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1.   EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
This report is about messages the participants of Peer-Learning Activities (PLA) received from education 

stakeholders about non-formal learning (NFL) and its integration into the Estonian education system with 

a focus on migrant learners.  

Eight participants of the EU-funded SIRIUS 3.0 – Policy Network on Migrant Education project from 

Finland, Bulgaria, Belgium, Croatia and the Netherlands came to the city of Pärnu, Estonia and visited 

notable local education institutions specialising in providing formal and non-formal learning: PÕK study 

program from the city of Pärnu, the Pernova Nature House, an integral part of the Pernova Education 

Centre, Pärnu School of Arts, Pärnu Kuninga Street Basic School, and Paikuse School and Hobby 

Education Centre. The participants of PLA explored that: 

 

• The principal mechanism for facilitating NFL opportunities in the city of Pärnu is the PÕK study 

program (“Pärnu linn kui õpikeskus” - City of Pärnu as a centre for learning). It is based on the 

fundamental idea that you can learn anywhere, not only in a school setting. The PÕK program 

constitutes a city-wide collaborative initiative involving hobby schools, general education 

institutions, and organisations operating within the city. Its overarching objective is to merge 

formal and non-formal education by engaging diverse collaborative partners seeking to enhance 

the school curriculum and establish a spectrum of learning opportunities. 

• Establishing an engaging learning environment captivates the children, fostering sustained 

engagement and activity providing dynamic, experiential learning methods that prioritise 

practical application over conventional pedagogy. 

• The schools offer various opportunities for learners in music (playing numerous instruments, 

singing, and composing…), dancing, theatre, arts and crafts, etc. That is especially relevant for 

children with foreign backgrounds facing challenges in learning the language of the hosting 

country – to have the opportunity to express themselves through art, music and sport. In addition, 

it can foster their social integration and have a positive effect on their mental health.  

• Another key approach to school education for migrants is engaging the whole family, especially 

when it comes to language learning in migrant families. That adds another community layer and 

motivates parents to support their children’s education even more.   

• Self-directed learning is a key approach in trust-based engagement between study managers, 

teachers and pupils in delivering study programs. The philosophy of delivering study programs to 

pupils, as was shown in one of the visited schools, is that it is of utmost importance to make 

connections between what is learned in school and what is found in real life, i.e. education needs 

to be practical and relevant. 

• The principal challenges faced by the system pertain to a lack of comprehensive understanding 

regarding the full integration and recognition of formal and non-formal learning systems, as well 

as the management of increased workloads for educators engaged in non-formal learning. 

Additionally, addressing the prevalent underestimation of the relevance and quality of non-formal 

learning stands as a significant obstacle. 

 

Overall, stakeholders involved in the PLA have acknowledged that the Estonian education system is well-

suited for NFL-FL education. This recognition is underpinned by the high satisfaction levels reported by 

students and their parents, and the very high literacy rate demonstrated by Estonia and reflected in the 

latest PISA study. Nevertheless, all PLA participants and local stakeholders also concluded that further 

enhancements are necessary.  

The PLA was insightful. Integrating NFL into the FL system increases motivation to study, making this 

approach appropriate for other European education systems. When it comes to migrant learners the 

added values of NFL are numerous.  

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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2.  INTRODUCTION 
  

2.1  SIRIUS Project and Peer Learning Activities 
  

Within the ERASMUS-EDU-2022-NET call, the action SIRIUS 3.0 – Policy Network on Migrant 

Education aims to promote cooperation between different stakeholders, support inclusive policy 

development and implementation at different governance levels, and facilitate the inclusion of migrant 

children in and through education. 

 

Objectives: Inclusive, evidence-based policymaking and collaboration are fed by (1) analysing and co-

creating knowledge on the main challenges and policy approaches for inclusive education; (2) Identifying, 

sharing and promoting good policy practice and stimulating innovation and mainstreaming in policy 

development, experimentation and implementation; (3) Disseminating results more widely and in policy-

friendly formats. 

 

Activities and expected results: To achieve the above-stated objectives, SIRIUS 3.0 proposes the 

following activities: 

 

1. SIRIUS Watch, monitoring the most significant changes in policy, implementation and knowledge 

to ensure inclusive education environments. 

2. Spaces for Change, which entails tailored support and training for each network member on how 

to catalyse change in their own environment. 

3. Peer learning activities that promote transnational learning between various types of stakeholders. 

4.  Dissemination, focusing on numerous audiences, including policy-makers 

 

Peer Learning Activities (PLAs) are SIRIUS’ means to consolidate good practice and promote knowledge 

transfer within the network. PLAs are being organised in such a way as to present good practice from 

diverse perspectives of practitioners, policy-makers and researchers. The visits shall ensure that the 

visiting teams have access to the implementing practitioners and to the beneficiaries of the practice, 

including on-site visits to schools and interviews with teachers, students, and school leaders. The visiting 

teams (peer reviewers) shall also be composed of mixed teams made up of practitioners, policy makers 

and researchers. Throughout the timeline of the program, eight PLAs will be organised. Each PLA will 

address one of the priority areas mentioned by the EC. These priority areas will be captured in written 

reports documenting the peer learning activities. That is the second edition of the PLA Report 

documenting activities that took place in Pärnu, Estonia, from 16-17 May 2024.  

 

“Peer review is a systematic examination and assessment of the performance or practices of a specific 

unit of governance by a group of other units of the same level and range. The goal is to help the reviewed 

unit improve its policymaking, adopt best practices, and comply with established standards and 

principles. The examination is conducted on a no adversarial basis, and it relies heavily on mutual trust 

among the states involved in the review, as well as on their shared confidence in the process” (Pagani, 

2002). 

 

 

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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Objectives 

 

1.          Inform Host Countries and Stimulate Innovation. 

Share insights with host countries to improve practices and foster innovation. 

2.         Recommendations to Visiting Countries 

Provide visiting countries with actionable recommendations for transferring successful practices 

to their educational systems. 

3.         Knowledge Enhancement within SIRIUS: 

Strengthen the SIRIUS network by increasing knowledge of effective practices, fostering 

collaboration, and understanding the reasons behind success. 

4.         Peer Knowledge Enhancement: 

Afford peers the opportunity to deepen their knowledge on specific topics and gain insights into 

practical implementation in the visiting country. Understand your own context better, become 

aware of new possibilities or steps to take, and situate your work in a broader context. 

5.         Inform Replicability: 

A deep understanding of the hosting organisation’s context is crucial for assessing the replicability 

of their approaches in different environments. 

6.         Dissemination of Findings: 

Share Peer Learning Visit findings through the SIRIUS 3.0 annual policy conference, National 

and Regional workshops, and other dissemination channels. Provide descriptions of good practices 

to schools and practitioners across the EU. 

 

  

Picture 1. Participants of PLA, Estonia 2024 

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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3. DESCRIPTION OF PEER LEARNING 

ACTIVITY 
 

3.1  Context 
 

In 2024, for the SIRIUS 3.0 – Policy Network on Migrant Education project, Estonia was the host of 

the second Peer Learning Activity (PLA). The PLA’s topic was practices and methodologies of 

integrating non-formal learning programmes into the national education system.  

 

Non-formal learning (NFL) takes place outside formal learning (FL) environments but within some 

organisational framework. It does not need to follow a formal syllabus or be governed by external 

accreditation and assessment. Non-formal learning typically takes place in community settings: 

swimming classes for small children, sports clubs of various kinds for all ages, reading groups, painting 

lessons, debating societies, amateur choirs and orchestras.1 Some non-formal learning arrangements 

become increasingly formal as learners become more proficient; one may think, for example, of graded 

exams in music and other performing arts. Adult migrants engage in non-formal language learning when 

they participate in organised activities that combine the learning and use of their target language with the 

acquisition of a particular skill or complex of knowledge.2 The Organising Bureau of European School 

Student Unions (OBESSU) considers that non-formal education is an integral part of the learning 

experience where students learn skills not only vital for employability but also to flourish in the general 

society - democracy, social skills, and responsibility.3 The SIRIUS project supports that notion and works 

on the promotion of more active integration of non-formal learning into national education systems. 

 

According to UNESCO, Estonia has one of the highest literacy rates in the world - 99,8%. Estonia ranks 

first in the EU and fourth in the world in the latest PISA 2022 study (Programme for International Student 

Assessment)4. The Estonian educational system is highly decentralised, and schools are given freedom 

and flexibility to organise their own activities and programs in line with their vision and needs.  

 

The city of Pärnu, with a population of 52,703, comprises 89.4% Estonian citizens and 10.6% (5,613 

people) migrants to Estonia. The predominant migrant group is Ukrainian, constituting 58.5% (2,829 

people) of the migrant population, followed by Russian migrants at 20.6% (996 people). The remaining 

migrant population includes individuals from other EU member states and other non-EU countries.5 

 

The NFL in Estonia is considered beneficial for all learners because they can: 

● Have a more manageable weekly workload 

● Develop their key competencies 

● Increase their motivation 

 
1 Council of Europe (n/d). Non-formal learning / education? Available at: https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-

partnership/non-formal-learning  
2 ibid 
3 Organising Bureau of European School Student Unions (n/d). The School Students view - Why is non-formal 

education and informal learning important to us? Available at: https://www.obessu.org/site/assets/files/1322/2011_-

_obessu_position_paper_on_the_promotion_and_validation_of_non-formal_education_and_informal_learning.pdf 
4 PISA 2022 Results, OECD. Available at: https://www.oecd.org/publication/pisa-2022-results/  
5 Statistics Estonia (n/d). Population. Available at: https://www.stat.ee/en  

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership/non-formal-learning
https://pjp-eu.coe.int/en/web/youth-partnership/non-formal-learning
https://www.obessu.org/site/assets/files/1322/2011_-_obessu_position_paper_on_the_promotion_and_validation_of_non-formal_education_and_informal_learning.pdf
https://www.obessu.org/site/assets/files/1322/2011_-_obessu_position_paper_on_the_promotion_and_validation_of_non-formal_education_and_informal_learning.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/publication/pisa-2022-results/
https://www.stat.ee/en
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● Explore their passions and talents 

● Undertake personalised learning pathways 

● Incorporate their experience in their CV and, therefore, become more interesting for future 

employers.  

 

When it comes to migrant learners, the NFL can: 

● Support their integration. 

● Develop their language and social skills. 

● Show their excellence in activities that do not require language (especially relevant to newcomers 

and learners with limited language skills). 

● Help to build self-confidence. 

● Influence positively their mental health.  

● Build a wider local network. 

 

The PLA participants took part in presentations and discussions and conducted visits to formal, non-

formal, and hobby education settings in the city of Pärnu, Estonia.  The reason for visiting Pärnu is that 

the extent to which non-formal learning is embedded in the educational system can be considered unique. 

 

The city has 15 municipal kindergartens, 1 private kindergarten (Waldorf pedagogy), and 4 private 

childcare settings. Currently, there are about 2,800 children in these settings in total. There are also 14 

general education schools (1 for special needs) managed by the city government, 4 private general 

education schools and 2 governmental secondary schools. Altogether, there are about 7,700 children in 

general education. There is also 1 governmental vocational school. There are 6 hobby schools (with 

curriculum) managed by the city (art, music, sports, nature and technics). Altogether, about 2,800 

children, or 1/3 of all students, attend them. In addition, with private sports clubs and hobby centres 

included, about 2/3 of all students participate in NFL activities.  

 

It was observed that all educational institutions in the city offer a diverse range of hobby education 

opportunities in the fields of music, dance, and art within a non-formal education environment. The first 

visit was to Pernova Nature House, an integral part of the Pernova Education Centre, with a 

specialisation in providing non-formal learning programs. As of 2024, the Pernova Education Centre 

offers a total of 71 educational programs. Subsequently, the participants visited Pärnu Kuninga Street 

Basic School, which facilitates both formal and non-formal learning. This educational institution 

encompasses a substantial territory, integrating two buildings into one and providing resources for dance 

(including ballet), music (with a focus on piano and Estonian national instruments such as Kannel), and 

art classes. Following this, the participants visited the Pärnu School of Arts, which is dedicated to 

delivering art education programs within a formal education environment. On the second day, the 

participants visited Paikuse School and Hobby Education Centre, which combines a formal education 

school teaching 626 students and a non-formal education centre where over 200 students engage in music 

and art classes. 

 

The PLA activities aimed to answer the following questions:  

● What is the Estonian understanding of non-formal learning (NFL)? 

● What are the benefits and challenges of cooperation of non-formal and formal learning (FL) 

systems? 

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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● What integration approaches of NFL and FL are employed in the Estonian education system? 

● What are the results of the integration of the NFL into the education system? 

● How could migrant learners benefit from the integration of NFL and FL and what are the 

challenges for them?  

● Which elements of the integration of the NFL could be valuable for other stakeholders across the 

EU? 

The PLA activities have had the following objectives: 

● Learn about the best practices of Estonian approaches to integrating NFL into national curricula; 

● Observe the capacities of Estonian education institutions and support stakeholders in providing 

methodological background and human and material resources for the implementation of NFL 

programmes; 

● Research positive and negative outcomes of integration of NFL programmes into national 

curricula for students, teachers and managing staff of education institutions. 

PROGRAMME OF THE PLA 

16 May 2024 

10:15 Integration of Formal Education and Non-Formal Education in Estonia (Praxis’ presentation) 

10:45 Discussion: Integration of Formal Education and Non-Formal Education in Pärnu 

 

Participants: Jana Ruubel (Head of Department of Education at Pärnu City Government), 

representatives from general education, ECEC and NFE institutions in Pärnu  

 

Introduction to “The city of Pärnu as a study centre” system (Pärnu linn kui õpikeskus - 

PÕK), Virve Laube, Pärnu City Government, Department of Education  

● PÕK in inclusive education, Aive Aru (Pärnu Educational Counselling Centre)  

● PÕK in early childhood education, Halliki Tammiste (Pärnu Raja Kindergarten)  

● PÕK in general education, Kadri Rea (Pernova Education Centre), Maarja Tammai 

(Director of Pärnu Sports School)  

12:00 Tour and class observation at Pernova Education Centre 

13:00 Lunch break 

14:00 Visit to the Pärnu School of Arts & Pärnu Kuninga Street Basic School 

17 May 2024 

10:00 Visit to Paikuse School and Hobby Education Centre 

11:45 Reflection and Closing  

 

  

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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3.2  Key Practice 1: PÕK study program 
 

The principal mechanism for facilitating NFL opportunities in the city of Pärnu is the PÕK study program. 

It is based on the fundamental idea that you can learn anywhere, not only in a school setting. The PÕK 

program constitutes a city-wide collaborative initiative involving hobby schools, general education 

institutions, and organisations operating within the city. Its overarching objective is to amalgamate formal 

and non-formal education by engaging diverse collaborative partners seeking to enhance the school 

curriculum and establish a spectrum of learning opportunities.6  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Estonian Youth Sector Development Plan 2021–2035 states as a primary objective a wide variety of 

development opportunities, a sense of security, and strong support for young people to create an Estonian 

state that they wish to further.7 The Estonian education system tries to ensure all conditions to fulfil this 

goal. The city of Pärnu’s goals towards the PÕK study program are: 

 

● To create the environment and capacities in the city where young people can learn everywhere 

(e.g. museums, parks, theatres, hobby schools). 

● To offer education that creates opportunities for lifelong learning and self-fulfilment for everyone. 

● To provide plentiful and accessible learning opportunities and ensure smooth movement between 

different levels and types of education.  

● To ensure the growth of qualified education specialists and youth workers.  

● To provide learning opportunities that meet the needs of the learners, society and the labour 

market. 

 

The city of Pärnu facilitates students’ access to local government funding for visiting diverse study centres 

across the city. These centres offer a range of activities and learning environments under the guidance of 

field experts. The principal provider of PÕK study programs in the city is the Pernova Education Centre, 

comprising four departments - Pernova Technical House, Pernova Nature House, Pernova Moto House, 

and Pernova Skatepark - delivering a total of 71 programs for young residents.8 The PÕK study programs 

 
6 Pernova Hariduskeskus (n/d). PÕK õppeprogrammid ehk Pärnu Linn kui õpikeskus. Available at: 

https://www.pernova.ee/oppe/pok/ (Source in Estonian language) 
7 Republic of Estonia Ministry of Education and Research (2021) Youth Sector 

Development Plan 2021–2035. Available at: https://www.hm.ee/sites/default/files/documents/2022-

10/ee_youth_sector_development_plan_2021-2035_en_0.pdf  
8 ibid (no. 6)   

Picture 2 and 3. PLA participants in Pernova Nature House reveiving information on PÕK study program  

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
https://www.pernova.ee/oppe/pok/
https://www.pernova.ee/oppe/pok/
https://www.pernova.ee/oppe/pok/
https://www.hm.ee/sites/default/files/documents/2022-10/ee_youth_sector_development_plan_2021-2035_en_0.pdf
https://www.hm.ee/sites/default/files/documents/2022-10/ee_youth_sector_development_plan_2021-2035_en_0.pdf
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are distinguished by a well-organised sequence of activities involving study managers from Pärnu city 

schools and the municipal department of education. The city, in collaboration with the schools, undertakes 

the development of study program content, formulation of learning tasks aligned with learning outcomes, 

and execution of various phases of program piloting. The study programs are structured to necessitate the 

completion of theory prior to practice, with the overarching goal of supporting each student’s learning 

trajectory. Upon the formulation of concrete study programs within the PÕK framework, the program 

developers inform schools of the number and content of study programs available. In turn, the study 

managers disclose to program developers (for example, in the municipal education department) the 

selected study programs by the agreed-upon deadline. Subsequently, a confirmation stage ensues, 

encompassing the confirmation of the timing and date with the study manager, as well as the registration 

of students and responsible teachers. Finally, the developers of the study program directly confirm the 

study program to the teacher. Admission and participation in PÕK programs are cost-free, with schools, 

teachers, and staff receiving reimbursements from municipal funding.9  

 

The experts who participated in the PLA noted that the implementation of the PÕK study programs 

encompasses two primary forms: 

1. Extracurricular activities are predominantly facilitated by hobby schools. Pärnu City is home to 

six hobby schools that offer programs in art, music, nature, and technology. Moreover, private 

sports clubs and hobby centres also deliver hobby education programs, with approximately one-

third of Pärnu’s students fulfilling their curriculum requirements through these institutions. 

2. Curriculum activities, whereby students engage in studies at extracurricular schools, receive 

grades and complete the prescribed curriculum. As of 2024, 52 classes are operating within the 

NFL settings in Pärnu. 

These approaches, which revolve around extracurricular schools, have been observed to yield positive 

outcomes in fostering social connections across different educational institutions. 

 

The effectiveness of the PÕK program is evidenced by the fact that 95% of school-aged residents of Pärnu 

engage in at least one of the available study programs. The educational process within the PÕK programs 

is systematic and frequently incorporates integrated language learning. It is pertinent to acknowledge that 

the city of Pärnu has a limited number of migrants, resulting in the absence of distinct educational 

programs for migrants. Throughout the PLA, it will be reiterated that the scarcity of migrants and refugees 

within the population structure accounts for the absence of exclusive study programs tailored for this 

population category.  

 

Also, the Estonian Ministry of Education and Research is currently in the process of transitioning schools 

to exclusively provide education in Estonian, thereby significantly limiting the capacity of educational 

institutions to develop programs for migrants in their native languages.10 However, it has been observed 

that the NFL offers migrants and refugees expanded opportunities for self-expression through art, sports, 

music, and various other avenues. This extended capacity for expression is particularly pertinent for 

migrants and refugees encountering challenges in learning the host country’s language, as alternative 

forms of expression enable them to continue their integration process. The Estonian Youth Sector 

Development Plan 2021–2035 underscores the growing importance of integration, inclusion of young 

people with migrant backgrounds, and adaptation to cultural and linguistic disparities in the age of 

 
9 ibid (no. 6)   
10 European Commission (n/d). National reforms in school education. Available at: 

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-education-systems/estonia/national-reforms-school-education  

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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globalisation. Non-formal studies and youth sector services can serve as effective measures in addressing 

these priorities.11 

 

The PÕK study programs showcased at the PLA exemplify a successful collaboration between the 

municipal administration and schools, highlighting a model of cooperation that could be effectively 

integrated into the education systems of multiple EU member states. The primary feature of this 

collaborative approach is the horizontal cooperation between schools and municipal/regional authorities 

in the development and implementation of study programs, as well as the coordination between 

extracurricular and formal education institutions within the PÕK framework. The local and regional 

administrations are offering means to schools, hobby schools, and other initiatives to integrate non-formal 

and formal education.  

 

Key challenges identified in the PÕK study programs and NFL settings include the absence of 

standardised and applicable to every study subject mechanisms for measuring the impact of the program 

quantitatively, recognising the completion of studies and integrating them into the national curriculum, 

along with concerns regarding teachers’ workloads, particularly in the context of teaching in formal 

schools and NFL environments. An important insight derived from observation of this key practice is the 

essential role of children as the focal point of all educational approaches, requiring collaboration among 

diverse stakeholders centred around the needs of children. Another lesson learnt is that in working with 

children with foreign backgrounds, it is essential to provide as many ways to express themselves as 

possible and ensure smooth integration into society, especially if children face challenges with learning 

the language of the hosting country. The PÕK study programs provide opportunities for children to 

express themselves through hobbies, and that is the practice that definitely deserves attention from other 

EU countries.   

 

  

 
11 ibid (no. 7) 

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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3.3  Key Practice 2: Pernova Education Centre 
 

Pernova Education Centre is an innovative 

educational setting situated in the city of 

Pärnu, Estonia, recognised both 

domestically and internationally for its 

integration of nature, technology, and 

engineering fields to foster sustainable 

thinking and environmentally conscious 

behaviour. The Pernova Education Centre 

serves as a primary distributor and executor 

of PÕK study programs within the city. 

Notably, the centre provides a conducive 

study environment for young individuals, 

facilitating interactive learning 

experiences focused on nature and 

technology. For instance, the Pernova Nature House features a dedicated garden with diverse plant 

species, an aquarium, and an aviary, all of which serve as educational elements for children under their 

care.  

 

The primary objective of Pernova Education Centre is to facilitate the cultivation of well-educated and 

environmentally conscious individuals within society. That is to be accomplished by providing avenues 

for the acquisition of comprehensive formal and non-formal education in the realms of nature, 

engineering, and technology. Furthermore, the centre endeavours to promote the pursuit of professional 

applied or academic education rooted in interest-driven learning and to foster a disposition towards 

lifelong learning. The educational centre presently offers 71 diverse education programs. In addition to 

the PÕK framework, Pernova is dedicated to developing engaging learning tools within the Science, 

Technology, Engineering, Art, and Mathematics (STEAM) framework. The primary objective of 

Pernova’s endeavours within the STEAM framework is to cultivate an engaging learning environment 

and equip students, educators, and administrators with sophisticated learning tools that may be 

challenging to implement within traditional school settings. The STEAM framework also functions as a 

catalyst for integrating formal and non-formal learning. The content of the study programs is meticulously 

designed to align with the school curriculum, facilitating the seamless recognition of completed studies 

and their inclusion into the national curriculum. 

 

In adhering to the STEAM and PÕK framework, the Pernova Education Centre is guided by a set of rules, 

principles, and concepts. The developers of educational programs prioritise a comprehensive 

understanding of their partners and close collaboration with subject teachers across the city to craft 

tailored materials. The same as described in Key Practice 1, Key Practice 2 underscores the development 

of study programs that commence with the impartation of theoretical knowledge followed by practical 

application. The allocation of study programs is contingent upon the student enrollment in general 

education schools. While each class spans 45 minutes, it is feasible to dedicate an entire day to a single 

subject. Furthermore, each subject is overseen by a minimum of two educators, and the class size is 

restricted to 15 students. Pernova, in conjunction with other formal and non-formal educational 

institutions, leverages the mapping of learning outcomes to design advanced education programs.  

 

Picture 4. Pernova Nature House 

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/
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The primary measurable outcome of the Pernova 

Education Centre’s work is the number of 

enrolled students. As of 2023, 4,270 students were 

enrolled in developed study programs at Pernova 

out of 11,000 students enrolled in programs 

provided by Pernova and three other non-formal 

learning centres in Pärnu (see Figure 1, depicted 

in orange tables) during the 2022/2023 study year. 

That makes Pernova the most attended learning 

centre in Pärnu.  

 

During the PLA, the managers highlighted that an 

additional measurable outcome is the number of 

study programs developed and provided, totalling 71, with 34 

containing digital components. The main goal of Pernova 

Education Centre is the development and integration of digital components into educational programs, 

which is interconnected with the objective of constructing the Pernova Smart Park. Within the STEAM 

framework, 5 study programs (nature science, biology, chemistry, geography, physics/astronomy) have 

been developed and provided, with plans to develop a full STEAM program in climate change studies 

aligning with Estonian targets for sustainable development. 

 

The pivotal lesson derived from this practice underscores the paramount importance of establishing an 

engaging learning environment. The observation of a lesson at the Pernova Nature House revealed a 

notable absence of traditional learning materials, with children exclusively utilising microscopes to 

explore the water fauna. This approach captivated the children, fostering sustained engagement and 

activity, thereby suggesting that the future of education lies in dynamic, experiential learning methods 

that prioritise practical application over conventional pedagogy. The assimilation of such dynamic 

teaching techniques is pertinent not only to informal learning but also to formal educational frameworks. 

The primary impediment to enhancing the entertainment value of 

lessons may be the scarcity of resources, exemplified by the 

shortage of microscopes in educational institutions. However, 

Estonian schools have adeptly addressed this challenge by forging 

collaborative initiatives with neighbouring nations, particularly 

Finland, to procure essential equipment at no cost. Furthermore, 

the NFL system’s transferable insights underscore the 

significance of robust vertical collaboration grounded in mutual 

trust, as evidenced by the concerted efforts of Pernova, formal 

educational establishments, and local authorities in devising novel 

education programs. Additionally, this experience underscores 

the relevance of analytical methodologies in formulating new 

study programs, offering invaluable lessons that can be applied to 

analogous educational systems in other countries. 

 
Picture 6. Water flora class, Pernova Nature House 

Picture 5. Classroom in Pernova Nature House 
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3.4 Key Practice 3: the Pärnu School of Arts an Pärnu Kuninga 

Street Basic School  
 

The Pärnu School of Arts is dedicated to non-

formal learning. The school is situated in two 

integrated buildings and offers numerous 

opportunities for all learners to discover and 

develop their passion for NFL. The most 

important goal of the team, however, is to 

“make the kids good humans” and instil strong 

values into them, focusing on the local 

development of civil society.  

 

 

 

Established in 1997, the school offers various opportunities for learners in music (playing numerous 

instruments, singing, and composing), dancing, theatre, arts and crafts, etc. Students are encouraged to 

try different arts so they can find what they like best and develop in this specific field. If there is a 

particularly talented student, the teachers organise special classes for him/her, inviting a prominent 

mentor so that any student can excel if exceptional talent is observed. The focus is on each individual 

student and allowing him/her to develop his/her potential to the maximum.  

 

  

  

Picture 7. Piano class student, Pärnu School of Arts 

Picture 8. Pärnu School of Arts visit Picture 9. Music class in Pärnu School of Arts 
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With a history dating back to 1875, the 

Pärnu Kuninga Street Basic School is a 

renowned primary school located in Pärnu, 

Estonia. The school is known for its strong 

focus on academic excellence and a wide 

range of extracurricular activities.  

Within The Pärnu Kuninga Street Basic 

School, non-format education plays an 

important role. This approach focuses on 

developing students' creative and critical 

thinking skills outside of traditional 

teaching methods.  

 

 

 

Through project-based learning, extracurricular activities, and collaborative projects, students are 

encouraged to explore their interests and talents in ways that are not always possible within the standard 

curriculum. This method not only enhances academic performance but also fosters personal growth and 

social skills, better preparing students for the challenges of modern society. 

 

  

Picture 10. Pärnu Kuninga Street Basic School visit 
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3.5  Key Practice 4: Paikuse School and Hobby Education Centre 
 

Paikuse School and Hobby Education Centre is an exceptional school in the Estonian context. It is often 

given as a best practice on the national and international level. Its motto can be translated as “I explore, I 

discover, I create”, and the ambitious team puts a special focus on the value of being creative as a key 

competence in the 21st century. They aim to support learners to find their strengths through individual 

approaches and develop them.  

 

Paikuse School is a secondary school (1-9 grade, 

mandatory education) with an additional non-formal 

education centre. Currently, the school has 626 students 

and more than 50 teachers, while the non-formal 

education centre welcomes more than 200 students. 

Some of its facilities, for example, the library, are 

shared between the school and the general public, 

meaning that the local community and the students can 

benefit from the same infrastructure. That could be 

considered “good practice” since it strengthens social 

cohesion. That is also the case with the sports centre, 

which offers numerous different sports. It is not part of 

the school but students can use it together with the local 

population.  

 

Self-directed learning is a key approach in Paikuse School and Hobby Education Centre. It requires a high 

degree of trust in teachers and giving them autonomy. The philosophy of the school is that it is of utmost 

importance to make connections between what is learned in school and what is found in real life, i.e. 

education needs to be practical and relevant.  

 

Another key approach of the school is engaging the whole family, especially when it comes to language 

learning in migrant families. This adds another community layer and motivates parents to support their 

children’s education even more.  

 

The school offers “a full school day”, which consists of two parts:  

 

● The basic education includes mandatory subjects such as technology, architectural drawing, PE 

including danceable movement and ballroom dances and elective subjects such as economy, 

entrepreneurship, inquiry-based learning, chess, computer science, financial literacy, robotics, 

creative reading, drama, STEM – robotics, space, biology… In addition, students can participate 

in various projects - internal, local and international. In addition, basic education offers non-formal 

lessons such as choir, folk dance, inquiry-based learning, chess, cooking, reading, national defence 

and Girls Scouts.  

●  The non-formal education curriculum includes an arts centre and activities such as painting, 

ceramics, glass, design, art history, guitar, vocals, drama, technology and design, contemporary 

dance movement, as well as a digital centre and activities such as digital creativity, robotics, 

scratch, sound engineering, multimedia, digital  music, computer graphics, etc.  

 

Picture 11. Visit to Paikuse School and Hobby 

Education Centre 
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The school also has a big modern theatre hall with a big stage where students (and teachers!) regularly 

perform, sing, dance… It also has a big canteen where students have a healthy warm lunch provided for 

free.  

 

Some of the key challenges of the school are finding professionals such as teachers, in particular science 

teachers and speech therapists, particularly in this part of Estonia but also resources to finance the ever-

growing ambitions of the teachers and the students.  
 

 

  
Picture 12,13,14. Paikuse School and Hobby Education Centre 

http://www.sirius-migrationeducation.org/


 

 

SIRIUS - Policy Network on Migrant Education - Rue Belliard, 205 - 1040 - Brussels - Belgium - www.sirius-migrationeducation.org 

18 

 

Takeaways, Conclusion and Recommendations 

 

The participants in the PLA favoured a succinct yet impactful definition of non-formal learning, 

characterising it as the acquisition of knowledge in any setting. They unanimously recognised the primary 

benefit of non-formal education as its role in cultivating essential competencies and fostering heightened 

learning awareness. This shared understanding of its advantages elucidates the substantial formal and 

informal backing extended by the municipal administration of Pärnu to hobby schools and non-formal 

education establishments.  

 

Furthermore, the stakeholders enumerated additional benefits of the NFL, including: 

 

● Increased opportunities for the discovery of individual passions and talents,  

● Establishment of structured systems to facilitate personalised learning pathways,  

● The ability to accommodate children for extended durations within school premises,  

● Provision of tailored learning experiences in environments and formats that best suit each student. 

● Raising the motivation of children to study. That, among others, may lead to a decline in drop-out 

rates. 

 

The Estonian Youth Sector Development Plan 2021–2035 underscores the heightened potential for 

identifying students’ passions and talents as a valuable outcome. It acknowledges that the principles of 

the NFL, including transparency, confidentiality, voluntary participation, active inclusion of individuals, 

and other democratic values, should serve as guiding principles in appreciating the growth and self-

realisation of young individuals.12  

 

The PLA was insightful. Integrating NFL into the FL system increases motivation to study, making 

this approach appropriate for other European education systems. The PLA program presented good 

practices that should be strengthened to enhance the quality of both NFL and FL. 

 

The experience and knowledge provided emphasised the advantages of incorporating students with 

migrant backgrounds into the NFL on different levels, facilitating their integration into a new society. 

Most of the students with migrant backgrounds were from Ukraine, which is close to the situation in, for 

example, Finland and Bulgaria, since in both countries there are currently a significant number of refugee 

students from Ukraine studying in schools. Schools in rural areas of Estonia face challenges in finding 

the specialists they need. Using this approach in for example the Finnish education system, is appropriate. 

The idea of organising language classes of the destination country at schools for students and their parents 

together could be integrated into other European education systems.  

 

When it comes to migrant learners, in particular, the added values of NFL are numerous: 

● Language is often not crucial, so newcomers can participate more freely in the NFL compared to 

FL, where a higher degree of language proficiency is often required.  

● It facilitates social connections between migrant and local learners where language has smaller 

significance.  

● It can support language learning in a social environment.  

 
12 ibid (no. 7) 
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● It can boost migrant learners’ self-esteem as they can excel in activities where language is not 

required (dance, art, music, sport…).  

● It can have a positive influence on their mental health.  

● It can help to build a network outside the classroom. 

 

At the same time, numerous challenges of NFL-FL integration have been indicated during the PLA. 

Among them, there are: 

 

● Inadequate preparation, knowledge, and understanding of the roles and responsibilities within the 

integration processes. 

● The education system is not friendly to foreign languages. The reforms carried out at the national 

level nowadays make the education system (including FL and NFL) centred around Estonian 

speakers, which puts migrants at risk of lagging behind in study processes.  

● Apprehension among educators regarding potential increases in their workloads. 

● Insufficient availability of non-formal learning opportunities in specific areas. 

● Lack of clearly defined objectives and leadership at the state or regional level concerning the 

integration. 

● Limited elective subjects within the national general education curricula. 

● Absence of a consistent comprehension of NFL, accompanied by prejudgments regarding the 

quality of education. 

● Presence of concealed hierarchies and competition between hobby education and youth work. 

● Absence of established quality standards for the NFL and a lack of standardised methodologies 

for recognising completed NFL programs within the national curriculum. 

 

Overall, stakeholders involved in the PLA and the Estonian Youth Sector Development Plan have 

acknowledged that the Estonian education system is well-suited for NFL-FL education. This recognition 

is underpinned by the high satisfaction levels reported by students and their parents. Nevertheless, all 

PLA participants and local stakeholders also concluded that further enhancements are necessary. 

 

Representatives of Praxis Estonia, based on their everyday work and involvement in the project 

“Supporting Young People to Succeed – Building Capacities to Better Integrate Non-Formal and Formal 

Learning”13 with Tallinn University, provided the following policy recommendations to different 

categories of stakeholders: 

 

1. To the state level: Develop the principles, guidance materials, and support measures of integration 

of NFL and FL. 

2. To the local level: Establish and fund the role or separate position of integration coordinator in 

schools or local governments, and organise networking meetings for NFL providers and schools. 

3. To schools: Set the principles and organisation of completing and recognising subjects through 

NFL in the school curricula. 

4. To NFL providers: Support youth workers in acquiring youth work and hobby education 

occupational qualifications.  

 

 
13 See more - https://www.praxis.ee/en/tood/supporting-young-people-to-succeed-building-capacities-to-better-integrate-non-

formal-and-formal-learning/  
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In addition, the peers also recommended:  

● Think about schools like life-long learning centres – given that most schools around the EU are 

closed in the evenings, weekends and summers, their open hours could be extended for the local 

community and offer various learning opportunities for all ages. 

● Extend capacities for engaging the whole family in the learning process and offer study 

opportunities that could be of interest to all ages, genders and backgrounds. 

● Provide more opportunities for networking on every level – city level, national level, European 

level so different stakeholders can learn from each other and discuss their challenges and 

successful approaches. 

● Support creativity and NFL as it increases performance in FL. 

● Value the migrants’ mother tongue more as it is an asset not only for the migrants but also for the 

whole society. 

● Make more efforts in outreach to engage migrant learners in the NFL.  

● Have more attention to the specific needs of migrant learners (organise focus groups to hear about 

their issues and barriers to participation, discuss with local NGOs and service providers, etc…).  
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