedagogical practices has been given different meanings in 
previous studies (e.g., Sylva et al., 2007). In this study, pedagogical practices are 
understood as the teachers’ thoughtful actions by which he or she aims to act in 
the best interests of each child (i.e., considering what is good and what is not 
good for the child as well as what each child’s strengths and interests are), me-
diated through language, gestures and atmosphere, and which take place in 
concrete, real-life situations at the heart of the interactions and relationships 
between the teacher and each child in his or her class (see also van Manen, 1991, 
2002, 2008). Similar thoughts have been introduced by authors who 
acknowledge the idea of developmentally appropriate practices (e.g., 
Bredekamp & Copple, 1997). According to this branch of literature, teachers 
make decisions about children’s well-being and learning based on knowledge 
concerning child-development, the needs and strengths of individual children 
in their class, and the contexts in which these children live. Although the pre-
sent study acknowledges these ideas, more emphasis is nevertheless placed on 
the reciprocal and understanding interaction between the teacher and child in 
given educational settings as the starting point of development.  

What is also of particular interest is that some studies have also estab-
lished connections between high quality in teachers’ pedagogical practices and 
classroom quality. For example, Sylva and her colleagues (2007) discovered that 
teachers who worked in centres establishing higher curricular quality (meas-
ured with ECERS-E) took a more active role in teaching through pedagogical 
practices that involve scaffolding children’s learning through play, modelling 
activities/interactions rather than monitoring children’s play, or attending care 
routines. Simultaneously, these children were more engaged and spent more 
time in one-to-one interactions with their teachers (Sylva et al., 2007), indicating 
the importance of teacher–child interaction in educational contexts. 

In Finnish preschool education, the role of play in children’s development 
and a play-like approach to learning have been emphasised as the objective for 
learning as well as a mediating factor in learning environments (National Core 
Curriculum for Pre-primary Education, 2010). Play has also been referred to as 
the leading activity in preschool children’s development (Vygotsky, 1978) 
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through which children have the possibility to behave beyond their average age 
and to practise new skills. From the teacher’s point of view, utilising play as a 
pedagogical practice is thus an effective way of enhancing meaningful learning 
experiences (e.g., Sylva et al., 2007). 

Teachers’ pedagogical sensitivity— a call for situational awareness. Each 
teacher brings his/her own history—experiences and knowledge to the teach-
ing profession and to daily interaction in the classroom. What is known is that 
teaching is a profession that always involves the whole persona of the teacher. 
Teaching requires continuous reflection by the teacher on the actions that he or 
she puts into practice as well as on the personal values he/she holds, which is 
of importance for the pedagogical relationship between the teacher and the 
children in his/her class. At the same time, the teachers’ decisions and practices 
are usually executed in their daily work with children without having an exces-
sive amount of time to think them through (van Manen, 1995; Stipek & Byler, 
1997). The most profound ideologies are often subconscious by nature and oc-
cur in “the blink of an eye”, but they nonetheless have an impact on what 
teachers consider to be appropriate for any given child in their classroom and 
direct their decision making and practical actions. This type of ‘intuitive peda-
gogy’ is referred to by van Manen (2008) as pedagogical sensitivity. Pedagogical 
sensitivity means to act tactfully as an educator, that is, to be able to see what 
goes on inside children, to understand the child’s  experience, as well as to 
sense the pedagogical significance of the given situation and to have an idea of 
what to do, how to do it and why (van Manen, 2008). In a broader sense, this 
refers to teachers being reflective, situationally aware and weighing educational 
situations from a pedagogical perspective. Teachers’ warmth in interaction, lis-
tening to children, as well as so called ‘professional love’ (Page, 2011), ‘peda-
gogical tact’ (van Manen, 2008) or ‘pedagogical sensitivity’ (van Manen, 1991) 
are phenomena that are hard to measure, yet they are something that is observ-
able during the interaction between a teacher and children. Teachers’ sensitivity 
has also been proven to be a reliable predictor of secure teacher–child attach-
ment, particularly in day care centres (Ahnert, Lamb, & Seltenheim, 2006).  

In line with this study, utilising the notions of the socio-cultural approach 
and ecological model, it is worth noting that teachers’ work and pedagogical 
choices can never be extracted from their broader cultural and societal contexts, 
or from the expectations that these contexts place on teachers. There are, for 
instance, the different needs of the individual children in the teacher’s class-
room that need to be taken into consideration, as well as the institution’s goals 
and aims concerning the educational content that need to be met. In addition, 
parents express expectations and wishes toward the preschool (Hujala, 
Baclund-Smulter, et al., 2012), and in Finnish preschools (as is the case in many 
other countries) parents are considered important partners in the educational 
contexts. Furthermore, in the background, the regulations and legislations of 
the school, districts and society (e.g., Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Hamre et al., 2013; 
Pianta, 1999) direct teachers’ work on a broader level, despite which Finnish 
teachers are relatively free to choose their own ways of teaching (Office for 
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Standards in Education, 2003). Such aspects tie teachers and their predagogical 
practices, as well as the teacher–child interactions, to their cultural and societal 
contexts. 



 
 

 

3 TEACHERS’ CONTRIBUTION TO CLASSROOM 
PROCESS QUALITY  

Broadly speaking classroom quality can be divided to two sets of features that 
contribute to quality, namely, structural and process features. Structural 
features—such as adult–child ratio (La Paro et al., 2009), teachers’ educational 
background or work experience (Early et al., 2006; Gerber, Whitebook, & 
Weinstein, 2007; Lamb, 1998), and class size (e.g., Blatchford, 2003; Bredekamp 
& Copple, 1997)—have been shown to have effects on classroom quality. The 
results, however, have not yielded entirely unambiguous results (see, e.g., Early 
et al., 2007). Furthermore, rapidly increasing evidence indicates that classroom 
process features (such as the quality of teacher–child interaction and relationships) 
can indeed be strong predictors of both children’s academic and social skills 
(Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008; Sylva et al., 2007). In measuring 
classroom quality, observations have been shown to be a more valid tool than 
teachers’ self-reports (Connor, Son, Hindman, & Morrison, 2005; Pianta & 
Hamre, 2009), and the focus on indicators of quality has shifted toward the 
quality of processes manifested in observed teacher–child interactions (Howes 
et al., 2008). It has been shown that teachers differ in their practices and 
interaction with children (Howes et al., 2008; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007), and, 
on that account, it is reasonable to assume that the quality of their classrooms 
also differs. 

It goes without saying that the concept of quality is diverse. When discuss-
ing quality in an educational context, it is apparent that there are several theo-
retical frameworks for conceptualising quality and the components of which 
quality is constructed. For instance, Sheridan (2007) has suggested using the 
term ‘pedagogical quality’, focusing on children’s opportunities for learning 
and development. Her conceptualisation draws from the Early Childhood Envi-
ronmental Rating Scale (ECERS: Harms & Clifford, 1980) and Early Childhood 
Environmental Rating Scale – Revised Edition (ECERS-R: Harms, Clifford & 
Cryer, 2005), which conceptualise quality in terms of examining early childhood 
environments in order to make improvements in provisions for young children. 
The ECERS framework is of the most frequently used quality assessment 
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frameworks in Europe and elsewhere, and several research groups have estab-
lished revised, translated versions of the original ECERS, such as the ECERS-R 
in Arabic (Early Childhood Environment Rating Scale – Revised, Hadeed, 2013) 
and the ECERS-E (The Four Curricular Subscales Extension to the Early Child-
hood Environment Rating Scale (Sylva, Siraj-Blatchford, & Taggart, 2010). In the 
Finnish educational context, in most cases quality has been conceptualised us-
ing the quality evaluation model (Hujala-Huttunen, 1995; Hujala et al., 1999; 
Hujala, Fonsén, et al., 2012), where quality is reviewed from the point of view of 
different actors and factors in the context of early childhood education. Also, in 
the Finnish context, Tauriainen (2000) has evaluated quality through a partici-
patory paradigm, where the perceptions, descriptions and interpretations re-
ported by three primary stakeholders—staff, parents, and children—regarding 
quality in one particular day care group, were considered. 

Several researchers have identified three broader theoretical domains of 
classroom interaction and teachers’ practices that contribute to classroom quali-
ty: socio-emotional support and atmosphere, classroom organisation and man-
agement, and instructional support (Eccles & Roeser, 1999; Brophy, 2000; 
Hamre et al., 2007; Hamre et al., 2013). One of the theoretical frameworks that 
relies on this three-domain structure is the Teaching Through Interactions 
framework (Hamre et al., 2013), which uses the Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System (CLASS: Hamre & Pianta, 2007; Hamre et al., 2007) to objectively assess 
quality. The Teaching Through Interactions framework is also the main theoret-
ical framework referred to in discussing classroom quality in this study. There 
is a growing body of ongoing research concerning different age groups in dif-
ferent European countries using the teaching Through Interactions framework, 
and the CLASS measure (e.g., Cadima, Leal, & Burchinal, 2010; Cadima, Peixoto, 
& Leal, 2014; Pakarinen et al., 2010; Slot, Leseman, Mulder, & Verhagen, 2014; 
von Suchodoletz et al., 2014), which indicates the importance of understanding 
process quality also in terms of teacher–child interactions in the broader realm 
of educational research, as well as indicating the validity of the CLASS measure 
and the Teaching Through Interactions framework outside the United States. 
Classroom quality has also been described in terms of child-centred vs teacher-
directed practices (e.g., Perry, Donohue, & Weinstein, 2007; Stipek & Byler, 
2004). One of the theoretical frameworks that has adopted this perspective is the 
Early Childhood Classroom Observation Measure (ECCOM: Stipek & Byler, 
2004), which introduces a third set of practices, namely, child-dominated prac-
tices. Common to both of these frameworks (Teaching Through Interactions 
[CLASS] and ECCOM) is that they consider the teacher to be the key to creating 
high-quality learning opportunities and establishing favourable learning envi-
ronments. As these two frameworks are a significant part of this doctoral study, 
the main and broad theoretical underpinnings of both frameworks will now be 
briefly introduced. 
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3.1 Teacher–child interactions in the Teaching Through 
Interactions framework 

The Teaching Through Interactions framework consists of three broad domains 
that relate to interactions between teachers and children in the classroom (Hamre 
& Pianta, 2007; Hamre et al., 2007) and are hypothesised to be important in pro-
moting children’s learning and social development (Hamre et al., 2013). Teacher–
child interaction in the domains of Emotional Support, Classroom Organisation and 
Instructional Support have been shown to contribute to young children’s social 
and cognitive development in a substantial amount of research (e.g., Early et al., 
2007; Mashburn et al., 2008; Rimm-Kaufman, La Paro, Downer, & Pianta, 2005). 
By referring to Teaching Through Interactions framework (Hamre et al., 2013), 
the prior, long lines of theoretical thinking beyond exploring teacher–child inter-
actions are intertwined with the theoretical underpinnings of this doctoral study. 
The three theoretical domains thus compose a relevant, broader theoretical 
framework for understanding and conceptualising the interaction between teach-
ers and children in this study. The observational measure developed to assess 
quality of teacher–child interactions in these domains, the Classroom Assessment 
Scoring System (CLASS; Pianta, La Paro & Hamre, 2008), enables detailed de-
scriptions of several specific dimensions of teacher–child interaction that exist 
within each of the three broader domains. All of the sub-studies conducted as 
part of this doctoral study are grounded in the use of the CLASS measure, thus 
both the measure and its validity will be described in detail in Chapter 5.   

Positive and supportive teacher–child interactions constitute the domain of 
Emotional Support, which has been shown to foster children’s willingness to ex-
plore and participate in classroom activities (Early et al., 2007; Hamre & Pianta, 
2005). More broadly speaking, emotional support encompasses the aspects of a 
classroom climate that helps children to be acknowledged and cared for as indi-
viduals (Curby et al., 2013). It is known that children who experience a close and 
supportive relationship with their teacher are also likely to show greater self-
directedness and fewer problem behaviours, and they appear to be more socially 
competent in the classroom context (Mashburn et al., 2008; Pianta, La Paro, Payne, 
Cox, & Bradley, 2002). The motivational aspect of teachers’ emotional support 
has also been pointed out (Pressley et al., 2003). Concrete teachers’ practices that 
have been associated with emotional support include teachers’ sensitivity toward 
children’s needs, warm feelings for children, and showing responsiveness as well 
as respect in their interactions with children (Hamre & Pianta, 2007; Pianta, 
Belsky, et al., 2008). In addition, teachers in classrooms where high levels of emo-
tional support are provided tend to allow children developmentally appropriate 
levels of autonomy and responsibility (Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008; Wentzel, 2002). 

The domain of Classroom Organisation contributes to the development of 
children’s self-control and behavioural self-regulation and making noncompliant 
behaviour less likely to occur (Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2005; Rimm-Kaufman, 
Curby, Grimm, Nathanson, & Brock, 2009). Children’s ability to behave in a co-
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operative manner in preschool in turn predicts their early achievements in school 
(Ladd, Birch, & Buhs, 1999). In efficiently managed classrooms, children have a 
constant opportunity to participate in learning activities (Bohn et al., 2004), and 
as they participate they are also actively engaged in their work (Ponitz, Rimm-
Kaufman, Grimm, & Curby, 2009). In addition, in such classrooms, children are 
highly motivated to learn (Pakarinen et al., 2010). Furthermore, teachers’ high-
quality practices in the domain of classroom organisation are shown to be con-
nected to children’s higher social competence in Finnish preschool classrooms 
(Siekkinen et al., 2013). Concrete teachers’ practices that have been associated with 
classroom organisation include for instance the use of proactive discipline strategies, 
showing consistent behavioural expectations, minimising downtime, and using a 
variety of strategies and modalities during instruction (Pianta, La Paro, et al., 
2008). In addition, teachers’ efficient use of time, giving children more opportuni-
ties to learn, has been found to enhance organisationally supportive interactions 
(Hamre et al., 2012; Howes et al., 2008). 

The domain of Instructional Support captures the ways in which teachers 
implement instructional discussions and activities to effectively support chil-
dren’s academic learning (Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008; Pianta & 
Hamre, 2009) and higher-order thinking skills (Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008). In-
struction is more effective when scaffolding and feedback take children’s perfor-
mance into account and when productive time for learning is maximised (Burnett, 
2002; NICHD ECCRN, 2002; Perry, et al., 2007). In particular, teachers’ feedback 
and praise have been noticed to have an effect on children’s self-esteem (Burnett, 
2002). Concrete teachers’ practices that have been associated with classroom organisation 
include the use of activities that promote analysis and reasoning, focusing on ex-
panding learning (instead of merely on correctness) in ongoing discussions, and 
the use of rich vocabulary in ongoing interactions (Curby et al., 2013). In class-
rooms with a high-quality instructional climate, teachers are also known to pro-
mote higher-order thinking skills and creativity, and to provide more verbal 
feedback relevant to the learners’ performance (Howes et al., 2008). 

3.2 Teachers’ practices in the ECCOM framework  

Another approach to conceptualising instructional and emotional quality in 
early childhood education classrooms is to apply the concepts of child-centred 
and teacher-directed practices in relation to the NAYEC guidelines for devel-
opmentally appropriate practices (e.g., Bredekamp & Copple, 1997) and the 
body of research demonstrating the importance of teacher–child interactions 
(e.g., Pianta, 1999; Pianta, Steinberg, & Rollins, 1995). The ECCOM framework 
utilises the aforementioned division of teachers’ practices according to child-
centred and teacher-directed practices, but it additionally introduces a third set 
of practices, namely, child-dominated practices (Stipek & Byler, 2005).  

Child-centred practices are characterised by the teacher providing children 
with both guidance and opportunities for directing their own exploration of 
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objects and academic topics; this approach to teaching is akin to a partnership 
between the teacher and the children (Schweinhart & Weikart, 1988; Stipek & 
Byler, 2005). In child-centred classrooms, teachers provide strong support for 
children’s learning efforts and social skills and are sensitive to children’s needs 
and interests (Stipek & Byler, 2005). Some connections between child-centred 
practices and children’s motivation have been reported (Stipek, Feiler, Daniels, 
& Milburn, 1995). Furthermore, recent studies have shown that parents also 
established more trust toward teachers who utilised more child-centred practic-
es (Lerkkanen, Kikas, Pakarinen, Poikonen, & Nurmi, 2013).  

Teacher-directed practices, in contrast, involve an emphasis on structured 
drill-and-practice group lessons, the teaching of discrete skills in small steps, 
and praise when predetermined goals are reached (Schweinhart & Weikart, 
1988). This means that certain ‘basic’ skills need to be mastered before more ad-
vanced ones can be introduced (Rasku-Puttonen et al., 2011). Furthermore, 
practising basic academic skills through oral recitation and worksheets is given 
considerably more weight, while children’s interests and the development of 
their social skills receive less attention (Stipek & Byler, 2004).  

Child-dominated practices are characterised by teacher’s provision of very 
little control, direction, or feedback for children. A general lack of clear and co-
herent activities, lessons or rules is apparent in this approach, and teachers us-
ing this method have been found to have failed in supporting children’s inter-
personal skills (Stipek & Byler, 2005). Somewhat less empirical work has been 
conducted on the importance of child-dominated practices concerning chil-
dren’s development and achievement (for exceptions, see Lerkkanen et al., 2013; 
Rasku-Puttonen et al., 2011).  

In general, teachers vary in applying these practices and usually establish 
different combinations of each of the three approaches (Stipek, 2004). Children’s 
achievements have been more often associated with teachers’ child-centred 
practices, such as regarding their academic skill development and behavioural 
outcomes (Perry et al., 2007), as well as with respect to their motivation (e.g., 
Lerkkanen et al., 2012). However, some gains regarding children’s achievement 
have also been reported in connection with the use of teacher-directed practices, 
but mainly in the school rather than preschool context. For example, children in 
more teacher-directed classrooms had higher scores on letter and reading tests, 
and achieved greater gains in reading and math, compared to children in child-
centred classrooms (Stipek et al., 1998; Stipek et al., 1995). 

The Teaching Through Interactions and the ECCOM frameworks are used 
to view teacher–child interactions from two different, yet complementary per-
spectives. By adding the ECCOM’s theoretical conceptualisation of teaching 
practices alongside that of teacher–child interactions in Teaching Through In-
teractions framework, a new understanding of classroom quality is generated 
since, to the present author’s knowledge, other studies combining these particu-
lar theoretical frameworks and measures do not yet exist. 



 
 

 

4 AIM AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

In this study, it is assumed that teachers, through their professional role in the 
education system, possess a certain authority and responsibility regarding what 
occurs in their classroom (e.g., Hännikäinen et al., 1997; Sylva et al., 2007). Fur-
thermore, teachers’ pedagogical practices in regard to the interaction and rela-
tionships between them and the children in their classroom, is considered as the 
core aspect that constructs meaningful learning experiences and opportunities 
for children (van Oers, 2012; Pramling Samuelson & Johansson, 2009). If we 
look at teaching, learning and interaction in preschool classrooms from a 
broader perspective, it is evident that general descriptive and generalisable in-
formation, as well as micro level descriptive information, that can induce prac-
tical interventions and concrete practices is needed to understand the phenom-
enon of teacher–child interaction in its current form. Teacher–child interaction 
in preschool classrooms—as a phenomenon—requires a methodological per-
spective that can provide a good overview of what is happening in daily inter-
actions in Finnish preschools as represented by the sample of this study. Under 
these circumstances, the principles of mixed methods research were utilised to 
combine the results of the three sub-studies within this study in order to reflect 
the multiplicity of the phenomenon (i.e., teacher–child interaction as a function 
of an interactive system in a given situated context).  

This study was designed to contribute to the discussion on the importance 
of teachers’ responsiveness and sensitivity in their pedagogical practices and 
teacher–child interactions in supporting children’s favourable development in 
early educational settings, when the transition to formal schooling is at hand. 
The general purpose was to create a more profound knowledge and understand-
ing of the role that teachers play in children’s learning and development in 
Finnish preschool classrooms, and thereby to contribute to the discussion on the 
complexity of classroom interaction and classroom quality from the teacher’s 
perspective. Children’s learning and developmental outcomes were not meas-
ured within this study; rather, the focus was on teachers and their practices re-
garding their daily interactions with children. 
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Due to the multifaceted nature of the phenomenon, this study pursued 
two aims. The first research aim was (1) to examine what types of interaction and 
teachers’ pedagogical practices contribute to classroom quality in Finnish preschool 
classrooms; and the second aim was (2) to construct a timely description of teacher–
child interaction and teachers’ pedagogical practices in Finnish preschool classrooms, 
the time when the transition to formal schooling is fast approaching. These aims were 
addressed in the following specific research questions, the answers to which 
were sought through three empirical studies (sub-studies I, II, and III). The spe-
cific connections between the purpose, aims and research questions are shown 
in Table 1. 
 
Previous profiling studies have suggested that it is possible to identify 
generalisable profiles of classroom quality and teacher–child interaction 
(LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007; Curby et al., 2009), based on the knowledge of 
teachers’ pedagogical practices and teacher–child interaction being influential 
in children’s development. In order to define and further analyse such classroom 
quality profiles in the context of Finnish preschool classrooms, the first research 
question of this study was formulated as follows. 
 
Research question 1: What kinds of profiles of teachers’ practices and teacher–
child interactions can be identified that reflect the process quality in Finnish 
preschool classrooms? (Sub-studies I and II) 
 
Teachers’ pedagogical practices, of which there is a wide variety, have been 
shown to be of importance in children’s learning and development (Burnett, 
2002; Howes et al., 2008; Pianta, 1999). In order to cast light on how individual 
teachers concretely produce practices regarding their daily interaction with children in 
their classroom as well as good practices in the more general sense the second re-
search question enquired as follows. 

 
Research question 2: How do teachers support children’s pre-academic skills 
and social interaction in Finnish preschool classrooms during structured learn-
ing sessions, and what are the similarities and differences between teachers’ 
practices? (Sub-studies II and III) 
 
Teacher and classroom characteristics—such as education, work experience, 
and personal goals or beliefs—have been shown to contribute to the ways in 
which teachers customise their pedagogical practices for children (e.g., Early et 
al., 2007). In order to take teacher and classroom characteristics as a complimentary 
part of the teaching process into account, the third research question was phrased 
as follows. 

 
Research question 3: What types of pedagogical opportunities do the combina-
tion of teacher and classroom characteristics and teachers’ pedagogical practices 
create in Finnish preschool classrooms? (Sub-studies I and II) 



 

 

TABLE 1  The connections between the purpose, aims and research questions of the study

GENERAL PURPOSE 
 

AIMS  
 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
 SUB-STUDIES I, II , AND III: 

SPECIFIC RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Was to create a more 
profound knowledge 
and understanding of 
the role that teachers 
play in children’s learn-
ing and development in 
Finnish preschool class-
rooms, and thereby to 
contribute to the discus-
sion on the complexity of 
classroom interaction 
and classroom quality 
from the teacher’s per-
spective. 

 
 
 
 
 
Was to examine what types of 
interaction and teachers’ peda-
gogical practices contribute to 
classroom process quality in 
Finnish preschool classrooms.  
 
to examine what types of inter-
action and teachers’ practices 
contribute to classroom process 
quality in preschool classrooms 
in this sample  

 

 
 
1) What kinds of profiles of teachers’ 
practices and teacher–child interac-
tions can be identified that reflect the 
process quality in Finnish preschool 
classrooms? 

 Sub-study I 
1. How many latent profiles of classroom 
process quality can be identified in this 
sample of Finnish kindergarten class-
rooms? 
2. What kind of patterns of dimensions 
will emerge within the three domains of 
Emotional Support, Classroom Organiza-
tion and Instructional Support? 
3. Do the profiles differ with regard to 
teacher and classroom characteristics? 
4. Do the profiles differ with respect to 
classroom quality assessed by another 
observational measure, the ECCOM? 

Was to construct a timely de-
scription of teacher–child inter-
action and teachers’ pedagogical 
practices in Finnish preschool 
classrooms, the time when the 
transition to formal schooling is 
fast approaching. 

 
 
2) How do teachers support chil-
dren’s pre-academic skills and social 
interaction in Finnish preschool class-
rooms during structured learning 
sessions, and what are the similarities 
and differences between teachers’ 
practices? 

Sub-study II 
1. What kind of instructional teaching 
practices do teachers use in preschool 
classrooms and what kind of qualitative 
variety is there among the teachers?  
2. How do teachers define their educa-
tional goals and how are these related to 
their instructional teaching practices? 
 3. What are the similarities and differ-
ences in teachers’ instructional teaching 
practices and educational goals? 

3) What types of pedagogical oppor-
tunities do the combination of teacher 
and classroom characteristics and 
teachers’ pedagogical practices create 
in Finnish preschool classrooms? 

Sub-study III 
1. What types of practices do teachers 
establish during learning sessions that 
contribute to social life in preschool 
classrooms? 
2. How do teachers arrange the composi-
tion of groups in order to enhance social 
life (i.e., by individual children, or in 
pairs or small groups, or as a whole 
group)? 

 



 

 

5 METHOD 

In this section, the context and the participants, and the process of data gather-
ing and analytical process as well as the use of the principles of mixed methods 
research are explained. An overview of the specific research questions, the data, 
and the analyses pertaining to each of this study’s three sub-studies is present-
ed in Table 3, at the end of this section. 

5.1 Context of the study 

Finland is one of the rare European countries where children begin primary 
school at seven years of age, a year later than is usual. During the year before 
they start primary education, however, Finnish children have a statutory right 
to attend preschool (up to 700 hours during the preschool year), provided free 
of charge. Despite its voluntary nature, nearly all 6-year-olds (98.4%) participate 
in preschool (European Commission, 2014), which means around 59,000 pre-
schoolers on a yearly basis (Statistics Finland, 2012).  

In Finland, it is typical that preschool education is provided in close con-
cert with day care services. Day care centres, which provide care and education 
for children from infancy up to 6 years of age, can also provide preschool edu-
cation for 6-year old children—in fact, 79% of the Finnish preschool classrooms 
are situated in day care centres. Preschool education is also provided in class-
rooms within primary schools (21%) (Statistics Finland, 2012). The preschool 
classrooms situated in primary schools typically offer only preschool education 
and not day care services, whereas classrooms situated within day care centres 
are also used for the provision of day care services. Around 71% of the children 
who attend preschool also attend day care before and/or after their preschool 
hours (National Institute for Health and Welfare, 2013, p. 4).  

Preschool education is subject to the converged legislations of both early 
childhood education and primary education. The Children’s Daycare Act (Laki 
lasten päivähoidosta 36/1973) and the Basic Education Act (Perusopetuslaki 
628/1998) determine the organisation of preschool education. Since the begin-
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ning of 2012, due to changes in the Children’s Daycare Act, the responsibility 
for organising early childhood education in Finland was passed from the Minis-
try of Social Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education and Culture, thus 
making the Ministry of Education and Culture responsible for all levels of 
schooling. The confluence of early childhood education and primary education 
is also visible at the level of the national guidelines, such as in curricula: pre-
school education is organised according to the frameworks of the National Core 
Curriculum for Preschool/Pre-primary Education (2000, 20106) and the National 
Core Curriculum for Primary Education (2004), both of which feature specific 
guidelines for the transition period from preschool to primary school. Regard-
less of the location where preschool education takes place (i.e., in preschool 
classrooms at day care centres or primary schools), the legislation is the same 
and parents usually take their children to the preschool classroom closest to 
their home. In general, the provision of preschool education in Finland is of rel-
atively good quality and homogenous, but there are some differences in quality 
between individual preschool groups in particular (Hujala, Backlund-Smulter, 
et al., 2012). 

The role of preschool education is to provide all children with an equal 
opportunity for learning the basic skills needed for primary school by support-
ing the children’s own interests and motivation toward learning (National Core 
Curriculum for Pre-primary Education, 2010). The preschool year in Finland, 
thus, is in many ways characterised by the preparation for formal schooling 
(Ahtola et al., 2011). As the transition to school is at hand, children are taught 
and expected to learn responsible and competent ways of interacting with other 
people and taking care of themselves. The National Core Curriculum for Pre-
primary Education (2010) presently determines the core subject areas for pre-
school education, providing national guidelines and recommendations for the 
content of preschool education. The defined subject areas are: (1) Language and 
Interaction, (2) Mathematics, (3) Ethics, (4) Environmental Studies and Natural 
Science, (5) Health, (6) Physical and Motor Development, (7) and Art and Cul-
ture.  

Finnish preschool teachers typically have either a Bachelor’s degree (BA) 
in early childhood education (kindergarten teacher) or a Master’s degree (MA) 
in education (primary school teachers); as a kindergarten teacher (professional 
title), having at least a tertiary level (college) education has become mandatory. 
Since 1995, all prospective kindergarten teachers have to have completed a 
Bachelor’s degree at a university, and these graduates mostly end up working 
in day care centres. Those teachers who teach 6-year-old children in preschool 
classrooms located in primary schools typically have a Master’s degree in edu-
cation, but in recent times a growing number of kindergarten teachers with a 
Master’s degree are working in preschool groups within day care centres.  

                                                 
6  During the data collection in February 2007, the Core Curriculum for Preschool Edu-

cation 2000 was applied in Finnish preschool classrooms. The National Core Curricu-
lum was later updated in 2010, mainly with small additional and defining aspects. 
The planning of the new National Core Curriculum (expected 2016) is under way. 



36 
 

 

5.2 Participants  

All of the sample data in this study pertain to teachers who participated in the 
First Steps longitudinal study (Lerkkanen et al., 2006) organised by the Centre of 
Excellence in Learning and Motivation of the University of Jyväskylä. The First 
Steps study began in 2006, covering four Finnish municipalities, with an age 
cohort of children born in the year 2000 and followed up from preschool 
through 4th grade. Approximately 2,000 children, their parents and teachers 
participated. The aim of the longitudinal study was to explore, among other 
aspects, the links between children’s academic skill development and motiva-
tion and the teacher–student interaction quality in their classrooms during the 
transition from preschool to primary school.  

In sub-study I, a sub-sample of 49 preschool teachers (47 female, 2 male) 
participating in the classroom observations during the preschool year (Spring se-
mester, 2007) was selected from the total of 137 teachers participating in the First 
Steps study at that time. These 49 teachers had volunteered to be observed. There 
were 665 six-year-old children enrolled in the classrooms of the 49 teachers. Thir-
ty-six classrooms were located in day care centres and 13 in primary schools. In 
primary school settings teachers typically work alone and the group size may be 
relatively small, whereas in the context of day care centres each group is typically 
attended to by a minimum personnel of two teachers and one trained assistant 
and the group size tends to be larger and includes younger children. This is why, 
in the present sample, classroom sizes ranged from 8 to 24 children. On average, 
11 children were present during each classroom observation. All of the teachers 
were qualified to work as preschool teachers and had at least a tertiary level (col-
lege) qualification of relevance. All teachers and the children in their classrooms 
were Caucasian and spoke Finnish. The teachers’ years of work experience in ed-
ucational settings ranged from less than a year to more than 15 years (mode = more 
than 15 years). For all of the classrooms, typical preschool equipment and materi-
als were provided and the educational guidelines outlined in the national curricu-
lum (National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Education, 2010) were followed. 

In sub-study II, the participants were four preschool teachers, selected 
from the original 49 teachers through purposeful sampling. Two of the teachers 
worked in preschool classrooms located in day care centres (with 22–24 chil-
dren in their classroom), and two worked in preschool classrooms located on 
the premises of a primary school (with 7 children in their classroom). The 
teachers’ work experience in educational settings varied from 1–5 years to more 
than 15 years. 

In sub-study III, the participants were 20 teachers, selected from the orig-
inal 49 teachers through purposeful sampling. The majority of the teachers had 
relatively extensive work experience: 15 of the teachers had worked for more 
than 11 years in educational settings. The number of six-year-olds in the class-
rooms varied from 3 to 24, with an average of 13 six-year-old children in each 
class.  
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5.3 Data and data collection  

5.3.1 Classroom observations  

Quantitative observation data. Preschool classrooms were observed using the 
Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS, Pre-K: Pianta et al., 2004; Pianta, 
La Paro, et al., 2008) and the Early Childhood Classroom Observation Measure (EC-
COM: Stipek & Byler, 2005). The CLASS Pre-K manual was translated into Finn-
ish as part of the First Steps study. The observations were conducted by observ-
ers who were carefully trained by experienced senior researchers. Each class-
room was observed by two independent observers, who conducted the CLASS 
ratings during the time spent in the classroom and after that completed the EC-
COM evaluation. Both the CLASS and ECCOM ratings were thus conducted by 
the same two observers. These two structured observational measures provided 
data for sub-study I. The CLASS was used to identify profiles of classroom 
quality in sub-study I, while the ECCOM was used to validate these profiles 
(i.e., to compare the ECCOM ratings between the profiles). 

The CLASS (Pianta et al., 2004; Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008) is designed to 
measure classroom-level variables (i.e., observed indicators of classroom quality) 
in 10 dimensions under three broader domains: (1) Emotional Support (Positive 
Climate, Negative Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, Regard for Student Perspectives); (2) 
Classroom Organisation (Behaviour Management, Productivity, Instructional Learn-
ing Formats); and (3) Instructional Support (Concept Development, Quality of Feed-
back, Language Modelling). Each of the dimensions is rated on a 7-point scale, 
utilising the behavioural markers provided by the CLASS manual (Pianta et al., 
2004; Pianta, La Paro et al., 2008). Scores ranging from 1–2 are seen to represent 
low, 3–5 mid-range, and 6–7 high classroom quality. The observations were con-
ducted in February 2007. Two trained observers rated each preschool classroom 
on two observation days in regard to the 10 CLASS dimensions. The observa-
tions were conducted in cycles lasting 30 minutes, of which a 20-minute obser-
vation period was followed by a 10-minute rating period. Each classroom was 
observed on two different days and each observer rated the observed situation 
independently. Inter-rater reliability between the pairs of observers was deter-
mined by calculating intraclass correlation coefficients. All of the inter-rater re-
liabilities were high, varying between .80 and .96 on the first observation day 
(except for .63 for Concept Development) and between .76 and .94 on the sec-
ond observation day. 

The ECCOM (Stipek & Byler, 2005) aims to observe and assess a typical 
day in early childhood education classrooms. The ECCOM is based on three 
dimensions: (1) Child-Centred Practices, (2) Teacher-Directed Practices, and (3) 
Child-Dominated Practices. These three dimensions are assessed along the follow-
ing subscales: the Management subscale (4 items; Child Responsibility, Man-
agement, Choice of Activities, Discipline Strategies), the Climate subscale (4 
items; Support for Communication Skills, Support for Interpersonal Skills, Stu-
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dent Engagement, Individualization of Learning Activities), and the Instruction 
subscale (6 items; Learning Standards, Coherence of Instructional Activities, 
Teaching Concepts, Instructional Conversation, Literacy Instruction, Math In-
struction). The observers rated each dimension by giving one score on a 5-point 
scale for the Child-Centred, one score for the Teacher-Directed, and one score 
for the Child-Dominated dimension. The rating scale measures the percentage 
of time that the described practices occur during the observed classroom ses-
sion on an observation day (1 = practices are rarely seen; 0–20% of time; to 5 = prac-
tices predominate; 80–100% of time). Teacher’s observed mix of practices can be 
assessed; an assessment may indicate that, for example, child-centred practices 
were applied 60%, teacher-directed practices 30%, and child-dominated practic-
es 10% of the time (Stipek & Byler, 2005). The inter-rater reliabilities between 
the observers varied between .74 and .90 for the ECCOM items. The Cronbach’s 
alpha reliabilities for the sum scores were as follows: Child-Centred Practices 
= .96, Teacher-Directed Practices = .93. Within this study, only the dimensions 
of child–centred and teacher–directed practices were utilised in the analysis due 
to the fact that there was more theoretical and empirical evidence available on 
their usefulness in educational research than on child–dominated practices (cf., 
Stipek & Byler, 2004 ). 

In the present study, the ECCOM is applied mainly to validate the use of 
the CLASS measure in sub-study I. The CLASS and the ECCOM are known to 
reflect highly similar aspects of teacher–child interaction, with the main focus 
being on teacher–child interactions and on the teachers’ practices. Furthermore, 
the CLASS domains (i.e., Emotional Support, Classroom Organisation, and In-
structional Support) and ECCOM scales (child–centred practices and teacher–
directed practices) were shown to be highly correlated (see Table 2) in the First 
Steps study data of 49 preschool classrooms analysed in sub-study 1 of this 
study. The direction of the correlations is in line with the theoretical assumption 
that higher emotional, organisational and instructional support, as well as more 
child-centered practices constitutes good quality (Hamre et al., 2013; Stipek & 
Byler, 2004).  

TABLE 2  Correlations between CLASS and ECCOM  

Teacher-child interactions (CLASS) Teaching practices (ECCOM)

 Child-centred Teacher-directed 

Emotional support .81*** -.80*** 

Classroom organisation .76*** -.70*** 

Instructional support .66** -.67** 

Note: **p <.01; ***p <.001 
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Qualitative observation data. While the preschool classrooms were observed 
and assessed according to the CLASS and the ECCOM measures, the teachers 
were either carrying an MP3-player (n = 41) that audio recorded their talk and 
teacher–child interactions in the classrooms or they were video recorded (n = 8). 
Teacher–child interaction was recorded during the morning assembly (i.e., the 
time for educational activities in the morning, before lunch and naptime). The 
length of the recordings varied from 9 minutes to 140 minutes, with the average 
being 53 minutes. Altogether, 77 successful audio/video recordings (i.e., 69 
hours in total) were gathered. All of the recordings were transcribed, and these 
transcripts of the observed classroom interactions provided the qualitative data 
for sub-study II (i.e., 10 recordings, 92 pages of transcribed text) and sub-study 
III (i.e., 34 recordings, 538 pages of transcribed text) of the present study.  

5.3.2 Teacher and parent questionnaires  

Preschool teachers were asked to complete a questionnaire on their demographics 
(i.e., basic education, years of work experience in educational settings, and 
number of additional personnel in their present classroom) and to reflect on, 
among other aspects, their curricular goals and the frequency of their use of 
curriculum-based instructional activities (specifically, literacy- and math-related 
activities). Teachers’ questionnaire data were collected after the classroom ob-
servations had been conducted, in the spring 2007, and these data were utilised 
in sub-studies I and II. 

Parents (both mothers and fathers) were asked to complete a questionnaire 
regarding their personal background information and, for instance, their con-
ceptions of preschool education and parenthood in general. Parents’ question-
naire data were collected in the spring of 2007. Data utilised in this study per-
tained to the mothers’ educational background, and this information was used 
to validate the classroom quality profiles in sub-study I. 

5.4 Ontological and epistemological assumptions  

In moving on to the methodological discussion of the current study, it is firstly 
of importance to look at the ontological and epistemological assumptions of this 
study. Ontology concerns the assumptions made about the nature of the social 
reality that is being investigated, whereas epistemology concerns assumptions on 
how knowledge of this reality can be obtained (Blaikie, 2007). The relationship 
between the ontology, epistemology and methodology of a given study is not 
unidirectional but they rather reinforce each other (Chatterjee, 2011). This 
means that ontological and epistemological assumptions guide the choosing of 
methods; but also methods, data and research decisions may shape our way of 
perceiving the nature of social reality and knowledge. Furthermore, when a 
study consists of several methodologies (i.e., mixed methods research), a thor-
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ough discussion on applicable ontological and epistemological assumptions is 
particularly warranted (Chatterjee, 2011). 

The present study is based on the cautious realist ontology, which entails a 
belief in an external reality consisting of things and events which are controlled 
by natural and social laws. It asserts that what we observe is what exists, but 
emphasises that it is impossible for researchers to perceive it completely accu-
rately because the act of observing is an interpretative process and should thus 
entail a critical stance towards it (Blaikie, 2007). Within this study, this ontologi-
cal perspective assumes that the observed preschool classrooms and social phe-
nomena within them exist not only in the minds of the involved teachers and 
children, but also in the objective world. Classrooms are thus considered to rep-
resent a reality of the objective world (see also Miles & Huberman, 1994). Fur-
thermore, the methodological commitments, such as choosing observation as 
the main data gathering method for all of the sub-studies, are in line with this 
ontological view: both natural and social phenomena are seen to exist inde-
pendently of the activities of observer (Blaikie, 2007).  

Even though cautious realist ontology suggests that an observable reality 
exists independent of the human mind and language, the epistemological ap-
proach of this study nevertheless adopts a perspective of social constructionism 
in which knowledge is seen as the outcome of people having to make sense of 
their encounters with the physical world and with other people (Blaikie, 2007). 
The activities involved in constructing knowledge occur against the back-
ground of shared interpretations, practices and language; they occur within our 
historical and cultural ways of being (Blaikie, 2007). This means that the interac-
tion between teachers and the children, their involvement with materials, as 
well as teachers’ practices are all negotiated, re-negotiated and contested in the 
situated discourse within the institutional setting of preschool classrooms (see 
also Kumpulainen, Lipponen, Hilppö, & Mikkola, 2014). Such an epistemologi-
cal perspective is closely tied to the broader, theoretically socio-cultural and 
ecological framework of this study, where meaningful activities in the observed 
preschool classrooms are jointly constructed between the teacher and the chil-
dren (teacher–child interactions and teachers’ pedagogical practices) while em-
bedded in the surrounding social, cultural and ecological contexts (see e.g., 
Mercer & Littleton, 2007; Bronfenbrenner, 1979). An explanation by Cuphik 
(2001) nicely draws together the approach to ontology and epistemology within 
this study:  

“…Physical phenomena can exist without human apprehension but they only become 
meaningful events, in the sense of influencing action, when noticed or observed by a 
group of people, however small. Social phenomena are contextualised events which 
are perceived intersubjectively and defined as such. Phenomena are therefore events 
that unfold and recur in the flow of time and are only meaningful when understood 
in context; they are processes and not essences (Cuphik, 2001, p. 4).”  

When it comes to conducting mixed methods research (an approach also ap-
plied in this study), critical perspectives have been raised concerning the chal-
lenges in relating the different types of knowledge to each other in such a re-
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search design. Challenges have been raised in particular with respect to differ-
ent ontological foundations underlining quantitative (positivism) and qualita-
tive (constructivism) research approaches (Lincoln & Guba, 2000) making them 
difficult and perhaps even unfeasible to combine. Cupchik (2001) approaches 
this dilemma by suggesting a position of constructivist realism which acknowl-
edges that social phenomena in fact exist in communities quite independently 
of professional research (realism). These real phenomena will be named and 
elaborated by the members of a natural community and scholars then approach 
this world in their own ways. It is noteworthy that both types of scholars (quan-
titative and qualitative) are equally selective and ultimately engage in acts of 
constructing (constructivism) while proceeding from the concrete world to that 
of abstraction (Cupchik, 2001).  

As social phenomena are always multilayered events, the goal of social re-
search should be to reveal the processes of the real world: to proceed with the 
research ‘content first’ rather than ‘methods first’. This idea suggests that de-
spite the fact that multilayered events often need to be approached with differ-
ent methodologies, the interplay between descriptive richness and experimental 
precision can raise accounts of phenomena to progressively greater levels of 
clarity and bring ontological and epistemological approaches, if not fully inte-
grated, at least closer together—an attempt of the current study as well. These 
ideas are the philosophical background to the upcoming discussion in the next 
chapter on this study’s mixed methods research approach. 

5.5 Mixing methods: Combining approaches to create a more pro-
found understanding 

Different researchers have used different terminology to represent the 
combined use of multiple methods of analysis in examining phenomena. The 
most commonly used terms have been triangulation (e.g., Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 
2007; Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2003), multi-methods research (e.g., Hesse-Biber, 
2010), and mixed methods research (e.g., Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). For the 
present study, the term mixed methods research has been chosen to refer to the 
combining of quantitative and qualitative approaches to analysing, in particular, 
teacher–child interaction. Mixed method research has received increasing 
interest and been repeatedly debated over the last few decades (e.g., Bryman, 
1988; Greene, Caracelli, & Graham, 1989), and has become particularly common 
in recent years (e.g., Bryman, 2006; Johnson et al., 2007; Niglas, 2004). Despite 
the increase in the number of mixed methods studies, there is still not a clear 
conceptual consensus on or unified terminology for describing what mixed 
methods are and how they are being used (Niglas, 2004)—i.e., there are many 
different labels for the same phenomenon, as well as uses of the same term but 
for different meanings. For these reasons, a clear case-specific justification 
regarding the use of mixed methods research terminology is necessary for each 
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study, especially in order to avoid the “whatever works” stance sometimes 
associated with mixed methods research (Bryman, 2006). 

The principles of mixed methods research were applied in this study in 
several ways. The first way was the nature of the dataset (see Figure 1). In order to 
contribute to the general purpose of this study (i.e., to create a more profound 
understanding of the role that teachers play in children’s learning and devel-
opment in preschool classrooms, thus contributing to discussion on the com-
plexity of classroom interaction), both quantitative and qualitative data were 
utilised. The quantitative method tends to yield statistical data in a raw format 
that enables statistical analysis as well as standardised testing of reliability and 
validity. Quantitative data can, among other research benefits, be effective in 
examining broader contexts and yield a good representativeness of cases (Hes-
se-Biber, 2010). In the present study, the quantitative approach was applied us-
ing structured observational tools (e.g., CLASS: Pianta et al., 2004; Pianta, La 
Paro, et al., 2008) as a starting point, in the first sub-study (I), in aiming for gen-
eralisable results, and as a basis for creating and selecting new sets of questions 
for the subsequent two sub-studies. Qualitative research, on the other hand, is 
looking for complexity and seeks to understand the range of experiences and 
their contexts rather than, for example, seeking answers to questions that per-
tain merely to the general population. Qualitative data, thus, aims to yield a 
deeper understanding of the results emerging in a research project (Hesse-Biber, 
2010). In this study, qualitative sub-studies compliment and aim to more mean-
ingfully explain the quantitative results by exploring teachers’ practices on a 
micro level, in the interactive and situated context (Greeno et al., 1998; Greeno 
& van de Sande, 2007) of Finnish preschools. Taken together, the data of the 
three sub-studies can be seen to comprise a whole, with quantitative and quali-
tative input (see Figure 1). Through the use of such multi-study arrangement of 
datasets, a deeper understanding of pedagogy in Finnish preschool classrooms 
was sought—something that would be difficult to achieve by using only one 
type of approach or analytical tool. Accordingly, keeping in mind a rationale of 
completeness (i.e., the researcher can bring together a more comprehensive ac-
count of the area of inquiry if both quantitative and qualitative methods are 
applied; Bryman, 2006) was one of the most earliest decisions in the research 
process of this study, and was also fundamental in the approach taken by the 
researchers of the larger First Steps study (Lerkkanen et al., 2006) at the begin-
ning of the data gathering, when the choice of adding qualitative classroom ob-
servations to the structured ones was discussed. 
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FIGURE 1  The subordinate nature of the data in the three sub-studies 

Conducting a study along the principles of mixed methods research, however, 
is not only about utilising two types of data—quantitative and qualitative—but 
also entails deliberately and carefully combining these approaches throughout 
the research process. The second way in which the principles of mixed methods 
research were applied in this study is by the structure of analysis and interpretation 
of the different data. Among others, Onwuegbuzie and Johnson (2006), as well as 
Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), use the term of sequential mixed methods design 
when describing mixed methods studies in which quantitative and qualitative 
strands of research are separate but chronologically connected to each other. 
Within this type of research, the first strand of research leads to the formulation 
of design components for the next strand. In this study, the quantitative strand 
in sub-study I lead to the rationale of conducting a qualitative strand of re-
search in sub-studies II and III. In the sequential design, it is typical that the fi-
nal inferences are made based on the results of both research strands (Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2009). This can be seen to apply to the present study as the central 
findings of the three sub-studies merge here, in the summary report, resulting 
in a broad interpretation of the results and thus contributing to the main aims of 
the research. The concrete combining of the separate quantitative and qualita-
tive strands was realised by formulating and pursuing broader and combinato-
ry research questions (as suggested by e.g., Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Hes-
se-Biber, 2010) in the present summary report (see also Chapter 4), drawing to-
gether the most central features of each of the three sub-studies.  

 

Sub-study I
- 49 teachers

- 4  quantitative and statistically 
differentiated profiles  identified and 
validated
- Classroom quality measured through 
variables under the constructs of

the CLASS:
Emotional Support
Classroom Organisation
Instructional  Support
and ECCOM:
Child-Centred Practices
Teacher-Directed Practices
Teacher and parent 
questionnaires

- Latent profiling analysis, Mplus

Sub-study II

- 4 teachers

- Qualitative case study, where each 
teacher case was selected from each 
of the profiles identified in sub-study I
- Variation in teachers' instructional 
teaching practices and their self-
reported  instructional goals
- The CLASS domain of Instructional 
Support was the basis for theory-
driven qualitative content analysis

Sub-study III
- 20 teachers

- Qualitative study
- Focus on the highest quality profile 
identified in sub-study I, utilising the 
'best practices' perspective
- Data-driven thematic analysis
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FIGURE 2  Mixed methodological structure of this study (Adapted from Teddlie & 
Tashakkori, 2009). 

In this study, the principles of mixed methods research have been realised 
through the merging of the quantitative and qualitative result of the three individual 
sub-studies. Figure 2 is adapted from that of Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009), and 
it is used to depict the nature and contribution of each sub-study to the sequen-
tial mixed methods design within this study. In the figure, circle A denotes a 
purely quantitative and circle E purely qualitative research approach having 
been used, whereas circle C denotes fully merged mixed methods research. Sec-
tion B (the intersection of two circles A and C) denotes the quantitative research 
method having been applied mainly, but with some components of qualitative 
research. In similar fashion, section D (the intersection of circles C and E) de-
notes the qualitative research method having been used primarily, but with 
some components of quantification. The three sub-studies are depicted along a 
two-way continuum (arrow), indicating their position in the overall scope of the 
research involving the different research methods used. The figure depicts the 
two separate strands of quantitative and qualitative research methods individ-
ually as well as clearly showing their mergers, but the final interpretation of the 
sub-studies in this summary report can be seen to have involved a truly inte-
grated mixed methods research approach, utilising the information brought in 
by the two different research traditions. The sequential mixed methods design 
of this study served two practical purposes in particular: firstly, it allowed the 
illustration of the quantitative results (Bryman, 2006), that is, authentic real-life 
situations were observed and contemplated in combination with statistical find-
ings in order to interpret the numerical findings in their context (e.g., assess-
ment of the teacher cases). Secondly, it enables the utility of the results (i.e., im-
proving the usefulness of findings). The portrayal of both approaches for the 
interpretation of the findings will be more useful to practitioners and other pro-
fessionals involved in the education system (Bryman, 2006). The power of prac-
tical, qualitative examples is significant in explaining and vividly portraying 
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quantitative results, as well as in making the findings more usable for profes-
sional work in, for example, preschools or in the field of teacher education. 

From the beginning of this study, the idea of gathering and analysing both 
quantitative and qualitative data has prevailed in the aim to generate a more 
complete picture of teacher–child interaction in preschool classrooms. Regard-
ing the mixed methodological nature of this study, the following definition of 
mixed methods research has been central from among the various terminology 
and interpretations used by different social scientists.  

Mixed methods research is an approach to investigating the social world that ideally 
involves more than one methodological tradition and thus more than one way of 
knowing, along with more than one kind of technique for gathering, analysing and 
representing human phenomena, all for the purpose of gaining a fuller picture and 
deeper understanding of the investigated phenomenon (Johnson et al., 2007, pp. 119–
120).  

5.6 Sampling and analytical strategies 

In this chapter, the main analytical strategies of each of this study’s three empir-
ical sub-studies will be briefly illuminated. A general overview of each of the 
sub-studies will be provided at the end of this chapter, in Table 3. In social sci-
ences, it is common that an initial quantitative study serves as a base for con-
ducting further, qualitative studies (Hesse-Biber, 2010). Accordingly, a quantita-
tive study—utilising mixture modelling and latent profile analysis—was conducted 
first (sub-study I) in order to examine its results from which  to determine new 
research questions that can be addressed in qualitative follow-up studies. As 
such, the quantitative method established a generalisable platform and wider 
net of issues that could then be analysed using qualitative analytical methods, 
namely qualitative content analysis (sub-study II) and thematic analysis (sub-study 
III). 

5.6.1 Sub-study I: Mixture modelling procedure—latent profile analysis 

The aim of the first sub-study (I) was to identify classroom quality profiles as 
well as to explore the differences between the profiles in regard to various 
teacher and classroom characteristics. The Teaching Through Interactions 
framework, which uses the CLASS to objectively assess quality (Hamre & 
Pianta, 2007; Hamre et al., 2007), allows detecting factors that are known to 
matter for children’s emotional and academic development (i.e., the dimensions 
and indicators under three broader domains as described earlier). The profiling 
approach further allows exploring the combinations based on these factors. 
Thus, the detection of a classroom-based typology that reveals information on 
patterns among the specific sample and context can advance discussions on 
policies that could enhance education programme developments and quality 
(LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007), as such a typology provides information 
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concerning the distribution of different practices and interaction within 
classrooms. In sub-study I, one of the central needs was to investigate how it 
would be possible to conduct the profiling procedure in an educational and 
cultural context, Finland, that differs in many ways from that of the United 
States and what types of suitable profiles could be identified. Another 
justification for investigating classroom quality profiles was that preschool 
teachers in Finland are relatively free to apply teaching practices in their own 
personal way, compared to the limitations in some other countries (Office for 
Standards in Education, 2003). In Finland, the National Core Curriculum for 
Pre-primary Education (2010) provides guidelines according to which teachers 
can then make their own pedagogical decisions, and Finnish teacher education 
relies on the ideology that a high level of quality in teaching can be reached 
through various practices and strategies, not only in one way. In this regard, it 
was of interest to explore how teachers with similar educational backgrounds 
varied in their practices in real-life instructional situations.  

Sub-study I was designed to be a profiling study similar to that conducted 
by LoCasale-Crouch and colleagues (2007) in the United States; but unlike their 
study, this sub-study (I) utilised the three-factor model (i.e., Emotional Support, 
Classroom Organisation, Instructional Support) of the CLASS measure instead 
of the two-factor model (i.e., Social-Emotional Climate, Instructional Quality) 
and explored the differences between the dimensions within the domains rather 
than the overall domains. In addition, the study by LoCasale-Crouch et al. (2007) 
used cluster analysis, whereas the mixture modelling procedure of the Mplus 5.0 
statistical software programme (Muthén & Muthén, 1998–2008) was adopted to 
identify latent profiles in this sub-study (I). The mixture modelling procedure 
has several advantages over traditional cluster analysis. For instance, the mix-
ture modelling procedure enables both statistical testing for the selection of the 
most suitable number of latent classes as well as the use of information criteria; 
hence, it is more flexible and diverse than traditional cluster analysis. In addi-
tion, the mixture modelling procedure provides entropy values and posterior 
probabilities for the evaluation of models. The data analysis in sub-study I in-
volved latent profile analysis (LPA), which was utilised to identify and evaluate 
the latent subgroups (i.e., profiles) of the nine CLASS dimension scores, namely, 
the total ratings for the dimensions of Positive Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, Re-
gard for Student Perspectives, Behaviour Management, Productivity, Instruc-
tional Learning Formats, Concept Development, Quality of Feedback, and Lan-
guage Modelling. Previous factor analyses of Finnish CLASS data (Pakarinen et 
al., 2010) have suggested a poor discriminant validity for Negative Climate (i.e., 
the modification indices indicated that Negative Climate loaded on more than 
one factor); based on those findings, the dimension of Negative Climate was 
excluded from the final model in the present study. In addition, the ratings for 
Negative Climate were very low in the sample of sub-study I, suggesting that 
this dimension of classroom quality had not adequately differentiated itself be-
tween teachers in the observed Finnish preschool classrooms. 
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The mixture modelling procedure enables the identification of mixtures of 
subgroups (i.e., latent profiles) and provides statistical tests to assist in as-
sessing the existence and number of distinguishable subgroups. Three criteria 
recommended by B. O. Muthén (2001; 2003) were utilised to evaluate the defin-
able number of latent profiles according to a) the fit of the model, b) the classifi-
cation quality, and c) the interpretability of the latent profiles in practice. The 
four-subgroup solution was better than the two-, three-, or five-subgroup solu-
tion in regard to four information criteria and one statistical test. Consequently, 
the solution with four subgroups was chosen, as it best described the quantita-
tive differences between the observed teaching practices. In addition, the latent 
profiles were compared in regard to various teacher characteristics (i.e., work 
experience, extent of literacy instruction) and classroom characteristics (i.e., 
class size, number of additional personnel, level of maternal education) using 
one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) (p < .05). The pairwise comparisons 
were conducted using Tukey HSD procedures, and double-checked using the 
non-parametric Kruskal–Wallis test due to the small sample size. The external 
validity of the profiles was further examined by evaluating differences between 
profiles against ECCOM observational ratings using analysis of variance. 
ANOVAs in the final step of the analyses were conducted using SPSS Statistics 
version 19. 

5.6.2 Sub-study II: Qualitative content analysis 

The second sub-study (II) aimed to illuminate the qualitative variety of the in-
structional teaching practices among four preschool teachers. The teachers ex-
amined in this study were purposefully selected from four profiles identified in 
sub-study I (Profile I = Teacher A, Profile 2 = Teacher B, Profile 3 = Teacher C, 
and Profile 4 = Teacher D), thus studying the profiles more closely by exploring 
the instructional practices at a micro level—in the context of four Finnish pre-
school classrooms—and by selecting the teachers who best represented the pro-
file’s mean CLASS score with respect to Instructional Support. The results of the 
quantitative sub-study I had indicated that there were mainly only small differ-
ences between teachers’ instructional practices, but the profiles differed signifi-
cantly in regard to one dimension (i.e., Language Modelling). It was of interest 
to explore teachers’ actual instructional practices more thoroughly—on a micro 
level—and thus unravel the theoretical CLASS construct of instructional sup-
port. It was also of interest to see whether the profiles that were not statistically 
distinguishable from each other could be differentiated qualitatively. The ques-
tionnaires filled in by teachers were utilised to complete the analytical portrait 
of each teacher as an individual case (e.g., Yin, 2003) and for comparison with 
the observed variation in practices. In sub-study II, curriculum-based instruc-
tional activities consisted of 22 items (both math- and literacy-related activities), 
whereas only 10 items were utilised in sub-study I. In addition, sub-study II 
considered curricular goals relating to 13 items. The procedures used in the sub-
studies also differed, since no statistical testing was actually utilised in sub-
study II. 
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To complete the picture of all four teacher cases, qualitative content analy-
sis (Graneheim & Lundman, 2004; Patton, 2002) was utilised. Qualitative con-
tent analysis is used to reveal predominant expressions, concepts and core 
meanings in text documents (Patton, 2002). Thus, revealing patterns and ex-
plaining these in the form of descriptive findings is central in qualitative con-
tent analysis. The focus on descriptive findings was one of the central reasons 
for choosing this analytical tool for the second sub-study, particularly as the 
correspondence between the research questions and the method used was, in 
this case, seamless. In addition, as the teacher questionnaire data were utilised 
to further understand teachers as individual cases and to complement the view 
provided by the observational data, qualitative content analysis was a suitable 
methodological choice from this perspective as well. It can be assumed that 
each teacher has a unique pattern of behaving and interacting with the children 
in his or her classroom, and by utilising qualitative content analysis in analys-
ing the data, it was possible to unravel and understand such individual pat-
terns—especially since the analytical process allowed importing two types of 
data, quantitative and qualitative.  

The data analysis began with familiarising ourselves with the data and 
identifying the unit of analysis. In sub-study II, the segments of transcripts (i.e., 
meaningful interactional episode, including features of instructional practices) were 
treated as the unit of analysis. The selection of these segments was strongly theo-
ry-driven as it included recognising and identifying teachers’ instructional prac-
tices (i.e., practices related to the dimensions of Concept Development, Quality 
of Feedback, and Language Modelling)—under the domain of Instructional 
Support within the CLASS measure. The analytical process progressed from 
identifying segments according to each CLASS dimension under the domain of 
Instructional Support in connection with each teacher’s data to creating simple 
organisational themes in relation to each of these dimensions. Each one of the 
themes was then compared in regard to the data of each of the four teachers, 
thus identifying the prevailing practices of the four teachers (i.e., what distin-
guishes and what is common among the teachers). When this process had been 
finalised, the focus was shifted to teachers’ self-reported educational goals (i.e., 
emphasis on curricular goals and the frequency of producing instructional ac-
tivities), which were used to complement the observed findings and establish a 
deeper understanding of each teacher’s personal way of interacting with chil-
dren. No statistical tests were utilised, but merely the reported frequency and 
emphasis of the goals were compared to the practices teachers established in 
their daily work with children (i.e., examining whether the teachers practice 
what they report). By this ‘soft quantification’, the reasons behind teachers ob-
served practices could be somewhat better understood. 

5.6.3 Sub-study III: Thematic analysis 

Within the third sub-study (III), the focus was shifted to the highest quality 
classroom profile identified in sub-study I. The aim of the third sub-study was 
to clarify and deepen the knowledge on and understanding of the role that 
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teachers’ practices play in creating and enhancing the social life in preschool 
classrooms during structured learning sessions, with the focus being on teach-
ers’ best practices. Compared to sub-study II, the focus in this sub-study was 
more clearly on describing more categorical and topical forms of practices that 
teachers establish, rather than seeking out individual patterns, which is more 
often linked to traits of qualitative content analysis (Patton, 2002). Capturing 
important elements of and the variation in the social life of the classrooms 
progressed from a data-driven perspective to considering the phenomenon as 
a whole, attempting not to let prior theory or knowledge intervene in nor re-
strict the analysis. For these reasons, thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Patton, 2002) was utilised in sub-study III to analyse the data of 20 preschool 
teachers’ observations. In this sub-study, thematic analysis was used to inves-
tigate an area of research that has not been explored much before (i.e., studies 
on social life in educational/pedagogical settings). As Braun and Clarke (2006) 
have also suggested, thematic analysis is a well-suited method for analysing 
such topic since the analysis allows creating a rich overall description of the 
entire dataset. 

The thematic analysis proceeded through several lengthy stages and be-
gan with getting familiarised with the content of the data. The unit of analysis 
in this sub-study was an episode, which contained one or several meaningful interac-
tional expressions of varying lengths. The data analysis was abductive by nature 
(e.g., Patton, 2002), which was especially apparent in the way the data were 
approached: the observational data were the main source, but it was impossi-
ble to fully resign the theoretical literature on social development and the re-
searcher’s personal views as a pedagogue (kindergarten teacher) while going 
through the data. The analytical process was abductive in the sense that these 
preliminary ideas were not ruled out, but rather considered as possibilities. In 
the first stage of the analysis, 170 episodes were identified and assigned pre-
liminary codes, representing the essence of each episode (i.e., in answer to, 
‘What is going on with respect to classroom social life here?’). Accordingly, 
similar episodes received the same code. At the second stage of the analysis, 
the codes were compared (along with the original episodes they represented) 
and similarities were sought. The determining factors within this process were, 
for instance, the content of the episode, the number of children involved (i.e., 
the group composition), and the level of the teachers’ classroom activity; in all, 
codes were assigned for 9 preliminary themes. As Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 
84) have discussed, it is of importance to rise from the level of mere describing 
and organising to the higher level of interpretation. In the case of sub-study III, 
interpretation was applied in the third stage of the analytical process, during 
which the nine preliminary themes were further combined into larger themes 
reflecting the phenomenon of social life in preschool classrooms. At this stage, 
the different levels of the data were bound together to make the data yet more 
generalisable than they were at stage 2, resulting in the final 4 themes to rep-
resent teachers’ contribution in supporting the social life within their pre-
school classrooms. Further interpretations continued in the discussion section 
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of sub-study III, where inferences were made about the broader aspects (i.e., 
emotional aspect; managerial/ organizational aspect) of social life that became 
clear in the analysis of the final four themes.  

Table 3 presents the overall description of the three sub-studies, as de-
scribed in detail here in Chapter 5. The next chapter draws together the most 
central findings of the present doctoral study. 
 



 

 

TABLE 3  Overview of the sub-studies 

Sub-Study Aim Research questions Data Unit of analysis Analysis 

I Observed Class-
room Quality Profiles 
of Kindergarten 
Classrooms in Fin-
land 

 
(Salminen, Lerkkanen, 
Poikkeus, Pakarinen, 
Siekkinen, Hännikäi-
nen, Poikonen, & 
Rasku-Puttonen, 2012) 

 

This study aimed to ex-
amine profiles of ob-
served classroom quality 
in a sample of kindergar-
ten classrooms in Finland 
and to study the differ-
ences between the profiles 
with respect to teacher 
and classroom character-
istics. 

 
1. How many latent profiles of class-
room process quality can be identified 
in this sample of Finnish kindergarten 
classrooms? 
2. What kind of patterns of dimensions 
will emerge within the three domains 
of Emotional Support, Classroom 
Organization and Instructional Sup-
port? 
3. Do the profiles differ with regard to 
teacher and classroom characteristics? 
4. Do the profiles differ with respect to 
classroom quality assessed by another 
observational measure, the ECCOM? 

Observations of 49 Finnish 
kindergarten teachers utilis-
ing the Classroom Assess-
ment Scoring System 
(CLASS: Pianta, La Paro, & 
Hamre, 2004, 2008) and 
Early Childhood Classroom 
Observation Measure (EC-
COM: Stipek & Byler, 2005). 

 
Teacher and parent ques-
tionnaires. 

The nine CLASS dimension 
scores,  that is, the total 
ratings for the dimensions 
of Positive Climate, 
Teacher Sensitivity, Re-
gard for Student Perspec-
tives, Behaviour Man-
agement, Productivity, 
Instructional Learning 
Formats, Concept Devel-
opment, Quality of Feed-
back, and Language 
Modelling. 

Quantitative  
mixture modelling pro-
cedure and latent profile 
analysis using the Mplus 
5.0 statistical package 
(Muthén & Muthén, 
1998–2008). 

II Descriptive Case 
Analysis of Teachers’ 
Instructional Practic-
es in Finnish Pre-
school Classrooms 

 
(Salminen, Hännikäi-
nen, Poikonen, & 
Rasku-Puttonen, 2013) 

This qualitative case 
study was designed to 
examine the diversity of 
teaching practices and to 
illuminate the qualitative 
variety of instructional 
teaching practices among 
preschool teachers. 

 
1. What kind of instructional teaching 
practices do teachers use in preschool 
classrooms and what kind of qualita-
tive variety is there among the teach-
ers?  
2. How do teachers define their educa-
tional goals and how are these related 
to their instructional teaching practic-
es?  
3. What are the similarities and differ-
ences in teachers’ instructional teaching 
practices and educational goals? 

Observations of teacher–
child interactions in the 
authentic classroom contexts 
of 4 Finnish preschool teach-
ers. Transcriptions (92 pag-
es) of audio or video record-
ings.  

 
Teacher questionnaire as 
complementary data.  

Segments of transcripts (i.e., 
meaningful interactional 
episodes including fea-
tures of instructional 
practices). 

Qualitative  
(theory-driven) 
content analysis. 

 
III Teachers’ Contri-
bution to Social Life 
in Finnish Preschool 
Classrooms During 
Structured Learning 
Sessions  

 
(Salminen, Hännikäi-
nen, Poikonen, & 
Rasku-Puttonen, 2014) 

 
The aim of this study was 
to clarify and deepen the 
knowledge on and under-
standing of the role that 
teachers’ practices during 
teacher-led learning 
sessions play in creating 
and enhancing the social 
life in Finnish preschool 
classrooms. 

1. What types of practices do teachers 
establish during learning sessions that 
contribute to social life in preschool 
classrooms? 
2. How do teachers arrange the compo-
sition of groups in order to enhance 
social life (i.e., by individual children, 
or in pairs or small groups, or as a 
whole group)? 

Observations of teacher–
child interactions in the 
authentic classroom contexts 
of 20 Finnish preschool 
teachers. Transcriptions (538 
pages) of audio or video 
recordings.  

 

The episodes, each indi-
cating the different as-
pects related to social life 
in a classroom context as 
well as containing one or 
several meaningful inter-
actional expressions of 
varying lengths. 

Qualitative  
(data-driven) 
thematic analysis. 

 



 

 

6 RESULTS  

In order to fulfil the general purpose and aims of this study, three broad re-
search questions were formulated with respect to the principles of mixed meth-
ods research, namely: (1) What kinds of profiles of teachers’ practices and 
teacher–child interactions can be identified that reflect the process quality in 
Finnish preschool classrooms? (2) How do teachers support children’s pre-
academic skills and social interaction in Finnish preschool classrooms during 
structured learning sessions and what are the similarities and differences be-
tween teachers’ practices? (3) What types of pedagogical opportunities do the 
combination of teacher and classroom characteristics and teachers’ pedagogical 
practices create in Finnish preschool classrooms? Before moving to the broader 
discussion, this chapter draws together the main results of each of the sub-
studies with respect to the three aforementioned research questions and reflects 
on the central findings against the background of previous literature when ap-
propriate.  

6.1 Profiles of teachers’ practices and teacher–child interactions  

The results relating to the first research question are derived from sub-studies I 
and II.  In sub-study I, four latent profiles of observed classroom quality were 
identified pertaining to nine dimensions under three CLASS domains: (1) 
Emotional Support (i.e., Positive Climate, Teacher Sensitivity, Regard for Student 
Perspectives), (2) Classroom Organisation (i.e., Behaviour Management, 
Productivity, Instructional Learning Formats), and (3) Instructional Support (i.e., 
Concept Development, Quality of Feedback, Language Modelling). These 
profiles reflect the process quality in Finnish preschool classrooms, relying on 
the domains and dimensions of the CLASS, which have been shown to 
contribute to learning and development (e.g., Curby et al., 2009; Mashburn et al., 
2008). The profiles, thus, provide a classroom-based typology related to those 
domains and indicate in what combinations they appear in Finnish educational 
context. The profiles create an understanding of where teachers’ strengths as 
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well as potential targets for development lie. In sub-study I, Profile 1 
represented a generally high level and Profile 4 a generally low level of 
classroom quality compared to the other profiles, whereas the medium-quality 
Profiles 2 and 3 showed relatively similar levels of support in the assessed 
dimensions of quality. The majority of the classrooms (82%) belonged to the 
higher-quality Profiles 1 and 2. The CLASS dimensions appeared in different 
combinations within each of the profiles: 

• The classrooms in Profile 1 attained scores that were overall higher than the 
sample means of all the other profiles. The scores were in the high- or mid-
range for Emotional Support and Classroom Organisation. The scores for In-
structional Support were in the mid-range, but still higher than in any of the 
other profiles. This was the most prevalent (53%) profile in the sample.  

• The classrooms in Profile 2 attained scores very close to the sample means of 
all nine dimensions. The scores were in the upper mid-range for Emotional 
Support and Classroom Organisation, but in the lower mid-range for Instruc-
tional Support. Scores for Profile 2 did not differ statistically from those in 
Profile 3 regarding Classroom Organisation and Instructional Support (ex-
cept for Language Modelling). This was the second most prevalent (29%) pro-
file in the sample.  

• The classrooms in Profile 3 attained scores that were below the overall sample 
mean (1 point below the mean regarding Positive Climate, and nearly 1 point 
below the mean scores for Teacher Sensitivity, Regard for Student Perspec-
tives, Quality of Feedback, and Language Modelling). The clearest distinction 
between Profiles 2 and 3 was that Emotional Support was clearly lower in 
Profile 3 and the score for Language Modelling higher in Profile 2 than 3. 
Profile 3 applied to 6 classrooms in the sample (Prevalence = 12%).  

• The classrooms in Profile 4 attained scores clearly below the overall sample 
mean. The scores were below the mean averages of six of the nine dimen-
sions, and the scores for Regard for Student Perspectives, Productivity, and 
Concept Development were about 1.5 points lower. Emotional Support and 
Classroom Organisation were clearly lower than in the other profiles and the 
quality of Instructional Support was strikingly low. This profile applied to 
only 3 classrooms in the sample (Prevalence = 6%). 

 
The profiles differed from one another most clearly in the domain of Emotional 
Support. The differences in the domain of Emotional support were clear except 
for the dimension of Regard for Student Perspectives, which received similar 
scores as in Profiles 3 and 4. These findings reflect, firstly, the high-quality of 
teacher training. In Finland, kindergarten teacher education is a popular field of 
study and those students who become teachers are usually highly motivated 
and skilled in working with children. Second, the natural personal variation 
between teachers may also explain the differences between the profiles. Profiles 
differed least in the domain of Classroom Organisation, in which Profiles 2 and 
3 also had highly similar scores. In addition, CLASS scores for all dimensions 
under this domain were relatively high. Their showing the least variation and 
their generally high levels of Classroom Organisation may be due to a strong 
emphasis on good pedagogical skills in these teachers’ daily work and due to 
the high amount of supervised practice during teacher education during which 
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student teachers receive useful feedback on their practices. Furthermore, the 
CLASS scores for Productivity were high in all profiles, which may be 
explained by the timing of the observations: In preschool classrooms, the most 
productive and best organised activities usually take place in the morning, 
which was the time when the research observations were conducted in the 
classrooms. 

Regarding the domain of Instructional Support, the scores for classrooms 
in Profile 1 were higher than those in all of the other profiles, but there was no 
significant difference between Profiles 2 and 3 in this domain. Statistically sig-
nificant differences between all profiles occurred only with respect to the di-
mension of Language Modelling. It is possible that the relatively low scores in 
this dimension may be due to the less strong emphasis on academic learning 
through effective language stimulation in Finnish preschool classrooms.  

Sub-study II elaborated the findings concerning the teachers’ instructional 
support. The second sub-study sought to examine the diversity of teaching 
practices and the qualitative differences between teachers’ instructional support 
by assessing four representative preschool teachers. The four teachers’ data can, 
thus be used as examples of practices, but not to generalise the teachers’ overall 
profiles or any specific pattern of behaviour within the profiles. What was of 
interest and relatively surprising was that the qualitative differences between 
Teacher A’s (Profile 1) and Teacher B’s (Profile 2) practices and interactions 
with the children in their classroom were less easily identified than those be-
tween Teachers B (Profile 2) and C (Profile 3), even though Teachers B and C 
were selected from profiles that did not differ from each other statistically. This 
may indicate that upon qualitative inspection, teachers whose practices were 
found to be of higher quality in the quantitative analysis could be found to have 
more aspects of teaching and interaction in common with each other (i.e., 
Teachers A and B ) while compared to those whose practices were considered 
to be of lower quality (i.e., Teachers C and D). Teacher D’s (Profile 4) practices 
differed quite clearly from those of all the other teachers.  

Based on the findings from the data of the four teachers, it seems that the 
higher the quality in classroom with respect to Language Modelling, the more 
the teacher discussed topics with the children and verbally guided and in-
volved them. As a consequence, there was some level of learning and involve-
ment going on all the time. Teachers A and B both established these types of 
practices, with frequent conversations. Differences between teachers mainly 
became visible in regard to their degree of persistence in the provision of con-
cept-related discussions. Teacher A was able to sustain meaningful discussions 
better than Teacher B. On the other hand, in the lowest-quality profile Teacher 
D was conversing with children and verbally directing the learning sessions 
significantly less than other teachers were doing, and as a consequence it was 
difficult for the children to know what they were expected to do and how in 
this teacher’s classroom. Previous studies have shown that the provision of 
high-quality language stimulation and providing children with support in ar-
ticulating their thought processes enhances their cognitive development (e.g., 
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Howes et al., 2008; Mashburn et al., 2008). This information, combined with the 
fact that there were statistically significant differences between profiles in the 
dimension of Language Modelling (reflecting these aspects of teaching), indi-
cates a need to consider the importance of this area for children’s cognitive de-
velopment and ways in which the differences between classrooms could be 
equalised. 

In sub-study I, Profiles 2 and 3 were only statistically differentiated from 
each other in regard to the dimension of Language Modelling. The qualitative 
findings in sub-study II, however, could help to identify the different processes 
in these two profiles (with respect to the two teachers) and clarify the subtle 
differences—also concerning the dimensions that were not significantly differ-
ent from each other (i.e., Quality of Feedback and Concept Development). For 
instance, in Profile 3, Teacher C’s support for Concept Development consisted 
of introducing important concepts to the children in the classroom, but rarely 
involved helping the children to understand the connections or meanings more 
deeply: instead, drilling basic skills was more common. This teacher’s feedback 
was also aiming to support children in finding correct answers rather than 
providing support for deeper thinking skills or learning as a process. When 
comparing these findings to Teacher B in Profile 2, it is clear that she is better 
able to use children’s answers as tools to reach a slightly deeper level in the dis-
cussion. This was apparent in the dimension of Concept Development, as 
teacher B linked the topics at hand to children’s daily lives or lived experiences. 
Feedback provided by Teacher B highly resembled that of Teacher C in Profile 3, 
but Teacher B more often asked children to give more explicit answers as well 
as helping them to construct their answers. Teacher B also provided children 
with more hints than did Teacher C in Profile 3. The importance of teachers’ use 
of Concept Development to children’s development has been identified in a 
previous study by Curby et al. (2009), reporting that when the level of concept 
development was higher, children gain higher scores in cognitive tasks—which 
provides support for Teacher B’s belonging to the slightly higher-quality Profile 
2, in this study. Furthermore, it is known that a lack of effective feedback hin-
ders deeper understanding (Burnett, 2002), which is reflected in Teacher C’s 
shorter exchanges with children. 

6.2 Teachers’ support for children’s pre-academic skills and 
social interaction  

Teacher-led, structured sessions occurred on a daily basis in the observed pre-
school classrooms, during which the children were being introduced to a varie-
ty of topics suggested in the National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Educa-
tion (2010). For instance, out of 34 observed sessions in sub-study III, 14 ses-
sions focused on pre-math skills, 12 on pre-literacy skills and only 10 sessions 
on other content. These sessions were usually organised to accommodate play-
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like learning, but the children were also frequently introduced to different pre-
academic tasks (i.e., mainly different tasks in math and literacy) that resembled 
those in primary school. Children’s social development to become an ethically 
responsible citizen is one of the main emphases in Finnish preschool education 
(National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Education, 2010), and consequently 
aspects relevant to this co-occurred with pre-academic ones during the learning 
sessions. The structured learning sessions thus served many purposes simulta-
neously and it was of importance to gain knowledge on how teachers’ support 
was applied in the daily interactions with children, which is what sub-studies II 
and III were designed to examine.  

6.2.1 Teachers’ support for pre-academic skills 

In sub-study II, we could elucidate the observed practices through which 
teachers provided support for children’s pre-academic skills and identified how 
these varied between the four selected teachers. The concepts used to describe 
the teachers’ practices have been adapted from the domain of Instructional 
Support and its dimensions in the CLASS framework, but brought into practice 
by describing practices beneath the theoretical concepts. Practices appeared in 
different combinations of these dimensions, creating ample opportunities for 
learning pre-academic skills in the four observed preschool classrooms.  

In her classroom, Teacher A provided continuous opportunities for chil-
dren to learn by altering her strategies as well as motivating the children to 
think for themselves (e.g., learning the letter ‘K’ through writing; making a /K/ 
sound ’kind of like a horse galloping’; forming the letter ‘K’ with children’s own 
body and asking ‘how would you do that?’). By trying the suggestions, children 
were experiencing relatively high-quality Concept Development all the time, 
which can be seen as the teacher having given the children good tools to pro-
cess the topic at hand through different strategies. The quality of Feedback within 
Teacher A’s classroom was also relatively high. For example, in a simple task of 
identifying syllables in a word, Teacher A provided tools to help children to 
learn from their answers by exchanging answers and ideas with the children as 
well as providing hints. This teacher, for instance, asked a child to clap his 
hands according to the amount of syllables in the word, then helped him to un-
derstand which is the first and which is the second syllable, and then identified 
the second syllable and asked the child to assist the teacher in finding the 
aforementioned syllable among a mixture of syllables written on cards lying on 
a table. Such practices show two uses of feedback in the teaching process; on the 
one hand, feedback is used to teach the difference between the right and wrong 
answer, and on the other hand, more purposeful learning occurs when the 
feedback is used to enhance the process of learning by pointing out connections 
and meanings. Teacher A established learning sessions that were highly teach-
er-directed, but the children were being engaged in discussions and motivated 
to take part in activities all the time, which they did eagerly. Teacher A’s use of 
verbal modelling and frequent discussions with children are good examples of 
teacher’s practices related to Language Modelling.  
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Teacher B used familiar examples and linked concepts to children’s prior 
understanding, which served as effective ways to enhance the children’s Con-
cept Development. This was seen, for example, in how Teacher B discussed with 
the children how they were able to receive knowledge of things that happen 
around the world. As the discussion turned to newspapers through one of the 
children’s initiations, the teacher further asked the children whether their par-
ents read the newspaper and whether they also read to them. Teacher B, how-
ever, was not very persistent in keeping this type of situations going. Perhaps 
this was reflected in the Quality of Feedback provided by Teacher B, which was 
rather inconsistent. The teacher sometimes listened very closely to the children 
and replied to them as well as taking their ideas further (i.e., ‘Yes, you are right. 
What do you think that means?’), but sometimes merely replied ‘ok’ or ‘that’s 
good’, thus also providing lower-quality feedback to the children at times. This 
may have also made it more difficult for the children to be continuously in-
volved in meaningful discussions, thus reflecting on the Language Modelling 
provided by this teacher. Teacher B used somewhat less open-ended questions 
than Teacher A but verbally modelled the ongoing activities (repeating and re-
wording) quite effectively, which means indicating what the important part of 
the ongoing topic is as well as what the children are expected to do.  

Teacher C’s practices improved continuous participation, but she used a 
similar strategy and basically drilled simple skills throughout the sessions (e.g., 
listening to a story, spotting the places where the number ‘6’ was mentioned, 
reporting the findings after story reading) and the amount of rote-learning (i.e., 
remembering facts, repetition and recall) was high. Teacher C quite rarely 
linked concepts or topics to children’s own lives or experiences, and her exam-
ples were rather superficial in nature as well as mostly related to drilling basic 
skills. For instance, Teacher C said: ‘With which letter does the word ‘peruna’ 
[potato] begin?’ As a child replied, the teacher asked ‘Do you like eating pota-
toes?’ These types of practices did not provide rich support for children’s Con-
cept Development (i.e., deeper understanding of the concepts). Teacher C’s Feed-
back was of medium quality, mostly concentrating on whether a child was right 
or wrong. Children rarely had opportunities to share their views or get actively 
involved in ongoing activities and thus to reflect on their own learning or think-
ing processes. For example, if a child replied incorrectly, the teacher did not 
assist the child to think further about what the correct answer may be. However, 
in regard to the practice of Language Modelling, Teacher C was especially effec-
tively directing the children to understand what the correct answer or expected 
outcome was. She verbally directed the children and ‘spoke out’ what she was 
doing, which gave a clear idea to the children as to what the important part of 
the topic was as well as what the children were expected to do.  

Teacher D aimed to enhance children’s Concept Development by connecting 
concepts and topics to children’s daily lives and experiences, and asking simple 
questions that the children were expected to answer. She allowed children’s 
participation in conversations less often than did other teachers and, thus, 
sometimes the children’s chances for developing their ideas together with the 
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teacher were lost and conceptual learning opportunities occurred mainly on a 
superficial, factual level. The quality of feedback was low, since Teacher D focused 
mainly on the correctness of the children’s responses and often would not elab-
orate the responses further; the teacher was unable to smoothly use children’s 
responses as tools for further explanation. Teacher D did discuss some things 
with the children, but the conversations lasted only a short time. Teacher D of-
ten asked closed-ended questions and children were given a quite narrow time 
frame within which to respond. In addition, the topic frequently shifted to 
managerial content rather than focusing effectively on things relevant to the 
topic of the ongoing activity. Perhaps this weaker spot in Teacher D’s Language 
Modelling reflected her ineffective use of verbal modelling and ‘speaking out’ 
her expectations from which the children could interpret what was expected of 
them. 

6.2.2 Teachers’ support for social interaction 

While sub-study II described teachers’ efforts in supporting children’s pre-
academic skills and analysed variety of teachers’ unique instructional practices 
in four different Finnish preschool classrooms, sub-study III shifted the focus 
from looking at processing the cognitive content on the level of the individual 
to observing the opportunities that teachers create for children’s social devel-
opment from a more generalisable perspective among 20 teachers pertaining to 
the highest quality Profile 1. The general purpose of sub-study III was to ex-
plore how social life is constructed in Finnish preschool classrooms. The aim 
was to clarify and deepen the knowledge on and understanding of the role that 
teachers’ practices during teacher-led learning sessions play in creating and en-
hancing the social life within their classroom. In other words, the aim was to 
determine through what types of practices teachers aim to support children’s 
social interactions in the classroom and hence the children’s social development. 

In sub-study III, four themes were identified that reflected the practices 
that teachers applied to enhance the social life in their classrooms: (1) managing 
children’s peer relations; (2) promoting the coherence of the group; (3) support-
ing the individual child as a part of the group; and (4) discussing friendship and 
respectfulness. Based on these four themes, teachers’ support for the social life 
within the classroom occurred mostly through simple practices such as gestures 
and directions, but also through organisational arrangements (i.e., changing the 
group composition) and activities with clear goals for social behaviour. The first 
theme, called managing children’s peer relations, occurred during interactional 
situations where teachers suggested ways for children to cooperate in pairs or 
small groups, thus providing children with the opportunity to work in pairs 
and perhaps learn to cope with misunderstandings and disagreements in doing 
so (Singer & de Haan, 2007). Teachers either sensitively scaffolded or more di-
rectly directed children to find a mutual way of working together. Scaffolding 
occurred as teachers made small suggestions or expressions that children could 
themselves build on, or in support of children’s social initiations which teachers 
elaborated by commenting on or extending them. In addition, teachers also 
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modelled polite ways of interacting with others in social contexts. Episodes un-
der Theme 1 occurred most frequently in the data. The second theme, called 
promoting the coherence of the group, consisted of teachers’ practices that aimed to 
keep the group coherent and functioning. Teachers’ practices within this theme 
were more often directed toward the whole group of children than was the case 
in the first theme. The teachers’ role was usually more straightforward; for in-
stance, appealing to commonly shared social rules (e.g., Smetana, 1993; Hän-
nikäinen, 2005) and principles of fairness as well as enhancing the esprit de 
corps by boosting the sense of ‘our group’ or by using physical proximity. Such 
aspects of feeling mutual joy and sharing in the group have also been referred 
to as ‘togetherness’ by Hännikäinen and van Oers (2002). Theme 3, called sup-
porting the individual child as a part of the group, consisted of interesting episodes 
during which teachers enabled the parallel between individual and group work 
dynamics. This means that teachers worked with the whole group of children 
but simultaneously allowed individual children some degree of leadership or 
personal visibility, thus acting on two levels of social interaction—the individu-
al and the group level– at the same time (Kernan et al., 2011). Opportunities for 
this occurred, for example, when a teacher would establish a show-and-tell sit-
uation where an individual child gets the floor for a while and others learn to 
listen but are also able to learn more about their friend by asking relevant ques-
tions. Finally, Theme 4, called discussing friendship and respectfulness, consisted of 
episodes during which teachers were using issues of friendship or empathy as 
clear themes in the whole-group discussion during structured sessions. This 
theme was different from the other themes in the sense that the teachers were 
discussing the topics with the children, whereas in the other themes teachers’ 
approached the social interaction more or less as a medium for concrete activi-
ties (for example, changing children’s seating within the classrooms or encour-
aging them to cooperate). For instance, teachers had organised a play or a field 
trip, which they then used as a concrete example and as a tool for tuning into 
the topic (e.g., discussions on empathy or feelings of being valued, etc.). Such 
practices may help children to reflect on others and they support children’s de-
velopment into socially responsible citizens who can constructively interact 
with each other also in broader societal contexts (e.g., Wentzel, 1991). 

The four themes seemed to more broadly reflect, in particular, two aspects 
of teacher support provided to enhance classroom social life: manageri-
al/organisational and emotional. Managerial/organisational aspect included 
teachers’ practices which aimed to concretely direct children’s behaviour in a 
socially appropriate direction. These types of social manners in educational set-
tings are very important for children to learn early on as the children will soon 
transition to primary school, where they are expected to get along with their 
teachers and each other and to play by the rules. Teachers in this sub-study re-
ferred to preschool as an important stage in children’s preparation for becom-
ing a pupil in primary school. This was also seen in teachers’ comments in the 
classroom, such as ‘Is this the way prospective schoolchildren behave?’ or, 
‘Okay, preschoolers, show me how you do this, I know you can!’ The im-
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portance of such types of practices has also been reported in the past (Hän-
nikäinen, 2003). Emotional aspects included teachers’ support for knowing 
one’s friends and accepting them, for forming the esprit de corps, and for being 
able to feel empathy and to respect friendships. These types of practices deliv-
ered a strong message concerning the emotional charge that is embedded in 
interactions within classrooms and underlined the importance of a positive cli-
mate for the social life in classrooms to flourish.   

6.3 Teacher and classroom characteristics and teachers’ observed 
pedagogical practices 

This study provides two sets of findings on how teacher and classroom charac-
teristics can enrich and complement the knowledge on and understanding of 
teachers’ role in preschool classrooms. Sub-study I contributes to the discussion 
by addressing the relation of teacher and classroom characteristics to classroom quality 
in the four classroom quality profiles. Sub-study II suggests a complimentary 
role of teachers’ self-reported goals and activities in the process of more deeply under-
standing why teachers produce practices as they do. The results indicate that chil-
dren are provided with varying pedagogical opportunities within each class-
room, depending on, among other aspects, teacher and classroom characteris-
tics. 

In sub-study I, five variables of teachers’ background characteristics (i.e., 
years of experience in educational settings; extent of instructional activities 
supporting literacy; ECCOM observational scores) and classroom characteristics 
(i.e., class size; number of additional personnel in the classroom) were analysed 
with respect to the four classroom quality profiles. Only few statistically signifi-
cant differences emerged among the profiles regarding classroom and teacher 
characteristics: the teachers in Profile 4 had the least amount of work experience 
of all of the teachers [F(3, 43) = 3.77, p < .05]. The results indicate that teachers’ 
shorter work experience is related to the lower classrooms quality, association 
that has also been reported in previous studies by others (Lamb, 1998; Pianta et 
al., 2005). Furthermore, teachers in the higher-quality profiles (1 and 2) provid-
ed more literacy instruction than did teachers in the lower-quality profiles (3 
and 4) [F(3, 44) = 2.86, p < .05]. This was also observed in practice as the two 
teachers in higher-quality classrooms were better able to frequently engage 
children in literacy-related tasks. Also in other studies (Connor, Morrison, & 
Slominski, 2006), the amount of such engaging activities has been shown to di-
rectly influence children’s literacy skills. When it comes to the ECCOM scores, 
in general, the teachers in higher-quality profiles (1 and 2) used child–centred 
practices more [F(3, 45) = 25.66, p < .001] than did the teachers in lower-quality 
profiles (3 and 4). Teacher–directed practices [F(3, 45) = 26.26, p < .001] were 
also used more commonly in lower-quality profiles than in the higher-quality 
profiles. The stronger establishing of child-centred practices in higher-quality 
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classrooms can also be related to teachers providing more literacy instruction in 
these classrooms or vice versa: perhaps child-centred teachers are better able to 
provide instruction in an age-appropriate manner and by using strategies that 
are appealing to children (see also Sylva et al., 2007, p. 51). In their earlier stud-
ies, Stipek and Byler (2004) as well as Pianta et al. (2005) have discovered that 
teachers who have less work experience tend to utilise more teacher-directed 
practices. The results of the sub-study I, thus, reflect the overlapping nature of 
the CLASS and ECCOM constructs, further suggesting that they both measure 
universal aspects of teacher–child interaction; and the findings establish similar 
connections regarding teacher characteristics as were reported by Stipek and 
Byler (2004). This study’s results on teachers’ background characteristics both 
validated the profiles but also provided important information on the personal 
factors that may be connected to the process quality in preschool classrooms. 

Teachers’ background characteristics analysed in sub-study II were par-
tially the same as those in sub-study I. The data on the self-reported emphasis 
on particular goals and on the frequency of certain instructional activities were, 
thus, used to complement the data on the observed practices of individual 
teachers on a micro level, and considered as creating personal combinations of 
classroom quality. In regard to the teacher questionnaires, it was discovered 
that teachers’ self-reported educational goals were reflected quite strongly in 
their observed practices, which complemented the findings as a whole regard-
ing the four teachers’ classroom practices. In general, the observed practices 
and teachers’ reports of their educational goals reflected a similar direction. For 
example, a self-reported strong emphasis on problem-solving and thinking 
skills was frequently observed as being reflected in high-quality conversations 
and discussions about concepts. Also teachers who were reporting frequently 
having the children in their classroom practise the use of a pen and introducing 
basic mathematical concepts, as well as teachers placing greater emphasis on 
the learning of factual skills, were observed to invest a greater amount of time 
in exercising basic skills in a teacher-directed fashion (similar findings have 
been reported by Stipek and Byler, 1997). In other words, it can be considered 
that qualitative case examples provided within this study serve as the embodi-
ments of the numeric quantitative ratings teachers reported to describe their 
teaching from their own perspective. 



 
 

 

7 DISCUSSION 

This study was set out to enable a more profound understanding of the role that 
teachers play in children’s learning and development in Finnish preschool 
classrooms and, thereby to contribute to the discussions on the complexity of 
classroom interaction and classroom quality from teachers’ perspective. Ac-
cordingly, two aims were established: (1) to examine what types of interaction 
and teachers’ practices contribute to classroom process quality in Finnish pre-
school classrooms comprising the selected sample, and (2) to construct a timely 
description of teacher–child interactions and teachers’ practices in Finnish pre-
school classrooms when the transition to formal schooling is approaching. In 
this chapter, the main results will be discussed with respect to these two aims. 
The implications, trustworthiness, and ethical considerations of the study are 
discussed as well as the main conclusions and suggestions for future directions. 

7.1 Classroom quality as a process: Teachers’ contribution 

The first aim of this study was to examine what types of interaction and 
teachers’ practices contribute to classroom process quality in the Finnish 
preschool classrooms of the selected sample. This study adopted the Teaching 
Through Interactions framework (Hamre et al., 2013) for the theoretical 
conceptualisation of classroom quality and the CLASS (Hamre & Pianta, 2007; 
Hamre et al., 2007) for data gathering. This was important since only a few 
structured measurement tools have been developed for assessing teacher–child 
interactions in the Finnish educational context. A recent report of the quality of 
the Finnish preschools (Hujala, Backlund-Smulter, et al., 2012) utilised a 
measure that was developed for this purpose. In addition, small scale studies 
have been conducted using the Early Childhood Environmental Rating Scale 
(ECERS: Harms & Clifford, 1980). Aside from these, the field of early childhood 
education lacks systematic observational tools and no nationally guided quality 
evaluation has been carried out so far (Hujala, Fonsén, et al., 2012). This study 
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contributes to the understanding of process quality in the field of Finnish 
preschool education by having conjunctively used the Teaching Through 
Interactions framework and the CLASS measure as quantitative and qualitative 
research tools in assessing classroom quality profiles within the Finnish context. 
The results of this study, including the CLASS scores, indicate that the Finnish 
preschool education practised in the classrooms examined was generally of a 
high quality, with forty of teachers belonging to the highest-quality profiles (1 
and 2) and only three teachers to the lowest-quality profile (4). Further, the 
CLASS dimension scores differed between the four profiles, revealing fine-
grained differences in classroom quality. In regard to these combinations, 
several connections can be seen between quantitative and qualitative findings 
in regard to classrooms quality.  

First, it seems that in order to belong to the higher-quality profiles (1 and 
2), teachers need to have established relatively high levels of Emotional Support 
and Classroom Organisation in combination with a high level of Instructional 
Support (especially Language Modelling): warm, sensitive and responsive 
teachers who established a constructive learning environment and verbally 
supported children’s learning belonged to Profiles 1 and 2. Teachers’ emotionally 
supportive practices played an important role according to the results of both the 
first and third sub-study (I and III), alongside organisational support and decisions. 
In sub-study I, profiles reflected a finding that both effectively managing and 
emotionally responsive teachers were better able to also perform instructionally 
(i.e., the instructional support was also of higher quality). In sub-study III, 
teachers were found to utilise shared social rules (e.g., Smetana, 1993) and ver-
bally reminded children how things should be done in their group, and they 
rarely did this without appealing to children’s emotions at the same time (e.g., a 
teacher asked, ‘How would you have felt if you were the one who is exclud-
ed?’). The possible connections between the CLASS domains of Emotional Sup-
port and Classroom Organisation became evident in both of these sub-studies (I 
and III)—which utilised different types of data (quantitative and qualitative 
respectively)—suggesting that perhaps teachers need to first establish practices in 
these two domains in order to be able to also provide Instructional Support of higher 
quality. Similar results have previously been reported by Bohn et al. (2004), 
Curby et al. (2009), as well as Wong and Wong (2004). However, a recent study 
by Curby et al. (2013) suggested that, in fact, emotional and instructional sup-
ports could be more effective in combination. An explanation for this could be 
that the domains of Instructional Support and Classroom Organisation reflect 
so many similar features that while teachers perform high-quality instruction, 
they are naturally also simultaneously effective in classroom organisation. This 
crossover aspect is also worth taking into consideration in regard to this study’s 
findings since teachers in Profile 2, in sub-study I, particularly showed differ-
ences in the dimensions under the domains of Emotional Support (i.e., Teacher 
Sensitivity, Positive Climate, Regard for Students Perspectives), and Instruc-
tional Support (i.e., Language Modelling) compared to teachers in Profile 3; 
thus, it can be considered that higher CLASS scores in these dimensions caused 
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the gains in classroom quality in Profile 2. Regardless, the finding concerning 
the role of Emotional Support with respect to Classroom Organisation and In-
structional Support is significant in the sense that Emotional Support seems to 
play a special role in enabling the activities in these classrooms. Relatedly, 
teachers in this study’s sample showed the most variation in the CLASS scores 
pertaining to the domain of Emotional Support. This points to a need to explore 
teachers’ practices of Emotional Support more thoroughly and ponder how 
teachers could be professionally supported, since the results of this study indi-
cate that particularly the combination of both high-quality Emotional Support 
and Classroom Organisation may improve good learning experiences within 
classrooms.  

Secondly, in sub-study I, the teachers were least differentiated regarding 
the CLASS domain of Classroom Organisation meaning that (except for teach-
ers in the lowest-quality subgroup) most teachers had established practices of Class-
room Organisation that received around a mid-range  score on the CLASS scale. This 
further indicates that nearly all teachers had established effective methods for 
preventing and redirecting misbehaviour, as well as having effective routines to 
manage the time for children’s learning within the classroom through various 
practices and constructive strategies. Sub-study III can be seen to reflect the 
same phenomenon in relation to how teachers’ managerial practices contribut-
ed to the social life in their preschool classroom. It was necessary for teachers to 
establish and refer to social rules to maintain the cohesion in the group of chil-
dren, and to utilise practices such as fairness in order to enhance the feeling of 
togetherness, being part of ‘our’ group. Similar results have also been reported 
by Hännikäinen (2005), as well as Hännikäinen and van Oers (2002). The asso-
ciation between positive child behaviour and teachers’ consistent behavioural 
expectations as well as proactive monitoring has also been established in earlier 
studies by others (Emmer & Stough, 2001), and the latest research further con-
nects effective organisational climate with classroom quality (Dennis & 
O’Connor, 2013). The importance of effective Classroom Organisation as part of 
creating a meaningful learning environment and generating positive child be-
haviours in preschool classroom arose also from the findings of sub-study II, 
but in this case through the reflection where a lack of effective organisational 
practices was perceivable. Teacher D of Profile 4 was involved in management-
related discussions nearly all the time during learning sessions, struggling to 
make the planned group work possible. This was clearly connected to the fact 
that there were a few children misbehaving in the classroom, but more signifi-
cantly to this teacher’s poorer ability to redirect such misbehaviour and prevent 
it from escalating. This feature, combined with a lack of clear verbal directing 
and the teacher’s less adaptive sensitivity, made this classroom a less produc-
tive and inspiring place for learning and reflected a significantly low quality in 
the domain of Instructional Support.  

A recent report on the quality of Finnish preschool classrooms (Hujala 
Backlund-Smulter, et al., 2012) emphasised that the key to generating higher-
quality teaching practices is through teachers’ better conception of child-centred 
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practices. Prior studies have supported this view by showing that child-centred 
practices, in particular, have a positive effect on children’s academic interest 
(Lerkkanen et al., 2012) and motivation (Stipek et al., 1995). However, in their 
study, Connor et al. (2005) reported that the combination of teachers’ warm re-
sponsiveness and spending more time on academic tasks have been shown to 
contribute to children’s stronger vocabulary and basic reading skills, thus sug-
gesting that in fact combining of child-centred and teacher-directed practices  
produces higher-quality learning experiences in classrooms. The child-centred 
practices (measured with the ECCOM) were connected to higher classroom 
quality (measured using the CLASS) also in this study (sub-study I), and teach-
er-directed practices were predominant in lower-quality classrooms. Yet, the 
qualitative cases in sub-study II revealed that while Teachers A and B, that is, 
the teachers with higher-quality profiles, were warm and responsive in their 
interaction with children, they also spent more time on academic tasks with the 
children than did Teachers C and D, who had lower-quality profiles. Hence, it 
is worth keeping in mind that using teacher-directed practices to a certain ex-
tent could contribute to increasing classroom quality, a notion that has also 
been suggested by Connor et al. (2005). Further, it is possible to use this study’s 
qualitative findings and examples of observed classroom practices to aid in en-
hancing teacher–child interactions and teachers’ pedagogical practices. Perhaps 
by doing so, it would be possible to increase teachers’ awareness of the im-
portance of both the warm interactions and purposeful content in teaching, and 
thus to improve classroom quality—a notion also mentioned in research by oth-
ers (Hujala, Backlund-Smulter, et al., 2012). 

7.2 Teacher–child interaction and teachers’ practices: Subtle 
contributions to transitioning 

The second aim of this study was to construct a timely description of the teach-
er–child interactions and teachers’ practices in Finnish preschool classrooms, 
which is the time when the transition to formal schooling is fast approaching. In 
line with the concepts of the socio-cultural approach, at this time children begin 
to gain new abilities and acceptance of new social situations, in this case that of 
primary school (Karabanova, 2010). One of the key findings of this study was 
that teachers’ emotionally supportive practices combined with constructive 
classroom management strategies create a safe basis and fruitful ground for 
learning in preschool classrooms. When the atmosphere is supportive and re-
spectful as well as organised in a way that enables clear and shared expecta-
tions to be met, children have the courage to also try tasks that feel challenging, 
and they feel safe enough even to make mistakes and consequently learn from 
these (see sub-studies II and III). To be able to create these types of learning op-
portunities in daily work with children requires that teachers, above all, show 
sensitivity and understanding toward children’s perspectives and needs, and further to 
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favourably respond to them. Teachers’ firm knowledge of individual children in 
their classroom, combined with thoughtful pedagogical considerations and de-
cisions, can create more fruitful opportunities for children to engage in activities 
and learn in preschool classrooms both with respect to pre-academic and social 
skills.  

The results of this study suggest that teachers’ sensitivity in the preschool 
context could be more precisely referred to as teachers’ pedagogical sensitivity. 
Features of pedagogical sensitivity have been described, for instance, in previ-
ous studies by van Manen (1991, 2002, 2008). In this study, pedagogical sensitiv-
ity is seen to consist of, firstly, a teachers’ sense of understanding children’s person-
al and social needs (i.e., teachers’ who are conscious of the role and importance of 
social interaction in classrooms may be better able to support children in their 
attempts to constructively join in group activities). This aspect of pedagogical 
sensitivity is most clearly established in sub-study III with respect to teachers’ 
support for social interaction. Teachers’ practices, such as fairness or direct en-
couragement for socially appropriate behaviour, may make the transition to 
primary school easier for children because practices such as these mediate the 
important message of becoming socially responsible individuals (e.g., Wentzel, 
1991) who understand what the most constructive ways of interacting with each 
other are in the classroom as well as in larger social spheres, outside of school. 
Previous studies have also suggested that the relationships children create with 
their teachers have an impact on what types of relationships they create with 
teachers later in their educational progression: children have been found to 
bring their experiences and the ways they perceive teachers to later spheres of 
interaction (e.g., Birch & Ladd, 1998). Therefore, teachers’ pedagogically sensi-
tive relationship with children is of importance for the imminent preschool con-
text, but may also play a protective and enhancing role when the children have 
transitioned to primary school. 

In regard to the transitioning to primary school, pre-academic learning is 
naturally of importance as well. Accordingly, the second aspect of teachers’ 
pedagogical sensitivity is teachers’ sensitivity toward children’s personal pre-
academic skills and interest in learning (i.e., recognising children’s skill level and 
being able to transform lesson plans accordingly by utilising thoughtful peda-
gogical practices) in combinations with the use of what the teacher considers to 
be important contents for learning in preschool. Based on the results yielded by  
sub-studies I and II, teachers were not able to bring children’s cognitive abilities 
up to full capacity even in the higher-quality profiles (the CLASS scores of high-
mid range at best). Teachers in the higher-quality classrooms did invite children 
to join in discussions and tried more purposefully to engage them in learning 
processes, as well as providing feedback and verbally modelling the ongoing 
activities. The small portion of teachers with classroom practices of strikingly 
low quality, however, showed a less sensitive stance towards children’s pre-
academic abilities and needs. It has been suggested that pedagogical sensitivity 
may be especially challenging for teachers with less work experience (see van 
Manen, 2008), which could explain the findings of this study when it comes to 
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teachers in lowest-quality Profile 4. Previous studies have emphasised that 
when teachers provide higher-quality instructional support (e.g., helping chil-
dren to develop their understanding or to model their own thinking processes), 
the children engaged more in learning activities and developed less task-
avoidant behaviours (e.g., Pakarinen et al., 2011). This indicates that children 
are keen on learning and engage in activities according to their own interest. 
One of the central ideas in Finnish preschool education is to introduce children 
to pre-academic skills and create a foundation for inner motivation and eager 
learning (National Core Curriculum for Pre-primary Education, 2010) instead of 
merely teaching children to, for instance, read and write. The results of this 
study are somewhat worrisome because the quality of the selected teachers’ 
instructional support appeared to be relatively low, indicating that such oppor-
tunities are not available to all children. Previous studies have shown that chil-
dren who experience enthusiasm and develop an interest in learning letters or 
numbers in preschool also perform better in these areas later on in primary 
school (e.g., Aunola, Leskinen, & Nurmi, 2006; Lerkkanen et al., 2012). This, 
more than anything else, calls for a need to pay further attention to teachers’ 
sensitivity in observing and supporting individual children and to develop 
children’s interest in learning already in preschool—when the ground for aca-
demic interests is forming. In line with the understanding derived from socio-
cultural theories, learning always includes social, emotional and cognitive as-
pects (Vygotsky, 1978, 1961). Considered from this point of view, teachers’ ped-
agogical sensitivity—sensitivity and understanding concerning children’s social 
needs and children’s personal skills and interest in learning—may yield positive in-
teractions and increase children’s enthusiasm for learning in preschool class-
rooms, which in turn is of importance to children’s transitioning to primary 
school. Related to this, serious considerations are needed concerning the ques-
tion of how teachers can sensitively observe children’s needs if class sizes in-
crease and the daily interaction in their classrooms subsequently grows in com-
plexity. Even though class size was not found to be associated with the ob-
served classroom quality in this study, recent research on Finnish day care cen-
tres has shown there to be a link: larger groups of children have been consid-
ered to be a major challenge for establishing child-centred pedagogy (Raittila, 
2013). The results of the present study bolster the conception that close and 
supportive teacher–child interaction is an important and beneficial mechanism 
already at the preschool level, and consideration of this finding can be useful in 
planning the future guidelines and legislation for preschool education as well 
as for early childhood education in the broader sense. 

Finnish children have traditionally ranked fairly highly in the past interna-
tional PISA comparisons (Programme for International Student Assessment; 
Organisation for Economic Cooperation, 2007, 2009), and quite a number of 
commendatory statements from researchers abroad have described the Finnish 
educational system as the elite of the world in popular media. However, the 
most recent PISA results (established in December 2013) show less encouraging 
results: Finnish children have lost their leading position among other countries 
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(Programme for International Student Assessment; Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation, 2012). Answers to the reasons for this have been sought from 
schools as well as teacher education providers in order to meet the expectations 
of Finnish society. Furthermore, it is yet unknown if children’s earliest years, 
even before school, have an impact in this process (Ojala & Talts, 2007). What is 
known from past large-scale studies is that children’s developmental trajecto-
ries stop altering already before children go to school and hence remain rela-
tively stable during their academic career (e.g., Siraj-Blatchford et al., 2011). 
Thus, children’s early years and interactions do matter and it is of high im-
portance to pay attention to the nature and quality of these earlier experiences, 
such as seen in preschool (this study’s focus), because if we consider learning 
and development as lifelong processes, something could be learned from what 
has happened earlier and which aspects of these experiences children bring 
with them as they transition from one educational level to another.  

7.3 Methodological and theoretical implications 

The methodological and theoretical implications of this study are approached 
from three viewpoints, namely: (1) the Teaching Through Interactions 
framework and the CLASS measure, (2) mixed methods design, and (3), the 
socio-cultural approach and ecological model. The Teaching Through Interactions 
framework (Hamre et al., 2013) and CLASS (Pianta & Hamre, 2007; Hamre et al., 
2007) as a tool to measure quality are based on large-scale observations 
according to which their categorisation of domains and dimensions has been 
constructed, and on empirical studies that have validated the impact of teacher–
child interactions on children’s development and learning. Thus, the Teaching 
Through Interactions framework and its CLASS measure yield certain 
advantages, such as enabling a more detailed observation and evaluation of 
teacher–child interactions. This study utilised data collected using such 
structured classroom observations, and general classroom quality profiles were 
devised according to relevant patterns; thus, the Teaching Through Interactions 
framework acted as a theoretical starting point for analyzing classroom quality and 
the CLASS as a tool to measure it, for all three sub-studies. Related profiling 
studies have been conducted in the United States (Curby et al., 2009; LoCasale-
Crouch et al., 2007) in the past, and utilising a profiling procedure in the Finnish 
context has not provided new implications from the perspective of the CLASS 
measure per se. However, within this study qualitative observational data were 
added to complement the quantitative profiles to show what kinds of 
interactions and practices the CLASS scores were actually based on. The results 
of this study can be seen to further validate the value of the CLASS measure as 
an individual assessment tool also in the Finnish context (sub-study I), and also 
as a good tool for identifying further research areas and openings worth 
pursuing, such as qualitative research (sub-studies II and III). Such studies—
using the CLASS as a starting point for further qualitative analysis—are so far 
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quite few in number (for an exception see Rasku-Puttonen, Lerkkanen, 
Poikkeus, & Siekkinen, 2012). Thus, one of the central implications of this study 
is that the results gained by using the CLASS measure could serve as a basis for 
selecting prospective areas of research interest. Further, in aiming to 
understand why different teachers’ practices yield different levels of quality 
regarding children’s learning experiences, the results of this dissertation also 
imply that the relatively normative nature (i.e., if a classroom scores ‘1’ then its 
teacher’s practices are considered to be ‘poor’ in quality, and if ‘7’ then ‘good’) 
of the CLASS measure should be combined with additional qualitative methods 
such as classroom observation and teacher interviews. 

When aiming to understand a complex phenomenon—such as the interac-
tion and relationships between teachers and children in their classroom—it is 
apparent that one set of data is rarely enough to capture the phenomenon as a 
whole. From a methodological perspective mixed methods were utilised in a rela-
tively conventional manner within this study: it is common to use quantitative 
data as a starting point and then proceed with qualitative data and questions 
(e.g., Hesse-Biber, 2010). What is less common, however, is to apply such an 
approach in the field of early childhood education research. The results of this 
study imply that, methodologically, the sequential mixed methods design 
served the aims well and contributed to gaining a deeper understanding and 
broader conception of teacher–child interaction and teachers’ pedagogical prac-
tices in Finnish preschool classrooms, results which would have been difficult 
to reach by using only either quantitative or qualitative methods and thus cre-
ated a wider perspective (Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). Within this study, 
the mixed methods design particularly aided in making the pedagogical side 
visible, describing the teachers’ pedagogical practices in words rather than 
merely through the numerical results of the quantitative CLASS assessments. 

The socio-cultural approach (e.g., Vygotsky, 1978) and ecological model (e.g., 
Bronfenbrenner, 1979) were used as the key theoretical stepping stones within this 
study. In general, the previous studies using the CLASS have particularly uti-
lised the ecological model as their theoretical framework (e.g., Downer et al., 
2010; Rimm-Kaufman & Wanless, 2012). In this study, the use of the socio-
cultural approach in combination with the ecological model became useful es-
pecially with respect to analysing the qualitative data. The analysis of this data 
emphasised the presence of social, cognitive and emotional aspects in the inter-
action between teachers and children (e.g., Vygotsky, 1961), areas which are not 
as precisely represented in the ecological model. Furthermore, it has been sug-
gested that the socio-cultural approach may help in understanding to which 
extent socio-cultural contexts affect classroom process quality outside the Unit-
ed States, where the CLASS has been developed (Sabol & Pianta, 2012). This 
refers to aiming more deeply to understand the situated nature of learning and 
development in the preschool classroom context, particularly in Finland. In 
agreement, this study implies that socio-cultural approach can theoretically im-
prove and strengthen future studies utilising the CLASS by enabling finer and 
deeper understanding of the interactions between teachers and children, com-
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plementing related broader perspectives on learning and development gained 
using the ecological model. It is, however, also important to note that even 
though these theories both hold the interaction and relationships between 
teachers and the children in their classroom to be the key determinants of chil-
dren’s learning and development, the interpretation and analysis of such con-
siderations should go beyond the variable level established in the CLASS meas-
ure in order to fully utilise the power of the socio-cultural approach in under-
standing such interactional processes. The importance of observational data on 
naturally occurring interactions to understand the interactions more deeply is 
emphasised by, among others Vygotsky (1978). This study shows that both the 
socio-cultural approach and the ecological model are conceptually useful theo-
retical approach to exploring phenomena such as the teacher–child interaction 
analysed in this study. Nevertheless, the results also imply a challenge for fu-
ture research and for combining these approaches: this study explored the in-
teraction merely on a micro level and thus further studies are required to more 
fully intertwine all of the five levels of the ecological model (Bronfenbrenner, 
1979) with the rich view of learning presented in the works of Vygotsky (1961, 
1978) in particular. 

7.4 Practical and pedagogical implications  

A recent report on the quality of Finnish preschool classrooms has recommend-
ed that a good way of positively influencing the prevailing pedagogical practic-
es in preschools is through new research-based knowledge (Hujala, Backlund-
Smulter, et al., 2012). The current study can produce new knowledge in the field 
of early childhood education by introducing a global way of seeing teacher–
child interaction in preschool classrooms, and perhaps also in day care groups 
with even younger children. It is worth noting that knowledge of the domains 
and dimensions of the CLASS measure may help student teachers (and teachers) 
to become more aware of the broader areas of interactions that are known to 
play a role in children’s development. The advantage of introducing these do-
mains to the field of early childhood education lies in the solid theoretical and 
empirical foundation of the Teaching Through Interactions framework (Hamre 
et al., 2013) and the CLASS measure. The CLASS measure could, for instance, be 
introduced as a tool to practise observing groups and classrooms in early child-
hood education settings during teacher training. The CLASS measure could 
serve as a tool to widen the perspective on a variety of significant aspects of 
teacher–child interaction in a controllable and structured format, which then 
could be discussed amongst the groups of student teachers and subsequently 
used to reflect on potential teacher education improvements. As the research 
base using the CLASS measure is also growing larger in the Finnish context 
(e.g., Pakarinen et al., 2010; Pakarinen et al., 2011; Rasku-Puttonen et al., 2012), 
it is gaining in validity and reliability as well as increasing its practical potential 
to aid in improving the quality of Finnish preschool and primary classrooms.  
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Each of the three sub-studies can be further seen to produce unique impli-
cations for practice, which will be briefly described. The quantitative results of 
sub-study I can be used to recognise kindergarten teachers’ professional 
strengths and weaknesses and their distribution in the sample of this study. The 
quality profiles provide grounded information on sample teachers’ practices in 
conjunction with the CLASS measure and other evaluation tools and may be 
useful in supporting teachers’ professional development in interventions. In 
particular, the profiles serve as useful information for kindergarten teacher ed-
ucation in terms of indicating in what areas of teacher–child interactions Finn-
ish teachers could still develop and which strengths could be supported in such 
developments. The results of the sub-study I also indicated a connection be-
tween lower classroom quality and shorter working experience in educational 
settings, which may indicate a need for stronger support in teachers’ profes-
sional development, especially at the early stage of the teaching career. These 
aspects could be taken into consideration, for instance, when revising the sylla-
bus for kindergarten teacher training.  

The findings of sub-study II suggest pedagogical implications for, in par-
ticular, the development of preschool education and teacher training through 
examples of more and less effective teachers’ actual work with children. Further, 
sub-study II provides interesting examples of instructional teaching practices 
(i.e., ways of supporting children’s cognitive and language learning) in the 
Finnish cultural context, where play and a less formal curriculum are typically 
considered essential elements in early learning. Such examples could be used in 
kindergarten teacher training, as a tool to reflect student teachers’ own visions 
of instructional teaching practices and ponder what one could do better and 
what could be learned from those examples in order to establish more effective 
practices? Furthermore, the combined results of sub-studies I and II could also 
be used as a critical message for the field of preschool education: not all teach-
ers are able to provide high-quality opportunities for children to learn and more 
deeply develop their understanding of the topics at hand. Such skills are of 
course important, especially in children’s preparation for their transition to 
primary school where learning processes become ever more important.  

The findings of sub-study III are useful in raising teachers’ awareness of 
the importance of the social life in classrooms, not only for children’s well-being 
in their imminent surroundings but also in their wider social contexts and later 
in life. Teachers’ role in supporting children in their attempts to join in group 
activities and sustain peer relations are of importance as this type of support 
may help prevent, for instance, social exclusion. It is also promising to see that 
Finnish preschool teachers utilise a number good practices to enhance social 
interactions and an awareness of such practices is of particular importance for 
student teachers who are on the verge of graduating and about to start working 
with children. 

More broadly, the results of this study suggest that it is helpful if teachers 
are given adequate time to observe the children in their classrooms in order to 
establish an awareness of and sensitivity toward the needs of each unique indi-
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vidual child. Observing and becoming aware of the features of effective daily 
interaction could further serve as a tool for self-inspection and improving 
teachers’ personal commitment to their work. Van Manen has suggested that 
pedagogy requires practical rather than intellectualised forms of knowledge 
(van Manen, 1991), and, through practical examples, this study may promote 
reflective thoughtfulness and a sense of improvisational tact as marks of peda-
gogically sensitive teachers —one of the central findings of this study. 

Finally, this study has also yielded a societal implication. The findings of 
the study pertain to a sample of children on the verge of transitioning to formal 
schooling, new educational context for them. Issues that teachers should sup-
port children with before their transition to school include learning to act as 
competent and socially skilled individuals who understand the basics of social 
interaction and developing the constructive abilities necessary to work in dif-
ferent groups, combined with enabling a natural and positive interest towards 
acquiring basic pre-academic skills. As the next version of the National Core 
Curriculum for Pre-primary Education (2010) is being revised (due 2016), the 
discussion naturally also continues in the more popular media. Based on the 
results of this study, the interaction between teachers and children is the cen-
tral-most feature impacting classroom quality, with emotional sensitivity to-
ward the children in the classroom having presented itself as being particularly 
beneficial factor. In addition, the importance and role of teacher support in so-
cial development should be clear in the daily work in preschool classrooms as 
children need to learn adequate social skills for their upcoming school life. Thus, 
it is plausible that the results of this study may also aid in the process of revis-
ing the national Finnish preschool curriculum. 

7.5 Trustworthiness and the limitations  

Discussing the trustworthiness of the research process is a key to creating 
confidence in any report and to establishing that the findings are indeed reliable 
and valid. The trustworthiness of this study will be discussed along the 
concepts of (a) Credibility, (b) Dependability, (c) Confirmability, and (d) 
Transferability; aspects that are considered to be the central most determinants of 
the trustworthiness of qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 
2004). In this summary report, both quantitative and qualitative sub-studies 
were drawn together, but the discussion at the level of this summary is more 
qualitative in nature. For this reason, the trustworthiness of the study is 
evaluated in terms of criteria primarily used to review qualitative research; 
however, the aspect of mixing methods is also discussed in the subsequent 
paragraphs. 

(a) Credibility is broadly associated with the question of how well the re-
sults of a given study describe the reality and are truthful (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985; Patton, 2002). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), knowing the phe-
nomenon at hand thoroughly as well as observing it for an adequate amount of 
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time increases the credibility of a study. In this study, the whole research pro-
cess, as well as each sub-study, began with becoming familiarised with related 
studies. In addition, my pedagogical training as a kindergarten teacher, as well 
as my active participation in the data gathering, acted as assets in my 
knowledge of both the field and the data—combined with my conscientious 
awareness of the importance and value of delivering trustworthy results. Also, 
the context of the data gathering was another aspect that I felt I needed to keep 
in mind during analysis, because having observed and conversed with some of 
the teachers during the observation days may have given me additional infor-
mation on why those teachers used certain practices while missing that infor-
mation on teachers I did not personally observe. 

When considering the credibility of this study, three aspects are clearly 
connected to the data gathering. First, it is worth noting that most of the teacher–
child interactions in the preschool classrooms were audio recorded and only 
some video recorded. Subsequently, in the analysis of the data, more verbal ex-
pressions and less physical practices used in teaching, such as gestures and fa-
cial expressions, were available; thus, more attention has been paid to the ver-
bal ways of establishing teacher–child interaction and teachers’ guidance. Ad-
mittedly, having video material on all observed teachers would have brought 
more detail and depth to the descriptions of teachers' practices and would have 
represented all teachers more equally in the analytical process.  

Secondly, since the data were gathered during live classroom observations 
with two observers present in the classroom, the role of the observers in the 
classroom could have had some effects on what occurred during the sessions, 
thus affecting the nature of the data that were gathered. Such an effect is possi-
ble, but most likely insignificant in this case; since the observations were con-
ducted for 3 hours at a time in each of the classrooms and on two different 
days—quite a good coverage—the teachers and children were most likely act-
ing like they normally would. Personal feedback discussions in January 2013 
with two of the teachers participating in the observations strengthened this as-
sumption, as the teachers reported feeling unaffected by the observations as 
well as reporting that the children were acting as they would on any normal 
day of preschool. 

Thirdly, the 49 preschool teachers who participated to the classroom ob-
servations and to whom the data of this study pertains were all volunteers, 
which could be seen to have an effect on the credibility of the study. When the 
teachers who participated in the observations were compared to those who 
chose not to participate in the classroom observations, no statistically significant 
differences were found concerning teacher work experience, number of 6-year-
olds in the classroom, exhaustion at work, curricular goals, or interactional style. 
However, a trend (p < .10) toward higher teacher efficacy beliefs was found for 
the participating vs nonparticipating teachers, but the finding was not statisti-
cally significant (Pakarinen et al., 2010). This trend could mean that the volun-
tary teachers were more self-reliant and felt more competent, thus having the 
confidence to invite observers to their classrooms.  
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The credibility of the study can also be discussed with respect to the data 
analysis. During the data analyses for the three sub-studies, the preliminary re-
sults were introduced to different groups of researchers and practitioners in the 
field of early childhood education who were not as deeply familiar with the 
topic—an activity recommended to increase the credibility of any research ac-
cording to Lincoln and Guba (1985). Such groups included, for example, a PhD 
student seminar group as well as a variety of audiences at international and 
national scientific conferences who could listen and comment on the findings 
from an outsider perspective. Furthermore, the results of the sub-studies were 
also presented to outside teachers working in Finnish preschool classrooms 
who could confirm whether the inferences made from the data were appropri-
ate and reflected situations that they themselves also meet in daily work. In ad-
dition, during the feedback discussions with two participating teachers in Janu-
ary 2013, they recognised the resemblance between what was being observed 
(i.e., the results of the study) and how they viewed their own role and practices 
in their classroom.  

From a methodological perspective, the credibility of this study is sup-
ported mostly through the use of the CLASS measure (Pianta et al., 2004; Pianta, 
La Paro, et al., 2008). As a measure and assessment tool of process quality, the 
CLASS seems to reflect the quality of preschool education in Finland relatively 
well. In comparing the CLASS scores with the qualitative observations, a clear 
connection could be seen to confirm that the CLASS was an accurate quantita-
tive measure of what was qualitatively observable in the video and audio re-
cordings regarding the teacher–child interaction. Furthermore, the observers 
who conducted the CLASS and the ECCOM observations in the classrooms 
were carefully trained before they proceeded to conduct the official observa-
tions in the classrooms. Utilising two independent observers in each of the 
classrooms was one way of enhancing the credibility of the study. Furthermore, 
this study utilised both quantitative and qualitative research methods in order 
to investigate interactions in classrooms, thus establishing the credibility on a 
data level as well, creating a deeper and more trustworthy understanding of the 
observed phenomenon (i.e., teacher–child interaction and teachers’ practices).  

(b) Dependability is associated with the transparent nature of research 
which enables other researchers to conduct similar research, with similar meth-
ods and receive similar results, and is thus closely connected to methodological 
choices made throughout the research process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 
2004). It has also been emphasised that when the dependability of a research 
study is assured, this establishes a ground for its credibility as well (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). In designing each sub-study progressively, it was important to 
critically evaluate the data and the method of analysis that was being utilised in 
each completed sub-study, and to simultaneously determine how particular 
choices could contribute to ultimately understanding the phenomenon from a 
broader perspective. This is where the principles of mixed methods research 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007; Hesse-Biber, 2010) became useful. The main re-
search questions created for this summary report (see chapter 4) can be seen as 
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having provided a platform for evaluating the methodological, analytical and 
practical aspects of each sub-study in order to construct a concise entity.  

The dependability of this study has to a great extent been established 
through trustworthy reporting of the research process and the results. The re-
search design of sub-study I was based on a previous profiling study conducted 
in the United States (LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007), and we were able to design 
and conduct a research plan that resembles that well–reported study with re-
spect to the profiling strategy but applied to the Finnish context. In order to 
guarantee a relevant continuity between the sub-studies of this study, attention 
was paid to carefully reporting the protocol of each sub-study with respect to 
previous theories as well as in regard to clearly establishing the details of the 
data collection and selection through the CLASS measure, as well as in regard 
to the data analysis and the causes that may limit the research (see also 
Onwuegbuzie & Johnson, 2006). Since the amount of space for these types of 
descriptions was limited in the individual sub-studies, this summary report 
further describes each of the sub-studies to generate a consensus and thus in-
crease the dependability of the research. Needing to introduce and reword the 
main ideas of each of the sub-studies for this summary report was a good way 
to revisit each sub-study’s analysis and to ensure each process is clearly and 
understandably presented in the summary report.  

(c) Confirmability is associated with ensuring that the findings of a study 
are based on the experiences, ideas or behaviours of the participants, rather 
than on the bias of the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). Con-
firmability is thus closely connected to the objectivity of a study’s results and 
interpretations. In this study the structured observational CLASS measure (Pi-
anta et al., 2004; Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008) was utilised in the data collection 
and as a tool to identify participants for the subsequent qualitative sub-studies. 
Thus, the objective use of the CLASS is a major factor contributing to the con-
firmability of this study. The observers who conducted the CLASS and ECCOM 
observations in the classrooms were carefully trained before they were allowed 
to conduct the official observations in the classrooms, and sufficient inter-rater 
reliability was required (>.80) in the observer pairs’ results. This reflects the aim 
to collect information on classroom situations that is as objective as possible. 
However, the majority of the observers worked in the same pairs throughout 
their data collection and this could have also contributed to their high inter-
rater reliability. Another aspect to consider is Miles and Huberman’s (1994) no-
tion that the confirmability of any research is also dependent on the extent to 
which the researcher admits his or her own predispositions that may be reflect-
ed in the interpretations. Regarding the analysis and interpretation of the quali-
tative data in sub-studies II and III, all researchers involved in evaluating the 
results had pedagogical training either as kindergarten teacher or primary 
school teacher. While this could be considered as a factor hindering the con-
firmability of this study, it can also be seen to bring practical knowledge to the 
interpretation of the results and thus help to increase the practical implications 
of the findings by providing applicable results that are useful to the field of ear-
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ly childhood education. Also, while there were three researchers evaluating the 
analyses and interpretations of the first author, open and critical exchanges of 
ideas took place. Such active exchanges further served as an effective way of 
making sure that everyone involved in research remained sensitive to what is 
being said about the participants. This was especially important in regard to the 
qualitative data extracts and the interpretations that were made regarding those 
moments in the everyday life. This consideration was fulfilled by carefully ob-
serving the whole data of individual teachers, and, while extracting the analyti-
cal units from the data, paying attention not to over- or underestimate the pow-
er of short incidents in the classroom, keeping their place in the context of the 
whole observation session in mind. 

(d) Transferability in research is concerned with the extent to which the 
findings of a study can be applied to other situations (Merriam, 1998; Shenton, 
2004). In qualitative research, it is often not of specific interest to generalise re-
sults to a broader population, but instead transferability is used to increase the 
applicability of the results in other contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this 
study, the mixed methodological connection of the three sub-studies can be 
seen to add to both the generalisability and transferability of the research to a 
certain extent. The quantitative results describe somewhat general combina-
tions of teacher–child interactions, which could be generalised but with certain 
limitations (e.g., the limited representativeness of teachers examined in three 
municipalities with respect to those in all municipalities of Finland). Simultane-
ously when these findings were further inspected through qualitative micro 
level designs, a more detailed view of different interactional features of interac-
tions and micro contexts appearing during observations was possible. It has 
been suggested previously that only by providing detailed descriptions of the 
context, participants, methods and limitations involved is it possible to be able 
to transfer the findings of a research study to another context (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985).  

Limitations. The limitations of this study are as follows. First, considering 
previous profiling studies (Curby et al., 2009; LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007), it 
would have been useful to compare the teacher profiles also with child out-
comes in order to reveal whether the different combinations of support meas-
ured with the CLASS result in different gains with respect to the different class-
rooms. In this study, the connections between teachers’ practices (classroom 
quality) and child outcomes were not explored; hence, it is not possible to show 
what kinds of effects different types of teacher support have on developing 
children. This, however, is one of the many ideas for further studies. Second, 
utilising longitudinal data, covering several CLASS observation time points, 
would have enabled an inspection of the effectiveness of the preschool educa-
tion as well as the stability of and/or change in teachers’ practices in relation to 
classroom process quality (as measured with the CLASS) in the Finnish context. 
However, these aims were impossible to pursue given the limits of the data set 
of this study, and would have required a) conducting more observations during 
the preschool year to assess the stability of and/or changes in teachers’ practic-
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es, and b) having data gathered on the same teachers after the preschool year in 
order to inspect the effectiveness of the preschool education. These questions 
remain very important and much needed areas of investigation for future stud-
ies. 

Third, the use of profiling procedure (sub-study I) similar to the US study 
by LoCasale-Crouch and others (2007) created a tempting opportunity to con-
duct cross-cultural comparisons between the US and Finland. Unfortunately, 
such comparisons would be impossible to conduct reliably as the sample sizes 
(FIN = 49; US = 676) and specific items (e.g., not using all of the CLASS dimen-
sions) of the two studies differed substantially from each other. Furthermore, 
children in the US sample were younger (3–4 years old) than those in the Finn-
ish sample (6 years old). 

Fourth, the first sub-study (I) dealt with statistical modelling and one of 
the main concerns was the small sample size (n = 49). This issue was dealt with 
by utilising non parametric statistical tests to take the small sample size into 
consideration. These tests yielded similar results as the parametric tests. Fur-
thermore, at the summary stage of this study, the inspection of the data was 
increased to the micro level and thus complemented the statistical analyses by 
utilising the principles of mixed methods research (e.g., Johnson et al., 2007). 

Fifth, this study introduced two sub-studies (II and III) providing micro 
level examples of daily classroom interaction between teachers and children, 
and it might easily be assumed that these interactions represent implications for 
how teachers should work with children. That is why it is necessary to clarify 
that it is both impossible and purposeless to provide one specific way of teach-
ing in preschool classrooms and the examples should not simply be assumed as 
recommendations for practice. Furthermore, the intention of the research was 
not to prescribe “normative” practices that should be seen to be more right than 
others, but rather to yield information that can be used as a tool to reflect on 
one’s own practices: ‘What is it that I do and could I do it better?’ or, ‘Are there 
practices that I do better but are not mentioned in this report?’ It is also peda-
gogically relevant to remember that what works within one group of children 
may not work within another (cf., the situated nature of practices within indi-
vidual groups, involving negotiating and re-negotiating mutual ways of work-
ing together). This type of children’s ‘evocative effect’ has recently become a 
significant area of research in educational and social sciences (e.g., Nurmi et al., 
2013).  

Sixth, only a small portion of the observational data has been explored in 
great detail using the CLASS measure. Sub-study I considered all the domains 
of the CLASS, but only sub-study II delved deeper and only into some of the 
areas measured by the CLASS. In sum, only the domain of Instructional Sup-
port was subjected to more thorough inspection, leaving the domains of Class-
room Organisation and Emotional Support without similarly detailed attention. 
Thus, it remains for future studies to conduct fine-grained qualitative analyses 
in the domain of Emotional Support, which showed the greatest variation be-
tween profiles, and to identify why Finnish preschool teachers have established 
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such high CLASS scores in the domain of Classroom Organisation within the 
present research. Furthermore if we look at the data on all 49 preschool teachers 
who were examined in the research, only 4 teachers’ qualitative data in sub-
study II and 20 teachers’ data in sub-study III were explored in depth. One par-
ticularly interesting way of further using the qualitative observational data 
would be to analyse it regarding micro patterns within the profiles; in other 
words, to continue to seek individual similarities and differences that occur 
among teachers within each of the four profiles. That way, it would be possible 
to gain more knowledge and thus an even deeper understanding of the nature 
of the pedagogy applied in a variety of Finnish preschool classrooms. 

Seventh, the use of the CLASS as the main observational tool in this study 
also created some methodological limitations, alongside its advantages. The 
scoring sheet determined from which perspective the live classroom situations 
were to be interpreted and what perspectives were to be adopted. For this rea-
son, including qualitative data was essential. Relatedly, observing for three 
hours per day and only during the forenoon hours does not allow to generalis-
ing the findings across the preschool day, but only to the similarly situated 
moments of more purposefully organised activities. The aim of this study was 
to examine classroom interactions from the teachers’ perspective and the 
CLASS measure also narrows the observational focus to teachers (see the How to 
observe guidelines of the CLASS: Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008). Finnish preschool 
education is traditionally considered to be child-centred with a strong emphasis 
placed on children as active learners in daily activities. Through its micro level 
analytical approach to situated moments of the preschool day, this study found 
that Finnish preschool teachers do in fact actively aim to consider children’s 
perspectives. Several extracts from sub-studies II and III show how teachers aim 
to respect children’s perspectives and activate them in different pre-academic 
and social situations; however, the research frame and research questions direct 
the discussion toward the children’s perspective as seen from the teachers’ 
standpoint.  

Lastly, within the two qualitative sub-studies (II and III) a fair number of 
episodes were observed during which the preschool teachers utilised play or 
play-like activities as pedagogical devices to engage children in pre-academic 
learning activities, to introduce an important topic, or to vary the strategy of 
teaching. Since the observations were conducted during formal learning ses-
sions, teachers had integrated learning tasks into play—but situations in which 
children had opportunities for free play did not occur. Opportunities for free 
play would have probably been much richer and more self-determined during 
other times of observation (i.e., outside formal learning sessions) since play-
time is generally given an important role in Finnish preschool classrooms. Fur-
thermore, perhaps different theoretical approaches need to be utilised in future 
studies, since, due to its strong emphasis on the teacher’s role during observa-
tions, it may be difficult to assess children’s free play using the CLASS measure. 
The importance of free play as part of the preschool curriculum in Finland may 
not be sufficiently reflected using the standard CLASS, but further studies 
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could attempt to enrich the CLASS with a structured coding scheme for situa-
tions during which play occurs. 

7.6 Ethical considerations 

The National Advisory Board on Research Ethics (2009) provides ethical guide-
lines for humanities and social sciences which are designed to assist in critical 
scientific reviewing through joint ethical rules, and which Finnish universities 
have agreed to comply with. The board’s ethical principles cover three broader 
areas along which the ethical issues of this study will be discussed, namely: re-
specting the autonomy of research participants; avoiding harm; and ensuring privacy 
and data protection.  

Respecting the autonomy of research participants in this study was ensured by 
emphasising voluntary participation and by asking for a written informed con-
sent from each participant (Christians, 2000; The National Advisory Board on 
Research Ethics, 2009). These aspects were mainly considered as part of the 
larger data gathering in the First Steps study. Teachers in whose classrooms the 
observations were conducted volunteered to be observed and to fill in ques-
tionnaires, and gave their informed consent for their own part. Further, the par-
ent(s) of each child in the classrooms were asked to give their written informed 
consent for their child’s participation in the First Steps study as well as for their 
own participation (i.e., willingness to fill in parent questionnaires). Children 
were not directly addressed regarding their willingness to participate, but in-
stead their parents asked their children and wrote the consent form on their 
behalf. Participants were also informed that they were free to drop out of the 
research project at any time if they wished to do so. Those children whose par-
ents did not give their consent for their child to be video recorded were given a 
place in the classroom where they could participate in the classroom activities 
without being shown in the recording. Usually these children were very few in 
number.  

The second aspect of research ethics applied in this study regards avoiding 
harm, both in terms of mental and social harm (the National Advisory Board on 
Research Ethics, 2009). When conducting observations of young children’s be-
haviour such as in the classrooms explored in this study, these aspects become 
especially important. All of the observers were trained to introduce themselves 
and explain for what purposes they were conducting the observation. Observ-
ers were also trained to be sensitive to the situations in the classrooms and to 
notice whether any of the children were bothered by the observers’ presence. 
Prior to the observations, teachers were also given general information, on what 
types of things would be observed—but without going into detail regarding the 
two observational instruments (i.e., the CLASS and the ECCOM). Great care 
was taken to reduce the possibility of the children or the teachers experiencing 
any mental harm during the data gathering phase or at any other time of the 
research, thus ensuring the ethicality of the research activities. During the data 
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analysis, ethical issues needed to be considered once again and avoiding mental 
and societal harm became a central aspect to be kept in mind. Observational 
data are highly personal by nature and it requires sensitivity from the research-
er to work with such data (Mason, 1996). For instance, the tone of reporting re-
sults is significant; the data pertaining to any individual must be reported with 
respect and without being derogatory. This issue was especially of concern in 
reporting the findings of sub-study II, which (due to the use of normative ob-
servational tools) emphasised that Teachers A and B had generated a higher 
classroom quality than Teachers C and D. These issues were carefully discussed 
among the researchers involved in sub-study II and attention was paid to how 
the different aspects of quality were worded. More broadly, when exploring 
teachers from such a small dataset (n = 49), it is particularly important to take 
the ethical aspect of exploring human cases into consideration and present the 
cases in a way that represents the aim of understanding the teachers. 

The third aspect of research ethics, concerning privacy and data protection 
(Christians, 2000; the National Advisory Board on Research Ethics, 2009), was 
also handled carefully as part of the First Steps study in the data preservation 
for the whole project. When the observations were conducted, the audio and 
video recordings were temporarily stored and password protected on a com-
puter of the research coordinator of the First Steps study. Persons who were in 
charge of transcribing the recording were few in number and were instructed to 
keep the recordings in safe and private places as well as to delete the recordings 
right after the transcripts are completed. During the transcribing process, the 
teachers’ and children’s names were coded (using pseudonyms) to protect their 
identities and the written coding key linking the real names to the pseudonyms 
was kept in separate file. Teachers were additionally assigned a four-digit ID 
number, which was used to link for instance, teachers’ questionnaires and ob-
servational data to the correct teacher in the larger datasets while protecting 
their public identity. The original audio and video recordings were archived 
with necessary care among the other data gathered in the First Steps study. The 
original and all copies of recorded observations for this study were kept safe in 
a folder on a password protected computer and deleted after the research had 
been completed. Furthermore, the real names of teachers or children have not 
been utilised at any point of reporting the research findings. All of the data ex-
tracts that have been reported in the three sub-studies have been carefully se-
lected and blinded so that the true identity of the participants cannot be identi-
fied.   

7.7 Concluding remarks and future directions 

The general purpose of this study was to create a more profound knowledge 
and understanding of the role that teachers play in children’s learning and 
development in Finnish preschool classrooms and to thus contribute to the 
discussion on the complexity of classroom interaction and classroom quality 
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from the teachers’ perspective. Through the findings of its three individual sub-
studies, this study reflects the importance of continuous and reciprocal 
interacting between teachers and children to produce learning opportunities of 
high quality, as has also been suggested in several previous studies 
(Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006; Pianta, 1999). In this study, the provision of 
such high-quality learning opportunities were found to be established through 
teachers’: 1) ability to recognise the needs and abilities of each individual child 
as well as the group; 2) responding to these needs by utilising thoughtful, 
pedagogically sensitive practices; and 3) their ability to exert this sensitivity in 
practice through humane and respectful interactions with children. This study’s 
findings call for a need to pay attention to what degree teachers are using 
emotionally supportive practices already during teacher training, as well as to 
reflect on how teachers’ use of higher-quality instructional support could serve 
as a tool to engage children in meaningful higher-order thinking and reasoning 
that might also increase their interest in learning pre-academic skills. The 
results of the study also emphasise that even though the preschool year relates 
in many ways to the transitioning to school and learning the necessary social 
and pre-academic skills relevant to this transition, it is equally important for 
teachers to establish a constructive and friendly atmosphere in their classrooms, 
so that a joy for learning may flourish through their daily interactions. 

In future studies, it would be insightful to explore the profiles identified in 
sub-study I with respect to children’s outcomes. In the previous study by Curby 
et al. (2009), the profiles that were identified in the context of the United States 
(LoCasale-Crouch et al., 2007) were explored with respect to children’s 
achievement and social competence. Their results suggested that the greatest 
gains in children’s cognitive outcomes were achieved in classrooms where the 
dimension of Language Modelling was of high quality and the greatest gains in 
social competence were observed in classrooms where Emotional Support was 
of higher quality. It would also be promising to conduct this type of study in 
the Finnish context since the sub-studies of this doctoral study, as well as previ-
ous studies using the CLASS measure in the Finnish context (Pakarinen et al., 
2010), have shown that even though there are differences between the US and 
Finnish contexts, the CLASS is also able to measure important variation also in 
the relatively homogenous educational system of Finland. The data of the First 
Steps study would enable this type of analysis. Furthermore, it would be 
worthwhile to explore the impact of high-quality practices provided in Finnish 
preschools on children’s later adjustment in primary school or even later in life, 
as the importance of the role of high-quality education early on has been sug-
gested by others (e.g., Peisner-Feinberg et al., 2001). The issue of this relation to 
children’s outcome is of particular interest, but could unfortunately not be as-
sessed within the limitations of this study and remains open for further studies 
to investigate. 

Relatedly, the usefulness of the CLASS as a valid assessment tool in con-
ducting observations amongst even younger children (i.e., toddlers and infants) 
has been attempted both in and outside the United States (Thomason & La Paro, 
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2009; Slot et al., 2014). However, this area is yet unexplored in the Finnish con-
text. Finnish early childhood education and day care have certain unique fea-
tures compared to other European countries (Hännikäinen & Rautamies, 2008), 
and the field of early childhood education could benefit from the use of a struc-
tured observational tool in assessing the quality of interactions between teacher 
and children. The findings of this study suggest that the CLASS measure could 
also be useful in future education research with respect to even younger chil-
dren in the Finnish context. 

It is necessary to keep in mind that the results of this study are based on 
outsiders’ perspective of teachers’ role in the classroom, that is, the perspective 
of the observing researchers rather than that of the teachers and children them-
selves. The teacher questionnaire data were utilised to compliment the data of 
the observed practices, but cannot yield the same level of understanding re-
garding individual teachers that interviews would. Perhaps in the future, ob-
servational studies will feature interviews with observed teachers—including 
their watching and discussing their video-recorded classroom practices and 
interactions—combined with questionnaires or teacher logs examining the 
teachers’ values and emphases, an idea also suggested by Hamre et al. (2013). 
This would be an appropriate way of studying teachers’ practices and interac-
tion with children in their classrooms as purposeful and pedagogically goal-
oriented action. It would also be insightful if children’s experiences would be 
gathered in a similar fashion. Such studies could really tackle the complexity of 
teacher–child interactions and their impact on classroom quality as an observed 
and, more importantly, situated experiential phenomenon.  
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YHTEENVETO 

Tämän väitöskirjatutkimuksen tarkoituksena on saada uutta tietoa ja lisätä 
ymmärrystä opettajan roolista lasten oppimisen ja kehityksen tukijana suoma-
laisissa kuusivuotiaiden lasten esiopetusryhmissä kuvaamalla opettajien ja las-
ten välisen vuorovaikutuksen sekä pedagogisen toiminnan laatua opettajien 
toiminnan näkökulmasta. Tutkimus koostuu kolmesta empiirisestä osatutki-
muksesta sekä teorian, metodit ja tulokset kokoavasta yhteenveto-osasta. Osa-
tutkimusten aineisto kerättiin osana suomalaista Alkuportaat-seurantatutki-
musta (Lerkkanen ym., 2006) keväällä 2007. Havainnointeihin osallistui 49 va-
paaehtoista esiopetusryhmien opettajaa kolmelta paikkakunnalta. Havainnoin-
nit toteutettiin kunkin opettajan esiopetusryhmässä kahtena eri päivänä, joista 
kumpanakin havainnoitiin opettajan ja lasten välistä vuorovaikutusta kolmen 
tunnin ajan. Havainnointiaineiston kerääminen toteutettiin hyödyntämällä kah-
ta strukturoitua havainnointimenetelmää Classroom Assessment Scoring Sys-
tem -menetelmää (CLASS: Pianta, La Paro, et al., 2008) ja Early Childhood 
Classroom Observation Measure -menetelmää (ECCOM: Stipek & Byler, 2004). 
Kaksi koulutettua havainnoijaa arvioi ja kirjasi niiden avulla numeerisesti opet-
tajan ja lasten välistä vuorovaikutusta sekä opettajan pedagogisen toiminnan 
laatua. Samanaikaisesti esiopetusryhmän toimintaa nauhoitettiin tai videoitiin. 
Lisäksi tutkimuksen aineistona käytettiin opettajien ja vanhempien kyselylo-
makevastauksia. Opettajien kyselylomakkeet sisälsivät kysymyksiä muiden 
muassa opettajien työkokemuksesta, koulutuksesta sekä esiopetuksen tavoit-
teista. Vanhempien lomakkeet sisälsivät kysymyksiä muiden muassa vanhem-
pien koulutustaustasta, kodin ja esiopetuksen välisestä yhteistyöstä sekä van-
hemmuudesta. CLASS-menetelmä pohjautuu kattavaan empiiriseen ja teoreet-
tiseen tutkimustyöhön Yhdysvalloissa. Menetelmässä opettajan ja lasten välisen 
vuorovaikutuksen laatua tarkastellaan emotionaalisen tuen, ryhmän organi-
soinnin sekä ohjauksellisen tuen osa-alueella. Tätä kolmen osa-alueen mallia 
käytettiin tämän tutkimuksen keskeisenä teoreettisena mallina sekä aineiston-
keruun työkaluna.  

Numeerista aineistoa analysoitiin tilastollisen monitasomallinnuksen kei-
noin (osatutkimus I). Laadullinen, nauhoitettu havainnointiaineisto analysoitiin 
laadullisen sisällönanalyysin (osatutkimus II) sekä temaattisen analyysin (osa-
tutkimus III) keinoin. Koska osatutkimukset koostuivat sekä määrällisestä että 
laadullisesta aineistosta, yhteenvedon kokoamisessa hyödynnettiin mixed met-
hod–tutkimuksen keskeisiä periaatteita ja osatutkimukset yhdistettiin sen mu-
kaisesti laajemmalla tavoitteen- ja kysymyksenasettelulla. Näin tutkimuksen 
päälöydöksiä pyrittiin tarkastelemaan yli yksittäisten osatutkimusten. Näin ol-
len tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli tarkastella, millainen opettajan ja lasten välinen 
vuorovaikutus sekä millaiset opettajien pedagogiset käytännöt ovat yhteydessä 
esiopetusryhmien toiminnan laatuun. Lisäksi tavoitteena oli kuvata opettajien 
ja lasten välistä päivittäistä vuorovaikutusta sekä opettajien pedagogisia käy-
täntöjä. 
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Ensimmäinen tutkimuskysymys oli millaisia opettajan ja lasten välisen vuo-
rovaikutuksen laatuun perustuvia profiileja voidaan tunnistaa suomalaisissa esiopetus-
ryhmissä. Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittivat, että CLASS-menetelmän avulla oli 
mahdollista tunnistaa esiopetusryhmistä neljä profiilia havainnoidun opettajan 
ja lasten välisen vuorovaikutuksen pohjalta. Suurin osa esiopetusryhmistä (82%) 
kuului korkealaatuisiin profiileihin. Profiilit erosivat toisistaan erityisesti opet-
tajien tarjoaman emotionaalisen tuen ja ohjauksellisen tuen perusteella. Ryh-
män organisoinnissa profiilien erot olivat hyvin vähäisiä. Ensimmäisen osatut-
kimuksen perusteella näytti siltä, että mitä laadukkaampaa opettajan emotio-
naalinen tuki ja ryhmän organisointi olivat, sitä laadukkaampaa oli myös opet-
tajan ohjauksellinen tuki, erityisesti kielellisen mallintamisen osalta. Toisen osa-
tutkimuksen laadullisen analyysin tulokset tukevat tätä oletusta osoittaen, että 
kaikki tapaustutkimukseen valitut neljä opettajaa keskustelivat lasten kanssa ja 
mallinsivat toimintaa kielellisesti, mutta erityisesti opettajat, jotka edustivat 
korkeampilaatuisia profiileja, tekivät tätä lapsilähtöisemmin ja systemaatti-
semmin kuin opettajat heikompilaatuisissa profiileissa. Vaikka erot ohjaukselli-
sen tuen muilla osa-alueilla eivät olleet profiilien välillä tilastollisesti merkitse-
viä, laadullisen analyysin keinoin pystyttiin tunnistamaan hienovaraisia mikro-
tason eroja opettajien välillä myös niiden osalta. Esimerkiksi, vaikka profiilien 
välillä ei ollut tilastollisesti merkitsevää eroa opettajien antaman palautteen 
laadussa, yksittäisiä opettajia laadullisesti tarkastelemalla voitiin todeta, että 
eräs opettaja antoi palautetta useammin siitä ovatko lasten vastaukset oikein vai 
väärin, kun taas toisella opettajalla oli pyrkimyksenä ennemminkin ottaa selvää 
vastauksen perusteluista.  

Toinen tutkimuskysymys oli millaisin käytännöin opettajat tukevat lasten aka-
teemisia oppimaan oppimisen taitoja ja sosiaalista vuorovaikutusta opettajajohtoisten 
tuokioiden aikana. Opettajilla oli paljon hyviä pedagogisia käytäntöjä, joiden 
avulla molempia osa-alueita tuettiin ohjattujen tuokioiden aikana, mutta myös 
kehittämiskohteita havaittiin. Tulokset osoittivat myös, että akateemisiin sisäl-
töihin tutustuminen oli tärkeä osa esiopetusta ja että kullakin opettajalla oli 
omanlaisensa tapa tutustuttaa lapsia näihin sisältöihin. Eroja opettajien välillä 
oli ennen kaikkea siinä, kuinka monenlaisin pedagogisin käytännöin tämä tu-
tustuminen tapahtui. Osa tapaustutkimukseen valituista neljästä opettajasta 
huomioi herkemmin lasten ideat ja oivallukset sekä antoi heille sopivan haasta-
via tehtäviä, joiden kautta lasten havainnoitu innostus opeteltavia asioita koh-
taan vahvistui. Opettajat siis mahdollistivat sen, että lapset saattoivat saada on-
nistumisen kokemuksia. Toisaalta jotkut opettajat hyödynsivät opettajajohtoisia, 
yksinkertaisia ja toistavia menetelmiä, jotka auttoivat lapsia kohdistamaan 
huomionsa yksinkertaisiin faktoihin.  

Esiopetusryhmien ohjatun toiminnan aikana harjoiteltiin myös sosiaalisia 
taitoja ja yhdessä toimeen tulemista. Tulokset osoittivat, että opettajilla oli nel-
jän tyyppisiä hyviä käytäntöjä tukea ryhmiensä sosiaalista elämää. Opettajat (1) 
tukivat lasten keskinäistä, erityisesti kahdenkeskeistä, vuorovaikutusta, eli he 
mallinsivat toivottavaa vuorovaikutusta tai ohjasivat hienovaraisesti lapsia 
toimimaan yhdessä. Opettajat myös (2) edistivät yhteenkuuluvuutta koko ryh-
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män tasolla, esimerkiksi vetoamalla reilun pelin periaatteisiin tai yhteisiin sosi-
aalisiin sääntöihin. Lisäksi he (3) huomioivat lapsia yksilöinä ryhmätoiminnassa 
tarjoamalla lapsille tilaisuuksia olla vuorotellen toiminnassa keskeisessä roolis-
sa sekä (4) keskustelivat ystävyydestä ja arvostamisesta koko ryhmän tasolla.  

Kolmas tutkimuskysymys oli miten opettajien persoonalliset taustatekijät ovat 
yhteydessä siihen, millaisia pedagogisia oppimistilaisuuksia esiopetusryhmissä esiintyy. 
Opettajien työkokemus näytti olevan yhteydessä esiopetusryhmien toiminnan 
laatuun siten, että heikompilaatuisissa profiileissa opettajilla oli suhteessa vä-
hemmän työkokemusta kuin korkeampilaatuisissa profiileissa. Vähäisempi 
työkokemus yhdistyi siis heikompaan opettajan emotionaaliseen tukeen ja 
ryhmän organisoinnin keinoihin mutta erityisesti opettajien heikompaan ohja-
ukselliseen tukeen. Opettajat laadukkaammissa profiileissa ilmoittivat antavan-
sa lapsille useammin kirjaimia ja lukutaitoa koskevaa ohjausta kuin opettajat 
heikompilaatuisissa profiileissa. Tämä näkyi myös havainnoinneissa monipuo-
lisempina strategioina kirjaimiin ja lukutaitoon liittyvissä tehtävissä. Opettajien 
lapsilähtöisiä opetuskäytäntöjä havaittiin useammin niissä esiopetusryhmissä, 
jotka edustivat korkeampilaatuisia profiileja. Sitä vastoin opettajajohtoisia käy-
täntöjä havaittiin useammin niissä ryhmissä, jotka sijoittuivat laadultaan hei-
kompiin profiileihin.  

Kaiken kaikkiaan väitöskirjatutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, että erityises-
ti opettajan emotionaalisesti positiivinen vuorovaikutuksen vire sekä kyky or-
ganisoida toimintaa sujuvasti ovat vuorovaikutuksellisen laadun keskeisiä teki-
jöitä suomalaisissa esiopetusryhmissä. Jos opettajat olivat luoneet toiminnalle 
selkeät tavoitteet ja välittivät ne lapsille luottamuksellisessa ilmapiirissä, laatu 
oli korkea myös ohjauksellisen tuen osa-alueella. Erityisesti tämän tutkimuksen 
tulokset osoittavat, että hyvä ryhmän organisointi on tärkeä osa laadukasta esi-
opetusta. Samanaikaisesti erityisesti laadulliset tulokset viittaavat siihen, että 
opettajan pedagoginen sensitiivisyys on tärkeä osa havainnoitujen esiopetus-
ryhmien tavoitteellista toimintaa ja myönteisten oppimiskokemusten tarjoamis-
ta. Jos opettajalla on herkkyyttä tunnistaa lasten yksilölliset tarpeet ja intressit, 
hänellä on myös paremmat mahdollisuudet tukea lasten akateemista oppimista 
ja sosiaalisia suhteita.  

Tämän tutkimuksen löydösten pohjalta voidaan nostaa kaksi keskeisistä 
esiopetuskentän kehittämishaastetta. Ensinnäkin opettajilla tulisi olla riittävästi 
aikaa ja mahdollisuuksia havainnoida ryhmänsä lasten toimintaa sekä oppia 
tuntemaan heidät yksilöinä voidakseen ymmärtää, mikä on kullekin lapselle ja 
lapsiryhmälle paras keino oppia. On myös tärkeää pohtia, millaiset mahdolli-
suudet opettajalla on yksilöitä kunnioittavan vuorovaikutuksen sekä tietämyk-
sen rakentamiseen, jos ryhmän koko on suuri. Tämän tutkimuksen tulokset an-
tavat viitteitä läheisten vuorovaikutussuhteiden merkityksestä kuusivuotiaiden 
lasten opetuksessa, ja niitä voidaan hyödyntää suunniteltaessa suomalaisen 
varhaiskasvatuksen ja esiopetuksen tulevaisuuden linjauksia ja periaatteita. 
Toiseksi, tutkimuksen tuloksista kumpuaa kehittämishaasteena uransa alku-
vaiheessa olevien lastentarhanopettajien ammatillinen tukeminen, sillä tässä 
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tutkimuksessa heikoimman laadun profiiliin kuuluvien esiopetusryhmien opet-
tajilla oli muita vähäisempi työkokemus. 

Tämän tutkimuksen tulokset antavat myös ymmärtää, että jatkotutkimuk-
sia on syytä toteuttaa opettajien emotionaalisen tuen osa-alueella, sillä suoma-
laisten opettajien emotionaalisen tuen laadussa on merkittävää vaihtelua opet-
tajaprofiilien välillä. Lisäksi tutkimuksessa tunnistettuja profiileja tulisi jatkossa 
tarkastella suhteessa lasten taitoihin ja myöhempään kehitykseen. Siten olisi 
mahdollista saada lisätietoa opettajien erilaisten käytäntöjen ja vuorovaikutuk-
sen laadun vaikutuksesta lasten sosiaaliselle ja akateemiselle kehitykselle ja 
näin saada kaivattua tietoa esiopetuksen vaikuttavuudesta.  

Johtopäätöksenä voidaan todeta, että tämän väitöskirjatutkimuksen tulok-
set viestivät jatkuvien ja luottamuksellisten opettajan ja lasten välisten suhtei-
den puolesta ja korostavat niiden merkitystä laadukkaiden oppimistilanteiden 
rakentumisessa. Tutkimuksen tulosten mukaan tällaiset tilanteet perustuvat (1) 
opettajan kykyyn tunnistaa lasten yksilö- ja ryhmätasoisia tarpeita ja taitoja. 
Tilanteissa toimiminen edellyttää opettajalta myös (2) taitoa vastata lasten mie-
lenkiinnon kohteisiin hyödyntämällä sopivia, pedagogisesti sensitiivisiä käy-
täntöjä ja (3) sensitiivisyyden välittämistä jokapäiväisiin vuorovaikutustilantei-
siin. Tämän tutkimuksen tulosten perusteella voidaan todeta, että erityisesti 
opettajien emotionaalisen tuen käytäntöihin olisi hyvä kiinnittää huomiota jo 
koulutusvaiheessa. Lisäksi olisi hyvä pohtia enenevässä määrin, millainen mer-
kitys opettajien laadukkailla ohjauksellisen tuen käytännöillä on lasten syvem-
pien ajattelutaitojen ja päättelykyvyn kehitykselle, sekä välillisesti lasten aka-
teemiselle kiinnostukselle. Vaikka esiopetusvuosi suomalaisissa esiopetusryh-
missä liittyy monin tavoin koulun aloitukseen ja akateemisiin taitoihin tutus-
tumiseen, on vähintään yhtä tärkeää korostaa esiopetuksen itseisarvoista merki-
tystä: Lapsen hyvinvoinnin kannalta on ensiarvoisen tärkeää, että opettajat luo-
vat lapsiryhmään tervetulleeksi toivottavan ilmapiirin, jossa arvostavat ja miel-
lyttävät päivittäiset kohtaamiset sekä oppimisen ilo kulkevat käsi kädessä. 
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