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History of the Finnish education 
system

Until 1970 – a strongly centralized 
& inequitable education system 
with highly variable teachers

1970

Redevelopment from the bottom 
up & centralized reform with highly 
educated teachers (entrance 
exams for teachers!)

1970–1980

Decentralization of the 
comprehensive school system 
with large autonomy for the local 
authorities (end of inspection!)

1980–2000



History of the Finnish education 
system

Reform with more emphasis on 
development goals, pupils' rights 
and responsibility

2000–2010

A student-oriented and flexible 
system based on empowerment 
(student counselling, tutoring and 
special needs education).

2010–2022

Equal and qualitative 
comprehensive education at 
relatively moderate costs (5.3% 
GDP in 2020)

Costs



Central Steering 
vs 

Local decisions



Central steering



Central steering and local decisions



Education is 
publicly funded



Cost per student

Pre-primary education 6285 EURO

Basic education 9607 EURO 

General upper secondary 7939 EURO

Vocational upper secondary 10443 EURO



Education developed in partnerships



The basic principles 
of the Finnish 

Education System



Basic Principles of the Finnish Education System

Trust and 
Responsibility 

Free 
education 
at all levels

High 
Educational 
Autonomy

Flexibility 

Equality & 
Support

Highly 
educated 
teachers

No national 
testing & 

No ranking



Basic principles of the Finnish 
education system 

Everybody is needed & everyone is taken care of



ECEC (Early Childhood Education & 
Care)

• Child´s wellbeing & learning through play is the most 
important

• Individual ECEC plan (individualized in order to define the 
needs of the child), but no learning standards, the plan is 
based on an integrative approach (interact with their 
environment both social and physical)

• The main is goal is raising happy, healthy & responsible 
children in an inclusive way.



Pre-primary education

• Free & compulsory and provided in ECEC centers or schools 
for 4 hours a day

• A continuous learning path from ECEC to school based on the 
same integrative approach to improve the child´s learning 
abilities (with an own learning plan)

• The joy of learning and learning through playing, exploring 
and doing stays the most important aspect

• The main is goal is raising happy, healthy & responsive 
children





Comprehensive School education

• a nine-year comprehensive curriculum for the whole age group 
(school year is the same everywhere: 5 periods of 7 weeks) 

• teaching is provided by schools near the home (no competition 
and non-selective)

• there are no national tests, no degrees and no ranking; a final 
certificate will be given for completing the nine years.

• teaching, textbooks, teaching materials, school transport and 
school meals are all free = equal access to high quality education

• Educational support and student wellbeing is extremely 
important. Low drop‐out rate (0,3 %).





“Less is More”

• Less instruction hours (3-5 lessons of 45min) and more 
breaks -> Means more time for reflection

• Less testing (assessment is part of the daily work) -> Means
more time for learning

• Less topics in the curriculum -> Means more in-depth 
learning

• Less homework -> Means more free time to explore

• Less students in a classroom -> Means more care and 
individual attention



Comprehensive School Education



Comprehensive School Education



Special needs & Inclusion



Three-tiered Support Model
“individual care”



Three-tiered Support Model
“Intensified Support”

Intensified support : 

. more intense and persistent than general support

. support systematically the pupil’s learning and school 
attendance (without medical assessment)

.  Early interventions designed to prevent problems from 
escalating, diversifying and accumulating.

-> How is it done: part-time special needs education, individual 
guidance counselling, and flexible teaching groups (transition is 
always possible)



Three-tiered Support Model
“Special Support”

Special support (Individualized Education Program): 

. for pupils who cannot achieve their growth, development or 
learning objectives

. A pedagogical appraisal must be made as well as other 
necessary statements (for instance psychological, social or 
medical)

-> How is it done: could be anything from factors relating to 
teaching and counselling, pupil welfare services, assistants and 
other necessary services, teaching methods and working 
approaches, learning methods, as materials and equipment. 



Special needs
“Students with Special Support”



Comprehensive School Education





Upper Secondary 
School Education



Upper Secondary School Education

About 54% of students go to upper secondary school (grade marks-based 
admission criteria – high competetion especially in the cities)

3-years personalized and flexible program leading to Matriculation 
Examination (individual curriculum for all students, everyone studies 
according to his/her own study plan)

Free for all students, except books and materials





Upper Secondary School Education
Matriculation Exam

Minimum 4 tests

Mother tongue (Finnish or Swedish)

Foreign Language

Mathematics 

General studies (humanities)

One or more tests possible (biannual)

-> Important to get to university 



Vocational School 
Education 



Vocational School Education

About 40% of students go to vocational school education 

✓ A 3-years flexible and personalized work-based program leading to a 
vocational qualification (NO matriculation exam) in close cooperation 
with the labor market. 

Individual curriculum for all students, everyone studies according to his/her
own study plan (total 180 units):

✓ 35 units general or common studies 

✓ 145 units for specific studies and internships 

Free for all students, except books and materials







Finnish teachers are trusted 
professionals



Finnish teachers are trusted 
professionals



Finnish teachers are trusted 
professionals

• Highly qualified and competent teachers & principals -> Everyone 
has a masters´ degree in basic and upper secondary school 
education. 

• Teachers and principals are highly respected as practitioners and 
researchers

• Teachers and principals enjoy a high amount of educational 
autonomy and freedom in the classroom (own teaching methods, 
teaching materials, student assessment and NO inspection)



Finnish teachers are trusted 
professionals



Finnish teachers are trusted 
professionals



Finnish Education in international 
comparison



Finnish teachers are trusted 
professionals



More information 

Check out more via the official website of the Finnish 

agency for education

https://www.oph.fi/en/statistics-and-

publications/publications

https://www.oph.fi/en/statistics-and-publications/publications
https://www.oph.fi/en/statistics-and-publications/publications


Thank You!
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