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World Forum Foundation

Leads European Study Tour

The World Forum Foundation, in partnership with the Economic Opportunities

Institute, recently led a delegation of politicians, business leaders, and

educators from the State of Washington on a study tour of early childhood

practices in the United Kingdom and Finland in October 2007. The purpose of

the tour, funded by the Gates Foundation, was to inform a new initiative to

upgrade early childhood services in Washington state. The group took back

these impressions from the tour . . .

One Size Fits All — The United States child care non-system consists of a

patchwork of a myriad of programs, projects, and funds. The Finnish early

childhood system is designed for all families (and the UK system is moving in

this direction). All families, regardless of income level, are entitled to the same

services: low-income families receive services free, all others pay on a sliding

fee basis.

Home Sweet Home — The Finnish and British social welfare systems are

designed to have children cared for by their parents at home during infancy. 

In Finland, a combination of maternity, paternity, and parental leave guarantees

paid parental care for children through their first year of life — and up to three

years of unpaid leave with guaranteed job security.

Teaching As a Profession — A fundamental concept in the UK and Finland is

that for early childhood services to be effective, the early childhood workforce

needs to be structured at a professional level. Much emphasis is given to

professional pay and professional training for all workers.

Play’s the Thing — Brits and Finns see no need to rush academics. In Finland,

for example, formal schooling begins at age seven. Until then, early childhood

experiences are play based. Does this mean lower academic results? Not at all.

By age 12, Finnish children outperform children in all other industrialized

countries in reading, math, and science skills.
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