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How does Finland’s top-ranking education system work?

Here's how Finland's education system works.
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e Finland has been a top contender on every Program for International Student Assessment survey.

e The country built a comprehensive education structure designed to offer citizens free education with no dead

ends.

e The inspiration for Finland's approach was American education research and philosophers such as John Dewey.

Finland's education system enjoys a lot of buzz lately. It is considered one of the best education systems in the world. It routinely
outperforms the United States in reading, science, and mathematics. And it has been a top performer since the first Program for

International Student Assessment (PISA) triennial international survey back in 2000.

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/02/how-does-finland-s-top-ranking-education-system-work

211


https://www.weforum.org/agenda/authors/kevin-dickinson
https://bigthink.com/mike-colagrossi/no-standardized-tests-no-private-schools-no-stress-10-reasons-why-finlands-education-system-in-the-best-in-the-world
http://ncee.org/what-we-do/center-on-international-education-benchmarking/top-performing-countries/
http://www.oecd.org/education/school/2960581.pdf

6/10/2019

How does Finland’s top-ranking education system work? | World Economic Forum

2015 PISA AVERAGE SCORES

Math Reading Science
Singapore I 564 Singapore NN 535 Singapore NN 556
Hong Kong IS 548 Hong Kong IS 527 Japan I 538
Macao NG 544 Canada NN 527 Estonia N 534
Taiwan I 542 Finland GG 526 Chinese Taipei I 532
Japan I 537 Ireland NN 571 Finland IS 531
China* G 531 Estonia GGG 519 Macao TR 529
Korea NN 574 Korea NN 517 Canada N 528
Switzerland I 521 Japan I 516 Viet Nam N 525
Estonia I 520 Norway NN 513 Hong Kong N 573
Canada I 515 Hew Tealand NN 509 China* I 518
Netherlands NG 512 Germany NG 509 Korea I 516
Denmark I 511 Macao NN 509 Mew Zealand N 513
Finland GGG 511 Poland I 506 Slovenia IS 513
Slovenia I 510 Slovenia I 505 Australia I 510
Belgium I 507 Metherlands NG 503 United Kingdom IS 509
Germany I 506 Australia IS 503 Germany I 509
Poland I 504 Sweden IS 500 Netherlands I 509
Ireland I 504 Denmark N 500 Switzerland I 506
Norway I 502 France IS 459 Ireland I 503
Austria I 497 Belgium I 499 Belgivm N 502
Mew Zealand I 495 Portugal I 498 Denmark I 502
Viet Nam NN 455 United Kingdom NI 498 Poland N 501
Russia NN 494 Taiwan NG 497 Portugal N 501
Sweden NN 494 United States I 497 Norway N 498
Australia I 154 Spain NN 496 United States I 496
France I 493 Russia NN 455 Austria TN 495
United Kingdom INESSSG— 492 China* I 154 France I 495
Czech Republic I 492 OECD Average IS 493 Sweden I 493
Portugal I 197 Switzerland MGG 492 OECD Average NN 493
DECD Average NN 450 Latvia I 483 Czech Republic NN 493
Italy N 450 Czech Republic I 457 Spain TN 493
Iceland I 488 Croatia NN 457 Latvia I 490
Spain I 486 Viet Nam I 487 Ruszia N 487
P e Bocniale (I b i renmmbhses [ 453
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But ask someone what's so great about Finland's schools, and you'll typically be supplied with a factoid or three. They have
shorter school days. They don't do standardized tests. They all must be smart because the Finnish language is a nightmare.

While these facts are true — except for that last one — they miss Finland's well-raked forests for its trees. Finland's education
system works because its entire structure has been around several core principles. First and foremost, equal access to education is
a constitutional right. Another important principle is that one should be allowed to choose their educative path, which should never

lead to a dead end.
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Here's how Finland's education system works to meet those principles.
Early childhood education
Finland's early education is designed around concepts of learning through play.

Imagine you're a Finnish parent (or you are one, in which case, hyvaa paivad). You've received state-sponsored maternity leave, a
maternity grant, and even a wee-baby care box that doubles as a bed, so you can enjoy those first precious months in one of best
countries to raise children. Now, you're starting to think about your child's education.

Don't worry, you have time. Finnish children aren't required to go to school until age 6, when pre-primary education begins. You are
free to spend those early years playing, teaching, and bonding with your little one. If you want to start your child's education earlier,
the Finnish system offers an expansive early childhood education and care (ECEC) program, too.

The program adopts a "learning through play" model to promote "balanced growth," according to the Finnish National Agency for
Education's website. Although guided by the National Core Curriculum for ECEC, your local municipality handles ECEC services
and has broad autonomy, allowing resident administrators to make the calls regarding budget, class size, and educational aims.

There will be a fee, but one that is heavily subsidized. Parents foot roughly 14 percent of the total bill, but the burden placed on
individual households is based on income and number of children. The program is evidently popular, as Finland's enroliment rate
for children ages 3 to 5 stands at nearly 80 percent.

Basic education (plus a free meal)

When your child turns 7, it'll be time for basic education. Finland doesn't divide its basic education into elementary and junior
highs. Instead, it offers single-structure education for nine years, 190 days per year. As with ECEC, policymakers leave plenty of
room for local school administrators and teachers to revise and revamp the curriculum to meet the needs of their unique student
body.

"The ideology is to steer through information, support and funding," writes Finnish National Agency for Education (which sets core
curricula requirements). Their stated goal for basic education is "to support pupils' growth toward humanity and ethically
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responsible membership of society and to provide them with the knowledge and skills needed in life." This latitude includes what
tests to give, how to evaluate student progress and needs, and even the ability to set daily and weekly timetables.

Such autonomy may sound scary to some parents. What if your child spends all day learning phenomenological regressions of the
Konami Code? (Though that would be fascinating). Finland's parents, however, don't have such concerns as teaching is a highly
respected and professional field in Finland.

Most teachers hold a master's degree, and basic-ed teachers are required to hold them. Eighty percent of basic-ed teachers also
participate in continuing professional development. This level of learning and continuous development ensures Finland's educators
are steeped in the science of teaching — ironically, drawing inspiration from the American pedagogy of yesteryear.

"It is understandable that the pragmatic, child-centered educational thinking of John Dewey has been widely accepted among
Finnish educators," Pasi Sahlberg, Finnish educator and scholar, wrote for the Washington Post. "Many Finnish schools have
adopted Dewey's view of education for democracy by enhancing student's access to decision-making regarding their own lives
and studying in school."

Nor are schools left entirely to their own devices. The Finnish National Agency for Education promotes self-evaluation and
improvement for both schools and their teachers. In terms of basic education, it's true that Finland does not use national
standardized tests; however, they do implement national evaluations of learning outcomes.

However, Finland's evaluations are sample-based, not comprehensive. They are also not tied to school funding nor used to rank
schools. Instead, the evaluation looks to assess the school's qualifications and are then provided to the administrators for
developmental purposes.

Oh, did we mention that school meals are free to all children? And that guidance and counseling are built in as part of the
curriculum? Because they are.

Upper-secondary education in Finland
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After basic education, your child can choose to continue to upper-secondary education. While not compulsory, 90 percent of

students start upper-secondary studies immediately after basic. Because of Finland's devotion to no dead ends, the other 10
percent can choose to return to their education later at no cost.

Upper secondary is split into two main paths, general and vocational, and both take about three years. General education takes the
form of course work, but students have a lot of freedom to decide their study schedules. At the end of general, students take the

https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/02/how-does-finland-s-top-ranking-education-system-work 6/11


https://www.oph.fi/download/146428_Finnish_Education_in_a_Nutshell.pdf
https://www.oph.fi/english/education_system/upper_secondary_education_and_training

6/10/2019 How does Finland’s top-ranking education system work? | World Economic Forum

national matriculation exam, Finland's only standardized test. Their scores are used as part of their college applications.

Vocational education is more job focused and incorporates apprenticeships as well as school learning. About 40 percent of

students start vocational education after basic. This path ends with competence-based qualifications after the student completes
an individual study plan.

It's worth noting that students aren't locked into these paths. As part of Finland's devotion to education and decision-making, the
two are permeable so students can discover new interests or create a path that threads between the two.

Higher education and beyond
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With your child exceling in upper secondary, you're probably worrying that your child's nest egg may not be sufficient for higher
education. Not to worry. Higher education, like basic and upper secondary, is free.

Remember, equal access to education is a constitutional right in Finland. Students are only required to pay for books,
transportation, and other school supplies — and student financial aid is readily available.

Finnish colleges are divided into two types: universities and universities of applied sciences. Universities focus on scientific
research, while universities of applied sciences emphasize practical applications. Students usually receive a bachelor's degree in
four years of full-time study, comprising studies, electives, and a project. Master's degrees take five to six years, and as a rule,
students are admitted to study for a master's right away.

If your child chose the vocational path, they can continue their education at a university, typically a university of applied science.
But again, Finland's educational paths are highly adaptable.

It will come as no surprise that Finland supports robust adult education to promote social equity and a competent labor force.
Companies can purchase in for staff development, and labor training is provided for the unemployed. While not free, adult
education is (and sorry if we're getting a bit repetitive) highly subsidized with costs dependent on personal circumstances.

How is Finland able to provide such comprehensive, universal education for all citizens? Simple: Everybody is on board. Beyond
enshrining the right to education in their constitution, the Finnish people value education and put in the time to build a system that
adheres to the best education research (80 percent of which comes from the U.S.; hello irony, my old friend).

If other countries want to follow Finland's model, they needn't photocopy its education model; however, they will need the
country's gusto for education's importance.
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This article was originally published by Big_Think.

The views expressed in this article are those of the author alone and not the World Economic Forum.
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