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Abstract
Finland continues to lead the world in the global Program for International Student Assessment
(PISA) results (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2016). Much has been written about Finland’s
common basic curriculum for all (grades one to nine), however little has been shared regarding
Finland’s secondary vocational education programs. Finland has a dual system of secondary
education: academic and vocational. In Finland, education is a civic right for all children (and
adults). Finland invest in their children from birth. All children receive tuition free
preschool/daycare starting at age one, and a common comprehensive public-school education
(grades one to nine) starting at age 7 (Sahlberg, 2015). At the age of 16, half of all students select
vocational education as their secondary education curriculum. This article describes how Finland’s
secondary vocational education programs recent growth and change as well as early outcomes of
this growth.
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Introduction

Finland continues to lead the world in the global Program for International Student
Assessment (PISA) results (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2016). The PISA exam is
administered to 15-year old learners around the world and is used to benchmark learning. Much has
been written about Finland’s common elementary curriculum for all (grades one to nine) (Partanen,
2016; Sahlberg, 2015), however less has been shared regarding Finland’s secondary vocational
education system and some feel the Finns have a better system (Raddy, 2016; Subrahmanyam,
2014).

Vocational education in Finland refers to programs that prepare youth and adults for the
workplace. At one time, the United States also used the name vocational education, however more
recently that name changed to career technical education (Krupnick, 2017; Association for and
Career Technical Education, 2002).

At age 16, half of all Finnish students select vocational education as their secondary
education curriculum. This high level of participation in secondary vocational education makes the
Finnish model distinctive from other countries (Virolainen and Stenstrém, 2014). Finland has
managed to elevate the image of vocational education across the country.

We will describe Finland’s secondary vocational education 1970 (when major educational
reform began) to present and how they have managed to change the image of vocational education
during this time. First a brief description of the country of Finland, and then an overview of the
Finnish educational system follows. Then a briefing of the development of the current effective
compulsory basic education (grades one thru nine) and then a discussion of the development of the

current system of secondary vocational education is provided. We then draw conclusions and offers
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a brief discussion regarding secondary vocational education in Finland with some US applications
discussed.
Finland as a Country

Today, approximately 5.5 million people live in Finland (about the population of Minnesota)
(Finnish National Agency for Education, 2017). The two official languages of Finland are Finnish
and Swedish. Finland as a country does not collect data on race or ethnicity, however they do collect
data on the mother tongue of its’ citizens. In 2015 (Official Statistics of Finland, 2018), the mother
tongue of Finland’s population was 89% Finnish, 5.3 % Swedish, 1.3% Russian, .3% English, .8%
Estonian, .3% Arabic and three percent various other languages. Only 6.2% of the population is
foreign born (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2017), of these 1.9 % are born in countries
belonging to the European Union (Official Statistics of Finland, 2018). Finland is a small country
with some diversity of its’ population, however Finland continues to see an increase growth in
persons from other countries coming to Finland (Official Statistics of Finland, 2018).

Those immigrating to Finland do so because of the excellent educational system (Brinded,
2017a) and quality of family life. In 2017, Finland celebrated 100 years as an independent country
and in 1995, Finland joined the European Union. Finland also has the lowest rate of poverty in the
world and lowest incarceration rate in the world (O’Donnell, 2017). This young country is growing
in immigrant population because of the quality of life systems and excellent educational system
(Brinded, 2017a).

Finland’s Educational System

Finland invest its resources in its’ children providing a baby box filled with needed baby

clothing and supplies to all newborns in the country. Free high-quality preschool/day care is

provided to all children ages one to seven years and most parents participate (Partanen, 2016;
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Sahlberg, 2015). Equity in education is about everyone receiving a common comprehensive
education in grades one to nine, with no tracking. Scores on the PISA show high achievement
overall without large achievement gaps across the country. By the time Finnish students reach age
16, they have a shared common journey of learning with their peers and are free to make the choice
between vocational education and academic education (and some cases both); half of these students
choose vocational education. And today, Finland is ranked the world’s most literate nation in the
world (Flood, 2016).

In Finland, education is a national right. Finland is known as a Nordic welfare state and civil
rights are detailed in the Constitution of Finland (Heinild, 2013). All citizens have a right to
education (The Constitution of Finland, § 6, Everyone is equal before the law; §16, Educational
rights).

Section 16 - Educational rights. Everyone has the right to basic education free of charge.

Provisions on the duty to receive education are laid down by an Act. The public authorities

shall, as provided in more detail by an Act, guarantee for everyone equal opportunity to

receive other educational services in accordance with their ability and special needs, as well
as the opportunity to develop themselves without being prevented by economic hardship.

The freedom of science, the arts and higher education is guaranteed. (WIPO, 2007, p. 2)

Figure 1 provides an overview of the Finnish educational system. Finland provides public
preschool/daycare starting at age one through age seven. Beginning at age seven through age 16 all
children complete a common comprehensive basic education. At the end of this time, students
decide which program they wish to complete at the secondary level: academic (senior secondary

school) or vocational (schools and apprenticeship training). Students may then continue their
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education at the university (academic passing matriculation exam and meeting competitive

admissions) or university of applied sciences (polytechnic) (meeting competitive admissions).

Figure 1. Finland’s Education System at a Glance
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Common Basic Education in Finland
In Finland, public compulsory education is from grade one to grade nine; with a common
curriculum for all (Sahlberg, 2015). Tuition, a hot lunch, school supplies, medical care, and

counseling are provided for all children. Most (99%) students complete this common basic
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education (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016a). Most (97%) come to first grade having
attended a public funded preschool program.

Children are raised to be independent at a much earlier age than in the US, even though
Finnish children do not start school until age seven (Partanen, 2016). It is not unusual to see an
eight-year-old getting on public transportation alone to attend school. These students often have a
cell phone in-hand to communicate with their parents. According to the World Economic Forum
(Brinded, 2017), Finland is one of the safest countries in the world.

In the early 1970’s, there was a visible achievement gap among young adults at the start of
comprehensive school due to very different educational orientations associated with Finland’s old
parallel system (Aho, Pitkdnen & Sahlberg, 2006). This knowledge gap strongly corresponded with
the socio-economic divide within the Finnish society at the time. The Finnish Parliament then
decided that the old parallel type of education system was to be replaced by a common basic
education for the first nine years of school with the same curriculum for all (Niemi, 2012, p. 21).
During this decade, implementation of the new comprehensive basic education program (grades one
through nine) began.

Although students’ learning outcomes began to equalize by the mid-1980’s, ability grouping
in mathematics and foreign languages kept the achievement gap relatively wide. By abolishing
ability grouping and placing all students together with common curriculum for all (grades one
through nine), the achievement gap between high and low achievers began to decrease (Sahlberg,
2009). Practically, this means that all pupils, regardless of their abilities or interests, studied
mathematics, sciences, and foreign languages in the same classes. Earlier all these subjects had three
levels of curricula that pupils were tracked based on their performance in these subjects. Ability

grouping was abolished in 1985 (Vilijérvi, 2004). The common basic curriculum includes: mother
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tongue and literature, a second and third language, math, environmental studies, biology, geography,
physics, chemistry, health education, religion/ethics, history and social studies, music, visual arts,
crafts, physical education, home economics (family and consumer sciences), artistic and practices
electives, and individualized guidance counseling (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2016).
Secondary Vocational Education in Finland

In 1958, Finland established vocational schools via the Act on Vocational Schools. Today,
students complete the common basic education, the students (and their parents) can choose either an
academic high school or a vocational institute (dual system). Students may also need to relocate
themselves at the age of 16 to attend a program of their choice and may need to compete for
admission to such a school. Vocational education includes a wide range of subjects that lead to
employment immediately following high school and/or continuing education such as culture (music,
arts, circus arts, etc.); humanities and education (child care, sign language,
recreational instruction); natural resources and environment (agriculture, fisher, forestry, horses,
horticulture, environmental protection, etc.); business and administration (entrepreneurs, real estate,
management, foreign trade, etc.); health and sport (beauty care, hairdressing, dental lab assistant,
pharmaceutics, practical nurse, sports assistant, massage therapy, etc.); technology, communications,
transportation (air traffic control, aircraft maintenance, boat building, building maintenance,
construction, electrical engineering, food production, land surveying, logistics, metal work,
watchmaking, plastics technology, rubber technology, textiles, interior design, vehicle technology);
tourism, catering, domestic services (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014). Included in the
secondary vocational education curriculum is instruction in modern languages (e.g. English), mother

tongue (Finnish and Swedish), and related academic subjects such as math, social studies, etc.
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During the 1970’s upper secondary education (grades 10-12) was divided into academic or
vocational (dual system), which continues today. During these three years of schooling (grades 10-
12), students study to take the matriculation exam for admission into college or study for entry into
the workforce. While both academic and vocational students can sit for the admissions test to the
University, most vocational education graduates may continue to higher education via a University
of Applied Science (UAS) (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2015). Vocational education
prepares students both for the workplace and higher education. Vocational students can continue
their education at one of many UAS institutions that provide bachelor’s degrees in a variety of
vocational subjects free of tuition, however students must pay for their own books and supplies and
compete for admission to these programs. Libraries at these institutions offer copies of the required
textbooks for students to borrow.

Finland’s vocational education and training system has developed over the past 50 years due
to the changes and increased success of the common basic education curriculum for grades one
through nine. Secondary education (grades 10-12) had a traditional organization until 1985 when the
new Act on General Upper Secondary Education was abolished, and the new modular curriculum
structure was adopted. This change enabled schools to rearrange time scheduling of teaching. Five
or six periods replaced two annual semesters. This in turn, changed local curriculum planning
because schools had more flexibility to allocate lessons into different periods (Vilijarvi, 2004).
Those enrolled in the upper secondary vocational programs were to gain a practical experience in
their chosen field with the expectation of completing a minimum of six months of on-the-job
training. Competence-based education was adopted with representatives from the workplace,

teachers and students assessing learning outcomes together. Changes in curriculum structure
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provided the needed flexibility for students to gain needed work experience while still attending
school Ministry of Education and Culture, 2016a).

In 1990's, curriculums in secondary vocational education were renewed with three years of
education across Finland with the aim to increase cooperation between schools and the workplace.
In Finland, this transition from bureaucratic central administration to a decentralized culture of trust
occurred during the deep economic crisis and public budget cuts of the 1990s (Aho, Pitkénen, &
Sahlberg, 2006). By the mid-1990’s, greater content choice and flexibility was offered with 18
compulsory subjects being completed in 75 courses of 38 lessons each. Competition of two-thirds of
the required curriculum is compulsory for the diploma, however students typically complete
between 80-90 courses.

One of the key policy targets in the 21* century has been to increase the attractiveness of
vocational education in secondary level (Merildinen, 2011). The percentage of secondary school
students who join vocational schools in the country has risen from 32 to 42 % over the last decades.
Per Finnish researchers (Merildinen, 2011; Opetusministerid, 2004; Aho et al., 2006), the reason
behind this enrollment growth in vocational education is the increased appreciation of vocational
training in Finland as a result of improved long-term work in developing the curricula and training
structures. One of the key reforms included the provision for a path to qualification for higher
education for those studying in vocational schools (Finland Times, 2015). Aho and colleagues
(2006) say, the basic values and the main vision of education as public service have remained
unchanged since 1968.

In 2005, Parliament passed an act that vocational qualifications (credentials) include both the
teacher’s assessment and a demonstration of skills to prove that a student achieved the vocational

proficiency set out in the curriculum (Merildinen, 2011). Skill demonstrations are to take place at
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worksites whenever possible. Employers and their representatives take part in the assessments and
students can expect to demonstrate 4 to 10 areas of proficiency during their studies.

The structures of secondary vocational education have been simplified and all initial
vocational qualifications (credentials) today consist of 120 credits which equals three years of full
time study (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2018). One quarter of the study time is allocated to
general education curriculum (science, math, social studies, modern languages, Finnish, Swedish,
etc.).

Today the educational level of working age population is as follows: 13% completed basic
education (through grade 9); 45% secondary education (through 12" grade); and 42%
postsecondary/higher education (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2017). In 2015, of the
students that completed their basic education (grades one through nine), 52% completed the
secondary academic program, 42% the secondary vocational program, 2% completed other and 3%
did not continue immediately after basic education.

Summary and Discussion

Over the past 50 years Finland have gone through many educational reform efforts that have
impacted secondary vocational education. In the 1970’s, Finland emphasized equity of access to
education for all (Niemi, 2012). By the 1980’s, Finland began to restructure secondary education to
increase access for all to education, both academic and vocational (Sahlberg, 2009). By the 1990’s,
Finland moved to decentralization of education and empowering their teachers’ greater control on
how the national curriculum was to be taught (Aho et al., 2006). At the turn of this century Finland,
efforts to be part of the European educational system were being developed while working on
efficient use of resources for education by increasing class sizes and distribution of national

resources to schools (Merildinen, 2011). During the 2010’s, Finland pushed for greater work-based

11
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learning with half of all students enrolling in secondary vocational education (Ministry of Education
and Culture, 2015a).

Finland took a different approach to similar educational and social concerns. The common
elementary (grades one through nine) curriculum appears to have addressed a wide achievement gap
during this time of education as demonstrated with PISA scores (Sahlberg, 2015). The K-12
curriculum has two assessments; the matriculation exam for those wishing to pursue a university
education after high school and the PISA exam.

The fact that all children enroll in identical comprehensive schools (grades one through nine)
regardless of their socioeconomic background or personal abilities and characteristics has resulted in
a system where schools and classrooms are heterogeneous in terms of pupil profiles and diverse in
terms of educational needs and expectations (Vilijarvi & Malin, 2003). Comprehensiveness, the
leading idea in implementing the basic values of equity in education, also means that all students
receive a free, two-course warm meal daily, free health care, transportation, learning materials, and
guidance counseling in their own schools. All children attend free preschool education (Ministry of
Education and Culture, 2015a). Vocational education programs are funded and approved based on
economic need and demand.

Replicating Finland’s educational system and vocational education system is difficult in the
United States. The United States does not define education as a national right, but a responsibility
delegated to the states. Recently, New Jersey started giving out free baby boxes to all newborns in
their state to lower infant mortality rates, replicating Finland’s program that has been in place since
the 1930’s (Trachtman, 2017).

Opportunities to continue one’s education at the postsecondary level free of cost has

growing interest in the US. There are state efforts to provide free community college education

12
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(two-year colleges) (National Conference of State Legislation, 2016). Kentucky passed legislation to
offer, and three states (Oregon, Minnesota, and Tennessee) currently have programs in place, and
over ten other states are in legislative discussion regarding free or reduced cost community college
education often focusing on vocational programs. In Finland, this opportunity is controlled by
funding at the program level to match market need and admission is controlled to match the market
and funding.

Including apprenticeships and greater work-based learning as Finland does in secondary
vocational education could be implemented in the United States as well (Subrahmanyam, 2014).
Efforts to include business and industry more with guaranteed high paying skilled jobs at the end of
secondary programs could help turn around declines in secondary vocational education enrollments.

In the United States, each state system of vocational education can learn from Finland and
perhaps replicate some of their policies and practices. Finland feels it can also learn from the United
States as shown in their Fulbright Teacher Exchange program (The Fulbright Center, 2018). Each
year Finland selects practicing teachers from Finland to come to the United States to learn. Faculty
from the United States may also apply for opportunities to teach in Finland’s secondary vocational
education programs and learn from Finland (The Fulbright Center, 2018a).

Raddy (2016) a Finnish Fulbright Distinguished Award in Teaching recipient, observed five
characteristics of Finland’s vocational education system. These five characteristics include: 1)
Vocational education is a choice; 2) Vocational education is not a dead end; 3) Vocational education
covers a board range of careers; 4) Vocational education is supported by all in society; and 5)
Vocational education keeps more kids in school and leads to more employed citizens. These five

characteristics serve as a summary of the Finnish secondary vocational system.
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