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Students ride their bikes to school in any weather.

GALLERY Education in Finland.2 

A mother takes her son out for a sleighwalk on the Baltic Sea.

GALLERY Education in Finland.1 
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known for its high PISA scores, Northern Lights, cold, 
snowy winters, and Nokia; a different image appears 
as a group of casual observers descend upon its door-
steps to uncover the secrets of Finland’s culture and 
education system.

IN A LAND 

1 OUTLINE OF FINNISH EDUCA-
TION



A. Recess and Play:

1.For every 45-minutes of class time, students have 
15 minutes of recess/break.

2.For a 90-minute block schedule, students have 30 
minutes breaks between classes.

B. Early Childhood focuses on:

1. Cooperation

2.Ethics

3.Conflict Management

4. Play

C. Parents are encouraged not to teach their chil-
dren to read.

D. Students start first grade at age Seven (7) and 
at this time learn to read.

1.Reason: allows teachers to:

     a) not track students
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Shenandoah University students 
posing for a picture while standing on 
the frozen Baltic Sea in Helsinki, Finland.



  b) determine struggling students immediately to 
start early intervention.

E. Every school has a full time:

1.Guidance Counselor *

2. Nurse

3. Medical Doctor

4. Dentist. (also open to public during school hours)

5. Psychologist

6. Reading Specialist*

7. Occupational Therapist*

8. Special Education Teacher*

*These specialists numbers are dependent on school 
population
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First graders singing the Finnish Alphabet Song

MOVIE 1.1 Etela-Hervanta school



A pool table in the student break 
lounge at the Comprehensive 
School in Tampere, Finland.

F. After Finland’s third school shooting incident 
the government enacted:

1. Stricter gun laws

2. The requirement of a full-time psychologist in 
every school.

G. No Individual Education Plans (I.E.P.’s):

1. However, teachers will call for a meeting with 
the special education teacher and if needed the doc-
tors and other specialists at the school to create in-
terventions and modifications for either a unit, 
class, or more than one class.

     a) Parents are not allowed at the meetings

     b) No legal paperwork is completed or required.

2. One of our speakers spent a year teaching in 
America under a Fulbright scholarship.

     a. She believes America’s IEP program focuses 
more on paperwork and wants of the parent (that 
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may be detrimental to the student) over creating ac-
tual interventions and working with the student.

H. No private schools

1. The exception are the international schools for non 
Finnish citizens.

    a. Example - A Department of Defense (DoD) school 
for American military kids.

I. Free Education:

1. All education, even college is free.

2. During an on the street interview with a college 
student, the student believes that the need for schol-
arship money to pay for education is why Americans 
push their children way too hard at very young ages. 
As in teaching them how to read and write at ages 
two and three.
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Besides a pool table, the stu-
dents at the Comprehensive 

school in Finland also enjoy a 
foosball game in their break 

room.



a. He felt that this also kept students more competi-
tive with one another instead of collaborating and 
learning form one another.

b. He also felt that our high cost of college forced stu-
dent to cheat more often.

J. School lunches are free.

1. Students serve themselves.

K. Elementary school is through Grades 1-6.

1. National Curriculum Requires:

      a) Third grade students spend a week camping 
with their teacher.

                   1) No parents.

    b) Third grade students begin English language 
classes.

      c) Fourth grade students begin Swedish language 
classes.

            1) Swedish is the second national language 
and every Finnish must learn the language.

d) Fifth grade students begin their focus foreign lan-
guage.

                 1) This could be a continuation of English.

                2) Or they can take another foreign language

                     a) If there are at least twelve students 
who want to learn a language that is currently not of-
fered at the school, the school will find a qualified, na-
tive speaker.
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Topics range from college sponsored bar hopping parties to Finland 
education and application of knowledge.

MOVIE 1.2 On the street interview: Helsinki, Finland
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The entrance to Ylojarvi Senior High.

GALLERY 1.1 Ylojarvi Senior High, Tampere, Finland



        3) If a student wants, he or she can continue 
with English and another foreign language while still 
taking required Swedish foreign language classes, 
along with Finnish.

L. Junior High School is through grades 7-9.

1. National Curriculum requires:

     a) every student takes industrial arts and home 
economics.

           1) The classes do not meet every day because 
each class is a three hour time slot. This allows for 
time needed to properly complete instruction, project 
work, eating time in Home-Ec, and clean up time.

        b) every ninth grade student is required to spend 
a week outside of school working in a job. This is a 
grade and local companies and restaurants work 
with the schools for placement. This is done the same 
week in each school.    

              1) Students in the At-Risk program will spend 
three weeks at an outside job. These three weeks are 
one week time slots at different times in the year.

                             a) The at-risk program sounded very 
similar to the old WVJobs program at the high 
schools.

        2. Students have the option to spend another 
year in basic education.

                         a) Roughly 1% of students will do this.

                        b) Reasons are not just because of failing   
grades.

                                  1) Students in the At-Risk program 
who are still deciding about their future options.
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The at risk classroom and projects over the year.

MOVIE 1.3 JOPO Etela Hervannan



What happens immedi-
ately after compulsory 

education?  Learning 
about students options af-

ter ninth grade at  Ylojarvi 
High School, Tampere, Fin-

land
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Workshop on Phenomenon Based 
Learning

                             2) Some students 
who are taking three different for-
eign language courses need the ex-
tra time to fulfill the Junior High 
curriculum.

M. Senior High is through 
grades 10-12.

1. Senior High is NOT mandatory:

            a) 6-10% of students do not 
continue their education after 
ninth grade.

2. Senior High has two tracks for 
education:

            a) General Upper Secon-
dary Schools (Senior High)

                           1) Academic Based

                           2) Matriculation 
Exam is required

                  3) Students can gradu-
ate between 2-4 years depending 
on how many electives or classes 
they need to retake.

4) Very few students graduate in 
two years because they, “Miss out 
on the fun senior activities.”

         a) I later learned through an 
on the street interview that 
schools sponsor a bar-hopping ac-
tivity for the seniors to de-stress 
before the matriculation exams. 
Since students start first grade at 
age seven and the drinking age is 
eighteen, third year students are 
old enough to legally drink in Fin-
land.

            b) Vocational Institutions:

           1) These are equivalent to 
the vocational schools in the 
United States like James Ramsey.

       2) Students are not required 
to take the Matriculation Exam.

         3) Older citizens can also go 
to the vocational institutions if 
they want to. career switch.
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An autobody/mechanics classroom 

GALLERY 1.3 Vocational School at Ylojarvi in Tampere.

Nursing and nursing assistant classroom.

GALLERY 1.4 Vocational School at Ylojarvi in Tampere.

Career switchers in the nursing program at the vocational school.

GALLERY 1.2 Vocational School at Ylojarvi in Tampere.



Colorful homes adorn the streets 
of Helsinki, Finland.

        a) I met a female in her early thir-
ties who decided after having an-
other career that she wanted to be a 
nurse, so she was in class at the voca-
tional institute to “pick up’ required 
nursing assistant courses.

3. There is usually a 50/50 percent-
age split of students who attend the 

academic based and vocational based 
schools.

      a) According to one of the Senior 
High teachers, this even split cuts 
down on poor behavior in the aca-
demic based upper secondar y 
schools.
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A little boy enjoying the winter day dur-
ing his fifteen minute break time in 

school.  Helsinki, Finland.

N. Foreign Students and Fin-
nish Language Acquisition:

1) All immigrant students 
spend their first year only tak-
ing courses in Finnish language

and culture.

2) If they need more time, they 
can have up to three years.

a) Rationale:

1) Students can not be success-
ful in a regular classroom if 
they do not

know the language or the cul-
ture.

2) Immersion only works for 
t h e ve r y y o u n g . ( p r o ve n 
through science)

3) They are required to take 
one class for the rest of their 
education in their native

language.

4) The Comprehensive school I 
visited in Tampere has a 30% 
immigration population.

Of our five student representa-
tives and guides, one was from 
Kosovo and the other was from 
Egypt. They both spoke fluent 
Finnish and English.
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O. Teacher Class Schedules:

1. Each 45 minutes is considered one lesson, even if 
it is a 90 minute block class.

2. Based on this formula, the average American 
teacher, teaches 30-35 lessons a week.

3. The average Finnish teacher, teaches between 20 
to 25 lessons per week.

        a) 3-4 45 minute classes or 2 90-minute classes 
a day.

P. Principals:

1. All principals are required to teach at least one 
course a year. (two if it is a semester

course - one per semester.)

2. Principals are mostly in charge of the budget.

3. Principals or vice-principals do not evaluate or ob-
serve teachers. (in fact, teachers do not have an 
evaluation system)
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A high school student finding 
a space in the loft area above 

the cafeteria to work on an 
assignment.



Studying in a small library.  School librar-
ies are small since there is a Finnish law 
requiring public libraries every five kilo-
meters. (3.11 miles).

Q. Teacher College Programs:

1. Finland once had one of the 
worst education systems.

2. The government decided 
changes needed to be made.

3. Two major changes were in 
pedagogy and teacher prepara-
tion programs

a) Pedagogy:

1) Stopped focusing on group 
work for concept learning

2) Started focusing on lecture 
style set up and note-taking for 
concept learning and only 
group work after individual test 
of concept.

3) Group work became applica-
tion of knowledge instead of con-
cept learning.

b) Teacher colleges:

1) Only three colleges for educa-
tion.

a) Comparison: Finland has a 
population of 5.4 million. In the 
Miami Greater area there are 
seven colleges for education - 
all of which have varying re-
quirements - the Miami Greater 
area has a population of 5.5 mil-
lion.

2) Finland colleges only  accept 
the top ten percent of high 
school senior entrance exams.

3) All three colleges follow the 
same curriculum.
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4) Every student must receive a 
Bachelors in a single subject area, 
even

if the student is going to be a pre-
primary or elementary teacher.

5) A Masters in Education is re-
quired with a heavy focus on re-
search.

6) A Masters Thesis is required.

R. Phenomena Based Teaching:

1. Currently an experimental 
based teaching focus for tenth 
grade students.

2. All students take the Belbin 
test to determine team roles. 
http://www.belbin.com

3. Tenth grade teachers look at 
student test results and form stu-
dent groups of up to six

students based on Belbin test out-
come.

4. During a nine week period, the 
students stay in their regular 
class for the first four to
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Home-Economics classroom at 
Etela-Hervanta School, Tampere, 

Finland.

five weeks and learn key concepts via lecture/power 
point - note taking classes.

5. Every Friday the students have a test on key con-
cepts.

6. After the four or five weeks, the students start to 
work in groups and are given their

Phenomena task.

7. The Phenomena task can only be completed using in-
terdisciplinary knowledge.

8. The course schedule is now flexible:

a) Each week after the lecture weeks, a new project is 
given and must be

completed

b) if a team needs more help in their project with the 
math or history or any other subject component,

the team can work with the math teacher or the history 
teacher or the other subject teacher - the teacher

now just works as a facilitator.

c) the team can also not attend any class time and work 
together in one of the break rooms or lounge

areas in the school.
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9. Three key elements on the Research on Motivation 
for Phenomena Based Learning:

a) Autonomy

b) Sense of Belonging

c) Sense of accomplishment/knowing

10. An Example Given:

a) Phenomena: Economy

b) Some of the requirements included for this week’s 
assignment:

1) A live broadcast: It’s the year 2009. The economic 
crisis hasbegun to spread to Europe from the USA. 
Plan and present a

live news broadcast taking place in 2009 in a specific 
country (each team is assigned a different country.)

a) Each team’s broadcast must include the following 
segments:

1)General information: what is the state of your 
country’s economy?

2)How has the situation in the US changed your 
country’s economy?

3) What about unemployment? (plus, a diagram of 
unemployment)

4) A visualisation of the GDP and its development 
over a few decades.

5) Effects on inflation.

6)A Finnish-language expert interview (different sub-
ject for each team).

7) A swedish-language sightseeing-tip video.

c) Some of the requirements for another week’s as-
signment on the Economy Phenomena:

1) Design a game about taxes. Include the following 
themes:
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Questions and Answer session at Etela-hervanta

MOVIE 1.4 Three of our Wise Guides



a)Each team’s game must 

include the following themes:

1) What is public economy?

2) Municipal income and expenditure.

3) What are taxes for?

4) What is the grey market and what 
are its effects on society?

5) Flat tax.

6) The progressive tax system

7) At the end of the week, your team 
will give a sales pitch of the game in 
English.

The idea behind Phenomena based 
teaching is that the students have to 
use knowledge from all subjects to com-
plete the week’s task. It is interdiscipli-
nary and all teachers work together to 
create the tasks and grade the projects.

One More Note:

School buildings are designed to be 
more open with wider spaces and break 
rooms for students to play games or 
just chill on their phone or do school 
work.
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MOVIE 1.5 Lunch time conversation part one

FREE LUNCH
The differing Lunch rituals were obvious from the start.  Before the stu-
dents entered the cafeteria, they stopped at an outside sink and 
washed their hands.  Once inside, they served themselves and sat 
down.  There was no teacher supervision nor cooks visible.  Because 
every student receives a free lunch, nobody needs to keep track of 
who is eating and who is paying.  I was lucky enough to sit down for 
lunch with our three wise guides at the comprehensive school.

GALLERY 1.5 Time to wash up before lunch.

MOVIE 1.6 Lunch time conversation part two



Throughout the journey, I had a chance to muse 
about the importance of understanding both Ameri-
can Education and Finnish Education, along with 
education in other countries.  As someone who has 
had the opportunity to spend a year teaching in 
The United Arab Emirates in the UAE public school 
system, a summer in China, and study Japanese 
Education in Hiroshima, I have a unique perspec-
tive on some educational philosophies of several dif-
ferent countries.	                              

OVER THE BALTIC
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1. Why is it important for the US (public sector, business sector, 
and governmental sector) to know about and learn from how 
other countries educate their students? 
                      The US famously demonizes American teachers and 
the public Educational system; yet, these same entities who 
criticize the most make policies that negatively impact Ameri-
can Education.  To improve the US system, policies for data 

tracking and shallow observations - ones where the administra-
tor sits in the back of the room and types every word said, in-
stead of paying attention to the actual lesson or students, create 
stressful moments. Policy makers need to embed themselves in 
schools of top performing countries and American schools to de-
termine the best approach for reform: reform that is about the 
students not about their pockets or their friends’ pockets.

24
Birds Flying above the broken 
ice along the Baltic Sea.

Questions to Ponder

MOVIE 2.1 Ice Breaking Trip



2. In what areas do you think the U.S. educa-
tional system serves as a model for other 
countries?

                          The United States Educational 
system serves as a model for other countries 
in its extra-curricular activities through ath-
letics, clubs, theatre, band, and etc. Students 
gain valuable lessons in leadership, team-
work, cooperation, and even in building self-
esteem and self-image.  Not all countries pro-

vide a rich diversity of after school activities.  
Some do not offer any.

3. How would an education system similar to 
the Finnish model change the learning cli-
mate in your school?

                    An educational system similar to-
the Finnish model would change the US sys-
tem drastically.  First, the Finnish preschool 
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model teaches values that help students 
navigate through a complicated social 
system while their bodies and brains are 
still developing.  Secondly, the setting of 
the reset button on their brain by giving 
long breaks in between classes with re-
cess areas in and outside the school, 
helps them to absorb information and be 
ready to learn the next round of informa-
tion. Thirdly, the near fifty to fifty split 
between academic senior high schools to 
vocational schools assures students are 
where they belong, instead of forcing all 
students into a college track. As a result, 
some overall discipline issues will be re-
duced.

4. What challenges does the U.S. face in 
developing an education system that 
is more like the Finnish model?

                           The first major challenge 
is mindset.  When changed is mentioned, 
a majority of people will tell why it will 
never work, instead of looking at the pos-
sibilities.  Secondly, financial issues are 
always a promise from not having 
enough to wondering where it disap-
peared.  Schools across our country are 
crumbling and we need to find the mo-
nies to repair the infrastructures of the 

26
Student Artwork  - Ylojarvi 
High School



The Dogs of Finland.  The Finnish love 
their dogs and know how to keep them 

warm on the cold winter days.

buildings and the resources.  Finally, 
the idea that group work should not 
be for concept knowledge building, but 
for application.

5.  What are the differences between 
Finnish students and your stu-
dents? Similarities? 

      One of the main differences would 
be the learning of languages.  In Fin-
land, students learn languages at a 
much younger age - starting in third 
grade.  They are required to learn at 
least two other languages besides 
their mother tongue.  Most students 
will learn three other languages.  Our 
students learn languages much later 
when it is harder to retain.  The simi-
larities have to do with the fact that 
students emotions are the same no 
matter the country.  Plus, cell phones.  
The Finnish students love their cell 
phones.

6. What are the differences between 
Finnish educators and educators at 
your school?

           The biggest differences is that 
all Finnish teachers are required to   
have a B.S. or B.A. in a single subject, 
even if the teacher will be placed in an 
elementary school.  The second major 
difference is the research based Mas-
ters education that focuses on writing 
and completing a Thesis - one that is 
extensive in design, study, and statis-
tics.
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