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Overvi ew of Devel opnents in the Finnish
Educati on System -
Reasons for its success

M ni ster of Education and Science Ms. Miija Rask
Linz 1. 2. 2003, Austria

It is a great pleasure for me to be here and tell you about the
principles of Finnish education policy and to present our
education system Especially after the PISA review, people have

shown great interest in our education system

Let me first briefly list the main characteristics of the Finnish

educati on system

1. Finland has integrated basic education and a wunified
educati on system al nost al | pupil s conpl ete t he
conpr ehensi ve school .

2. Special attention is paid to pupils who have |earning
difficulties or special needs.

3. Teachers are highly trained.

4. The national core curricula stress skills needed in
i nformation society, as well as basic know edge.

5. W have high-quality learning material s.

6. School personnel and pupil welfare professionals take part in
curriculumdesign and in eval uations.

7. Finland has a network of high-quality public libraries which
covers the whol e country.

8. Literacy is highly valued as a vital basic skill.

In Finland we want to develop our national know edge-based
strategy further. W are commtted to equal opportunity in
education and to pupils' rights. W want to ensure good basic
environnent for teaching and learning and to invest in teachers

and in working conditions at school. W need to intensify cross-



sectoral cooperation for the good of pupils. Finally, we must work

to prevent children's and young people's excl usion.

There are at |east six education policy priorities we are focusing

on. | shall now take a closer | ook at these chall enges.

First of all, we want to strengthen the national know edge-based
devel opnent strategy. Successf ul educat i on pol i cy entails
conmtnent at the national level. It neans that we val ue education
and culture and allocate sufficient resources to education,
training and research. This we have been doing for the past four
years. Qur Governnent has increased its input into education and

research by over 1,300 mllion euros.

Secondly, we nust identify and further strengthen those parts of
our education system which work well. Cooperati on between
different levels and forns of education gives a solid foundation
for the developnment of Iifelong learning. W seek to encourage
institutions of general and vocational education to collaborate in

many ways.

Basic educational rights nust be realised at all levels of
education and training. The Finnish education systemrests on the
principle of equal opportunity. This neans equality in adm ssion
to education, in teaching arrangenents and with regard to | earning
opportunities. W are happy that Ilearning outconmes are good
t hroughout Finland. Regional differences in |earning outcones were
smaller in Finland than in any other OECD country. We take this to
nmean that the choices we have made in education policy have been
right.

In Finland we favour education policy which prevents the division
of schools into good and |ess good, as well as pupils' exclusion

and too early stream ng. Education belongs to all Finns. Qur aim



is to support children whose parents do not value education and
the opportunities it brings. It is inportant for us to prevent a

di vi de between "the haves and the have-nots".

The third - and perhaps the nost inportant — challenge is to
secure favourable <conditions for learning and teaching. CQur
education systemis built on an integrated nine-year conprehensive
school . Education is conpulsory for all children [living
permanently in Finland, including citizens of other countries.
Tuition, learning materials and school neals are free of charge. A
pupil also has the right to free transportation when the distance
to school is long or when the way to school is not sufficiently
safe. Alnost the whole age group conpletes conpul sory schooling. On
the whole, educational services are financed from public funds.

There are few private schools in Finland.

In Finland alnost all <children attend preschool. Preschool is
pl anned, systematic education given in day-care centres or in
conpr ehensi ve schools for one year before actual school starts.

At present we are developing out-of-school activities for
children. The aim is to give opportunities for conprehensive
school pupils to take part in guided and safe club activities
before or after school, according to need. W want to offer all

children varied and equal opportunities for hobbies.

As for financing, the governnent grants statutory state aid to
education providers. The governnent pays about 57% of the
educational costs. In Finland, nunicipalities are self-governing
and have the right to levy taxes. They provide the renaining 43%

of financing.

In international conparisons, Finland s educational expenditure as

a percentage of the gross donestic product is average CECD |evel



We have increased our input from previous years, but the GDP has

al so grown, which explains the OECD fi gures.

The governnent decides on the allocation of classroom hours to
different subjects. The distribution of different subjects in
basi ¢ education was revised |ast year. The nunber of m ni num hours
is the sanme. The reform reduced the share of optional subjects and
focused teaching on core know edge areas. Education providers my

exceed the m ninum determ ned by the governnment, if they w sh.

We increased classroom hours in nother tongue and literature, in
mat hematics and in history and civics. Health education is a new
subject. The nother tongue and mathematics constitute the basis
for all further |earning. Knowl edge about health and society is

I mportant for individuals, but also for society.

W want to avoid fragnentation in the curriculum This is why one
of our forenost education policy tools is the national core
curriculum 1In our system the National Board of Education sets
the overall ains for education and for subjects within a framework
determ ned by the governnment. The actual curriculumis designed at

the local |evel on this basis.

At the nonment, we are reformng the core curriculum for basic
education. The focus is on a systematically progressing entity of
preschool and basic education. The aim is to support pupils’
personal growth and |earning. The curriculum defines good | earning
in different subjects at different stages nore clearly than
before. This also gives a good basis for evaluating different

aspects of education.

Fourthly, we want to anticipate future threats. The school is part
of society. Social problens are reflected in school work as well.

More and nore children live in blended famlies. People's lives



are often hectic, and too nuch is expected from children too
early.

We have estimated that about 10% of pupils in basic education run
the risk of exclusion. They do not get adequate preparation for
life and further training. In response to this, we have
intensified renedial teaching, special-needs education and other

support for pupils with special needs.

Since children's problens wth learning are often social in
origin, we are trying to inprove pupils' overall nental and
physi cal health and social well-being. Pupil welfare is a nmulti-
prof essional effort, involving school doctors, psychologists and
school welfare officers, as well as teachers. By allocating
addi ti onal resources to regions and schools in need of support, we

can make sure that special needs are taken into account in school.

Changes in children's environment require cooperation between
educational and other authorities. W shall have to determ ne how
to address problens at school through cross-sectoral cooperation
We have intensified cooperation especially with social and health
authorities in order to give a nore valid response to problens
encountered by children and young peopl e.

All this costs noney, but it is nuch nore expensive to |let young

peopl e remai n untrai ned and becone excluded from active society.

The fifth developnent <challenge in Finland is to evaluate
education. Reliable evaluation ensures high-quality |earning
out conme. Eval uation nust produce regular, varied and conprehensive

i nformati on about school work and the achi evenent of ains.

In 2003 we shall establish an evaluation council for primry and
secondary education. It will assist the Mnistry of Education and

education providers in matters concerning evaluation, organise



external evaluations relating to school operations and education
policy, and publish the findings nationally.

Deci si on-making on education needs to be supported by wvalid

information. It is inportant to develop channels for producing,
processi ng and managi ng eval uati on findi ngs.

At the nonent, only half of local authorities in Finland eval uate
their education provision and its inmpact. Qur aimis that in 2003
all education providers will systematically assess their education
and its outcones. To this end, we have trained over one thousand
| ocal officials and councillors, headteachers and teachers who are
responsi bl e for evaluation at the | ocal |evel.

Systemati c devel opnent of education requires expert know edge.
Local authorities need an expert director of education who is
capable of analysing educational needs and directing [ ocal
education provision appropriately. Evaluation nust also be an
I nherent part of teaching and | earning.

Up to this point, | have not yet said anything about the nopst
I nportant conponent, the teacher. Finns have always valued the
teaching profession. There is no shortage of good applicants to
teacher training, and only the best are admitted.

In Finland, we have decided to keep the nmster's degree as a
requirement for all teaching posts. Teachers' salaries are not
very conpetitive, but this is not sonmething we at the Mnistry of
Educati on can decide. Another essential thing is to increase the
services of school doctors, psychologists and welfare officials.
Teachers must have support and help in their inportant work, and
they nust al so have the authority and right to nmaintain discipline
at school. The Finnish Parlianment has recently anmended school

| egislation to increase teachers' disciplinary powers.

Ladi es and gentl enen,

These are the main elenents of Finnish education policy.



Thank you for this chance to be with you today.

Let me finish with words | have often used during ny four years as
m ni ster:
The task of basic education is to teach children to read, do suns

and wite and to educate them into good citizens and happy human
bei ngs.



