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Abstract 

Few studies highlight the content of early childhood teacher education (ECTE) and examine the quality of 

knowledge acquired by future early childhood teachers. The current study concerns two questions. The first 

explores the goals of the national curricula in Danish and Norwegian ECTE concerning children’s language 

learning and early literacy. The second explores how satisfied Danish and Norwegian student teachers are with 

their own subjective learning outcomes related to the same themes. To answer the first question, data were 

collected through document analysis of the two countries’ national curricula. To answer the second question, data 

were collected through a survey handed out to student teachers in both countries at the end of their education. The 

survey contained questions about factual, procedural, and meta-knowledge areas. The survey participants 

comprised 199 Norwegian student teachers from three University Colleges and 90 Danish student teachers from 

three separate campuses at one University College. This study reveals that the Norwegian student teachers 

evaluated their subjective learning outcomes in the fields of language learning and early literacy more highly than 

Danish student teachers. Our research points to the fact that, compared to the Norwegian ECTE, the breadth of 

subjects in the Danish ECTE bachelor program tends to give lower subjective learning outcomes in these 

knowledge areas.  
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Introduction 

This study aims to explore and discuss the field of children’s language learning and early 

literacy in Early Childhood Teacher Education (ECTE) in Denmark and Norway. These two 

countries have been chosen because they share a similar ideology concerning early childhood 

education, with the main emphasis on play and care as modes of learning. Kindergarten teachers 
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in both countries must have a bachelor's degree, and the childcare rate in both Denmark and 

Norway is very high (Report of the Working Group on Early Childhood Education and Care, 

2014). It could be both interesting and relevant to put into perspective our study of early literacy 

in the Nordic ECTE into a European educational perspective. However, to retain a limited 

focus, we have chosen not to include a European education perspective in the article. Gjems 

and Sheridan (2015) conducted a comparative study of student preschool teachers’ conceptions 

of the knowledge that they claimed to have acquired about children’s early literacy throughout 

their bachelor's education in Norway and Sweden. This study was the starting point for 

developing relevant questions for our document analysis and survey. 

Early childhood is a period of rapid learning and development, and early childhood 

education and care (ECEC) plays a key role in enabling children to read and write later in life. 

International research supports the notion that early childhood teachers’ professional 

development has an impact on the quality of early childhood programs and consequently on 

children’s educational, social, and emotional developmental outcomes (Barnett, 2003; Early et 

al., 2006; Sylva et al., 2010; Manning et al., 2017).  

Given the complexity and multidimensionality inherent in children’s learning and 

developmental outcomes, some researchers have, according to Manning et al. (2018), identified 

several outcome categories (e.g. mathematics and numeracy skills, language, and literacy) with 

which to measure teaching quality. However, studies often use the number of years of 

professional education and degree obtained as quality indicators (Early et al., 2007). Few 

studies highlight the content of early childhood teacher education (ECTE) and examine the 

quality of knowledge acquired by future early childhood teachers (Cunningham et al., 2009). 

This study focuses on the content of ECTE, specifically as it relates to children’s language 

learning and early literacy. 

Literacy is high on the agenda of international organizations such as the UN, the World 

Bank, and the World Health Organization, and is considered a key element in questions 

involving human rights issues. UNESCO (2013) defines literacy as a fundamental human right 

and highlights the fact that access to education is inextricably linked to literacy. Literacy 

development starts as soon as a child is born, and the preschool years are crucial in learning to 

read and write (Dickinson & Porche, 2011). 

We ask two research questions: 1) What are the goals of the national curricula in Danish and 

Norwegian ECTE concerning children’s language learning and early literacy? 2) How satisfied 

are Danish and Norwegian student teachers with their own subjective learning outcomes related 

to children’s language learning and early literacy?  

To answer the first research question, data were collected through document analysis of the 

two countries’ national curricula. To answer the second research question, data were collected 

through a survey handed out to student teachers in both countries. The survey contains questions 

about factual, procedural, and meta-knowledge areas (Shulman, 2004). In this part of the study, 

the student teachers evaluated their satisfaction with their own subjective learning outcomes. 

This study focuses on children’s general language learning. However, we asked the student 

teachers to identify the challenges that children with Danish and Norwegian as a second 

language may face in their interactions with peers. Students in both countries expressed low 

subjective learning outcomes in this area. Since the multilanguage subject has received little 
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attention in the national plans of both Denmark and Norway, we focused on the language 

experiences of importance for all children.  

The Danish and Norwegian Contexts  

A major educational concern of politicians worldwide is to develop programs that enable future 

teachers to acquire enough knowledge and skills to succeed in their pedagogical work after 

graduation. Acquiring such knowledge and skills depends very much on the structure and 

content of the program, which in turn will influence how newly qualified teachers perceive and 

perform their roles. ECTE is based on a standardized bachelor program in both Denmark and 

Norway. The national curricula in both countries provide a strong framework for Early 

Childhood Teacher Education. One difference between the two programs concerns the 

academic and practical scope of teacher education. In Norway, student teachers who want to 

work in the field of ECEC take a three-year program (180 ECTS) aimed specifically at teaching 

younger children (1-6 years). Danish student teachers pursue a three-and-a-half-year general 

education program (210 ECTS) that covers a broader field of pedagogical and social 

pedagogical work with both children and adults. 

Another interesting difference is how the practice placement periods are organized. In 

Norway, this constitutes an integrated part of the program and student teachers are supervised 

by teacher educators. As an integrated part of the curriculum, it must cover all subjects during 

the three years of education. The practice placement is a minimum of 100 days’ distributed all 

through the three-year program. As an integrated part of the ECTE curriculum, it does not carry 

any ECTS credits out of the total 180 ECTS credits. In Denmark, the practice placement is 

organized through three periods. The first period is 47 days (14 ECTS) in the first year then 

followed by paid practice placement periods in the third and sixth semesters, each accounting 

for 30 ECTS credits. As members of staff in ECEC institutions, student teachers are paid 

employees; they receive some guidance from the ECEC teachers but are to a large extent 

educationally detached from the university college during these two periods. Practice placement 

accounts for 74 ECTS credits out of the total 210 ECTS credits in the Danish ECTE program.  

The last two paid placement periods and the status as employees and not students draw 

attention to a significant difference between the organization of the Danish and the Norwegian 

ECTE. Looking at the total time spent at the ECTE program at the university/college and under 

the ECTE responsibility in the two compared countries, it leaves the Danish students with an 

ECTE total of 150 ECTS points compared to the Norwegian ECTE total of 180 ECTE points. 

This fact might influence the academic content of ECTE in the two compared countries in the 

way that the Norwegian ECTE is both more specifically targeted ECEC but also academically 

stronger than the Danish ECTE. It also might influence the result of the student's subjective 

satisfaction with the academic content of the ECTE.  

The Social Pedagogical Perspective  

Social pedagogical perspectives, which grew in popularity during the seventies, have greatly 

influenced national curriculums. This trend is often referred to as the ‘Nordic approach to Early 

Childhood Education’ (Einarsdottir, 2013; Roth, 2014; Bennet, 2010). In recent years, both 
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countries have seen an increasing political focus on aspects of children’s learning that has had 

an impact on curriculums in ECTE and ECEC in general (Roth, 2014). 

Bennett (2010) described the social pedagogical approach to ECEC, as opposed to the pre-

primary approach. While the pre-primary approach emphasizes academic learning intending to 

prepare the child for school, the social pedagogical approach focuses on the development of 

children’s social skills, aiming to empower children as active, autonomous participants. Both 

perspectives regard play as young children’s basic learning activity, but while the pre-primary 

approach puts more emphasis on teacher-led pedagogy, social pedagogy gives children greater 

freedom to choose which activities they want to participate in. 

While the social pedagogical perspective has also led to a comprehensive, holistic concept 

of learning—the aim of which is to provide coherence between different topics and different 

aspects of learning theory—this may take place at the expense of a more in-depth understanding 

of each topic (Einarsdottir, 2013). Thus, there are concerns about whether the social 

pedagogical approach to learning has reduced student teachers’ ability to acquire in-depth 

content knowledge of core topics within the subjects of language learning and social 

development, and whether they gain sufficient theoretical knowledge of specific methods to 

implement them successfully in their practical pedagogical work. Ohlson (2011) presented in-

depth learning as a comprehensive cognitive change that carries three key elements, the first of 

which, creativity, involves breaking with ordinary ways of thinking. The second element, 

transfer of learning, involves adapting knowledge and actions to new contexts. The third 

element involves changing assumptions and the understandings one has about the environment 

and knowledge. Achieving in-depth learning in kindergarten teacher education can be a 

challenge when the social pedagogical ideal dominates. 

Theoretical Background 

Types of Knowledge  

Zeichner (2006) cited several researchers who studied student teachers and analyzed how their 

knowledge, skills, and dispositions are influenced by their teacher education programs. The 

national curriculum provides a framework for the knowledge and ideology that ECTE students 

encounter through their program descriptions and teachers. According to Shulman (2004), 

future teachers, at all educational levels, are expected to acquire from their teacher education a 

minimum level in three types of knowledge:  

1. First, they need factual knowledge, i.e. theoretical and research-based knowledge 

about subject fields and processes covering children’s development and learning, also 

called “knowing what”.  

2. Secondly, they must have knowledge about procedures for how to apply factual 

knowledge in pedagogical work with children, called “knowing how”, or procedural 

knowledge. 

3. Thirdly, they must understand why they need such factual and procedural knowledge, 

called “knowing why”, which is also called meta-knowledge.  

A key skill for any teacher’s professional work is her/his ability to recognize what a child 

can and cannot master. Teachers must possess knowledge of the specific cognitive requirements 
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in an educational field, in addition to pedagogical knowledge about typical ways to adapt their 

teaching to optimize learning in a special field (Blömeke et al., 2008; Sheridan et al., 2011). 

According to research by Hattie (2009), any teacher education must ensure that teachers have 

both subject knowledge and knowledge of how to teach if they are to contribute successfully to 

children’s learning and mastery of different skills. It is important that ECTE students can reflect 

upon—and give reasons for—intentions, choices, and actions. This is stated explicitly in the 

Norwegian National Curriculum for ECTE (Ministry of Education and Research, 2012), and in 

the Danish National Curriculum (The Ministry of Higher Education and Science, 2007). 

The Knowledge Area of Children’s Language Learning and Early Literacy 

To learn the many facets of language, children should be in a favorable learning environment 

that supports them in saying what they mean, think, wish, and feel, and which ensures that they 

engage in close social interactions with both teachers and peers (Dickinson et al., 2003; Neuman 

& Cunningham, 2008). Future teachers must learn and understand the content of the subjects in 

the curriculum, and they must learn how to act based on this knowledge. Consequently, early 

childhood teachers must have a thorough knowledge of how children learn a language, as well 

as the role language plays as a tool in different aspects of children’s learning. Furthermore, they 

must learn how to facilitate a stimulating language milieu, and how they can support language 

learning for children at different levels of competence and ability (Neuman & Cunningham, 

2009; Sandvik et al., 2014). 

Early literacy refers to language learning from birth to age eight (Barton, 2007; Snow et al., 

2001) and includes children’s learning of what words and concepts represent. Both early 

literacy and language learning are broad and complex fields of research. Children must learn 

the meaning of words and how they can combine words into sentences. In addition, they must 

learn how morphemes can change the meaning and function of words. This includes learning 

that signs and symbols are related to certain types of content. The most extensive language 

learning in a person’s life occurs during childhood, and research has revealed that children who 

do not acquire a functional level of language in their early years will struggle with language-

based learning throughout most of their life (among others Neuman & Marulis, 2010; Snow, 

2000). Learning words and communicating with others through words are of crucial importance 

in many areas, as vocabulary boosts the acquisition of knowledge, and language functions as 

the key tool for social interaction and resolving problems. In addition to children’s ability to 

learn more about their environment, vocabulary is crucially significant for children’s 

participation in conversations and play with their peers. In both breadth and depth, children’s 

knowledge of words is essential to their learning to read and write in school (August et al., 

2005; Aukrust & Rydland, 2009; Hjetland et al., 2017). Accordingly, early childhood education 

teachers must know how children learn a language, particularly how they acquire new words 

and their associated concepts (Nelson, 2009).  

Methodology 

This study used a sequential mixed-methods approach consisting of document analysis and a 

survey (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The advantage of using mixed methods is that the result 
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of one method informs the other (Creswell & Piano Clarke, 2017). In this case, the content of 

the national curriculums informed the teacher survey. As Creswell and Creswell (2018, p. 14) 

argued, ‘one database could help explain the other database, and one database could explore 

different types of questions than the other database’. In our study, analyzing both the 

curriculums and the survey provided us with valuable data to answer the research questions. To 

study the content of curriculums drawn up for ECTE in Denmark and Norway, we first 

conducted a document analysis of the national curriculums for the ECTE bachelor program in 

the two countries, after which we compared our findings. The most important benefit of 

international comparisons is the ‘variety of manifestations which makes hidden national 

characteristics visible’ (Blömeke & Paine, 2008), which sheds new light on the system in each 

country. Comparing the ECTE programs across two countries with very similar ideals made it 

possible to reveal differences that were invisible on the surface, thus leading to a deeper 

knowledge of the national cultural values. According to Blömeke and Paine (2008), adopting a 

cross-country perspective in research allows wider perspectives to emerge about the typical and 

atypical aspects of education in each country.  

The second method used, the survey, was developed partly based on the results of the 

document analysis. It was distributed to all the early childhood student teachers in the study at 

the end of their education at three separately located departments of one Danish University 

College and three Norwegian University Colleges. As the three Danish departments had 

recently been merged into one University College, the participating Danish students had 

followed local interpretations and the educational organization of the Danish curriculum. The 

questions in the survey were developed by both the Danish and Norwegian researchers, with 

several drafts going back and forth between the two countries. The survey consisted of 

questions related to key areas of children’s learning and development. It was delivered on paper 

to the student teachers in their native language, either Danish or Norwegian. 

The Document Analysis  

The research question for this analysis was: What are the goals concerning children’s language 

learning and early literacy in the national curriculums of the Danish and Norwegian ECTE? 

More specifically, our analysis was inspired by a qualitative content analysis, which, according 

to Grønmo (2017), builds on a systematic study of documents, where the aim is to categorize 

the content and register data relevant to the research question. The documents analyzed in this 

study are the national curriculums of the two countries.  

The overall aim of the content analysis was to investigate how children’s language learning 

and early literacy were described in the national curriculums for ECTE. We read through the 

curriculums three times. The first time we looked at the content, we identified specific words 

like ‘language learning/development’, how they related to conversations and reading books, 

and how frequently the words occurred in the documents. Our second reading focussed on the 

concepts described in the content. On our third reading of the documents, analysis focussed on 

where and how the three types of knowledge (knowing what, knowing how, and knowing why) 

occurred in the texts (Shulman, 2004). The analytic process is presented in Table 1, below. 
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Table 1. The Analytical Process 

 Purpose Analytic Strategies  Research Question 

Reading 1 Identify the content regarding 

early literacy in the national 

curriculums.  

Determine the frequencies 

of keywords: language 

learning/development, 

oral/written language. 

What concepts emerge about 

children’s language learning 

and early literacy?  

Reading 2 Through the concepts revealed 

in the first reading, identify 

how the national curriculums 

construe early literacy. 

Discover the words that are 

most frequently connected 

to the topic of language 

learning and early literacy. 

How are language learning 

and early literacy described 

in the national curriculums? 

Reading 3 Discuss the construction of 

content related to what, how, 

and why.  

Compare the scope of the 

content related to what, 

how, and why. 

Which topics are prioritized 

highest in the national 

curriculums?  

 

The first part of the analysis was to study the national curriculums of each country to 

determine whether and where there are differences and similarities in content and goals. Our 

analysis of the national curricula shows that both regard knowledge of children’s language 

learning and children’s literature as very important. Both countries also consider pedagogical 

competence to be a vital component of their education programs. Many of the knowledge areas 

mentioned in the Norwegian and Danish National curricula are much alike, with only minor 

differences. In addition, both countries believe social pedagogical discourse to be of 

importance, see Table 2. 

Table 2. Knowledge Areas 

Norway Children’s 

development, 

play, and 

learning 

Society, 

religion, 

spirituality, 

and ethics 

Language, 

text, and 

mathematics 

Art, 

creativity, 

and 

culture 

Nature, 

health, and 

movement 

Leadership, 

cooperation, and 

developmental 

work  

Denmark Pedagogy Danish, 

culture, 

and 

communi-

cation 

Individual, 

institution, 

and society 

Health, 

body, and 

movement 

Expressions, 

music, and 

drama 

Workshop, nature, 

and technique 

 

There are six knowledge areas in the Norwegian National Curriculum, two of which are 

relevant for this study. The first targets Children’s development, play, and learning, and the 

second address Language, text, and mathematics. In the latter knowledge area, student teachers 

are expected to gain a wider knowledge of children’s language development and to acquire 

basic skills in teaching children to read, write, and develop mathematical skills. Student teachers 

are expected to learn about children’s oral and written language and language development, 

including multilingual and multicultural perspectives. Furthermore, student teachers have to 

demonstrate an awareness of the importance of play for children’s language development.  

The Danish National Curriculum also encompasses six knowledge areas. The first area 

relevant to this study targets Pedagogy and the second is entitled Danish, Culture, and 

Communication. Danish student teachers are expected to acquire knowledge about children’s 

language development and language stimulation, including the importance of written language. 

Furthermore, they must learn how to support children’s general communication and language 

skills development. Although both national curriculums draw upon broad concepts of children’s 

language learning and early literacy—including body language, play, and culture—here we see 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


Gjems et al.     8 

nordiccie.org   NJCIE 2021, Vol. 5(1), 1–16 

a difference between the two curriculums. While the Norwegian National Curriculum presents 

the importance of play in language learning, the Danish National Curriculum considers 

stimulating children’s language to be more important.  

The main result when analyzing to address the first research question is that both curricula 

emphasize the importance of play in connection with children’s language learning. An 

examination of the content of the knowledge areas and learning outcomes descriptions of the 

two curriculums reveals more focus on language learning and literacy in the Norwegian 

National Curriculum compared to the Danish National Curriculum. Although ECTE is being 

influenced by political trends that consider learning and education, including early literacy, to 

be affirmative action, the social pedagogical approach to early childhood education remains the 

dominant ECTE paradigm in both countries (Bennet, 2010). This includes a child-centered 

approach to language learning and early literacy. At the same time, there are significant 

differences in the organization of the two ECTE programs. Concerning academic education and 

practice placement, the Norwegian ECTE only qualifies graduates for employment in early 

childhood institutions, while the Danish ECTE is part of a more general pedagogical 

qualification that gives access to employment in diverse areas of social pedagogical work with 

children and young people in care and special needs institutions. 

In looking at the two countries’ national plans for ECTE and applying the ‘what, why, and 

how elements’, we found that the ‘what element’ was quite similar in both programs, the ‘why 

element’ was somewhat vaguer in the Danish Curriculum than in the Norwegian Curriculum, 

and the ‘how element’ was explicitly stated in both national curriculums. Unlike Norway, the 

documents in the Danish curriculum contain no references to ‘why’ the student teachers must 

acquire this type of knowledge, nor are there any references to the research used as background 

in developing the National Curriculum. 

The Survey 

The second research question is, How satisfied are Danish and Norwegian student teachers 

with their own subjective learning outcomes related to children’s language learning and early 

literacy? Fifty-eight questions were posed to the student teachers, asking them to evaluate their 

subjective learning outcomes in key areas of children’s learning and development. To ensure 

that student teachers in both countries were given a survey in their own language, the 

questionnaire was translated and piloted in each country separately.  

The questions were designed to distinguish between learning outcomes in the three types of 

knowledge: ‘knowing what’, ‘knowing how’, and ‘knowing why’ (Shulman, 2004). Several 

studies have shown that student teachers adopt different approaches to learning, ranging from 

approaches resulting in surface learning to those that promote deeper learning. This of course 

raises the classic question of how to ensure that students engage in the latter (Darling-Hammond 

et al., 2005; Marton & Säljö, 1976). With this in mind, we expect that more student teachers 

would report a positive learning outcome in factual knowledge, and a poorer learning outcome 

in procedural and meta-knowledge.  

The rating scale categories used were: ‘to a small extent’, ‘to some extent’, ‘to a large extent’, 

and ‘to a very large extent’. It is important to stress here that, since the students reported their 
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subjective learning outcomes on each question, we have no objective, or direct, measurement 

of the level of student teachers’ knowledge and competence. 

For each question/variable, respondents indicated how satisfied they were with that learning 

outcome, choosing from ‘to a small extent’, ‘to some extent’, ‘to a large extent’, and ‘to a very 

large extent’. A four-point scale pushed respondents to consider the statement and reduced the 

possibility of respondents taking ‘the easy way out’ by choosing a middle option. On the other 

hand, there is the risk that respondents decided not to answer a question because of this.  

Ethical considerations 

The students received written information about the project. They were informed that 

participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study without problems at 

any time. The study was conducted according to the standards of both the Norwegian and the 

Danish Data Inspectorate (2018).  

The sample 

The survey encompassed 199 Norwegian student teachers from three University Colleges and 

90 Danish student teachers from three separate campuses at one University College. The survey 

was distributed on paper and all present student teachers answered the survey questions. The 

Norwegian student teachers were following a bachelor’s degree program following the National 

ECTC Act of 2013, while the Danish student teachers were the final cohort of students to study 

following the Danish National Curriculum of 2007. All the student teachers attended the last 

semester at the end of their study. The majority of the student teachers were women (86.4%) 

and most of the participants were aged between 20 and 29 years (60.8%). As many as 72.1% of 

the participants had worked in a preschool before starting their bachelor's education. 

The data collection process 

The survey was conducted by the researchers at the end of the students’ bachelor's education. 

The questionnaires were handed out on paper and collected when completed. The questions 

differentiated between factual knowledge, procedural knowledge, and meta-knowledge (Borko, 

2004; Shulman, 2004).  

Analysis of the survey data 

In this study, we selected 20 variables related to children’s language learning. To determine 

which of these items were relevant to children’s language learning and early literacy, we 

conducted a reliability analysis concerning those questions in the survey related to language 

learning, and an item-total correlation (ITC) measured with Cronbach’s alpha (alpha). One 

variable was removed because it had a low ITC and alpha increased when it was excluded  

To study the similarities and differences between the Danish and Norwegian student 

teachers’ subjective learning outcomes in the field of children’s language learning and early 

literacy, we used a chi-square test and Cramér’s V.  We then used an exploratory factor 

analysis in the identification of four factors: 1) Children’s language learning, 2) Language 
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interactions, 3) The role of language in learning, and 4) Facilitation of language learning. We 

made scales based on the sum of the variables in each factor. We used a t-test to compare the 

two independent samples (the Norwegian and Danish student teachers). 

Results of the survey data 

Our analysis of the similarities and differences between the two groups of students showed that 

the Norwegian students were significantly more satisfied with all their subjective learning 

outcomes. Four of the variables showed no significant differences between the groups. These 

variables were concerned with: (1) the facilitation of conversations, (2) why children should 

learn to solve conflicts through language, (3) how to invite children to talk about their 

experiences, and (4) the challenges that children with different mother tongues might face. 

Across these four variables, both groups of students showed that they were only modestly 

satisfied with their learning outcomes, with most choosing ‘to some extent’ and ‘to a large 

extent’ for these variables. The results of our investigation into the reliability of these factors 

are presented in Table 3 below.  

Table 3. Reliability and Variation of ITC for Each Scale 

 Alpha ITC from - to Number of 

items 

1. Children’s language learning .89 .511 - .682 9 

2. Language interactions .72 .628 - .657 4 

3. Role of language in learning .71 .421 - .736 4 

4. Facilitation of language learning .77 .577 - .803 3 

 

Alpha scores were high or satisfactory for all four scales, varying from .71 to .89. The ITC 

for each scale was also high or acceptable, even for those scales with a low number of items 

(scales 2, 3, and 4). 

The analysis showed that the four factors are clearly distinguished from each other. The first 

two factors, Children’s language learning, and Language interactions included all three 

knowledge forms: ‘what’, ‘why’ and ‘how’. The third factor, Role of language in learning, 

included the knowledge forms ‘why’ and ‘how’, while the fourth factor included only the 

knowledge form ‘how’ (procedural knowledge). Table 4 shows the results of the factor analysis 

after two items were excluded. 

Table 4. Factor Analysis Based on Varimax Rotation 

 

Variables 

Children’s 

language 

learning 

Language 

interactions 

Role of 

language 

in learning 

Facilitation 

of language 

learning 

There is a relation between vocabulary and 

literacy 

.746    

How to support toddlers’ language learning .703    

How children learn words for concrete objects, 

activities  

.682    

Children’s vocabulary is essential to literacy .677    

Teachers shall support reading and writing .672    

Why promote children's use of spoken language .651    

Knowledge of the general language development .601    
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Variables 

Children’s 

language 

learning 

Language 

interactions 

Role of 

language 

in learning 

Facilitation 

of language 

learning 

Why encourage children's use of language .562    

The use of dialogue about topics when you read 

books 

.522    

Challenges second language learners meet in peer 

interactions 

 .657   

Why encourage children to use language to solve 

conflicts 

 . 651   

How to invite children to narrate, describe, and so 

on 

 .649   

Teachers must use words children know to 

promote language  

 .628   

Why there is a connection between language and 

cognition 

  .736  

How to promote cognitive development in 

children 

  .726  

Why language competence and learning are 

connected 

  .650  

How children acquire knowledge in different 

areas 

  .421  

How to invite children to participate in language 

interactions 

   .803 

How to facilitate conversations between children    .794 

How to support children’s learning of words    .577 

Note. Figures in italics show to which scale the variables belong. 

 

The comparison between the Norwegian and Danish student teachers is based on an 

independent sample test, see Table 5 below.  

Table 5. Differences Between the Norwegian and Danish Students on the Four Factors 

 Norway Denmark   

 Mean SD N Mean SD N t-value sig 

1. Children’s language learning 29.83 4.26 197 23.21 5.10 86 11.30 .000 

2. Language interactions 11.77 2.42 199 10.93 2.50 88 2.67 .008 

3. Role of language in learning 12.16 2.10 196 10.71 2.50 90 4.76 .000 

4. Facilitation of language learning 8.83 1.10 198 7.61 2.01 90 4.83 .000 

 

The t-test revealed clear, significant differences in student teachers’ evaluations of their 

subjective learning outcomes in the two countries. The survey showed that the Norwegian 

student teachers were more satisfied with their subjective learning outcomes on all four factors. 

The difference, however, was most clearly expressed in the first factor, Children’s language 

learning. However, both the Danish and Norwegian student teachers were more satisfied with 

what they had learned than how they might use their theoretical knowledge in pedagogical 

work. This may indicate a weak coherence between theory and practice.  

Discussion  

The Norwegian student teachers reported significantly higher satisfaction with their learning 

outcomes on all four factors of children’s language learning and early literacy than the Danish 

student teachers (Table 5). This difference cannot be attributed to either the content of the 
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curriculums or the intentions articulated in the Danish National Curriculum as compared to the 

Norwegian National Curriculum, because they are very similar; both curriculums consider 

knowledge within the field of children’s language learning and children’s literature to be very 

important. One explanation for the differences may be related to the student teachers’ intentions 

in choosing their course of study since in Denmark the ECTE is only one subject in a broader, 

more general program. Another explanation might be that the importance of research-based 

education is stated explicitly in the Norwegian National Curriculum, while the 2007 Danish 

National Curriculum does not highlight this to the same extent. Yet another possible explanation 

for the variation in subjective learning outcomes might be due to differences in the coherence 

between theory and practice in each of the programs run in the two countries and their teaching 

institutions. Finally, it might partly be explained by the fact that the Norwegian student teachers 

had the benefit of educational supervision in their practice placement periods. The results of the 

survey may further be related to the fact that these possible interpretations may be connected 

and mutually influence each other. 

At a more detailed level, there were variations in how much time students spent studying at 

the University Colleges in terms of the ECTS credits awarded for college time and practice 

placement time. A comparison of the student teachers’ practice placement periods in the two 

countries reveals significant differences, which are due to the different roles played by these 

work periods in the overall curriculum. While the Danish education program assigns a total of 

210 ECTS credits, 60 ECTS credits are deducted for the two placement periods. This leaves 

150 ECTS credits for the Danish students, compared to 180 ECTS credits for the Norwegian 

students. One could argue that there are only minor differences in the knowledge areas 

themselves, specifically in the areas of language learning and literacy. However, the Danish 

knowledge area covers a much wider range of subjects, while the Norwegian curriculum 

focuses only on ECEC. In addition, the fact that the Norwegian National Curriculum fully 

integrates practice placement as a part of its degree program and the knowledge areas can also 

be a way of highlighting the importance of a theory-based practice placement period.  

The Danish way of organizing the bachelor program in education differs from the Norwegian 

Curriculum in that it detaches the practice placement periods from the students’ studies at the 

university college. The student teachers lose academic study time because the university college 

is not involved in their practice placement periods. This way of organizing practice placement 

and supervision divides the educational responsibility for the curriculum and the degree, a 

situation that might harm the Danish students’ performance because of the program’s lack of 

coherence between theory and practice. According to Smeby and Heggen (2014), a strong, 

coherent link between theoretical knowledge and practice is vital. The lack of a close link 

between these knowledge areas can probably explain some of the variations in the subjective 

learning outcomes between the Danish and Norwegian student teachers. According to 

Høydalsvik (2017), who has documented the importance of coherence between theoretical 

knowledge and practice in ECTE, this is also a challenge in the Norwegian ECTE.  

A Nordic mapping of ECEC research shows that Denmark is falling behind the other Nordic 

countries when it comes to research in ECEC (Bondebjerg et al., 2018). A mapping of 

Scandinavian research in 2016 revealed that Norway produced 40% of the total research, while 

Denmark produced only 17%. Another remarkable fact is that, during the last 10 years, 

Denmark’s relative share of ECEC research within the Nordic countries dropped from 33% in 

http://www.nordiccie.org/


13     Comparing Early Childhood Teacher Education in Language Learning and Early Literacy 

nordiccie.org   NJCIE 2021, Vol. 5(1), 1–16 

2006 to 17% in 2016 (Bondebjerg et al., 2018). This indicates differences in Danish and 

Norwegian researchers’ access to private and public research funding. In addition, it is 

reasonable to conclude that, compared to their Danish counterparts, teacher educators in 

Norway conduct more research and are given significantly more access to national research that 

they can use in the classroom. This could have an impact on the quality of ECTE and result in 

differences in Danish and Norwegian student teachers’ evaluations of their subjective learning 

outcomes. 

Overall, our analysis of the survey demonstrated high levels of satisfaction with subjective 

learning outcomes concerning the topic of language learning. Although the Norwegian student 

teachers were more satisfied with their learning outcomes generally, the Danish students were 

still reasonably satisfied, choosing the second-highest response options for 13 of the 20 

questions. In the Norwegian National Curriculum, the student teachers’ learning outcomes are 

formulated more explicitly and are directed towards work with children in ECEC. The Danish 

National Curriculum focuses more generally on ‘users’ and is not as specifically directed 

towards working with children in ECEC. In this study, the ‘how element’ (procedural 

knowledge), which is related to language learning, showed a surprising difference between the 

Danish and Norwegian student teachers. The fact that the Danish student teachers gain more 

practical experience through their education program does not have a significant impact on their 

subjective evaluations of procedural knowledge.  

One recent study contained quotes from teacher educators in Norway in which they stated 

that they had insufficient time to provide student teachers with procedural knowledge in 

language learning and early literacy and that they expected student teachers to acquire 

procedural knowledge during their practice placement periods (Vatne & Gjems, 2017). This 

might indicate that procedural knowledge is a kind of knowledge the student teachers do acquire 

through their teaching practice.  

Methodological Considerations 

The strengths of the study lie in the fact that we together analyzed and discussed the Danish 

and Norwegian curriculums using data obtained from surveys conducted in both countries. 

However, we also want to emphasize that the study has some limitations. First, when we discuss 

the students' self-reports in light of the national curriculums, we are fully aware that the road 

from curriculum to implementation in education is a limited perspective. However, we find this 

an interesting perspective to discuss. Second, the students’ self-reporting is a limitation of the 

study. Thus, to provide more rich and varied data, future studies should also include interviews 

with students, teacher educators, and practical training teachers in ECEC from both countries. 

Moreover, the approach highlights some similarities and equalities in the national curriculums 

of Danish and Norwegian ECTE and addresses Danish and Norwegian student teachers’ high 

satisfaction levels regarding their own subjective learning outcomes related to children’s 

language learning and early literacy. 
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Conclusions 

One significant difference between the Danish and Norwegian National Curriculums 

concerning the goals of ECTE is how each view practice placement as part of the education. In 

Norway, there is a strong emphasis on practice placement as an integrated part of the 

curriculum. This provides Norwegian students with the opportunity to receive guidance and 

supervision from their university teachers during their practice placement period. This can also 

promote coherence between what they have learned in theory and what they learn through 

practice placement. The Norwegian way of planning and implementing a professional education 

suggests that they view education as being mainly the responsibility of the university/university 

college, whereas responsibility in the Danish system of professional education is divided 

between the university college and the early childhood labor market. In addition, our content 

analysis revealed significant differences in the content that focusses on ECEC. Not only does 

the Danish National Curriculum present a broad focus on development, learning, and language, 

and preparing students to work with adults as well as children, but Danish student teachers 

spend less time studying ECEC compared to Norwegian student teachers.  

This study reveals that Norwegian student teachers evaluate their subjective learning 

outcomes in the fields of language learning and early literacy more highly than do Danish 

student teachers. Our research points to the fact that the breadth of subjects in the Danish ECTE 

bachelor program tends to result in lower subjective learning outcomes in these knowledge 

areas compared to the Norwegian ECTE. This fact begs the question as to whether Norwegian 

early childhood teachers, compared to their Danish colleagues, perform and support children 

better in early childhood education. To learn what factors can enhance the quality of student 

teachers’ learning outcomes to produce more professional teachers, and to ensure a high level 

of quality in ECTE and ECEC, it is important to carry out further studies that address Nordic 

differences and similarities in the field of early literacy in ECEC. 
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