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This article explores the deployment of numerical criteria in the practices of 

steering by presenting a local case of governing early childhood education (ECE). 

In this case, a specific numerical tool for governance, namely, child-staff ratio is 

used in various ways in the everyday life of preschools. This paper uses data 

from interviews of preschool teachers and city administrators in charge of 

organization of ECE in one Finnish municipality and policy documents. The 

concepts of assemblage (DeLanda, 2006; Rose, 1999) is used to explore how 

child-staff ratio receives various roles in steering the everyday life of preschools. 

The paper also explores the roles of teachers in the policy assemblages related to 

child-staff ratio. Focusing on these local level practices, the article demonstrates 

that teachers are central components of the fluctuating ECE policy assemblages 

that involve governing by numbers. 
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Introduction 

This article contributes to the debate on governing by numbers in education. I will 

explore the governance by numbers (Ozga, 2009; Rose, 1991) in the context of Finnish 

early childhood education (ECE) through the lens of policy assemblage (DeLanda, 

2006; Rose, 1999). The roots of the interest on governing by numbers can be traced to 

Michel Foucault’s work on government, governance and governmentality in the course 

of his investigations of political power. According to him, government means 

techniques and procedures for directing human behavior (Foucault 1977). 

‘Governance’ as used by Foucault (1977) and later, for example, by Miller and 

Rose (1990) describes a shift in the mode of governing populations – governing 

individuals is not seen merely as coercion. Governance can be understood as a 
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particular mode of government, in which subjects are directed from ‘a distance’ without 

destroying their autonomy (Miller & Rose, 1990). This paper starts from the premise 

that numbers take part in the processes of governance from a distance. They are part of 

inscriptions that guide our collective, culturally and historically constructed decision 

making of what should be done (Ferraris, 2012; Latour, 1987). 

Earlier work on governing by numbers has shown that numbers are by no means 

objective, but rather interpreted in multiple and sometimes conflicting ways (e.g. Ozga, 

Dahler-Larsen, Segerholm & Simola, 2011; Rose, 1991). It should be then no surprise 

that these differing, culturally and historically constructed interpretations of numbers 

may cause tensions when they become enacted in local contexts (see also Piattoeva, 

2015). Earlier studies concerning governing by numbers have generally addressed 

practices of calculation related to large-scale student performance assessments such as 

PISA (e.g., Grek, 2013; Selwyn, 2018). Local practices of governing by numbers have 

been scrutinized less often (see however Spina, 2017).  

This article seeks to address the lacuna of examining numbers as tools for 

governing from distance from the perspective of everyday life of people influeced by 

them: what kinds of local practices statistical data becomes manifested into and in 

which ways the objects of governance respond to these technologies of government by 

using local case in Finnish ECE. I suggest that the concept ‘assemblage’ offers a useful 

tool for understanding the fluctuating nature of numbers in policy enactments. 

Leaning on the work of Ferraris (2013), I consider acts (here, for example, 

policy enactments) being inscribed in one way or the other. Inscription means a physical 

trace (either in our neural connections, ink marks on paper or binary code in computer 

programs) that report something that leads to an act – it thus works as a technology for 

government. The concept of technologies of government (Miller & Rose, 1990) that 
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builds on Foucault’s work on governmentality (see Foucault, 1988) denotes mechanism 

through which ‘authorities …  shape, normalise and instrumentalise the conduct, 

thought, decisions and aspirations of others in order to achieve the objectives they 

consider desirable’ (Miller & Rose, 1990). These inscriptions may contain, for example, 

the standards for the actors, setting, and sequence of events expected to occur in a 

particular situation (Ferraris, 2013). They are not stable and fixed but dynamic as they 

are connected to other entities of the world. Their interconnectedness influences the 

world. Thus, this approach resembles and resonates with the concept ‘assemblage’ 

(Deleuze & Quattari, 1987). 

The concept of assemblage (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987) tries to capture the 

multiplicity of entities that form social reality, and relations between these entities. An 

assemblage represents a gathering together of political imaginations, rationalities, 

technologies, infrastructures and agents towards steering individuals and groups in 

particular directions. The relations between these entities are not “logically necessary” 

but “contingently obligatory” (DeLanda, 2006, 11). We cannot know beforehand how a 

particular entity of social reality, in this case a certain numerical piece of information, 

might interact with other entities (DeLanda, 2006), for example, with human actors. 

Earlier studies show that actors find ways to resist technologies of government (Selwyn, 

Henderson and Chao 2015; Kelly, Downey & Rietdijk, 2010), including practices that 

Souto-Otero and Beneito-Montagut (2016) name as gaming, bordering, folding and 

rebelling. Gaming refers to practices in which an actor technically addresses the set 

goals and aims without following the set rules – for example, by the manipulation of 

numbers in creative ways to work through the systems. Bordering refers to using data 

tactically, for example, for promoting one’s own agenda. Folding refers to opting out of 

data collection or use – refusing to collect data or use it. Rebelling involves refusing to 
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accept data production premises, and redefining key concepts. Rebelling could involve, 

for example, lobbying for the redefinition of the indicators used for assessment or 

complaints related to algorithms that are used for calculating performance (Souto-Otero 

& Beneito-Montagut, 2016). 

In addition, policy assemblages are in constant flux – they are subject to change 

as ‘a component part of an assemblage may be detached from it and plugged into a 

different assemblage in which its interactions are different’ (DeLanda 2006, 10). These 

fluctuating bundles of entities and their relations become materialized in acts that shape 

and influence the everyday life of people (see Ferraris, 2013). The fluctuating nature of 

policy assemblages complicates the interrelationship between policy and impact. When 

policy is enacted, it takes on varied forms with impacts that are both partially 

predictable and unpredictable. Thus, exploring numbers as a technology for government 

requires empirical investigation and the concept assemblage offers a useful lens for this 

kind of exploration (see Gorur, 2011). It is worth asking how statistical data becomes 

manifested into local practices, who are positioned as objects and subjects of 

governance, and in which ways the objects of governance respond to these governance 

practices. 

 

Examining governing by numbers in local ECE policy assemblages 

In this article, I will demonstrate how the concept assemblage aids us to examine the 

complex roles of numbers when they become enacted as tools of government. I will use 

the case of child-staff ratio in Finnish early childhood education (ECE) policy. The 

child-staff ratio describes the number of adults to children in ECE. In many countries 

the minimum child-staff ratio in ECE is governed by national legislation. In Finland, it 

is governed by the decree on Early Childhood Education and Care (2018). The ratio is 
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1:4 in full-day ECE in preschools for children under three years of age, whilst for 

children between three to six years old the ratio was 1:7 at the time the empirical data 

collection of this study was conducted1. For part-time (less than five hours a day) ECE 

for children between three to six years old, the ratio is 1:13. These ratios govern child-

staff ratios at centre and classroom level. 

Conceptualizing policy as assemblage means focusing on how child-staff ratio is 

connected to other entities – both human and non-human – of social reality. Here, the 

focus is especially on teachers as part of the assemblages of governing ECE by 

numbers. Therefore, interviews with three municipal officials and 13 preschool teachers 

working in public preschools serve as primary data of this study. Interviews with 

municipal officials included a preschool manager, a district manager and an accounting 

expert. All the officials and preschool teachers worked in a large city in South Finland. 

Policy documents and diaries written by the preschool teachers that were used for 

elicitation in the interviews are used as supportive data.  

The analysis began by identifying materializations of the ratio as a technology of 

government. As the concept assemblage was used as a lens for the analysis the 

components connected to the use of ratio as an inscription for action and the relations 

between them were mapped. Special attention was paid to culturally and historically 

constructed interpretations of the ratio because they were identified as central 

components of the policy assemblages. Tools of discourse analysis, such as examining 

the constructions of subjects and objects produced in these assemblages (Gee, 2010), 

was used in this task. Finally, teachers’ roles in these assemblages were paid special 

attention to. 

                                                

1 At that time, the child-staff ratio was regulated by the Child Day Care Decree (239/1973) 
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This paper shows how a non-human object, child-staff ratio, that has 

materialized as a norm in Finnish ECE legislation assembles with different transnational 

interpretations of ECE and practices of calculation. It operates as a technology of 

government – a method deployed ‘to shape --- the conduct, thought, decisions and 

aspirations of others in order to achieve the objectives they consider desirable’ (Miller 

& Rose, 1990: 8). Technologies of government mobilize human capacities through an 

assemblage of, for example, practical knowledge, practices of calculation, vocabularies, 

types of authority and, non-human objects (Rose, 1999). Yet, they have various impacts 

in the everyday life of ECE as they become re-assembled into various new forms when 

they become enacted. 

 In what follows, I will first introduce Finnish national level ECE policies 

and government structure such as division of work between different stakeholders. 

Then, I will turn focus to local level – to those policy assemblages of which child-staff 

ratios are part. Two differing assemblages, child-staff ratio as a technology to govern 

‘quality and safety’ and child-staff ratio as a technology to govern ‘responsible use of 

resources’, will be identified. I will present empirical examples of the uses of child-staff 

ratio as technologies of government in these assemblages. Then I will exemplify 

teachers’ roles as part of these assemblages and especially in the fluctuating processes 

of re/dis/assembly. 

 

State and municipalities in Finnish ECE policy 

ECE in Finland consists of integrated services, in which care and education are not 

separated, for 0–6 year olds. Public preschools are the most common institutional ECE 

settings in Finland: 76% of the children attending ECE are enrolled in public 

preschools, 8% are enrolled in municipality organized family day care, and private 
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providers organise approximately 16% of ECE services (National Institute for Health 

and Welfare, 2018; Finnish National Educational Evaluation Centre [FINEEC], 2018). 

Finnish ECE legislation originated in the 1970’s when the Day Care Act was 

passed. It led to a significant increase in public funding for day care. Finland dismantled 

state-led centralized steering at the time of the 1990s global recession and 

municipalities got more autonomy over organizing their services. State funding for 

public services suffered severe cuts, while the economic responsibilities of the 

municipalities increased (see also Aho, Pitkänen, & Sahlberg, 2006). The responsibility 

for funding of ECE services is shared between the state and the municipalities. 

Municipalities are entitled to levy taxes to fund basic services. In addition, they 

receive state funding that is not ear-marked. Therefore, municipalities have autonomy in 

deciding how to distribute funds between different basic services and how much money 

they use on ECE. Thus, at least partly due to this decentralisation, efforts to reduce the 

costs and increase the efficiency of public sector services were made by the 

municipalities in the 1990s. They have used managerial practices imported from private 

sector, including those aimed at cost-efficiency. 

Due to decentralization, monitoring of the quality of ECE is the shared 

responsibility of the municipalities and the providers (both public and private). National 

guidelines for evaluating ECE were published as late as 2018 (FINEEC, 2018). Finland 

does not have national-level performance criteria for children under school age nor a 

national-level inspection system for ECE service providers. As Finland has not 

traditionally conducted national measurements of children’s skills or learning in ECE, it 

may seem that the Finnish ECE and education policies are somewhat unaccountable. 

Yet, Finnish municipalities have begun to use increasing amounts of quantitative data in 

governing ECE (Karila, 2012). For example, they have implemented monitoring 
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systems to track daily, weekly, monthly and yearly child–staff ratios in individual 

preschools (Paananen, 2017). Evaluation systems developed to address the specific 

needs of the ECE sector are rare. Finnish municipalities mainly use evaluation models 

developed in other contexts such as in child welfare (Mikkola et al. 2017). Despite the 

high level of autonomy in provision of ECE in Finland, all providers of ECE must 

follow national legislation concerning, for example, the child-staff ratio and 

qualification requirements of ECE staff. 

Child-staff ratio as a technology to govern quality and safety 

The data of this study showed that teachers had internalized child-staff ratio as a 

measure of quality and used it as a technology of self-governance (Foucault, 1988). 

They used child-staff ratio both as a criteria to organise activities within child groups, 

and as a definition of safety. An example concerning the organisation of small group 

activities in preschool illustrates this. 

In Finnish ECE, it is common to organise activities in small groups that consist 

of one adult and the corresponding number of children based on the ratio determined by 

the legislation. Children’s classes are divided into between two and four smaller groups, 

depending on the number of adults allocated to the larger group. In one small group, 

there would then be, for example, one adult and seven children between 3-5-years of 

age, or one adult and four children between 1-2 years of age. Children might do indoor 

and outdoor activities such as sports, role-play or arts and crafts in these small groups, 

but share the learning environment and have lunch and nap time together with other 

small groups. In the next excerpt, a teacher explains what happens to small group 

activities when a staff member is absent. 
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We can’t, for example, run small group activities if we have one adult absent. 

Then, there are more children in your own small group if you [need to] take a 

couple [additional children from another small group]. 

Here, the teacher describes a situation where, if one adult is absent, the children of their 

small group would be divided between other staff members’ small groups. This would 

mean that each of the other staff members would have one to two more children in their 

small groups when a staff member was absent. The teacher constructed this change as 

making it impossible to conduct small group activities. The teacher uses the official 

child–staff ratio to define the functional limits of a group size. In this construct, if a 

child–staff ratio in a small group exceeds the ratio defined by law [for the whole centre 

and for the whole class]; it prevents the functional operation of the group, and does not 

fulfil the definition of high-quality ECE. Teachers have internalized the ratio as a 

definition of quality not only at the centre and class level but also for each individual 

situation. 

In the second example of this assemblage, meeting the official child-staff ratio is 

constructed as a definition of safety. The next excerpt illustrates this. In the excerpt, the 

teacher describes a situation in which she assured parents that a field trip would be safe 

for their children 

Well, she is our youngest one … Her parents were a little worried [about the group 

making a long field trip by bus], although it was a very nice place to visit, and it 

was funded by the parent association … Someone said that somewhere [at some 

other ECE centre] a child was accidentally left outdoors [when others went in]. A 

staff member had not noticed the child, and it was in the newspapers. They wanted 

to hear how we would organise everything [to make sure everything was safe]. I 

told them that everything was ok in our group. There would be 12 children and 

three adults. One student teacher would also attend. 
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This teacher, working with children under three, justifies the safety of the trip by 

stating that there would be 12 children and three adults attending the trip. This is the 

official ratio of 1:4 for under 3-year-olds, required by law. Thus, rather than explaining 

that there were enough skilled and experienced adults and agreed safety procedures to 

make sure that the children were supervised and kept safe, the teacher used the official 

ratio to give an assurance that the children would be safe. In this construct, the ratio was 

a sufficient and determining condition for safety. Teachers had internalized the child-

staff ratio as the defining indicator of safe and good quality ECE. 

This is no surprise as the child-staff ratio in Finnish ECE has been presented as 

evidence of good quality in both international and national policy discourses (OECD, 

2012; Ministry of Education and Culture, 2018). Increasing interconnectedness across 

nation states, the flow of capital, has led to countries aiming to entice foreign 

investments by limiting the role of the state in regulation. This has arguably led to the 

race to the bottom – minimizing regulation and social security and moving the 

responsibility for organizing public services to private companies. International 

organisations have taken the role of promoting public investments to buffer this trend of 

race to the bottom in ECE (Deacon, 2007). Following that, international organisations 

such as the OECD highlight that the child-staff ratio should be governed at national 

level in order to ensure better child development (OECD, 2012) as studies recognize the 

child-staff ratio as one of the indicators of quality of ECE (Slot et al., 2015). The OECD 

also provides country comparisons of national regulatory regimes for child-staff ratios –  

of which countries have ‘above average’ structural quality of ECE and of which 

countries are falling behind. Compared to the ECE systems in other OECD countries, 

the ratio of staff to children in Finland is high. Even though the teachers do not refer 

directly to any institution or organization, by mapping the discourse related to child-
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staff ratio more generally it can be concluded that in this ECE policy assemblage that 

involves child-staff ratio as one of the component parts international organizations are 

authoritative voices.  In sum, in this assemblage, the child-staff ratio manifested as a 

technology to govern providers of ECE, the expectations of the parents, and as a 

technology of self-governance of teachers when they organized everyday activities in 

ECE. 

Child-staff ratio as a measure for the responsible use of resources 

In the second policy assemblage, the child-staff ratio was constructed differently. In the 

local case of ECE considered here, the teachers registered child-staff ratios in the 

municipality’s digital information system once every day. Thus, the digital information 

system was one of the components of the policy assemblage. Registering the ratio was 

not to monitor quality but rather to examine what municipality officials called ‘an 

efficient use of resources’ – a reference to the aim of achieving the maximum permitted 

number of children per adult. The information system produced data from which 

managers would see the ‘utilisation rate’ of the preschool resources –the percentage of 

the legal maximum of children per staff. City administrators and district managers used 

the data to compare the utilisation rates between preschools. In addition to this 

comparison, the assemblage that included recording of child-staff ratios in 

municipality’s information system allowed quantitative goal setting. 

In the municipality where the study took place, the local policymakers on the 

ECE committee appointed by the city council had set a target of a 92.5% utilisation rate 

for preschools. Meeting this target was tied to staff members’ yearly salary bonus. The 

relationship between salary and child-staff ratio was yet another component part of the 

assemblage. Meeting the target was a collective effort, meaning that the goal needed to 
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be met at a district level in order for all the preschool staff members in that district to 

receive the bonus. If the preschool did not meet the optimal ratio, the district manager 

could ask a preschool director to take in additional children. Tying quantitative 

performance evaluation of staff to rewards or punishments – outcome based governance 

– is a paradigm example of managerialism that has increased in Finnish ECE, at least 

partly, due to a simultaneous decrease in state funding and decentralization, as 

explained earlier. The past economic crises have led to attempts to find financially 

efficient education policy solutions, with governments focusing on achieving less costly 

public sectors with improved performance. These policies have included encouraging 

the public sector to adopt private sector approaches and rationales (e.g., Oberhumer, 

2005). Regimes of accountability underpinned by numbers form an inherent part of such 

trends (for developments in transnational accountability policies see Lingard, Martino & 

Rezai-Rashti, 2013). Assemblages’ component parts seemed to be strongly connected to 

other national and international policies and policy trends. 

The preschool manager describes monitoring child-staff ratio as follows: 

Efficiency as a phenomenon means like ... cost efficiency. It is a good example of 

how efficiently we use the resources available. How many personnel and 

properties, or something else that creates expenses, we have compared to 

something that would be considered as optimum... What is the utilisation rate 

compared to the optimum … like operational efficiency. 

This excerpt, demonstrates how in the discourse of cost-efficiency, personnel are 

constructed as creators of public expenses – their salary is the largest cost of organizing 

the services. The manager states that there is thus an optimum level of personnel work 

input. She does not specify what the optimum level is. Yet, by examining the way in 

which the utilisation rate is calculated, we can see that the optimum level is meeting and 

sustaining the poorest possible ratio of staff to children. Aiming for that optimum level 
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creates, according to the manager, efficiency. In this assemblage, the child–staff ratio 

was used as a measure of responsible use of resources. 

It [the matrix, a tool for calculating efficiency] is a tool for everyday leadership and 

management. It is others’ job to define how much money we have. The 

policymakers decide that. Our job is to work for the benefit of the children, taking 

into account the economic premises we have. In this way, we can measure 

productivity. And, a manager can see the effect of her or his own work in relation 

to the budget, and maybe in that way, produce something valuable for the children 

in the long run.  

In this excerpt, the official constructs monitoring the average child–staff ratio being a 

way to ensure that ECE services do not exceed a given budget. For the official, the ratio 

is a construct that serves as a technology for governing the use of resources. The ratio 

that was used in the national level as a technology to govern quality is detached from 

the assemblage in which child-staff ratio was used as a measure of quality. When it is 

re-assembled with the aim of efficiency, it is turned upside down: maximum has 

become the optimum. In this assemblage, the object of governance is the educator, and 

the subject is the municipality. 

In this assemblage, the constructing of child-staff ratio as a technology to govern 

the responsible use of resources becomes manifested in every day practices in multiple 

ways. These everyday practices were 1) overbooking, 2) sudden transfers of staff 

members to other groups, 3) staff members of other groups ‘watching over’ children at 

early and late hours in case of staff absence, and 4) exceeding the ratios to compensate 

for the days in which ratios were low. 

Firstly, this assemblage led to overbooking of preschool places. Based on the 

interviews of the teachers, the number of children in some of the child groups that 

participated in the study seemed to, at least at first sight, exceed the child–staff ratios 
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stipulated by law. Ratios varied between 1:5.5 and 1:8.5 (the legal maximum at that 

time was 1:7) on the days when teachers completed their diaries. In two groups the 

yearly mean exceeded the legal maximum. The teachers explained that this relates to the 

use of child-staff ratio as a technology to govern the responsible use of resources. The 

municipality enrolled more children to these child groups than the official child–staff 

ratio stipulated by the law because it was not possible to meet the optimal ratio without 

enrolling additional children. 

We overbook a little, since children have days off. This then probably means that, 

in total, we have 125 children instead of 105. 

This practice is similar to how airlines overbook plane seats; the preschools 

expected that not all of the children would attend ECE at the same time and that some 

children would be absent due to illness or that they would participate, for example, just 

for four days per week on a more or less regular basis. However, according to some 

interviewees and diaries, there were days in which all children who were enrolled 

attended preschool. At those days the number of children to staff exceeded the ratios 

stipulated by law. 

Second, if many children were absent from one child group, a member of staff 

was moved to another child group that was missing staff, for example, due to illness. 

You can have a substitute, but then, you need to first calculate the child–staff ratios 

(of the whole preschool and each of the groups]. Then, you contact the district 

manager and ask if you can have a substitute. You can never then do it [have a 

substitute] during the same day. It is often so that we try to reorganise [workforce] 

internally so that we can manage … We check if there is any leeway in some 

groups, and then some of them [staff members] can move to other groups to help, 

or some of the assistants [will move to the group who needs help]. 
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In the excerpt above, a teacher describes their practices in case of sudden sick leave of 

staff. She explicates how they need to calculate whether they exceed the ratio of 

children to staff regulated by the law. By using the expressions ‘you need to’ and ‘first’ 

she constructs this as an imperative and a priority (Gee, 2010). In this internalised 

construct, the numbers define the need per se – the child-staff ratio is a rigid indicator of 

efficiency and the responsible use of resources. This is despite the fact that the 

continuity of child-adult relations has been recognized as an important factor in good 

quality interaction between children and educators (Curby, Rimm-Kaufman & Abry 

2013; Ruprecht, Elicker & Choi, 2016). 

 The third manifestation of the child-staff ratio as a measure of the responsible 

use of resources is somewhat similar to the second one. While in the earlier example, 

educators were transferred from one room to another, in this manifestation children 

were the ones who were moved. 

We have two wings in this preschool. The wings are supposed to help each other 

… If someone [of the three staff members of the group] is absent, we just operate 

with two staff members. One does the so-called middle shift from 7.30 am to 3.30 

pm and the other, for example, [works] from 8.30 am to 4.30 pm. The others [staff 

members of the other child group] watch over [children] before and after [these 

times]. 

The teacher describes a typical practice for when a staff member is absent. The 

usual operational hours of preschools in Finland are from 6 am to 5 pm with flexible 

arrival and departure times for children. The teacher describes how in the case of a staff 

absence, other staff members change their shifts so that they are present at the middle of 

the day when the number of children in attendance is highest. She then describes how 

these children join another group of children. She uses the expression of ‘watching 

over’, constructing ECE in mornings and late afternoons as care and the passing of time 
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rather than more meaningful educational activity. In this way, ECE ceases to mean a 

practice in which care and education are integrated as a whole, and in which everyday 

situations such as breakfast and outdoor play have planned educational purposes, such 

as building up a sense of belonging to a group as typical in Nordic ECE (Karila, 2012). 

The fourth manifestation of this assemblage was that municipal officials 

interpreted the minimum ratio as a legal regulation to be met monthly rather than daily2. 

If the ratio was low at the beginning of the month due to the absence of children, 

preschool officials might not hire a stand-in at the end of the month to ensure a better 

arithmetic average for the whole month. 

Interviewer: Do you have days when all the children who are enrolled are present? 

Teacher: Yeah. We do. Horror days. 

Interviewer: Then, you have 20 children [and 4 adults in a mixed-age child group]. 

Teacher: Yes, that’s right. 

Interviewer: How often do you have days like those? 

Teacher: Well, if no one [of the children] is sick, they are all here on Mondays, 

Tuesdays and Wednesdays. All of the regular holidays are on Thursdays and 

Fridays. At the beginning of the week, we work at full speed. At the end of the 

week we have a little slack. Although it does not feel like having slack really, if 

you have just two children off. 

The teacher here is describing the practice of having extra children enrolled 

because of regular absences of other children. Because there were fewer children in 

attendance at the end of the week compared to the number of adults, there needed to be 

                                                

2 Ministry of education and culture has since provided clearer instructions for interpreting the 

law so that the exceptions to the maximum ratio can be accepted only due to the reasons 

related to families’ suddenly changed needs – for example, due to sudden change of work 

shift. 
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more children enrolled and attending at the beginning of the week to reach the 

arithmetic optimal average child–staff ratio. 

In sum, using the child-staff ratio as a technology to govern responsible use of 

resources led to a practice in which the highest possible ratio of children to staff was 

considered as a performance requirement. In this assemblage, ECE becomes constructed 

as watching over children rather than early childhood education and staff members 

become constructed merely as resources that can be flexibly moved from one place to 

another. 

Quite evidently, there are tensions between the two assemblages when they exist 

simultaneously – between the assemblage in which child-staff ratio is used as a measure 

of quality and safety and the assemblage in which child-staff ratio is used as a measure 

of responsible use of resources. In the first one it was a minimum requirement in the 

national legislation to help to ensure the quality of ECE, and in the latter the 

municipality aimed in multiple ways to reach the maximum permitted number of 

children per staff member. If a certain number is at the same time both a minimum and 

a maximum, as in this case, it does not leave much leeway in the everyday life of ECE. 

Three different roles of teachers in the flux between the two assemblages could be 

identified. The teachers and their responses can be seen as component parts of the 

assemblages. They have a central role in determining whether these assemblages existed 

simultaneously, and what was the relation between them. 

 

Responses to varying uses of child-staff ratio as a technology of governance 

By examining the ways in which the ways of using the child-staff ratio as a technology 

of government interacted with the teachers’ descriptions of the everyday life in ECE, 

three different types of responses could be identified: submission to unresolved conflict, 
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dissolving the conflict by hidden resistance, and avoiding the conflict by flexing the 

numbers. 

In responses, which involved submission to unresolved conflict, the teachers had 

internalised the demands of having both a high number of children per staff member as 

good performance and the child-staff ratio as the measure of quality. The picture 

constructed by the teachers was thus filled with tension. 

We have tried to build such structures that even if there would be such situations 

[that there would be less adults], we could always cope. You should be able to cope 

alone with the group, even though this is a negative aspect. It should not be like 

this at preschools that you need to have such practices, that you can cope alone by 

yourself. There should not be such situations. 

This teacher first states that a staff member should cope alone with the child group if the 

situation requires this. When focusing on the things that are constructed as necessities 

(Gee, 2010), it can be seen here that coping is constructed as such a thing by stating that 

it is something that you should be able to do. Yet, the teacher then underlines the 

conflict by stating that coping alone is something that should not be required in 

preschools. Repetition of the statement is a means of highlighting something being said 

(Gee, 2010). By using the concept of coping alone, the teacher both contrasts the 

practice of being alone with larger group of children with the situation where there 

would be more adults, and ECE having additional aims and goals beyond surviving a 

day. The conflict is left unresolved. 

The second way of responding to the flux between the assemblages was to resist 

a certain way of using the data – dissolving the conflict by hidden resistance. One 

teacher reported a technical and hidden way to dissolve the conflict; to calculate the 

child–staff ratio and to monitor how preschools reached the optimal average, staff 
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members reported the daily attendance of each child and adult in a data system. A 

teacher explained that, especially at the end of the month, staff members might not 

report a child’s absence in the data system to improve the preschool’s statistics. The 

teacher knew that it was best to do this at the end of the month because absences also 

influence the fees of families: when a child was absent a certain percentage of days per 

month, the family payed reduced fees. Therefore, a teacher did not want to leave the 

absence unreported at the beginning of the month to ensure deserved fee reductions. At 

the end of the month, the teacher already knew if the family was eligible for fee 

reduction. Then unreported absences of children went unnoticed. On paper, the 

preschool was considered more efficient as the utilisation rate seemed higher. This is a 

similar way of resisting a technique of governance as reported by Souto-Otero and 

Meneito-Montagut (2016). They have named this type of resistance ‘gaming’. Teachers 

found ways to work towards the things they found meaningful by manipulating the data 

in case they knew how a certain technique of governance – in this case calculating 

utilization rate and the ways of determining the fees – operated. 

In the responses that involved making numbers flexible, the conflict between the 

two separate constructs of the child-staff ratio was avoided. In these responses the 

child–staff ratio was constructed as information about efficiency, quality and safety that 

influenced decision making, yet it was not constructed as a performativity demand per 

se. 

You can’t just think about whether we have enough money [to operate and hire 

substitutes] because we have never had enough money, since it is a technic of 

budgeting [intentional underbudgeting]. Via these items [in addition to the child–

staff ratio], we could better describe what is happening. Why did we spend this 

much more money than before, or why did we exceed the budget? We could better 

deliberate these phenomena. Of course, this depends on how it [monitoring] is 
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developed in different districts and how district managers assimilate and 

understand this. I’m sure there are differences in it. 

This district manager explains that the numbers provided by the tool for calculating the 

efficiency were not supposed to be used without contextual evaluation. Even though it 

was considered as a potential indicator of efficiency, it was constructed as information 

that needed to be interpreted rather than as a rigid performativity demand. She 

explained that the numbers could be used to understand cost structure, and she 

constructs these numbers as a matter of skill (i.e., how a district manager understood 

and uses the numbers). Thus, managers had become what Lewis and Holloway (2018) 

call professors of data. 

There were also examples in the teacher interviews of how the child–staff ratio 

was constructed as information about what is happening rather than a performativity 

demand. 

We don’t estimate the need for a substitute just based on the numbers. They [the 

managers] do not simply say that you seem to have 97% of the child–staff ratio, so 

you don’t need a substitute. You need to be aware of the processes going on in the 

team and the well-being of the staff. 

This teacher states that the numbers related to child–staff ratios do not dictate decision-

making, but that decisions are rather made by weighting all aspects of a situation, such 

as the current well-being of staff members. In such narratives the calculation of ratios 

did not significantly influence their work and the interpretations of the child–staff ratio 

could be negotiated. What is left out of these narratives however is how the numbers 

related to bonuses given to staff members of districts who achieve the goals. It is 

unclear here whether these pre-schools simply ‘opted out’ (Souto-Otero & Meneito-

Montagut, 2016), refusing to ‘play the game’. 
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What is common in these constructs is that the specific child–staff ratio was not 

considered a prerequisite for the functional operation from either the point of view of 

quality or safety. Both of the conceptualizations were thus constructed as contextual and 

flexible by both the objects and the subjects of governance. 

Conclusion 

This article has illustrated, by using the Finnish case of the child-staff ratio in ECE, the 

concepts of assemblage (Deleuze & Quattari, 1987; DeLanda, 2006; Rose, 1999) and 

techniques of government (Miller & Rose, 1990), how different stakeholders make use 

of the same numbers in contradictory ways, and how teachers respond to the tensions 

this creates. In the case under examination, the child-staff ratio was used to define the 

quality and safety of ECE by teachers. As Ureta (2014) summarizes, assemblages are 

the result of heterogeneous elements that are brought together into particular strategic 

relations and with particular desired impacts. In this case, the child-staff ratio is 

rationalized as a measure for quality of ECE in the national legislation. Yet, as shown in 

this article, new heterogeneous elements come together to transform existing 

arrangements into something new. In this case, the child-staff ratio was re-assembled. 

Municipal policy makers and local officials used child-staff ratio in new way to define 

the responsible use of resources. This fluctuation is not a surprise when we consider the 

variety of international and national socio-cultural components of the policy 

assemblages: imaginaries of quality ECE as an important builder of human capital in 

global knowledge economy, and of child care services as a public expense that needs to 

be carefully managed and harnessed (see also Paananen, 2017). 

Cost-efficiency and productivity have become key rationales for the deployment 

of governance by numbers in education systems throughout the global North. The 
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prevailing view of the role of education in society is as a means of building a 

knowledge economy and a learning society. Accordingly, education systems are 

constructed as instruments to promote economic growth because they build intellectual 

capital, increasing the capacity for innovation and enhancing workforce development 

(Ozga & Jones, 2006). In this imaginary, ECE is constructed as the most profitable level 

to invest in (Heckmann, 2011; Campbell-Barr, 2012). Simultaneously, past economic 

crises have led to attempts to find financially efficient education policy solutions, with 

governments focusing on achieving less costly public sectors with improved 

performance. These policies have included encouraging the public sector to adopt 

private sector approaches and rationales (e.g., Oberhumer, 2005). Regimes of 

accountability underpinned by numbers form an inherent part of such trends (for 

developments in transnational accountability policies see Lingard, Martino & Rezai-

Rashti, 2013). Accountability policies include, for example, assuring quality through 

checklists, rating scales and rankings. The aim is often claimed to be the materialization 

of the promised economic return on investments in education. Current accountability 

policy assemblages have been developed for surveillance, comparison and 

administrative practices, and are likely to undermine the potential of ECE in children’s 

lives (see e.g. Osgood, 2006). 

Foucault (1980, 95) has argued that, ‘Where there is power, there is resistance’. 

Aligning with earlier studies that have focused on educational institutions’ and teachers’ 

responses to quantitative accountability practices (e.g., Selwyn, Henderson & Chao, 

2015; Kelly, Downey & Rietdijk, 2010; Souto-Otero and Beneito-Montagut 2016), in 

this study, we witness how teachers are themselves part of policy assemblages. The 

fluxing nature of policy assemblages opens up spaces for teachers’ agency – for 

example, possibilities to redefine the interpretations of data. In this article, this was 
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called flexing. While we recognized practices of manipulating the numbers and opting 

out (Souto-Otero and Beneito-Montagut’s (2016), only flexing the numbers clearly 

changed the dynamic related to subjects and objects of governance in policy 

assemblages. This is in line with Piattoeva’s (2015: 29) writings about governance by 

number - how social actors “become both objects and subjects of government through 

the use of --- data”. Your place in that continuum is situational and dependent on 

changing relations between different entities of policy assemblage. More research is 

needed to examine the necessary and sufficient conditions in which flexing can take 

place – what kinds of relationships between different entities of policy assemblages 

allow flexing to take place. 

The second conclusion of this article concerns the power of examining local 

policy assemblages to understand national policies, especially in the countries that have 

decentralized systems of education. Studies of ECE governance have been concerned 

with the increasing regulation of ECE and have particularly examined discourses of 

accountability and quality assurance (Dahlberg, Moss, & Pence, 2007; Hatch & 

Grieshaber, 2002; Jones, Osgood, & Holmes, 2014; Osgood, 2006; Urban, 2015). The 

local assemblages examined in this article differ from the ECE policy assemblages that 

include child performance measures, such as International Early Learning Study known 

also as ‘baby PISA’, NAPLAN in Australia, the SIMCE in Chile, ‘Sats’ in England or 

the No Child Left Behind in the United States as data for ‘evidence based governance’. 

Yet, the findings of this article still align with earlier literature according to which (any) 

statistical knowledge seems to give municipal administrators and preschool managers a 

sense of oversight regarding institutions’ functional efficiency (Ball, 2003). Despite the 

case being very different from the cases in which child performance assessments are 

part of accountability policy assemblages, I showed how the preschool staff became 
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managers of data. They were expected to evaluate how efficiently resources are used, 

and to manage and efficiently organise human resources at preschools. This at least 

partly interfered holistic approach to ECE that has been typical in Nordic countries. The 

findings of this study might indicate a shift in governance in Finnish ECE. Statistical 

knowledge allowed preschools to be compared which has given both municipal 

administrators and preschool managers the sense of having oversight into preschools’ 

efficiency. Thus, these measurement systems act as a “meta-policy” that has the power 

to disrupt and constrain teachers’ pedagogical values (Roberts-Holms, 2015, p. 302). 

All in all, in this study, the focus on local policy assemblages helped question the 

assumption that Finnish ECE does not encounter accountability policies. It just seems to 

receive different forms in different locations. 

It is worth mentioning that this is not, by all means, the only case of governing 

by numbers that can be identified from Finnish ECE. Numerical data, for example, 

structured observation data, are used in some municipalities for evaluating quality (Ko 

et. al, 2017). It might be that a very strong focus on efficiency indicators makes room 

for such quality assurance measurements. Teachers might find it appealing that 

something other than efficiency is monitored for a change. Further studies are needed to 

examine different manifestations of governing by numbers in ECE and their 

consequences.  



25 

 

References 

Act on Children’s Day Care (36/1973) [Laki lasten päivähoidosta (36/1773)] 

https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/alkup/1973/19730036 

Aho, E., Pitkanen, K., & Sahlberg, P. (2006). Policy Development and Reform 

Principles of Basic and Secondary Education in Finland Since 1968. Education 

Working Paper Series. Number 2. Human Development Network Education. 

Ball, S. J. (2003). The teacher’s soul and the terrors of performativity. Journal of 

Education Policy, 18(2), 215–228. 

Bradbury, A., & Roberts-Holmes, G. (2017). The datafication of primary and early 

years education: Playing with numbers. Routledge. 

Campbell-Barr, V. (2012). Early years education and the value for money folklore. 

European Early Childhood Education Research Journal, 20(3), 423–437. 

Curby, T. W., Rimm-Kaufman, S. E., & Abry, T. (2013). Do emotional support and 

classroom organization earlier in the year set the stage for higher quality 

instruction?. Journal of School Psychology, 51(5), 557-569. 

Dahlberg, G., Moss, P., & Pence, A. (2007). Beyond quality in early childhood 

education and care: Languages of evaluation. Oxon: Routledge. 

Deacon, B. (1997). Global social policy: International organizations and the future of 

welfare. Sage. 

DeLanda, M. (2006). A new philosophy of society: Assemblage theory and social 

complexity. London: A&C Black. 

Deleuze, G., & Guattari, F. (1987). A Thousand Plateaus. Minneapolis: University of 

Minnesota Press. 

Ferraris, M. (2013). Documentality: Why It Is Necessary to Leave Traces. New York:  

Fordham University Press. 

Foucault, M. (1977). Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: 

Pantheon Books. 

Foucault, M. (1980). Power/Knowledge. Selected interviews and other writings, 1972-

1977. Brighton: Harvester Press. 

Foucault, M. (1988). Technologies of the self: A seminar with Michel Foucault. 

University of Massachusetts Press. 

Gee, J. P. (2010). How to do discourse analysis: A toolkit. Routledge. 

Grek, S. (2013). Expert moves: International comparative testing and the rise of 

expertocracy. Journal of education policy, 28(5), 695-709. 

Gorur, R. (2011). Policy as assemblage. European Educational Research Journal, 

10(4), 611-622. 

https://www.finlex.fi/fi/laki/alkup/1973/19730036


26 

 

Government’s decree on Early Childhood Education and Care (753/2018). 

[Valtioneuvoston asetus varhaiskasvatuksesta (753/2018)] 

Hatch, J. A., & Grieshaber, S. (2002). Child observation and accountability in early 

childhood education: Perspectives from Australia and the United States. Early 

Childhood Education Journal, 29(4), 227–231. 

Heckman, J. J. (2011). The economics of inequality: The value of early childhood 

education. American Educator, 35(1), 31. 

Jones, L., Osgood, J., Holmes, R., & MacLure, M. (2014). Eu(rope) (re)assembling, 

(re)casting, and (re)aligning lines of de- and re-territorialisation of early 

childhood. International Review of Qualitative Research, 7(1), 58–79. 

Karila, K. (2012). A Nordic perspective on early childhood education and care policy. 

European Journal of Education, 47(4), 584–595. 

Kelly, A., Downey, C., & Rietdijk, W. (2010). Data dictatorship and data democracy: 

understanding professional attitudes to the use of pupil performance data in 

schools. 

Ko, Y., Reunamo, J., Lee, H., Wang, L., Chen, H., & Shih, S. (2017). How to 

implement the observation strategies to raise the quality of Early Childhood 

Education (ECEC). 

Latour, B. (1987). Science in action: How to follow scientists and engineers through 

society. Harvard university press. 

Lewis, S., & Holloway, J. (2018). Datafying the teaching ‘profession’: Remaking the 

professional teacher in the image of data. Cambridge Journal of Education, 1–17. 

Lingard, B., Martino, W., & Rezai-Rashti, G. (2013). Testing regimes, accountabilities 

and education policy: Commensurate global and national developments. Journal 

of Education Policy, 28(5), 539–556. 

Mikkola A., Repo L., Vlasov, J., Paananen M., & Mattila V. (2017). 

Varhaiskasvatuksen arvioinnin nykytila. Helsinki: Kansallinen koulutuksen 

arviointikeskus. Julkaisut 22:2017. 

Ministry of Education and Culture. (2018). Government’s proposal for the Act on Early 

Childhood Education and Care. OKM004:00/2018. Retrieved from 

http://minedu.fi/hanke?tunnus=OKM004:00/2018 

Miller, P., & Rose, N. (1990). Governing economic life. Economy and society, 19(1), 1-

31. 

National institute of Health and Welfare. (2018). Varhaiskasvatus 2017. Tilastoraportti 

32/2018. 

Oberhuemer, P. (2005). Conceptualising the early childhood pedagogue: Policy 

approaches and issues of professionalism. European early childhood education 

research journal, 13(1), 5-16. 

http://minedu.fi/hanke?tunnus=OKM004:00/2018


27 

 

OECD. (2012). Starting strong III: A quality toolbox for early childhood education and 

care. Paris: OECD. 

Osgood, J. (2006). Deconstructing professionalism in early childhood education: 

Resisting the regulatory gaze. Contemporary Issues in Early childhood, 7(1), 5–

14. 

Ozga, J. (2009). Governing education through data in England: From regulation to self‐

evaluation. Journal of Education Policy, 24(2), 149–162. 

Ozga, J., Dahler-Larsen, P., Segerholm, C., & Simola, H. (Eds.). (2011). Fabricating 

quality in education: Data and governance in Europe. Routledge. 

Ozga, J., & Jones, R. (2006). Travelling and embedded policy: The case of knowledge 

transfer. Journal of Education Policy, 21(1), 1–17. 

Paananen, M. (2017). Imaginaries of early childhood education: Societal roles of early 

childhood education in an era of accountability. Helsinki: University of Helsinki. 

Piattoeva, N. (2015). Elastic numbers: National examinations data as a technology of 

government. Journal of Education Policy, 30(3), 316-334. 

Pollock, K., & Winton, S. (2016). Juggling multiple accountability systems: how three 

principals manage these tensions in Ontario, Canada. Educational Assessment, 

Evaluation and Accountability, 28(4), 323-345. 

Roberts-Holmes, G. (2015). The ‘datafication’ of early years pedagogy: ‘if the teaching 

is good, the data should be good and if there’s bad teaching, there is bad data’. 

Journal of Education Policy, 30(3), 302–315. 

Rose, N. (1999). Powers of freedom: Reframing political thought. Cambridge. 

Cambridge university press. 

Ruprecht, K., Elicker, J., & Choi, J. Y. (2016). Continuity of care, caregiver–child 

interactions, and toddler social competence and problem behaviors. Early 

education and development, 27(2), 221-239. 

Selwyn, N. (2018). Data points: exploring data-driven reforms of education. British 

Journal of Sociology of Education, 1-9. 

Selwyn, N., Henderson, M., & Chao, S. H. (2015). Exploring the role of digital data in 

contemporary schools and schooling—‘200,000 lines in an Excel spreadsheet’. 

British Educational Research Journal, 41(5), 767-781. 

Slot, P. L., Lerkkanen, M.-K., & Leseman, P. P. M. (2015). The relations between 

structural quality and process quality in European early childhood education and 

care provisions: secondary analyses of large scale studies in five countries. CARE: 

Curriculum & Quality Analysis and Impact Review of European Early Childhood 

Education and Care, Utrecht University. 

Souto-Otero, M., & Beneito-Montagut, R. (2016). From governing through data to 

governmentality through data: Artefacts, strategies and the digital turn. European 

Educational Research Journal, 15(1), 14-33. 



28 

 

Spina, N. (2017). Governing by numbers: Local effects on students' experiences of 

writing. English in Education, 51(1), 14–26. 

The Child Day Care Decree (239/1973) [Asetus lasten päivähoidosta (239/1973)]. 

Urban, M. (2015). From ‘closing the gap’ to an ethics of affirmation: Reconceptualising 

the role of early childhood services in times of uncertainty. European Journal of 

Education, 50(3), 293–306. 

Ureta, S. (2014). Policy assemblages: proposing an alternative conceptual framework to 

study public action. Policy studies, 35(3), 303-318. 


