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Why are the Scandinavian 
Schools Obsessed with 
Social Competence?
Find out about the Nordic Teaching model from a 
local and a foreign perspective. 
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– INTERVIEW WITH LOES VAN WESSUM
”School heads impact the learning of all.”
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THE INTERNATIONAL 
SCHOOL UTRECHT
Spanish, Turkish and Dutch 
school leaders who participate 
in the TUSIM project were 
interested in how ICT is used in 
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– A SHARED EUROPEAN 
EXPERIENCE
Learn about the findings of 
a study on good practices in 
various European countries.
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MARIA 
GAIDAROVA
Former school head and 
educational innovator, presently 
Deputy Minister of Education 
and Science in Bulgaria

Early childhood care and education is 
much more than just preparation for 
primary school. UNESCO believes it 
can be the foundation for emotional 
wellbeing and learning throughout 
life and one of the best investments 
a country can make as it promotes 
holistic development, gender equality 
and social cohesion. UNICEF thinks 
that quality pre-primary education sets 
a strong foundation for learning; helps 
make education systems more effective 
and efficient and equitable and is 
an effective strategy for promoting 
economic growth.

One of the important priorities of the 
Bulgarian Ministry of Education and 
Science is to create a quality framework 

for early childhood education and development. As 
the Deputy Minister of Education and Science in 
Bulgaria, I initiated a study regarding good practices 
for care and assessment in early childhood in Europe. 
School-age prevention approaches have also been 
explored. The completed survey has been distributed 
on the ESHA’s network. 

Good practices and experience were shared by 
Croatia, Italy, the Netherlands and Scotland. Some 
countries implement multidisciplinary developmental 
assessment and diagnostics in preschool and employ 
a team of specialists who carry out evaluation 
and diagnostics. The Netherlands and Scotland 
use standardized methodologies. Scotland shares 
opportunities for fully digitalized assessment tools to 
facilitate assessment and to keep the research data 
up-to-date. In the Netherlands integrated methods 
are used to create the preschool curriculum. Local 
institutions provide conditions for early identification 
of developmental delay. In Italy, the first step is a 
report from a teacher to carry out an assessment and 
diagnostics. A team is formed, led by a paediatrician, 
that includes a neuropsychiatrist, a psychologist, and 
a speech therapist. In all four states, parental consent 
is required when the assessment is placed beyond 
observation and day-to-day interactions.

As part of the national policy, Scotland trains 
specialists in certain areas – education, impact of 
trauma and insecure attachment prevention. Early 
childhood specialists, teachers, educators, as well as 
other specialists work together. The teams are visited 
by medical workers, speech and language therapists, 
play therapists and school psychologists.

The number of children in the groups in Scotland 
and Italy are age-appropriate, with the number 
growing in the first three years up to 10 children 
per teacher. In the Netherlands, groups are formed 
with a maximum of 16 children. Emphasis is on 
learning through play and the learning environment 

Early Childhood Care and Education – 
a Shared European Experience

BY MARIA GAIDAROVA
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and materials support the development of 
speech, communication, and motor skills. 
The groups are led by pedagogical leaders, 
supported by pedagogical assistants, and, if 
necessary, speech therapists, psychologists, 
physiotherapists. External organizations are 
also involved. The curricula are diverse, they 
are prepared in cooperation and based on 
scientific research, and control over the activity 
is exercised by the mental health services.

The Netherlands and Italy use prevention 
programs based on psycho-pedagogical 
interaction. In the Netherlands, prevention is 
integrated into the curriculum. In Scotland, 
challenging behaviour is considered at 
several levels. The first step is the teacher’s 
observation, and intervention is provided at 
various levels. Schools work intensively on 
the attitudes and values of children which are 
generated in the school community through 
various forms of social and personal learning, 
student councils, parent councils, conferences.

Scotland has incorporated children rights 
into its legislation. A curriculum has been 
created which promotes health and wellbeing. 

Media campaigns and websites respond 
to problematic behaviour and risks. Scot 
education is underpinned by GIRFEC (Getting 
it right for every child) policy and legislation, 
complete with wellbeing indicators SHANARRI 
(Safe, Healthy, Achieving, Nurtured, Active, 
Respected, Responsible, Included). There 
are many practices and tools which are used 
effectively to identify additional learning needs 
and appropriate next steps for learners. The 
support available is highly dependent on the 
finances and budgets available at the time.

In Croatia, educators first turn to 
professional services (educator, psychologist 
and speech therapist) who then monitor the 
child and inform the parent. The educational 
system in Bulgaria has developed a standard 
for inclusive education. Support teams include 
various specialists at the school level and also 
external ones, materials provide guidelines for 
the prevention of violence and harassment.  
The shared experience stimulates the 
processes for forming policies and approaches 
for early prevention and quality child education 
and development.



4

What gave you the idea of 
developing a series of quality cards? 

Anje Ros (professor of good leadership 
and good teachers) and I had made a 
webinar for school leaders giving them 
some ideas coping with the pandemic. 
Petra van Haren asked us to continue 
making quality cards for school leaders 
to develop a learning culture.  

How can a school head inspire 
teachers?  

School leaders can act as the teachers 
of teachers. They can support teachers 
by giving them lots of information 
and feedback on teaching and 
learning, looking at data and the 
development of children together and 
stimulating teachers to collaborate. 
They can also stimulate learning 
processes at all levels in the school by 
being role models.    

Can the school head’s development have deep 
effects on the whole school community? 

Teachers come first in impacting the learning of 
students. School heads come second – their impact 
is indirect as it effects the learning of teachers 
and the building of a psychologically safe learning 
environment for all. But their impact is bigger – 
teachers affect their students in the classroom, 
whereas the school heads impact the learning of all. 
The smartest thing to do in order to improve schools 
is to enhance the professional development of school 
leaders.  

The level of autonomy for school heads is very 
varied in Europe. Would you argue for more or 
less opportunities and responsibilities?

Actually, I’m not quite sure whether that would make 
a difference. The ideal system doesn’t exist. If we 
put school systems on a scale from decentralized to 
centralized, school leaders can make the difference 
on any point. Research tells us that successful 
systems provide lots of opportunities for continuous 
professional development for school leaders. These 
systems are also very clear about what it means to be 
a school leader, using professional standards. When 
these standards are used for development and not 
control, school leaders can thrive. We know that if you 
feel autonomous, connected and competent in your 
job you will be happier and more equipped to do it. 
So, it’s the perspective on and not the actual level of 
autonomy that makes the difference, the feeling that 
you can make decisions which are aligned with your 
belief system.

JH
Download the quality cards: 
https://www.esha.org/headstart/

Developing 
a Learning Culture

LOES VAN 
WESSUM (PhD)

Associate professor in 
Leadership in Education 
at Windesheim, University 
of Applied Sciences in the 
Netherlands. She is co-author 
of the book Leading a learning 
school. Which questions have you 
asked today?
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The visit of Spanish, Turkish and Dutch school 
leaders to the International School Utrecht 
(ISUtrecht) was an initiative of ESHA. After the 
long seclusion that COVID forced on us, ESHA 
members can finally travel and meet in person 
to learn good practices from each other.

The reason to visit ISUtrecht was a research 
question of the TUSIM project (Technological 
Update in School Management Teams, for further 
information see tusimproject.eu) on how ICT 
is used here in education. The curriculum of 
international schools is thematically oriented. 
Director Marieke Folkers explained that 
“Community is important here. Our teachers do 
everything they can to inspire children!” That 
they also inspire school leaders was apparent 
when a Turkish colleague put on the VR glasses 
helped by Marianne, a teacher who has been 
an avid gamer from an early age. The video 
Marianne showed was certainly exciting: all 
her students wore VR glasses and waved their 
arms around with a grin. “Things that take 
1000 years, such as growing a tropical forest, 
can now be done in 45 minutes. VR brings a 
new dimension to teaching”, said Marianne 
enthusiastically.

Ria is only 9-year-old, she is in grade 4, but 
she guided a group of school leaders and 
education administrators around her school 
professionally and with self-assured flair. 
ISUtrecht offers international education for 
children from 4 to 18 years old. Ria’s guests, 
Hayrettin and Asut are from Turkey, Neus 
is from Spain and Janette is from the 
Netherlands. 

Hayrettin, a school principal in special 
education was amazed at the many windows 

in the classrooms. In Turkey, there are no 
windows, only walls. “You can’t see anything, 
so you’re not distracted”, he said. But Ria was 
ready with her answer: “We want fresh air in the 
classroom,’’ she explained. “And it’s important 
that natural daylight comes in through the 
windows, so that children can look out and see 
the trees.” 

The head office was buzzing with activity. 
Children were at work everywhere and where 
there were no children you could still see traces 
of their activities: pieces of work on tables, 
on the walls and even on the floor. Ria said: “I 
especially like that we have so many different 
tables in our rooms. You can sit in all kinds of 
ways. On a stool, at a low table, alone or in a 
group. There are standing tables and you can 
also sit on a rug.”

Petra van Haren, director of ESHA was 
also present at ISUtrecht. During the visit she 
stressed her main message that cannot be 
repeated enough times: “Before you can take 
care of someone else as a school leader, you 
must first take good care of yourself. School 
leaders tend to forget that. But you have to 
take the space and time to develop further, to 
get to know your own learning questions. In a 
company like this, education is talked about 
day and night: a network does a lot for your 
personal growth.” 

The visit of ESHA member foreign school 
leaders made ISUtrecht director Marieke very 
happy. “Our goal is to learn and to inspire each 
other. This meeting is certainly a good example 
of that!”, she said.

School leaders visit the 
International School Utrecht
BY GERRY VAN DER LIT
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CASPER RONGSTED
CEO Nordic Schools, educational 
consultant and writer. Based 
in Denmark and working with 
schools all over the world.

DR JIM ROGERS
Education specialist based in 
England working nationally and 
internationally with schools and 
training organisations.

THE INTERNATIONAL STUDIES
The Scandinavian countries have an 
international reputation for the quality 
of their education systems; schools 
generally perform well in international 
educational studies. The countries of 
Finland, Sweden, Norway and Denmark 
are also known for their happiness, 
quality of life, “hygge” (cosiness) and 
egalitarianism.

This article is focusing on explaining what social 
competence is in the Nordic schools and our aim is to 
share what we have experienced in the Scandinavian 
schools from a local (Casper) and a foreign (Jim) 
perspective. 

We also want to show you how you can adapt 
the Scandinavian methods to professional learning 
programmes in your own school.

NORDIC TEACHING IS BASED ON TRUST
If we only had one word to summarise the education 
system it would be ‘trust’. 

Trust is seen at one scale from teacher to pupil 
and vice versa all the way through the system to local 
authorities and national policy. And while there will be 
multiple individual and cultural factors that contribute 
towards this, we believe the quality of the relationship 
between staff and teachers and students is central to 
the success. The fact that there is no public inspector 
system in any of the Scandinavian countries perhaps 
stresses the trustful relationship between government 
and schools in general.

WE ARE SOCIAL BEINGS
Trust is built up over time and we believe that it is the 
Nordic schools’ focus on working with the teachers’ 
Social Competence that is key to building this trust in 
all areas of school life.

We are social beings. Neurologically we develop 
through social interaction and we appear to socially 
construct knowledge and are far more effective and 
happier to work collectively than in isolation (Fullan 
and Edwards, 2022). Covid showed us that. 

We are the only species of primate that can work 
with strangers at scale around fictitious constructs 
such as education for example (Harari, 2014). So, 
while schools are complex social environments, 
at their very heart is the relationships and rapport 
between professionals and between professionals 

Why are the Scandinavian Schools 
Obsessed with Social Competence?

KEYWORDS
#Nordic Teaching Model
#social competence
#teacher-student relationship
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and students (Rogers and Hill, 2022). Without 
quality relationships we are adopting a 
mechanistic, industrial model of education. 
And we do not want that!

The Scandinavian schools understand that 
any effort to improve the quality of teaching 
and learning needs to be delivered on a strong 
foundation of trust, effective relationships and 
rapport. 

Why don’t all school systems? Why are 
they relentless testing the focuspoint in so 
many countries?  Coming from two different 
school backgrounds, we wonder if part of the 
problem is that some people think that trust, 
relationships and rapport are very personal, 
hard to define, and often perceived as entirely 
down to personality and intuition? 

That is why we created The Nordic Teaching 
Model.

THE NORDIC TEACHING MODEL
In this model you can see how we emphasise 
the importance of focusing on the ‘softer 
skills’ such as Social Competence alongside 
Teaching Competence and Classroom 
Management Competence. The Social 
Competence is divided into four categories:
• Sensing and creating moods in the class
• Building relationships with the whole class
• Building relationship with each student
• Strengthening relationships between  

the students

The model is used as an overview of teacher’s 
competencies and as a reflective tool. Using 
the wheel, teachers reflect on their strengths 
and weaknesses, share knowledge and 
experiences about good teaching and then 
prioritise actions.

The Nordic Teaching Model
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CAN WE PROVE IT?
But what is the evidence behind this 
Scandinavian obsession with social 
competence? One of the largest studies ever 
done in Denmark and Norway is a meta-analysis 
of 71 international studies on the teachers’ 
competencies led by professor Sven Nordenbo. 
The researchers found three fundamental 
teacher competencies: Didactical Competence, 
Classroom Management Competence and 
Social Competence. These can be found in The 
Nordic Teaching Model above.

The Danish writer and PhD Louise 
Klinge confirmed the importance of social 
competence in her research. She writes: 
‘Studies in all age groups show that we must 
build a relationship between the teacher and 
the student. The character of the relationship 
changes when the students get older, but its 
significance does not. All students’ academic 
performance and wellbeing is highly affected 
by the quality of the relationship’ (Klinge, 2016).

LET’S START
We do hope that we have given you a window 
into a new way of doing things. To take the first 
steps we invite you to visit some of our free 
online resources. They can be used by every 
teacher and school leader to lead the teachers 

to an enquiry into their own teaching practice, 
exploring research evidence and developing 
strategies to trial and test in the classroom. 

We have a film about The Nordic Teaching 
Model here:
https://youtu.be/N4tmKkZMGKY
If you want more background, we did  
a TEDx Talk:  
https://youtu.be/EJ3a_qdnCCY&t=5s 

If you send us an email we will happily send you 
more free materials.  
Write to casper@nordicschools.com
Let’s start building more trust, relationships 
and rapport in our schools.

Sources
Fullan and Edwards (2022) Spirit Work and the  
Science of Collaboration.
Harari (2014) Sapiens. A brief history of humankind
Rongsted and Myding (2022) The Nordic Teaching 
Model
Klinge, Louise (2016) University of Copenhagen:  
The teacher’s relationship competence, pp. 7-8
Rogers and Hill (2022) Relationships Underpin 
Everything. Impact Journal. Chartered College of 
Teaching
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In this column you will find useful tips to make 
your school community and premises more 
environmentally friendly. Do you have a good 
idea that you have already put in practice? 
Share it with us, so that more European schools 
can become greener. Send your tip to the 
editor: judit.horgas@esha.org.

CREATE AN ECO-FRIENDLY SCHOOL 
ENVIRONMENT
Building and maintaining bird feeders, bug hotels 
and bee pastures is an excellent school project, 
as it requires various skills and the resulting 
artifacts have educational, environmental and 
ornamental values. Encourage your Arts and 
Science teachers to co-operate in designing 
such projects. Hang and place the students’ 
works all around the school premises so that 
they can be proud of their work and to attract 
various animals they can watch. Don’t worry 
if you have too many – develop the students’ 

entrepreneurial skills by having a sale organized 
where local businesses and home owners can 
buy them, making your neighbourhood more 
environmentally friendly to birds and bugs.

KNOW YOUR HERBS
When revising menus for the school canteen, 
discuss the possible use of fresh herbs. 
Have pots of various herbs placed with small 
scissors attached and tables showing their 
names and some information on a low shelf 
in the school canteen so that students can 
cut and taste some. Ask the cooks to make 
daily recommendations on which herbs to use 
to season the meals. Show a good example 
by trying them in your own meals. Encourage 
your teachers to organize special days when 
students with different cultural backgrounds 
have the opportunity to introduce the herbs 
they use in their traditional cuisine. Have the 
pots changed regularly.

Building the Future

It’s an emergency!  
This summer many parts of Europe suffered 
fires and several people have died due to 
the heat. In England the first ever red alert 
for the weather was issued. Candidates to 
replace the Prime Minister Boris Johnson have 
talked about many things but climate change 
commitments were not high on their agenda.  

Policies on teaching about the climate are 
slowly emerging. School buildings and their 
suitability to significant changes in climate 
is slowly being recognised as a major issue. 
Progress on all fronts is slow. It may already  
be too late to stop climate change totally  
but hopefully it is not too late to stop the  
worst effects.

“The education system should centre 
the climate crisis into every single subject,” 
suggests Campaigner Scarlett Westbrook, 

aged 18, who wrote the first student-written bill 
for Parliament to change the Education Act. 
That would include vocational subjects, such 
as engineering. By doing this “the generation 
of tomorrow will be prepared to deal with the 
effects of climate change and won’t be taken 
aback,” she says.

Across Europe many governments are 
starting to address this subject. ESHA could 
and should have a role to play in gathering 
information on the initiatives that are happening 
at national, local and individual schools. Whilst 
ESHA is a non-political organisation it is within 
its remit to develop discussion papers, share 
good practice that hopefully educators and 
politicians will find informative and helpful as 
they grapple to address this subject.

BY CHRISTOPHER HILL, PRESIDENT OF THE BOARD
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Inspiring
Books 

TURN THE 
SHIP AROUND 
U.S. Navy Submarine Commander 
David Marquet’s book, Turn the Ship 
Around is his truly powerful story of 
learning what leadership means and 
is a practical example of how the 
theoretical study of leadership can 
be put effectively into practice. 

The book is written in easily 
digestible chapters with thought 
provoking leadership tips at the end 
of each chapter.

Read Paul Byrne’s book review on 
our webpage: 
https://www.esha.org/news/
leadership-at-every-level/

ASSESSMENT 
AS DIALOGUE
Twenty Inspiring Practices 
from Classrooms and Schools 
across Europe. 

A ‘must read’ for school heads who wish 
to rescue assessment processes from 
the exam factory – the twenty inspiring 
practices demonstrate that teachers 
and school leaders in diverse European 
countries are already busy innovating 
with creative and sensitive assessment 
approaches. The overall storyline 
depicts how children evolve as learners.  

Read Shanti George’s bookreview and 
download the book from our website: 
https://www.esha.org/news/rescuing-
assessment-from-the-exam-factory/
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Save 
the DateThe topic is Future Schools: Future Leaders. 

Registration details are coming soon, check the website:
https://icponline.org

Teachers and school leaders towards a sustainable whole 
school approach for quality and inclusive education

TOPICS OF THE ANNUAL CONFERENCE
• Teachers’ and school leaders’ competences and support 

for effective blended learning
• A whole school support and networking to ensure school 

success for all
• A whole school approach for sustainable development, 

with a particular focus on the role and competences of 
school leaders to support the implementation of it

• Schools as learning communities to support teachers’ 
and school leaders’ professional learning and well-being

More information and the registration link will be available in 
September 2022

Further information and registration 
coming soon. 

If you have questions contact 
luca.laszlo@esha.org

Check out the previous conferences 
in Cyprus, 2022 and Tallin, 2019
https://esha2022cy.eu
https://esha2018.eu

Published by EUROPEAN SCHOOL 
HEADS ASSOCIATION
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President of the Board

PETRA VAN HAREN
Director

JUDIT HORGAS
Editor
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It sometimes feels strange. The past two years 
have been surrealistic. Measures, guidelines, 
fear and confidence all changed daily. But now 
finally society is opening up. People can be 
together again without keeping their distance, 
there are no more masks in the streets and 
on public transport. Some people are totally 
happy going out of their mind at festivals or 
gatherings, others feel uncomfortable being in 
larger groups after two years of distant living. 
But no matter how, we made a kickstart in 
taking up our lives again.

Personally, I also made a kickstart becoming 
director of ESHA at the first of January this 
year. Although a start at the kitchen table in 
the middle of a lockdown was rather strange. 
But since ESHA is a beautiful Association of 
School Heads all over Europe, my startup was 
supported by colleagues in many ways. They 
shared their stories and dilemma’s and gave 
input to what they would need from ESHA 
now and in the future. The schools stayed 
operational almost everywhere and all the time 
and that made keeping connected possible. 
School heads have had a rough time. Covid 
started in the spring of 2020 and kept going 
on, making continuity in education almost 
impossible and things are still not easy.  

From Kickstart to HEADstart
I admire that: worrying for teachers, pupils, 
families and the school every day and even 
being near a burnout, still finding the courage 
and motivation to go on. The workload was 
already huge, but the past year it has exceeded 
all limits. We know that school heads are 
crucial for the quality and continuity of the 
school. Also, they are the crucial factor to 
support teachers and staff. If the school heads 
fall, the schools fall. The school head takes 
care of the school, but who takes care of the 
school head? We may expect this care from 
the employers, but in the end, one is mostly 
responsible for oneself. That makes me worry. 
Only people who take care of themselves can 
take care of others. And school heads tended 
to forget this golden rule in the survival race 
that the pandemic had become. Taking care 
of ourselves needs to be a priority, so let’s 
kickstart and put this on the top.

The past year has also given a strong impulse 
to reflect what ESHA should mean for the 
members. With the board and the school head 
representatives in the General Assembly we 
sort of rediscovered the strength of member 
organizations working and learning together in 
the strong network that ESHA is. We decided 
that the restart after Covid, the reflections and 
renewal of physical and digital meetings called 
for a refreshing of the ESHA activities and 
the ESHA brand. That led to a fresh strategic 
outline, a fresh newsletter HEADstart and 
a beautiful new magazine HEADlight. With 
HEADlight ESHA wants to present a leading 
magazine for school leaders. By sharing 
experiences, scientific articles and best 
practices it will be a magazine that nobody 
should miss. From Kickstart to HEADstart, 
school heads in the HEADlight!

PETRA VAN HAREN


