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Introduction

Year 2021 marked the 100th anniversary of Finnish education: universal compulsory 
education was brought in a century ago, obliging all citizens to obtain a basic level 
of education. While the world today is very different from what it was a hundred 
years ago, building a civilised nation remains the mission of education. Education 
aims for the equality and well-being of individuals and promotes democracy in 
society. Education improves the standard of living and increases satisfaction with 
life. Education also bolsters cultural heritage, which is important for the continuity of 
communities. Education builds a shared value system and a common understanding 
of society and the world, whereas life satisfaction and community spirit translate 
as a feeling of security. We could say that education builds the population’s mental 
herd immunity.

Equality, flexibility and high-quality teacher education have been regarded as the 
strengths of the Finnish education system. Each child has a subjective right to 
participate in early childhood education and care. The purpose of basic education is to 
guarantee all pupils certain fundamental knowledge and skills and, subsequently, both 
general upper secondary education and vocational upper secondary qualifications 
confer eligibility for further studies at a university or university of applied sciences. 
The purpose of free-of-charge education and various forms of support is to give 
everyone equal access to education, regardless of their socio-economic background. 

Promoting equality is one of the key objectives of education evaluation activities 
and focus areas of FINEEC’s ongoing evaluation plan period (2020–2023). Evaluation 
information is used to promote the realisation of equality by seeking answers to 
the following questions:

What is the state of equality and equal opportunities in education in 
Finland?

Which factors enhance or hinder the implementation of equality in 
education?
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1
This publication contains information on equality and participation in education. 
It also aims to build a picture to underpin discussions on education policy and to 
identify areas in need of development. The publication mainly draws on evaluation 
information published by FINEEC in 2019–2021. 

Chapter 1 examines the state of play of equality from three viewpoints at different 
levels of education extending from early childhood education and care to higher 
education and liberal adult education. Chapter 2 looks at the effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic on equality. Chapter 3 gives a summary of the previous chapters and 
takes a look at the future. Chapter 4 contains recommendations based on the 
evaluations for promoting equality in education. Chapter 5 focuses on the concepts 
used in this publication. 



1 
What is the state of 
equality and equal 
opportunities in 

education in Finland?
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In this Chapter, we discuss the state of play of equality and equal opportunities 
in education in the light of FINEEC’s evaluation information from the following 
perspectives: 

Differentiation of competence

Equal opportunities

Accessibility of education and learners’ participation

iStock Photo
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1.1 Differentiation of competence

 ○ Basic education successfully ensures equality at the national level. 
The levels of basic education pupils’ skills are similar in different 
parts of Finland, and the pupil’s linguistic background or gender, the 
educational institution’s language of instruction and the municipality 
group only explain a small proportion of the differences. 

 ○ Learning gaps between individuals are large. Basic education is 
not always able to bridge the learning gaps related to pupils’ home 
backgrounds, and these differences persist as pupils move on to upper 
secondary education.

 ○ Inequalities related to the economy, demographic structure and 
welfare between and within regions have increased in the past few 
years, and they also have an impact on educational institutions. 
Especially in the largest cities, there are differences between basic 
education pupils’ average skills.

 ○ In the future, the impacts of reforms in early childhood education and 
care may become visible in basic education pupils’ learning and skills. 

iStock Photo
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It is hoped that high-quality early childhood education and 
care and flexible education in grades 1 and 2 will balance 
the impact of children’s different starting points

It is hoped that participation in high-quality early childhood education and care 
(ECEC) will balance learning differences arising from children’s family backgrounds. 
The ideal aimed for in Finnish early childhood education and care policies has been 
freedom of choice. In reality, families’ choices are limited by such issues as different 
types of support provided by municipalities, availability of services, families’ starting 
points and factors related to working life and, consequently, even similar ECEC 
paths may result from a wide range of different reasons. In addition, there are 
many different options for ECEC and childcare, and dozens of different paths stem 
from these choices. In fact, children’s ECEC paths do not have a straightforward 
connection with their knowledge and skills as they start grade 1. It appears, however, 
that full-time early childhood education and care is particularly beneficial for those 
children who have several factors predicting a low level of knowledge and skills, for 
example learning difficulties of close family members. Support measures received in 
ECEC also seem to benefit children, as the mathematics and mother tongue skills 
of many pupils who have received intensified support are at or above the average 
level at the beginning of grade 1. (Ukkola et al. 2020.) 

Many types of reforms have been carried out in early childhood education and care 
in recent years, and others are currently underway. A new Act on Early Childhood 
Education and Care entered into force in 2015, and the National Core Curriculum for 
Early Childhood Education and Care was introduced as a normative document in 2016. 
Efforts to develop the evaluation of ECEC quality and the experiments of free early 
childhood education and care for 5-year-olds and two-year pre-primary education 
will provide important information about the early childhood education and care 
system. The objective of these experiments, in which early childhood education 
and care is provided free of charge for 5-year-olds and pre-primary education is 
extended to two years, is to improve equality in education. Their aims also include 
improving the quality of ECEC and pre-primary education and creating a clearer 
continuum between ECEC, pre-primary education and grades 1 and 2. Changes have 
also been made in the personnel structures of early childhood education and care. 
The aim of developing the coherence and flexibility of pre-primary education and 
education in grades 1 and 2 to promote the learning of basic skills in the early 
years is included in the Government Programme (Government 2019). We can also 
expect to see the impacts of these reforms, experiments and measures in future 
evaluations of education in grades 1 and 2.
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Pupils’ skills in basic education are at the same 
level in different parts of Finland

From the national perspective, Finnish basic education has a good track record in 
ensuring equality. The levels of pupils’ skills are similar in schools in different parts 
of the country, and the pupil’s gender, the language of instruction used by the 
educational institution and the municipality group only explain a small proportion 
of the differences in skills at the beginning and end of basic education. Individual 
variations in the pupils’ skills at the beginning of comprehensive school are already 
large, however, and there are also major differences at the beginning of grade 3, at 
the transition point between grades 6 and 7, and at the end of grade 9. (Härmälä et 
al. 2019; Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020; Metsämuuronen & Nousiainen 2021; Ukkola 
& Metsämuuronen 2019; 2021; Åkerlund et al. 2019.) 

Factors that influence differences in pupils’ skills include their attitudes and 
motivation, their plans for further studies, and their families’ different educational, 
economic and socio-cultural resources. Proficiency in the school’s language of 
instruction also affects skills, or at least the possibilities of demonstrating knowledge 
in different subjects: the level of mathematics and mother tongue skills of pupils 
studying Finnish or Swedish as a second language has repeatedly been lower than 
that of other pupils (Julin & Rautopuro 2015; Metsämuuronen & Nousiainen 2021; 
Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; 2021).

While national differences in pupils’ skills between the Regional State Administrative 
Agency areas are minor, regional variations are greater among Swedish-speaking 
schools. The differences are evident in the mother tongue syllabus svenska och 
litteratur (Hellgren & Marjanen 2020) and the syllabus in A-finska (A syllabus in 
Finnish) (Åkerlund et al. 2019). These results are influenced by such factors as the 
proportion of Swedish-speaking population in the municipality.

Girls’ and boys’ skills only differ in mother tongue 

Learning outcomes should not depend on the pupil’s gender. Basic education is well 
placed to achieve this goal, as the levels of girls’ and boys’ skills in both mathematics 
and mother tongue are similar at the beginning of grade 1 (Figure 1) (Ukkola & 
Metsämuuronen 2019). By the time the pupils begin grade 3, no differences have 
emerged in mathematics skills, but girls are slightly ahead of boys in their mother 
tongue skills. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.) 
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FIGURE 1. Distributions of skills between girls and boys at the beginning of grade 1  
(N = 7,770). (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019) 

In mathematics and English, gender differences have been minor in grades 7 to 9 
(Härmälä & Marjanen 2019; Julin & Rautopuro 2015; Metsämuuronen & Nousiainen 
2021). However, gender differences in skills have repeatedly been observed in mother 
tongue assessments in grade 9 (Harjunen & Rautopuro 2015; Hellgren & Marjanen 
2020; Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020). These differences are also visible at school 
level: in mother tongue assessments in grade 9, boys only scored higher than girls 
in two schools (Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020). 

Gender is not a key factor behind differences in skills.

At the beginning and end of education in grades 1 and 2, gender only explains half 
a per cent of the difference in knowledge and skills, and individual variations are 
large among both girls and boys. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; 2021). There may 
also be differences between girls’ and boys’ response techniques and motivation. 
Rather than from all boys having poor skills, the differences between the averages 
consequently stem from the fact that there are more boys than girls demonstrating 
poor skills. We should indeed remember that there are also many girls in Finnish 
schools whose skills give cause for concern. Education can contribute to reinforcing 
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development towards gender inequalities, for example through schools’ practices, 
modes of interaction, language use or gender stereotypes created by learning 
materials, which may results in segregated structures and also affect individuals’ 
possibilities. (Saarinen et al. 2021a.) It is important to encounter and treat pupils 
as individuals – not as representatives of their gender.

Differences in skills between schools grow during basic education

The foundation of the Finnish welfare society is comprehensive schools offered 
as a local service, which guarantee equal opportunities for learning for all pupils 
regardless of their background. However, there are differences in the average skills 
levels between schools. The school they attend usually explains between 6% and 8% 
of the pupils’ skills (e.g. Harjunen & Rautopuro 2014; Julin & Rautopuro 2015). At the 
beginning of comprehensive school, pupils’ skills are at a similar level in different 
parts of the country, and there is little or no difference in the average skills levels 
between schools. Rather than having been selected to schools based on their skills, 
new pupils’ skills vary in each school. (Ukkola et al. 2020). After the first two years 
of school, pupils’ skills are close to the national average of 500 points in most 
schools (Figure 2), but the difference between the schools with the poorest and 
best average skills has grown since the beginning of grade 1, and the proportion of 
this difference that is explained by the school has gone up from 6% to 11% (Ukkola 
& Metsämuuronen 2021). In grade 9, there are differences in the average level of 
mother tongue skills between schools, and a similar proportion of this difference is 
explained by the school as at the beginning of grade 3 (Kauppinen & Marjanen 2019). 
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FIGURE 2. Average total score for skills by school at the beginning of grade 3 (N=274) 
(Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021) 
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The variation in pupils’ skill levels between schools is associated with general regional 
development. Social, educational and economic disadvantage can cumulate in entire 
residential areas that coincide with school enrollment areas. The residential area 
and the school enrollment area also affect the hobbies available for the pupils, 
for example, and the people they meet in their daily lives. The influence of the 
surroundings and the divergence of education paths are consequently visible in 
education, both at individual and school level. In small municipalities an entire age 
cohort may attend the same school and even be in the same class. In large cities 
families have more choice regarding schools and groups for instruction with a certain 
emphasis. This is why differences between schools emerge specifically in cities. From 
an international perspective, however, the differences between schools remain rather 
moderate in Finland. In order to reduce the differences between schools, a working 
group appointed by the Ministry of Education and Culture proposed in September 
2021 that an appropriation for educational equality granted to education providers 
be made a permanent feature in the state aid system (Ministry of Education and 
Culture 2021). Equality funding will be targeted at areas where socio-economic 
factors can have a negative impact on learning outcomes.

The skills and attitudes of pupils aiming for vocational 
education and training and upper secondary school diverge

There appears to be a relatively sharp division in the pupils’ skills in grade 9, as 
pupils with the best skills mainly aim for general upper secondary education, while 
those with the poorest skills opt for vocational education and training (Figure 3). 
This trend is visible in both Finnish and Swedish schools. The attitudes of pupils who 
aim for general upper secondary school and those opting for vocational education 
and training have also differentiated: the latter group has clearly more negative 
attitudes towards studying mother tongue than the former. (Harjunen et al. 2018; 
Hellgren et al. 2021; Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020.) A corresponding divergence of 
skills and attitudes can also be seen in mathematics (Metsämuuronen & Tuohilampi 
2017), and a similar difference can already be seen at the beginning of grade 7 in 
English (Härmälä et al. 2018).
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FIGURE 3. Shares of pupils aiming for vocational education and training and general 
upper secondary education in skills quintiles of a mother tongue assessment in grade 9. 
(Harjunen et al. 2019) 

Constancy has also been observed in the level of skills. The skills level in mother 
tongue at the end of basic education predicts success in the matriculation 
examination mother tongue test (Harjunen et al. 2018; Hellgren et al. 2021.) While 
the skills levels in mathematics already start diverging in the first few years at school 
(Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021), a particularly 
clear disparity can be observed in grade 9 of basic education and in general upper 
secondary education (Metsämuuronen & Tuohilampi 2017). Another indication of 
this constancy is that the diverging academic success of general upper secondary 
school students in their studies and matriculation examination is explained by the 
underlying difference in their initial levels rather than by the distribution of lesson 
hours they have chosen. The general upper secondary school students who had 
tried the new distribution of lesson hours system had higher final grades at the end 
of basic education than others, and they also continued to have better academic 
success than others in general upper secondary school. (Kamppi et al. 2021.) It has 
also been observed that in vocational education and training, students’ skills in 
mathematics may remain at the level they had achieved in grade 9 or even decline 
(Metsämuuronen & Salonen 2017). 
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Children of highly educated guardians get a 
head start on their education path

In international comparisons, a strong link between pupils’ socio-economic background 
and their skills has not been observed in Finland. Inequality has increased since 
2012, however, and the differences in Finnish pupils’ skills examined in the light of 
their socio-economic backgrounds are currently close to the OECD average. The 
guardians’ education indicates several factors affecting children’s school attendance, 
including appreciation of education (e.g. Ukkola et al. 2020). 

The pupil’s home background is already visible in their 
average skills level at the beginning of grade 1.

At the beginning of comprehensive school, children whose guardians had a university 
education were more than a year ahead in mathematics and mother tongue skills of 
children whose guardians had completed at most vocational education and training 
(Ukkola et al. 2020.) The correlation between pupils’ home backgrounds and skills 
is still visible in grade 9 (e.g. Hellgren & Marjanen 2020; Julin & Rautopuro 2016; 
Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020; Metsämuuronen 2017) and in general upper secondary 
school (Kamppi et al. 2021). 

Assessments of learning outcomes indicate that basic education is not always able 
to bridge the gap in skills stemming from the pupils’ home backgrounds. A group 
of pupils with major gaps in their literacy and numeracy skills and in understanding 
the school’s language of instruction move on from basic education to the upper 
secondary level (Julin & Rautopuro 2016; Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020; Kuukka & 
Metsämuuronen 2016). At the level of the Finnish education system, this affects 
especially vocational education and training and VET students’ growing needs 
for support. Educational background also tends to be passed on to the next 
generation: the children of highly educated guardians apply for a place in general 
upper secondary schools (e.g. Julin & Rautopuro 2015; Ristikari 2018) and are 
admitted to the educational institution of their first choice (Ristikari 2018) more 
often than the children of guardians with a low level of education. The children of 
highly educated guardians are also more likely to be admitted to higher education 
institutions, especially universities, than the children of parents who have a low 
level of education (Kamppi et al. 2021; Nori et al. 2021).
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There are differences in the grades of vocational undergraduate 
qualifications between education providers

In the vocational upper secondary qualification in logistics, there is a lot of variation 
in the grades of both vocational qualification units and common units between the 
training providers. There are hardly any differences between the regions. There are 
small gender differences in the grades of the qualification units. For both women 
and men, the most common grade was good (4). In the parts of the common units, 
on the other hand, the proportion of women praised was double that of men. There 
were no major differences in the grades of Finnish- and Swedish-speaking students 
in the vocational qualification units, but the grades of non-Finnish-speaking students 
were lower than those of Finnish- and Swedish-speaking students. There are no 
major differences in the grade distributions of the parts of the common units 
between students who spoke different mother tongues. (Hakamäki-Stylman 2021.)

The skills of social and health care students are very good as measured by the 
grades of the vocational qualification units and common units. The most common 
grade in the vocational qualification units was excellent (5) and in the common 
parts of the degree a good (4). There were some differences in the grades according 
to the age, gender and education providers of the students. The age groups of at 
least 35 received significantly higher grades in both the vocational and common 
units than the age groups under 35. The grades of women were slightly higher than 
those of men in both the vocational and especially the common units. For both 
women and men, the most common grade in the vocational qualification units was 
excellent. In contrast, in the common units, the most common grade was good (4) 
for women and good (3) for men. There were also differences in grades between 
education providers, but not between regions. According to the students’ mother 
tongue, there were few differences in grades. For all language groups, the most 
common grade in the vocational qualification units was excellent and good in the 
common units . (Kilpeläinen 2021.)

Varying level of competence and heterogeneity of groups increase the 
need for guidance and support services in education for immigrants

According to education providers and teachers, the majority of students in literacy 
training for immigrants, basic education for adults and vocational education and 
training attend programmes that correspond to their skills and objectives (Hievanen 
et al. 2020). Despite this, teachers find that their teaching groups consist of students 
with very different levels of skills. In particular, the vaguely specified target group 
for literacy training is likely to explain part of the heterogeneous nature of teaching 
groups. It is in many ways challenging to have young students who progress rapidly 
and older people with emergent literacy skills for whom studying is a completely 
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new experience in the same teaching group. In everyday life, this creates a need 
for increasing the number of teaching and guidance staff and developing their 
competence.

Teachers report that most students in literacy training for immigrants organised as 
liberal adult education achieve an adequate Finnish language proficiency to cope 
with everyday life or to continue in integration training, but the capabilities needed 
for basic education for adults are rarely reached. In basic education for adults, 68% 
of teachers found that the students achieve a sufficient level of knowledge and 
skills for moving on to vocational studies fairly often, often or always, whereas 
22% felt that this happens fairly rarely, rarely or never (Figure 4).
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FIGURE 4. Teachers’ assessment of students’ skills development in basic education for 
adults (N = 192–193). (Hievanen et al. 2020).

The challenges related to basic skills faced by students with a migrant background 
persist in vocational education and training. Some students with a migrant background 
do not have sufficient Finnish or Swedish language proficiency to cope with studies, 
the world of work and everyday life. Some have poor study skills at the beginning 
of their studies. Students with a migrant background often need a great deal of 
support in their studies, especially in common units. (Hievanen et al. 2020.) 
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1.2 Equality of opportunities

 ○ There are major variations in interpretations of the objectives set 
down in the National Core Curricula for Early Childhood Education and 
Care and for Basic Education, and of the way in which they should be 
implemented. Different interpretations and contents lead to practices 
that vary from region to region. 

 ○ The number of learners requiring different support measures 
is increasing at all levels of education. There are disparities in 
identification of support needs, delivery of support measures and 
continuity of support. 

 ○ Some of learners’ support needs result from insufficient proficiency in 
the school’s or educational institution’s language of instruction and 
their inadequate study skills. These shortcomings can be seen at all 
levels of education.

 ○ The situations in municipalities and regions are diverging, which 
affects the needs to develop teaching and the educational institution 
network. 

iStock Photo
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The National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood 
Education and Care is implemented in varied ways

The National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood Education and Care was inaugurated 
in 2016. Its purpose is to guarantee early childhood education and care of a 
consistent quality. However, it was introduced more successfully in some parts of 
Finland than in others. The introduction of the core curriculum was more successful 
in urban municipalities than in rural and densely populated ones. In rural and 
densely populated municipalities, problems emerged due to the fact that training 
related to the core curriculum introduction was often provided far away, and finding 
substitutes was difficult. (Repo et al. 2018.)

The content-related objectives of the National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood 
Education and Care are not reached everywhere as set out in the curriculum 
document. While the content-related objectives set for ECEC are mainly achieved 
well in a large proportion of day-care centres, they are realised poorly in some. The 
qualitative content of children’s personal early childhood education plans also vary, 
and they are not always consistent with the spirit of the Act on Early Childhood 
Education and Care and the National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood Education 
and Care. Local early childhood education and care plans do not always adequately 
describe how the activities are organised to support the child’s development and 
learning. Instead, they focus on describing the children and their goals, which is 
not their purpose. (Repo et al. 2018; Repo et al. 2019.)

Uniform evaluation tools will make it possible to develop 
ECEC quality consistently across Finland.

To ensure early childhood education and care of a consistent quality, FINEEC is 
developing an ECEC quality assessment system. As part of this development work, 
FINEEC has piloted ECEC quality assessment tools to boost information production 
on the quality of early childhood education and care received by children, including 
interaction, pedagogy and the contents of the activities. (Harkoma et al. 2021.)

Shortage of ECEC professionals affects 
pedagogy, support and management

In 2018, a provision was included in the Act on Early Childhood Education and 
Care under which by 2030, two thirds of the staff in a day-care centre must be 
teachers in early childhood education and care or Bachelors of Social Services 
with a qualification in early childhood education and care. Until 2030, one third of 
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the staff must represent these two professional groups. Children’s access to early 
childhood education and care and pre-primary education delivered by qualified 
teachers varies, however, as many ECEC and pre-primary education groups do not 
have a qualified teacher. In particular, there is a shortage of qualified teachers in 
early childhood education and care and staff substitutes in the Helsinki Metropolitan 
Area, growth centres and small municipalities, and thousands of ECEC posts and 
roles are constantly vacant throughout Finland. The lack of qualified staff affects 
ECEC management (Siippainen et al. 2021) and, for example, pedagogy, everyday 
activities, identification of support needs and implementation of support measures 
and, consequently, ECEC quality and the coping, well-being and commitment of 
staff (Repo et al. 2018). The fact that the provision on personnel structure refers 
to the day-care centre as a whole also creates inequality between children (Act on 
Early Childhood Education and Care 540/2018). Consequently, all child groups even 
in the same day-care centre may not have the same personnel structure.

Support needs are not identified equally in 
ECEC and pre-primary education

There are major individual variations in the skills of new pupils when they start 
school. At the beginning of grade 1, most pupils read words fairly fluently and have a 
basic understanding of quantities and numbers, or at least very good starting points 
for developing their literacy and numeracy skills. Many pupils with very inadequate 
mathematics or mother tongue skills also start grade 1, however. Nevertheless, many 
of the pupils who demonstrate the poorest skills at the beginning of their education 
path have not been issued with a decision on intensified or special support. This 
raises questions of whether children’s needs for support are recognised equally in 
early childhood education and care and pre-primary education, or whether there 
are shortcomings in the transfer of information and the continuity of support 
measures between early childhood education and care, pre-primary education and 
education in grades 1 and 2. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; Ukkola et al. 2020.) 

The Act on Early Childhood Education and Care (540/2018) contains no provisions 
on the structure of support provided for children or the organisation of support, 
and the support received by children may have varied. This situation is about to 
change, however, as the Government proposed in September 2021 that provisions 
on children’s right to three-tiered support, the delivery of support, evaluation of 
the need for support, forms of support and support services be included in this 
Act (HE 148/2021 VP).
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Neighbourhood school or the nearest school?

Finnish children enjoy the most equal opportunities to participate in instruction in 
the world. The principle of the neighbourhood school is an important cornerstone 
of basic education. Under the Basic Education Act (628/1998), the local authority 
shall assign to a child a neighbourhood school or some other appropriate place 
where education is given in his or her native language in which the local authority 
is obliged to provide education. The pupil is subject to compulsory education 
regardless of the language they speak, however, which is why the municipality can 
also direct them to some other school rather than the nearest one. The guardians’ 
wishes are taken into account in this situation. 

Up to 93% of pupils start comprehensive school in a 
neighbourhood school assigned to them by the municipality.

The number of pupils attending their neighbourhood school decreases somewhat 
during the first two years of school. Instruction with a certain emphasis often starts 
in grade 3, and in addition to studying in a special class or a certain language choice, 
guardians report this as the most common reason for the child not starting grade 
3 in their neighbourhood school. Another common reason for making this choice 
is that the neighbourhood school is not, in fact, geographically the closest one, for 
example because of municipal boundaries. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.) However, 
the school choice is partly a hidden phenomenon, as guardians often choose their 
place of residence before the child starts comprehensive school (Vilkama & Bernelius 
2019). This makes it difficult to determine the scale of the phenomenon and the 
impacts that school choice has on the kind of pupils schools attract.

School choice is also an indication of municipalities’ different resources and the 
school networks maintained by them. For more than 94% of pupils in education 
in grades 1 and 2, the school commute takes less than half an hour, and for 57% it 
takes no more than 15 minutes, whereas a small group of pupils take more than an 
hour to travel to school in each direction. A school commute longer than half an 
hour is an indication of school choice: as few as slightly over 5% of the pupils who 
started grade 3 in their neighbourhood school have a school commute of more 
than half an hour, while 14% of those who started grade 3 in a school other than 
their neighbourhood school face a commute of this length. The lengths of school 
commutes also reflect regional differences in school networks: at least one third of 
grade 3 pupils appear to have at minimum two alternative schools within a 15-minute 
commute from their home; on the other hand, it takes some grade 3 pupils more 
than an hour to reach even their nearest school. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021). 
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Education and jobs keep the areas populated and vibrant

The Finnish education system was built on the idea of a nationwide school network, 
at the centre of which are small local comprehensive schools, general upper 
secondary schools, vocational institutions and a decentralised network of higher 
education institutions. A global trend of urbanisation has continued for a long 
time, however, and centralisation and cutbacks are taking place simultaneously at 
many regional levels: people move from sparsely populated rural areas to villages 
and urban agglomerations, from agglomerations to towns, and from small towns 
to growth centres. At the same time, the municipalities’ service networks have 
been adapted in response to the demographic development. Schools have been 
closed down and amalgamated due to the decreasing number of children and, for 
example, repair backlog of school buildings. The number of comprehensive schools 
has consequently declined by more than one third since 2005, and the number of 
schools for grades 1 to 6 has been cut back by almost one half in the same period. 
The greatest decline has been seen in the number of small schools with fewer than 
50 pupils. There has also been a clear reduction in the number of schools with 
less than 100 pupils, whereas the number of schools with more than 500 pupils 
has increased, and there is an increasing number of schools with more than 1,000 
pupils. (Statistics Finland 2021a.) The centralisation of the school network can 
also be seen in longitudinal evaluations as the amalgamation and closing down 
of schools included in previous samples (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; 2021). 

In the light of many indicators, people appear to enjoy the best levels of well-being 
close to growth centres. For example, the employment rate, income level and voting 
rate are higher in these areas than elsewhere in Finland (Statistics Finland 2021a). 
The peri-urban areas around large cities benefit from the city’s strong labour market 
and such services as higher education institutions. Well-being can also be linked to 
skills: while the pupils’ skills levels have been similar around Finland, the average 
level has been higher in urban and densely populated municipalities than in rural 
ones. Internal variations within the regions are great, however, and differences 
can be seen especially within the largest cities. (Härmälä et al. 2019; Kauppinen & 
Marjanen 2020; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.) 

As the provision of social welfare and health care services is transferred to the 
counties, providing education and training will remain the most important task 
shouldered by municipalities. Examples of factors that influence municipalities’ 
operating capacity, vitality and attraction are their population and population 
density, the age and educational structure of the population, companies and services 
operating in the municipality, the employment rate, a sufficiently extensive school 
network and smooth, fast and effective transport connections. If the situation of 
one of these factors deteriorates and, for example, services are cut, this often also 
affects other factors. As the impacts of negative factors accumulate, the region 
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loses attraction. The diminishing trend also extends to schools and is, for example, 
evident in principals’ concerns over the staff’s well-being, commitment to work 
and coping under a threat of school closure (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021). The 
uncertainty of the school’s status may cause not only the staff but also families to 
move out. In fact, schools can play an essential role in keeping residents in different 
regions of Finland and determining their population structure. 

A thriving school and its staff can be the heart of an area.

The number of children aged under 18 will decrease by 100,000 in the next decade 
(Statistics Finland 2021a), and municipalities must take this trend seriously. Pupils 
will face longer school commutes as the school network is cut back. While the 
length of the school commute has not been linked to pupils’ skills (e.g. Härmälä 
et al. 2019; Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020), the municipalities will have to carefully 
weigh the impacts that cutting back on the school network may have on the area’s 
attraction. School commutes are a factor in the well-being of children and young 
people and smooth everyday lives of families. It is important to continue monitoring 
the development of the school network and its link to pupils’ skills as well as 
well-being and cultural rights also in the future. This is why a FINEEC evaluation 
in 2021–2022 will produce information on the impacts of comprehensive school 
closures and issue recommendations aiming to promote the cultural and social 
rights of children and young people and to strengthen the vitality of the regions.

Different interpretations of National Core Curriculum 
contents lead to regional variety in practices

The purpose of the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education is to ensure the 
consistent quality of teaching and assessment. All municipalities and schools 
providing basic education must have a local curriculum, which is the basis of their 
instruction and education. The latest core curriculum document was introduced 
in 2016. As a whole, the preparation and introduction of local curricula has been 
successful at the municipal level. Especially in basic education, however, the scope 
and complexity of the core curriculum document meant challenges for local staff. 
Local interpretations and understanding of the objectives set out in the curriculum 
and the way in which they should be achieved vary. (Venäläinen et al. 2020.) 

Pre-primary and basic education actors estimate that the National Core 
Curriculum plays an important role in realising equality in education.
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The varying interpretations also affect assessment. Especially in basic education, 
the assessment principles set down by education providers in local curricula have 
had clear development needs from the perspective of the equality and fairness of 
assessment. Indications of assessment practices of knowledge and skills in various 
subjects that violate the Finnish National Agency for Education’s instructions have 
been found in local curricula (2014). (Atjonen et al. 2019.) The consistency of local 
interpretations could have promoted by more active and clear guidance and support 
during the local curriculum process (Venäläinen et al. 2020). 

The clarity and systematic nature of national level instructions support uniform 
interpretations. Basic education providers consequently call for systematic and 
confident guidance. For example, clear guidelines should already be provided as 
the core curriculum is being introduced. (Saarinen et al. 2021b). Clear instructions 
would also support assessment: basic education teachers’ wishes concerning the 
development of assessment criteria focused on clarifying them and safeguarding 
more uniform grading in different schools. Teachers in general upper secondary 
schools, on the other hand, obviously disagreed about whether similar criteria as 
in comprehensive schools should be provided for awarding grade 8, for example. 
(Atjonen et al. 2019)

A methodical and sustained approach was also considered important: as governments 
change, so do their key projects, which means that previous development priorities 
are often forgotten. This short-term nature of the work prevents systematic 
development, as the reforms cannot be implemented and the objectives achieved 
during a single government term. Uniform policies are called for at both the 
national and local level. (Saarinen et al. 2021b). A lack of policies may have an 
impact on the development of knowledge and skills and, consequently, on pupils’ 
future opportunities.

Inconsistent assessment practices affect 
opportunities for further studies 

Despite the assessment guidelines and criteria in the National Core Curriculum 
for Basic Education, the grades given by different educational institutions are 
not consistent (e.g. Hellgren & Marjanen 2020; Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020; 
Metsämuuronen 2017). Dissimilar assessment practices result in inequalities 
between pupils, as three or even four different final grades can be awarded for a 
similar level of knowledge and skills (Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020; Metsämuuronen 
2017). The assessment criteria in basic education vary by the school’s size, 
subjects, teachers’ experience and different year grades. (Atjonen et al. 2019). The 
grades received by pupils studying Finnish as a second language do not always 
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correspond to their skills, and even a good grade in Finnish is not necessarily 
enough to cope with upper secondary level studies (Kuukka & Metsämuuronen 
2016). (Atjonen et al. 2019).

In particular, assessment creates challenges at the transitions points of education. 
Basic education and general upper secondary teachers disagree on whether the 
pupils’ grade 9 grades aptly reflect their knowledge and skills. (Atjonen et al. 2019). 
Grades and grade averages determine pupils’ access to further studies, which is 
why equal and fair assessment is particularly important at the transition points. 
Inconsistent assessment may affect the smooth progress of a pupil’s studies. Too 
low a grade can prevent access to the pupil’s dream occupation and thus reduce 
motivation for pursuing education. An excessively high grade gives the pupil an 
opportunity to continue their studies and the educational institution is able to 
send them on along their education path. However, too high a grade may also mean 
that the pupil ends up in a field of study that is too difficult or inappropriate for 
them and fails to make progress in their studies. 

The challenges of identifying and assessing skills are also evident on immigrants’ 
education paths (Hievanen et al. 2020). In literacy training for immigrants, for 
example, a lack national materials for testing skills, assessment criteria and 
assessment tools hampers initial level assessment carried out in educational 
institutions. (Hievanen et al. 2020.) The level of knowledge and skills aimed for 
in the early stages of basic education for adults remains unclear for educational 
institutions, and the students’ skills levels are not always assessed before they 
are allowed to progress to the final stage. This makes it impossible to ensure that 
the student is able to manage the more theoretical curriculum contents after the 
initial stage. After basic education, the effects of inconsistency in assessment 
can be seen in vocational education and training. Key needs to develop teachers’ 
competence are related to language aware teaching, multiculturalism, competence 
related to special needs education and improving assessment competence. There 
is a shortage of teaching materials, and preparing them takes up the teaching 
and guidance personnel’s working time that should be spent on guiding students. 
(Hievanen et al. 2020.)

In the wake of these evaluations and the recommendations issued in connection 
with them, the Finnish National Agency for Education has added detail to the 
sections dealing with assessment in the National Core Curricula for Basic Education 
and Basic Education for Adults. This additional detail included criteria for awarding 
grades 5, 7 and 9 in all subjects, and more specific criteria for grade 8. The revised 
criteria were introduced in schools on 1 August 2021, and grade 9 pupils’ final grades 
relying on them will be awarded for the first time in spring 2022. Future assessments 
of learning outcomes will show if the new criteria result in more consistent grades 
based on the pupils’ knowledge and skills.
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Common policies and operating models are needed for the 
transition point between basic and upper secondary education 

Those studying in basic education and transition point education for the upper 
secondary level1 face more challenges in their career planning skills, including 
setting targets for and making decisions on further studies, than students who 
have started in upper secondary education. (Goman et al. 2020.)

Students come to these education programmes with different backgrounds and 
capabilities, and their needs related to further studies are diverse. Some need 
more coaching, guidance and support for their well-being, while others can achieve 
sufficient capabilities for further studies even before completing the preparatory 
education. However, a personal study plan or competence development plan is 
not prepared for all students. It is important to start investigating the students’ 
needs adequately at the beginning of their studies, making it possible to provide 
appropriate guidance that meets their needs. A more systematic approach is also 
needed at the education system level. Common education provider level operating 
models and policies are needed in both basic and upper secondary education for 
evaluating and developing guidance and other activities at transition points (Goman 
et al. 2020). 

Education programmes at the transition point between basic and upper secondary 
education will be harmonised with the launch of preparatory education for 
programmes leading to an upper secondary qualification (TUVA) at the beginning 
of the 2022–2023 term. These education programmes combine voluntary additional 
basic education, preparatory education for general upper secondary (LUVA) and 
preparatory education for vocational education and training (VALMA). The Finnish 
National Agency for Education will define a common core curriculum for preparatory 
education for programmes leading to an upper secondary qualification.

Small municipalities and urban areas face different 
challenges related to upper secondary education

The school network and the locations of educational institutions also play a role 
when pupils apply for upper secondary level study places. More than 80% of pupils 
find that the educational institution’s location affects their plans to apply for a 
place in upper secondary education (Goman et al. 2020.) Guided by their personal 
objectives and interests, young people can choose any study programme in upper 
secondary level institutions after completing basic education. In practice, however, 

1 In voluntary additional basic education (grade 10), preparatory education for vocational education and training 
(VALMA), preparatory education for general upper secondary (LUVA) or long study programmes in liberal adult 
education provided by folk high schools
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their possibilities are guided and limited by their place of residence and their basic 
education certificate. Competition is tough, especially for places in the most popular 
programmes in the largest cities – and sometimes unfair from an individual’s point 
of view: as applicants compete for the same places in upper secondary education, 
their grades awarded by different educational institutions and not consistent (e.g. 
Kauppinen & Marjanen 2020; Metsämuuronen 2017).

In regional centres and large cities, at least one out of five, or up to almost one 
half, of upper secondary school students typically come from other municipalities 
(Vipunen 2021). For small municipalities a modern general upper secondary school 
building, various development projects (Kamppi et al. 2021) and the benefits offered 
by the upper secondary school, including learning materials, driving school and a 
computer, have been pull factors that have attracted new students from outside 
the municipality. The upper secondary school may fully depend on these students 
from other localities for its vitality if the municipality itself does not have enough 
students. Upper secondary education is an important pull factor for the municipality 
as a whole, which is why investment in attracting students pays off. However, the 
extension of compulsory education has meant that small municipalities have lost 
some of this advantage as general upper secondary education has become free 
for all. They may have to develop new pull factors to continue providing general 
upper secondary education. 

In some cities, centralised general upper secondary education has led to a situation 
where local applicants can no longer get a place in their neighbourhood school. 
When a general upper secondary school becomes more popular, it attracts applicants 
from neighbouring municipalities, which may bring the grade average needed for 
admission so high that even good skills in academic subjects (grade 8) are not 
enough to gain admission (Vipunen 2021). A similar situation may be seen regarding 
the most popular choices in vocational education and training. However, most 
young people are still offered a place in the educational institution of their first 
choice Ristikari et al. 2018).



29

The number of learners in need of support is increasing at all levels 
of education – more special pedagogy professionals needed

The number of children and learners in need of different support measures in early 
childhood education and care is increasing, and according to Statistics Finland (2021), 
the number of basic education pupils needing support has grown continuously in 
the 2000s (Figure 5). The impacts of this situation affect the learner’s entire future 
education path. 

Three-tiered support was introduced in basic education in 2011. In that year, 
intensified support was introduced as a new tier, which initially somewhat reduced 
the need for special support. Since 2011, the number of pupils receiving intensified 
support has increased continuously, and the number of those in need of special 
support has again been growing since 2014. Not enough qualified special needs 
teachers are available to meet this need, as hundreds of roles for specialist pedagogy 
professionals are constantly vacant at different levels of education and across 
Finland. As few as 23% of teachers of grade 3 pupils found that the support they 
receive from a special needs teacher is sufficient (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021).
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The new Act on Compulsory Education (vn 1214/2020), which entered into force in 
August 2021, will also increase the number of students needing different support 
measures at the upper secondary level and in education programmes at the transition 
point between basic and upper secondary education. Under the Act on Compulsory 
Education, pupils may continue studying at comprehensive school until they turn 
17, after which they must move on to education for programmes leading to an 
upper secondary qualification or basic education for adults. Students who turn 
17 before completing the basic education syllabus are in a vulnerable position in 
this transition, and it is important to ensure that the support measures continue. 

The number of foreign-language students will increase, especially in basic 
education and vocational education and training. 

The proportion of foreign-language speakers2 has increased significantly in the last 
few decades (Figure 6). The foreign-language population is concentrated to cities, 
in particular, which also results in differences at the school and regional level. The 
majority of comprehensive schools still do not have a single pupil who would study 
Finnish or Swedish as a second language. In some schools, on the other hand, 
more than one out of two pupils study the syllabus of some other language as 
their mother tongue. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; 2021.) S2 pupils3 are a highly 
heterogeneous group whose skills as a group, however, are clearly poorer than 
average, both in education in grades 1 and 2 (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2019; 2021) 
and at the final stage of basic education (Julin & Rautopuro 2015; Metsämuuronen 
& Nousiainen 2021). Especially the pupils with the poorest skills tend to go on to 
vocational education and training. In fact, foreign-language students are a clearly 
visible group in vocational education and training: the number of students who 
speak a language other than Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue has tripled 
in vocational upper secondary education in the 2010s. More support is called for, 
as students who do not speak Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue complete 
their vocational education and training less often than Finnish or Swedish-speaking 
students. (Vipunen 2021.)

2 As foreign-language speakers are regarded those whose mother tongue is not Finnish, Swedish or Sámi (Statistics 
Finland 2021b).

3 According to the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (2014), the pupil may study the syllabus in 
Finnish as a second language and literature (S2) provided that his or her mother tongue is not Finnish, Swedish, 
or Sámi, or he or she otherwise has a plurilingual background. The S2 syllabus may be considered when there 
are deficiencies in one or several areas of the pupil's basic Finnish language proficiency, in which case his or 
her competence does not as yet create preconditions for acting as an equal member of the school community in 
daily interaction. (Finnish National Agency for Education 2021.)
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FIGURE 6. Trend in the proportion of foreign-language population in Finland (Statistics 
Finland 2021a)

The proliferation of students studying the S2 syllabus is also seen in matriculation 
examinations. The number of students taking the S2 syllabus test in matriculation 
examinations has doubled in five years, and it continues to grow by hundreds of 
students annually. While the number of general upper secondary students taking 
the matriculation examination test in the Swedish as a second language syllabus 
remains very small, it is also increasing. (Vipunen 2021.) 

There are major differences in ECEC, instruction and education 
providers’ resources for offering instruction and support

Savings in central government finances have affected local government resources: 
municipalities have been forced to fill in gaps out of their own budgets, and some 
of the providers of basic education, general upper secondary education, basic 
education in the arts and liberal adult education have consequently cut back on 
their staff and the amount of instruction they offer (Pitkänen et al. 2017). The 
provision of basic education is also guided by the distribution of lesson hours laid 
down in a Government Decree (793/2018). However, the amount of instruction pupils 
receive varies from municipality to municipality, and the lesson hours may have 
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been allocated differently to different grades. Pupils in one school may have several 
lessons less every week than those in another school (e.g. Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 
2021). In some municipalities, pupils receive instruction that exceeds the minimum 
amount by several hours each week. Differences in the amount of instruction that 
the pupils receive in basic education may cumulate if a pupil changes schools or 
moves to another municipality in the course of their education path. A pupil who 
changes schools may not receive the national minimum amount of instruction if 
instruction in the two schools they attend has been allocated to the grades differently. 

The cumulative difference in the amount of instruction pupils receive 
during their time in basic education may be up to one year. 

In addition to the curriculum reform, drivers of change affecting municipalities 
include demographic change, the changing school network and limited resources. 
During the period when the new curricula have been introduced, local government 
budgets have been tight, and pre-primary education units and schools are forced 
to operate with very different resources. (Venäläinen et al. 2020.) The impacts of 
the COVID-19 pandemic on local government finances will be seen with a delay.

Home background, attitudes and gendered practices also 
influence skills and education paths indirectly

Reading as a pastime has repeatedly been shown to correlate to pupils’ skills both 
at the beginning of comprehensive school grade 1 (Ukkola et al. 2020), at the end 
of grade 9 (Harjunen & Rautopuro 2014; Hellgren & Marjanen 2020; Kauppinen & 
Marjanen 2020) and in the mother tongue test in the matriculation examination 
alike (Hellgren et al. 2021). At the beginning of grade 1, however, reading appears 
to be a hobby pursued by children whose guardians have a high level of education. 
Regardless of the guardians’ level of education, participating in instructor-led 
hobbies also improves children’s initial level in mathematics and mother tongue at 
the beginning of comprehensive school, but participation in hobbies varies greatly 
depending on the child’s home background: 56% of the children whose mothers 
have no education beyond comprehensive school participate in no instructor-led 
hobbies, whereas this figure is only 9% for children whose mothers have university 
level education. (Ukkola et al. 2020.)

Pupils are usually guided by their personal interests when choosing a place of study 
after basic education. Other significant factors are their academic success, plans 
for further studies, career goals and the location of the educational institution. 
The choices made by friends, the guidance counsellor’s recommendations and the 
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parents’ opinions have less of an impact on the choice of study place. (Goman et 
al. 2020.) The career choices of pupils with a migrant background4 are affected by 
attitudes and perceptions of different professions’ appreciation in the culture of 
their countries of origin. Guidance counsellors’ attitudes and challenges in identifying 
prior learning may also enhance stereotypical education paths. (Airas et al. 2019.)

Differentiation in pupils’ attitudes can already be seen at the beginning of grade 
3: girls were more positive about school attendance and school subjects than 
boys. Attitudes can have a major impact on what subjects pupils choose at school 
and where they end up continuing their studies. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.) 
Attitudes are not only individual attributes, as cultural norms and expectations 
as well as structures may be at work in their background (Saarinen et al. 2021a). 
Despite Finland’s reputation as a model country of equality, the education and 
labour markets in this country are strongly segregated into fields dominated by 
women and men. This segregation also applies to levels of education: the greatest 
number of higher education degrees are completed by women (Figure 7). In 2019, 
women completed as many as two thirds of Master’s degrees at universities of 
applied sciences (Statistics Finland 2021a). Nevertheless, the gender segregation 
of occupations is visible in that men receive higher wages than women on average.
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4 The concept of a person with a migrant background is used for comparisons with those with a Finnish background. 
Persons with a Finnish background include all those who have at least one parent born in Finland. Persons with a 
foreign background comprise all those whose both parents, or the only known parent, were born abroad. (Statistics 
Finland 2021c.)
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Efforts have been made to reduce gender segregation through various projects. The 
problems have included the short-term nature of such activities, their one-sided 
nature, and not going beyond the scope of the project itself. The teaching staff’s 
work plays an important role in promoting equality, which is why special attention 
should be paid to teacher education. It is important to translate the school’s gender 
equality plans into concrete actions. Intervening in stereotyping speech and actions 
can dispel prejudices and influence discrimination. (Saarinen et al. 2021a.)

Immigrants’ education paths are not always 
based on their competencies and needs

Some learners only arrive in Finland and start school as adults. Immigrants’ varying 
backgrounds and different starting points become obvious in such contexts as 
literacy training for immigrants and basic education for adults, in which the 
heterogeneity of groups and individual differences in the development of learners’ 
competencies and in their further paths are emphasised (Hievanen et al. 2020). 
Their transitions and progress on education paths are not always optimal from the 
students’ perspective. The transition to the next education programme may be 
too rapid from the perspective of the student’s language proficiency development, 
which means that their proficiency does not necessarily meet the requirements of 
the next stage of education. (Hievanen et al. 2020.)

Liberal adult education programmes are delivered as courses of varying lengths 
and using different forms of instruction, which supports the reform’s objectives of 
serving different target groups on the one hand, while on the other, it challenges 
the system’s ability to guarantee students’ equal opportunities to receive education 
that is consistent with their needs and goals everywhere in Finland, regardless of 
the size of the educational institution and local factors. Teachers are concerned 
over whether the duration of such programmes, the manner of their delivery and 
guidance to further studies are best suited to the needs of those students, in 
particular, who progress more slowly. The fact that funding for education focuses 
on those immigrants who have an integration plan is another concern. This excludes 
persons who have been in Finland for a longer time and who would benefit from 
literacy training. 

Fast-track education paths are appropriate for many immigrant students, but 
especially for those who have started their studies in Finland with a poor basic 
level of knowledge and skills, the attempt to speed up the completion of education 
and move on to working life may jeopardise their social and economic equality. 
Students who do not achieve strong basic knowledge and skills in the programme 
will be left in a vulnerable position in the face of working life transformations. 
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For many people who have stayed at home for a long time, the possibility of 
studying may be important in itself. In a student’s life, reaching the goals may 
be about much more than a measurable improvement in literacy skills, such as 
expanding their life circle and strengthening their agency. (Hievanen et al.2020.)

Practices for delivering special support vary in 
vocational education and training

In terms of educational equality, it is essential that support and guidance services 
are targeted appropriately and delivered at the right time. The number of students 
receiving special needs support has increased in vocational education and training 
in recent years. The purpose of special support is to make studying for a vocational 
qualification possible for students who face more challenges in studying and learning 
than usual. Special support consists of systematic pedagogical support based on 
the student’s individual needs, objectives and capabilities as well as special teaching 
and study arrangements. 

Not all students receive timely support they need for their studies.

Both the recognition of support needs and the delivery of support measures vary. 
In the planning of special support, the recording of planned support measures in 
students’ personal competence development plans (HOKS) and students’ participation 
in agreeing on support measures are implemented well. However, the effectiveness 
of the support is not evaluated systematically. Evaluation results indicate that 
the staff are not sufficiently aware of the agreed support measures and methods. 
There is room for improvement in information flows and cooperation between staff 
members. (Goman et al. 2021a.)

Education providers hold more positive views of the special support received by 
students than staff (Figure 8). All education providers estimate that the students’ 
possibilities of receiving the special support they need in the common units are at 
least fairly good, and as many as 85% find that these possibilities are good or very 
good. One out of ten staff members find the students’ possibilities of receiving 
the special support they need poor or very poor. Access to support in vocational 
units was considered even poorer. (Goman et al. 2021a.)
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The development of academic language skills is a 
key prerequisite for higher education studies

According to predictions, more than half of the new employees will need higher 
education in the future (OPH 2019). Students with a foreign background are a 
growing but still under-represented group in Finnish higher education, especially 
universities (Airas et al. 2019). The finding applies to both immigrant and Finnish-
born immigrant children who have completed a Finnish comprehensive school. The 
low proportions of students with an immigrant background admitted to higher 
education suggest that the Finnish education system is not able to provide them 
with sufficient capacity for higher education.

In the application phase of higher education, the importance of language skills is 
especially emphasized. Concerns have been raised about, among other things, the 
wide variation in the way S2 (Finnish as a second language) teaching is organized 
and the quality of pre-tertiary education. Teaching in S2, R2 (Swedish as a second 
language) or Finnish as a mother tongue should provide an opportunity to develop 
academic language skills at all levels of education.

Students consistently needed advanced language studies and linguistic support 
also during their hidher education studies. The fact that people with a foreign 
background are not recognized as their own group in higher education institutions 
makes it difficult to target support, guidance and communication. Thus, despite 
plans for equality, it is difficult for higher education institutions to identify the 
need for positive special treatment for special groups (Airas et al. 2019).
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FIGURE 8. Education providers’ and staff members’ views of special support received by 
students in common and vocational units. (Goman et al. 2021a) 

Special support is the most readily available in the fields of science as well as health 
and well-being, and accessing it is the most difficult in the fields of technology and 
services. The staff of education providers with small student numbers rated the 
availability of support higher than the staff of large providers. In the continuous 
application process, which means that students can apply at any time, new students’ 
support needs are not identified as systematically as when other application methods 
are used. The identification of needs is also less effective in the context of further 
and specialist qualifications than upper secondary vocational qualifications. In 
training aiming for an upper secondary vocational qualification, support is delivered 
less effectively in vocational units than in common units. The practices related to 
adapted competence assessment and exemptions from qualification requirements 
or learning outcomes are not clear. (Goman et al. 2021a.)
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1.3 Accessibility of education and learners’ participation

 ○ There are major regional variations in ECEC participation rates.
 ○ Guidance at the transition points of education is not always delivered 

at the right time and based on needs.
 ○ The resources for guidance vary in upper secondary studies. Support is 

needed particularly by those who have been bullied.
 ○ Learners’ equality can be influenced through teacher education.
 ○ Principles shaped by different interpretations of equality influence 

international accessibility of higher education.

iStock Photo



39

Major regional variations in ECEC participation rates

The purpose of early childhood education and care is to support the child’s holistic 
development, promote children’s equality, prevent social exclusion and lay a 
foundation for the child’s later learning. Every child has a right to participate in 
early childhood education and care, and the ECEC participation rate of children 
aged 1 to 6 in Finland has in fact increased steadily in recent years. However, the 
situation of early childhood education and care differs in many ways from that 
of basic education: for example, there are major regional variations in the ECEC 
participation rate, and not all children are within the scope of ECEC. Depending on 
their situations, families may or may not feel that participating in early childhood 
education and care pays off for them. In addition to the client fees paid by the 
families, factors that influence children’s participation in ECEC include a home care 
allowance system that is not uniform across Finland: some municipalities choose 
to pay families a municipal supplement in addition to home care allowance. In 
some municipalities, the criteria for receiving the municipal supplement to home 
care allowance are inconsistent with both the education policy and labour market 
policy tasks set for early childhood education and care. (Siippainen et al. 2020.)

Children’s participation is taking its first steps in ECEC 

The idea of participation is underpinned by such documents as the UN Convention 
on the Rights of the Child, which emphasises the child’s right to be heard in matters 
concerning him or her. The objective of a culture that supports participation is 
to guide children towards democracy. In ECEC, participation means that children 
are active agents and members of their group. However, ECEC providers estimate 
that children’s participation in early childhood education and care is realised less 
well than many other areas. Among other things, children’s participation in the 
planning and evaluation of activities and the selection of working methods were 
assessed to be low. Especially those working with the youngest child groups found 
that children’s participation is realised poorly. In their open-ended responses, 
however, early childhood education and care staff described diversely and at length 
practices that can be seen as emphasising children’s participation. The concept of 
participation is still quite recent, and its meanings in daily life need to be discussed. 
(Juutinen et al. 2021.) 
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Accessibility of literacy training for immigrants is considered 
good but education paths could be smoother

Providers of literacy training for immigrants find that while enough student places 
are available in proportion to demand and the target groups have mainly been 
reached well (Table 2), challenges in access to the training remain for those who are 
employed and those who have stayed at home for a long time. Organising childcare 
is a challenge to the participation of parents who are caring for children at home. 

TABLE 2. Perceptions of education providers and teachers in literacy training organised 
as liberal adult education of whether they have succeeded well in reaching the different 
target groups. (Hievanen et al. 2020). 

Scale Education providers Teachers
% n % n

Strongly disagree 1.5 1 1.6 1
Somewhat disagree 16.4 11 8.2 5
Somewhat agree 53.7 36 54.1 33
Strongly agree 26.9 18 31.1 19
Cannot say 1.5 1 4.9 3
Total 100.0 67 100.0 61

Most teachers report that they guide the student to the next education programme 
either after he or she has completed the training or during it if the student has the 
necessary capabilities. Some students do not meet the requirements for a place in 
further studies, for example because their basic level of education is inadequate. 
Regional availability also affects their possibilities of finding a place in further studies. 
Finding the next steps on the education path has proven challenging, especially 
for those with emergent literacy or learning difficulties. (Hievanen et al. 2020.)

The challenge to cooperation between the authorities and effective education 
paths is that the target groups for integration training, literacy training and basic 
education for adults as well as the objectives of the education are partly open to 
interpretation and overlapping, which is reflected in TE Offices’ and other supervising 
parties’ principles of steering education. The legislation or funding do not officially 
restrict the target group or content of literacy training, for example, which enables 
varied interpretations in different regions and by education providers of who is 
directed to the training. (Hievanen et al. 2020.)



41

While cooperation between different actors in literacy training, basic education for 
adults and vocational education and training is effective, the amount and scope 
of the cooperation vary, and the work partly depends on the activity of individual 
actors and teachers. The current data protection legislation poses challenges to 
exchange of information and smooth communication with a view to sharing essential 
information related to the student’s education path. Nevertheless, educational 
institutions find that cooperation with other education and training programmes 
and projects creates added value for the students both during their studies, for 
example in the form of working life cooperation, and at the transition points of 
education. (Hievanen et al. 2020.)

Shortcomings in guidance and support in upper secondary studies 

Education providers’ varying resources have an impact on student guidance in upper 
secondary level studies. General upper secondary education providers gave a better 
rating for the adequacy of the guidance resources in the initial stage of studies in 
proportion to student numbers than vocational education and training providers. Of 
general upper secondary education providers, 76% rated the adequacy of resources 
as good or very good, whereas this opinion was only held by 57% of vocational 
education and training providers. (Goman et al. 2020.) Staff members’ views of the 
resources available for delivering special support varied by field of education. Best 
ratings for the adequacy of personnel resources and the effectiveness of the staff’s 
division of labour were given by staff representatives who worked in the fields of 
natural sciences or health and well-being. The staff in technological and service fields 
gave the lowest rating for the adequacy of resources. The effectiveness of division 
of labour was also rated the poorest in technological fields. (Goman et al. 2021a.)

Most pupils receive sufficient guidance for planning their 
future studies and making choices in basic education.

However, pupils who had experienced learning difficulties during their time in 
comprehensive school or who had repeatedly been bullied felt that they were not 
encouraged sufficiently to consider their options for further studies and that the 
guidance counsellors did not have enough time to talk to them. They also found 
that their self-knowledge and information acquisition and decision-making skills 
had developed poorly. These pupils also experienced more difficulties than others 
in starting their studies after basic education and attaching to studies than others. 
(Goman et al. 2020.)
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Equality of learners can be promoted through teacher education

Teacher education has an impact on equality at all levels of education. While the 
obligations and interpretations related to equality in the National Core Curriculum 
guide schools, the schools decide independently on their practices. Teachers enjoy 
strong autonomy, and they build participation and create equality or inequality 
through their work. 

In upbringing and education, tolerance and diversity mostly refer to multiculturalism 
while staying silent about such subjects as differences related to gender and sexuality. 
Themes related to gender and various differences are not addressed systematically 
as a single, coherent entity in teacher education, and a teacher trainer can only 
reflect on and encounter them as individual cases. In teacher education, there 
appears to be an implicit presumption of equality prevailing in Finland. (Saarinen 
et al. 2021a.) In addition to teachers’ equality training, there are shortcomings in 
schools’ gender equality plans. The plans are often based on ready-made templates, 
which is why they are not relevant to school work, and the school does not engage 
with them. (Saarinen et al. 2021a.) 

The contents of a teacher’s pedagogical studies vary considerably depending on the 
individual emphases of universities and universities of applied sciences (Jyrhämä 
2021). The teacher’s assessment competence directly affects the pupil’s possibilities 
of being admitted to their first choice in further education. Teachers typically use 
written tests that pupils complete individually in assessment. The ability of a single 
assessment method to cover all objectives set for learning is often limited, and 
diversifying the assessment methods would enable pupils to demonstrate their 
knowledge and skills in different ways and motivate them to study. It could also 
make assessment more transparent. As few as 42% of basic education and general 
upper secondary education teachers feel that pupil and student assessment at 
schools or educational institutions is fair. Providers of initial education and staff 
training as well as the management of schools and educational institutions should 
pay attention to improving and diversifying teachers’ assessment competence over 
the long term (Atjonen et al. 2019). 

Operating principles shaped by different interpretations of 
equality affect the accessibility of higher education 

While internationality is a built-in feature in the strategies of an increasing number of 
higher education institutions, the strategic goals associated with internationalisation 
are not always clearly visible in their activities and quality management (Nordblad 
et al. 2019; Pyykkö et al. 2020). The concept of equality is also widely used in 
strategy documents that describe the operation of higher education institutions 
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and frequently referred to by the management and staff (Airas et al. 2019). However, 
this term is often perceived to refer to treating all applicant groups or students the 
same. Equality as a starting point includes the implicit presumption that everyone 
is on the same starting line. Evaluation information indicates that this is not the 
case, however, and that the students’ backgrounds matter. This is why talking about 
equality as a goal rather than a starting point would be more meaningful. Students 
with a foreign background5 are not currently identified as a separate group in higher 
education institutions, which is why targeting communication, services, support 
or advice at them is difficult. Regardless of their equality and non-discrimination 
plans, it is challenging for higher education institutions to identify special groups’ 
need for positive special treatment (Airas et al. 2019). 

Higher education institutions are making efforts to take different applicant and 
student groups into consideration by creating more flexible application paths and 
study structures (Moitus et al. 2020, Konkola et al. 2021). Flexible study path models 
offer diverse study models for students in different life situations and with varying 
educational backgrounds (Moitus et al. 2020). 

Digitalisation has opened up possibilities for reaching out to 
new target groups and developing the offer of continuous 

learning, both nationally and internationally.

Competition for higher education places in Finland is tough, and knowledge of the 
application practices and language proficiency may be crucial in the application 
phase. Application processes and practices built on the traditions of a uniform 
Finnish culture and relying on Finnish language proficiency consequently give rise 
to a situation in which those admitted are a relatively homogeneous group. Higher 
education institutions are well aware of the needs to improve staff competence 
related to multiculturalism, and many of them have included internationalisation 
goals in their strategies. Universities of applied sciences have recognised a need 
for working life competence and the challenges of guiding and supporting students 
with a foreign background during work practice (e.g. Konkola et al. 2021). Responses 
to these issues have included providing training in student guidance delivered in 
easy language. 

5 Persons with a foreign background comprise all those whose both parents, or the only known parent, were born 
abroad. This group also includes persons born abroad when neither of their parents is registered in the Population 
Information System. (Airas et al. 2019, Statistics Finland 2021b.)
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2
Belonging to a group is important for higher education 
students – regardless of their background

While students with a foreign background appear to benefit from targeted support 
and positive special treatment, they do not wish to be labelled as different from 
others. While students also named a number of support and guidance forms that 
had benefited them in the application phase or while studying (including preparatory 
education, a dedicated instructor, linguistic support provided by tutor teachers, 
additional time in examinations, separate application paths to higher education), 
they preferred to try and manage alone or with the help of friends rather than feel 
that they were treated differently, or considered different from others.

The expectation was that a certain degree of uniformity with students with a Finnish 
background was required to belong to the group. The students themselves equated 
being similar and being treated the same, as they did not wish to feel different from 
others. In other words, diversity was also seen as a deviation from the principle of 
equity (cf. traditional gender equality discourse). Similar views were not expressed 
when talking about internationality and international exchange students, as higher 
education institutions took it for granted that tailored services should be provided 
for them, and that diversity is something positive and a richness. 



2 
Impacts of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on 
realisation of equality 
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 ○ While the changes that took place during the pandemic made daily life 
in early childhood education and care more peaceful, keeping in touch 
with children’s homes became more difficult.

 ○ Distance learning increased pupils’ inequality in basic education.
 ○ Delivering support measures was challenging in emergency conditions.
 ○ Learners’ and teachers’ capabilities for using IT devices varied, as did 

their access to devices.
 ○ While the emergency conditions resulted in well-being and skills gaps, 

some pupils benefited.
 ○ Those VET students who needed the most support felt that they had 

received the least of it. 
 ○ Higher education students’ different capabilities for independent study 

are emphasised during the COVID-19 pandemic.
 ○ Distance learning has also improved the accessibility of education.

Years 2020 and 2021 will be remembered for the COVID-19 pandemic which, in 
addition to undermining people’s sense of health and safety, had an impact on 
everyday activities and familiar practices both in the lives of individuals and in 
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society. Distance learning was introduced almost nation-wide on a fast schedule in 
March 2020. Universal distance learning ended in May 2020, but since that time, many 
schools, educational institutions and higher education institutions have alternated 
between periods of distance learning and contact teaching. The pandemic has had 
a long-lasting impact on everyday life and well-being both in homes as well as in 
early childhood education and care, schools, educational institutions and higher 
education institutions, and many of these impacts will emerge with a delay. 

The pandemic has highlighted pupils’ and students’ personal experiences and learning 
challenges in a new way, while the link between them and learners’ wellbeing and 
coping has been understood more extensively. The digital practices introduced for 
distance learning and teaching during the pandemic have also given rise to new 
questions and information needs. 

This exceptional period has shown how strong the links between education and 
society are.  Learning and competence development provide a significant space for 
living and communal existence for children, young people and adults. In addition, 
education also keeps individuals attached to society and operating as part of 
it. Education shapes young people’s ways of speaking and acting and their attitudes 
towards other people, society and the world. This is why it is important to both 
observe and ask how education reproduces inequalities and privileges and how 
these practices, ways of speaking and attitudes can be changed. 

While the changes that took place during the pandemic made 
daily life in early childhood education and care more peaceful, 
keeping in touch with children’s homes became more difficult

The pandemic brought about various restrictions to the daily activities of early 
childhood education and care. However, the emergency conditions also gave rise 
to new practices, including increased use of small groups and reduced interaction 
between groups. Activities in small groups made everyday life more peaceful, which 
was particularly beneficial for children in need of support measures. The staff also felt 
that working in small groups was meaningful and improved the team spirit. Outdoor 
activities in nearby natural environments, physical activity, and hygiene education 
increased, but many units had to give up all excursions and cooperation with cultural 
actors and similar. The pandemic did not treat all parts of the country in the same 
way, as in some areas excursions could be continued, whereas in others almost all 
possible destinations were closed. In other words, this put early childhood education 
and care units in different position depending on their location. If the unit was located 
within a walking distance from suitable destinations that remained open, the children 
were still able to go on excursions. Groups that depended on public transport opted 
for virtual and imaginary excursions. (Juutinen et al. 2021; Poroila 2021.)
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Following national and local guidelines, a variety of hygiene measures were introduced 
to combat the spread of the coronavirus in early childhood education and care units. 
Hygiene measures changed everyday activities and their schedules. In some units, 
however, this was also used to promote the children’s participation and equality: 
as each child was taught individually about hand hygiene and always washed their 
hands together with an adult, everyone was given an equal amount of one-to-one 
time with an adult. (Juutinen et al. 2021; Poroila 2021.)

Staff liaised with guardians through remote means, either partly or fully. Meetings 
with guardians were limited to outdoor settings or remote meetings, which 
hampered telling them about the activities and passing on daily information. On 
the other hand, the staff felt that organising discussions on children’s personal 
early childhood education plans through remote connections was easier and more 
accessible. (Juutinen et al. 2021; Poroila 2021.)

Distance learning increased pupils’ inequality in basic education

Problems that had already been identified earlier took a turn for the worse while 
basic education pupils engaged in distance learning. For example, there were 
shortcomings in the availability of pupil and student welfare services. In order to 
mitigate the impact of the emergency conditions, additional resources are needed for 
general learning support, remedial teaching, intensified support and special support. 
During the distance learning period, support provided by the homes was particularly 
important for basic education pupils. This placed the pupils in different positions 
depending on such factors as the support the guardians were able to give them as 
well as the devices, network connections, space and peaceful working atmosphere 
available in their homes. (Goman et al. 2021b; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.)

Providing special and intensified support during the 
distance learning period was challenging.

Teachers felt unable to support all of their pupils sufficiently. The lack of contact 
teaching undermined the realisation of equality, especially for pupils who need special 
or intensified support and those who belong to a linguistic minority. Teachers and 
principals also found that learners’ equality was affected by their motivation and 
capacity for self-regulation. (Goman et al. 2021b; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.) 
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While shortcomings were observed in access to IT 
devices and skills in using them, digital skills developed 
dramatically during the distance learning period

Problems in accessing IT devices and the absence of a network connections 
undermined learner’s equality during the distance learning period. This was 
emphasised particularly in basic education. The rapid transition to distance learning 
resulted in inequality between schools, as not all schools had the same capabilities 
and tools required for this transition. There was a shortage of IT devices and learners’ 
digital skills varied, which affected the smooth running of online teaching. Not 
all teachers had the same digital skills and capabilities for delivering instruction 
online. There were also major differences between the available devices and the 
staff’s capabilities for using them. However, teachers and principals felt that both 
the pupils’ and their own skills had developed considerably during the distance 
learning period. (Goman et al. 2021b; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.) 

While the emergency conditions resulted in well-
being and skills gaps, some pupils benefited

Many schools, teachers and principals were struggling to cope during the emergency 
conditions, and many types of differences between schools and pupils emerged. 
Basic education teachers found that gaps in knowledge and skills increased as some 
pupils made progress in their studies while the skills of others could even decline. 
Teachers reported challenges in delivering support measures and student welfare. 
On the other hand, some principals pointed out that differences between pupils 
and schools exist anyway, pandemic or no pandemic, and some pupils always need 
more support for their school attendance than others. Some principals reported that 
everything went well and said that the emergency conditions had little impact on 
learning. Some grade 3 teachers also felt that the emergency conditions had their 
advantages and noted that studying independently suited some pupils very well. 
Teachers emphasised the importance of cooperation in their efforts to guarantee 
that the pupils in different grades were treated as equally as possible. (Goman et 
al. 2021b; Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.)

In distance learning, pupils were able to demonstrate their 
diverse skills more diversely than in contact teaching.

Guardians of grade 3 pupils had varying experiences of the emergency conditions 
during the spring term of grade 2. The hardships of the emergency conditions 
were evident in the responses of many guardians. Young pupils needed a great 
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deal of support for their studies. The resources of both guardians and teachers 
were stretched, and guardians said that the school was not able to provide the 
support they would have needed. However, everything went well according to some 
guardians, and the emergency conditions had little or no impact on their child’s 
studies. Many guardians had also noticed positive things. Some pupils found it 
easier to concentrate on the instruction at home than in a large class, while others 
were happy because they did not have to get up early or wait for slower pupils to 
catch up. (Ukkola & Metsämuuronen 2021.)

VET students who needed the most support 
felt they had received the least of it 

More than one half of VET students found studying in the emergency conditions 
more mentally stressful than in normal times. On the other hand, most students 
felt that they had received sufficient support for their studies. Slightly more 
than one out of four experienced major problems with their studies due to the 
emergency conditions. Those students who experienced cumulating problems 
related to motivation, stress and studying in the emergency conditions found the 
progress of their studies and the support received from their educational institution 
poorer than other students. These students also felt that their study skills were 
insufficient and that the availability of guidance counselling and student welfare 
was poor. (Goman et al. 2021b.)

According to the management of VET providers, studies in the workplace were 
hampered the most in service, health and wellbeing fields and the least in agriculture 
and forestry as well as data processing and telecommunications. The greatest 
disruption to work-based learning was caused by the pandemic in the Regional State 
Administrative Agency areas of Southern and Eastern Finland. While organising 
demonstrations was fraught with challenges, this was also an opportunity to update 
the ways in which they were implemented. In the emergency conditions, more diverse 
methods were developed for organising demonstrations, also outside workplaces. 
On the other hand, respondents felt they had slightly fewer problems in assessing 
competence. The greatest challenges in work-based learning, demonstrations and 
competence assessment were experienced in the Regional State Administrative 
Agency area of Southern Finland, and the smallest in the area of Northern Finland. 
(Goman et al. 2021b.) This finding can also be seen as reflecting the epidemic 
situation and the restrictions related to it in these areas.

The COVID-19 pandemic posed the greatest challenges to the provision and 
availability of special support, whereas recognising special support needs and 
planning the support were less challenging. Reaching the students was difficult 
during the pandemic. The challenges of delivering support could not necessary be 
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solved even by offering contact teaching, as some students did not participate in it 
for one reason or another. Differences in support needs and learning difficulties were 
emphasised during the pandemic, and the need for individual guidance increased. 
Students’ varying circumstances at home also affected their possibilities of studying. 
Not all students had access to their own computers or a quiet space to work in. 
Students’ inadequate study skills, life management skills and study motivation were 
also considered challenges during the pandemic. (Goman et al. 2021a.)

Not all students could be reached during the distance learning period, and 
attempts to contact students used up a great deal of personnel resources.

On the other hand, education providers felt that the pandemic had also brought 
about positive changes in vocational education and training. Education providers 
were forced to come up with new practices, and the staff had to produce new learning 
materials. Distance learning suited some students better than contact learning at 
the educational institution, and others benefited from completing demonstrations 
at the educational institution rather than in the workplace. (Goman et al. 2021a.)

Higher education students’ different capabilities for 
independent study were emphasised during the pandemic

Higher education institutions estimated that in the emergency conditions, students 
were divided into those for whom the distance and hybrid models were highly suitable 
forms of study, and those who were challenged by distance learning and the varying 
practices. Almost seven out of ten higher education institution representatives said 
that the students’ varying capabilities for independent study were a key factor. The 
challenges were related to such issues as learning difficulties, lack of independent 
study skills, erosion of social relationships, lack of life management skills or not 
having a suitable space for studying at home. (Goman et al. 2021b.)

One out of five higher education institutions believed that the emergency conditions 
had no observable impacts on the equality of learning or that the impacts were 
impossible to assess. Of all higher education institution, universities of applied 
sciences found the impacts of cancelling compulsory internships on equality in 
learning the greatest. Problems with organising internships may have affected the 
progress of studies in universities of applied sciences more than in universities. 
(Goman et al. 2021b.)
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One out of ten higher education institutions mentioned that the possibilities 
of organising online teaching vary by field, which affects the students’ equal 
opportunities to receive instruction. One out of four higher education institutions 
said that the varying quality of devices and software available for students was 
a challenge to the realisation of equality in the emergency conditions. On the 
other hand, the responses also showed that some higher education institutions 
addressed the need for devices and software in distance learning, for example by 
offering devices that students could borrow. Almost one out of five higher education 
institutions found that online teaching has improved the availability of instruction at 
the regional level and for working students. Higher education institutions estimate 
that students with learning difficulties experienced the greatest increase in their 
need for support in the emergency conditions. (Goman et al. 2021b.)

Distance learning also improved the accessibility of education

With the introduction of digital teaching and learning practices, more people than 
before have had the opportunity to participate in studies offered by such providers 
as universities of applied sciences and universities without leaving their homes. More 
opportunities for distance learning have also become available in upper secondary 
education and liberal adult education. In addition, some higher education institutions 
have offered their studies free of charge to the unemployed or workers who have 
been laid off. Building a digital learning strategy that covers all levels of education 
and training and promotes accessibility as well as a digital service ecosystem are 
good examples of intensifying cooperation between the levels of education and 
efforts to develop the education system as a whole. 3



3 
Equality is underpinned 

by a holistic idea 
of the learner
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This publication examines the national state of play of equality and equal opportunities 
in education, discusses factors that hamper the realisation of equality in education, 
and gives recommendations aiming to improve the current situation. This Chapter 
sums up the core contents of the publication. 

Increasing need for support challenges the 
realisation of equality in education

From the perspective of equality, the strengths of the Finnish education system 
are the familiar mainstays: free basic education, an education system structure 
that enables flexible education paths, and competent and committed education, 
teaching and guidance staff. Many teachers participating in evaluations have said 
that especially in challenging times, the possibility of sharing problems with highly 
skilled colleagues and resolving issues in multiprofessional cooperation has been 
a great resource in their work.

Major investments have recently been made in Finland in developing early childhood 
education and care, for example by striving to increase the ECEC participating rate 
and by developing quality management in ECEC. These measures are also investments 
in the realisation of equality among children. Early childhood education and care 
of a high quality supports children’s equal opportunities and lays the foundation 
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for their early education path. Currently, as a particular challenge can be seen the 
shortage of ECEC professionals, which has extensive impacts on the well-being and 
coping of both the staff and children. The varying regional and local resources also 
result in inconsistent realisation of equality.

In basic education, the pupils’ skills levels are similar in different parts of Finland, 
and there are little or no differences in the average knowledge and skills in different 
subjects between girls and boys. This indicates a good status of equality at the 
national level. However, socio-economic factors have an impact on pupils’ academic 
success, and our education system is not alone able to level out the differences 
between their dissimilar starting points. Differences in skills between schools also 
increase during basic education. Varying skills levels within teaching groups and 
increasing support needs create a need for resources and special needs teaching. 
In addition, attention should be paid to providing support and guidance that 
respond to pupils’ needs, which in turn requires effective identification of prior 
learning – especially at the transition points of education. Common policies and 
operating models are consequently called for at the transition point between basic 
and upper secondary education. Inconsistent assessment practices and different 
interpretations of curriculum contents also affect the pupils’ opportunities for 
further studies. 

Efforts made to improve equality at the upper secondary level have included 
providing more possibilities for individualisation of studies and removing linguistic 
and other barriers to participation in vocational education and training. Various 
reforms have been completed in both vocational education and training and general 
upper secondary school in recent years. The challenges related to upper secondary 
education, including student welfare, teaching arrangements and reforms relevant 
to the transition points of studies have been discussed a great deal in recent years. 
While identifying these challenges has been essential from the viewpoint of student 
welfare and smooth education paths, information on and understanding of their 
impacts are obtained with a delay. Currently, a group of pupils who experience 
challenges related to their literacy and numeracy skills and understanding the 
school’s language of instruction move on from comprehensive school to the upper 
secondary level. In vocational education and training, a lack of contact teaching 
has undermined the realisation of equality, especially among students who need 
special needs or intensified support and those who belong to a linguistic minority. 
However, the challenges of upper secondary education are not the same in small 
municipalities and urban areas, and there are also regional differences in the average 
grades awarded for vocational studies. 

Higher education institutions aim for providing more flexible and diverse study 
opportunities for new student groups. They are making efforts to offer harmonised 
contents to as large a group as possible and, on the other hand, to tailor studies 
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individually. Digitalisation has also provided an increasing number of students with 
the possibility to participate in studies offered by universities of applied sciences 
and universities without leaving their homes, which supports the realisation of 
equal opportunities and promotes the accessibility of higher education institutions. 
Especially at the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, digitalisation has opened up new 
possibilities for developing education and continuous learning both nationally and 
internationally. Higher education students’ different capabilities for independent 
study have been highlighted during the COVID-19 pandemic. As the student cohort 
diversifies, higher education institutions should also pay attention to reinforcing 
guidance, support and measures that promote togetherness and integration.

How can attachment to school, learning and the 
community be ensured as paths diverge and 
distance practices become more common?

Through national evaluation of education and relying on conventional indicators, 
an idea can be formed of the distribution of competence by region or gender. In 
addition, it is important to create an understanding of how equally pupils and 
students feel they are encountered in their everyday studies and how they reflect 
on what they have experienced. Learning and growth at all levels of education are 
also associated with meanings that cannot be easily measured. Examining the 
levels of education exclusively from the viewpoint of effectiveness may conceal 
the fact that schools, pre-primary schools and day-care centres are places that, at 
best, produce joy, pleasure, togetherness and well-being for learners in ways that 
cannot be measured. Setting objectives and indicators or criteria that add detail 
to them does not in itself guarantee that early childhood education and care and 
education are delivered to a high standard or equally. In principle, the precondition 
for many activities carried out within the educational institution related to promoting 
equality in schools and educational institutions is that learners are present and 
that the measures can reach them. Consequently, one of the key questions related 
to equality is how attachment to the school, learning and the community can be 
created when remote practices become more widespread.

The analogy of the school as a mirror of society raises the question of how the 
different initial situations and needs of the members of a diversifying society 
are addressed in education. The message conveyed by students with a foreign 
background indicates not only a need for support but also concerns over being 
treated as someone who is different from and not equal to others. Education policy 
issues and provider level solutions revert to the question of to what extent the 
individual is required to adapt to existing operating methods underpinned by certain 
traditions and, on the other hand, to rapidly changing learning environments, and 
to what extent such adaptation is required of the Finnish education system and 
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the ways of organising education. These decisions have a bearing on a learner’s 
entire education path and status both in the labour market and as an active agent 
in society. 

Key viewpoints of future equality work:

 ○ dismantling discriminatory structures and equality in guidance as a 
precondition for smooth education paths, especially at the transition 
points of education

 ○ awareness of educational equality perspectives in regional policy 
decisions, both nationally and regionally

 ○ perceiving the comprehensive and systemic nature of education: the 
school is not an island separate from the rest of society, an individual 
is not a learner separate from the rest of the community, and learning 
is not a separate part of life

 ○ holistic understanding of the learner: wellbeing and experiences of 
togetherness affect learning outcomes and skills development, and 
experiences of meaningfulness and attachment are built through 
shared everyday practices

 ○ recognising the historical continuum of equality: the contents of 
equality change along with a changing society



4 
Recommendations for 

promoting equality 
in education
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In this publication, we have described the state of play of equality in education 
and obstacles to its realisation in the Finnish education system from different 
perspectives. Collectively, these perspectives build a picture of how skills improve 
and can be developed throughout life and, on the other hand, how we can observe 
the very real impacts of many factors identified in early childhood on later stages 
of the individual’s education path and career.

Based on FINEEC’s evaluations, the state of play of equality in Finnish education is 
good by international comparison. However, learners do not have equal opportunities 
in every ECEC unit, educational institution or higher education institution. Inequalities 
related to the economy, population and welfare between and within regions have 
increased in the past few years, and they are reflected on ECEC units, schools, 
educational institutions and higher education institutions. 
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To promote equality in education and training, FINEEC makes the following 
recommendations:

Learners should be offered smooth, flexible and individual learning paths.

Sufficient time and resources should be reserved 
to support learners’ knowledge and skills.

Learners’ well-being, participation and togetherness 
should be supported and fostered.

Structures and practices that produce inequality in 
education should be identified and dismantled.

Learners should be offered smooth, flexible 
and individual learning paths.

A more systematic approach should be taken to ensuring smooth education paths 
and transitions. To build smooth, flexible and individual education paths, flexibility 
is required of structures, funding and resources, ways of organising education, 
education planning, and teaching, guidance and education staff. It is important 
to ensure that the objectives of different levels of education are in line with each 
other, enabling smooth transitions from one level to the next.

Transition point cooperation between the levels of education relating to student 
guidance and information flows should be developed further. Effective practices 
for identification of prior learning are needed at the transition points of education, 
and information should be passed on smoothly. Effective daily cooperation should 
be supported by creating a systematic approach and structures. The timeliness, 
adequacy and expertise of guidance are also essential.

All population groups should have access to continuous learning, career 
advancement and social inclusion regardless of their socio-economic background. 
When developing flexible study paths and application practices, under-represented 
groups’ possibilities of accessing education should be addressed. Schools, educational 
institutions and higher education institutions should also identify special groups 
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in all transitions, for example when students apply for a place in instruction with 
a special emphasis or upper secondary education. The structures and funding 
mechanisms should enable learners to make individual choices that are fit for 
purpose. Education paths that progress at a slower pace and directing students to 
other activities should also be seen as options. 

Studies in Finland’s official languages should support the development of academic 
language skills throughout the learning path. The availability of language instruction 
that meets their needs should be guaranteed for learners, and coherent study 
paths should be built for developing their proficiency in both national languages. 
The mother tongue syllabus chosen by the student should not become a barrier to 
progressing on the education path. The advantages and disadvantages of exempting 
them from studying the second national language should be carefully considered 
for each student.

Sufficient time and resources should be reserved 
to support learners’ knowledge and skills.

Resources should be allocated to providing learners with the support to which 
they are entitled. Support measures should be offered as soon as the need for 
support arises at all levels of education. Support forms should be developed as 
required by the needs, and sufficient time and resources should be guaranteed for 
identifying prior learning and recognising individual needs. Continuity of support 
measures should be ensured at transition points of education.

At all levels of education, it should be ensured that the students achieve 
sufficient capabilities. Earlier stages of the education path lay the foundation 
for later studies. To ensure that transitions do not exacerbate the growing skills 
gaps and put off tackling a learner’s challenges, education and training providers 
should ensure that learners have sufficient capabilities for the next step on their 
education path. However, it should be acknowledged that developing their skills and 
participating in society in other ways may be more appropriate for some students 
than continuing on the education path. 

Sufficient instruction and support for improving their Finnish or Swedish proficiency 
should be ensured for learners at all levels of education. The majority of foreign-
language speaking learners need support with learning Finnish and Swedish and 
advancing their language proficiency. Language studies must be adequate and 
appropriate. Society must offer opportunities for continuous language learning, 
also at all stages of working life.
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Learners’ well-being, participation and togetherness 
should be supported and fostered.

Learners’ attachment to their communities, participation and active agency 
should be supported and strengthened through multiprofessional cooperation. 
Operating models should be developed for supporting learners’ wellbeing and 
reducing their mental stress. To bolster teaching, guidance and education work, 
sufficient school health care and social welfare services and smooth cooperation 
between different professional groups are needed. Exchanges of information and 
interaction with other actors should also be increased.  

The learning environment should be safe and promote school enjoyment. Each 
learner should be offered a safe and healthy space in which to grow, learn and study, 
as well as equal opportunities for action and self-realisation. ECEC units, schools, 
educational institutions and higher education institutions should consciously strive 
to create facilities for learners’ encounters with each other and staff members, also 
those not revolving around learning contents. 

Learners’ active personal agency in education and civic society should be 
strengthened. Learners should be guided to notice different options and encouraged 
to make choices that are right for them. Educational institutions’ practices should 
enable many types of participation and support the development of learners’ 
independent agency. It is important to address learners’ general life situations and 
the changing skills needs of working life. 

Learners’ participation and agency should be supported by ensuring that quality 
management systems are effective. Learners’ participation in developing education 
and hearing them as part of feedback systems play a key role in effective quality 
management in education and are a means of ensuring that equality between 
learners is realised. 

Structures and practices that produce inequality in 
education should be identified and dismantled.

Teaching, education and guidance professionals’ well-being and adequate training 
should be ensured throughout Finland. The structure, numbers and competence 
of staff should meet the needs of the activities. Working conditions and resources 
have a direct impact on not only the quality of and opportunities for pedagogical 
work but also the well-being, motivation and coping of the staff.
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Every learner should be offered access to high-quality instruction, regardless of 
where they live and what their socio-economic background is. The social, regional 
and demographic segregation of society poses challenges to the education system, 
both nationally and locally. Differences between pupils and schools are linked to 
the diverging educational, economic and socio-cultural resources of families and 
regions. Municipalities should ensure that basic education is provided as a local 
service to all pupils. Upper secondary education and higher education institutions 
should be seen as regional pull factors.

The competence of teaching, guidance and education staff should be developed 
systematically. The foundation for competence, and an understanding of the 
need for continuous competence development, are laid in teacher education. 
The staff should be offered opportunities to actively maintain and develop their 
vocational skills. Teaching and guidance staff should be supported in developing 
their assessment skills. In addition to competence related to pedagogy and school 
subjects, the perspective of equality should also be incorporated in teacher education 
and competence development.

The effectiveness and delivery of teaching, guidance and education should be 
monitored, evaluated and developed systematically. Especially in connection 
with major transformations, systematic and long-term planning and monitoring 
are needed. Recurring calls for proposals and short-term projects burden ECEC, 
education and VET providers and higher education institutions and fail to support 
systematic development work. Project activities that offer an apt response to the 
needs should be put on a permanent footing in order to develop the systematic 
approach and effectiveness of the activities, also at the national level. 5



5 
The multiple meanings 

of equality
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Concepts and their meanings change over time

The Finnish education system was built on equality. However, the content-related 
meanings of equality have varied as the historical environment and the setting of 
educational policy discourse change. At the time when comprehensive school was 
inaugurated, emphasis was placed on social equality and guaranteeing adequate 
skills for everyone. From this approach, there has been a shift towards discourse on 
equality that emphasises individual choices and the individual’s rights (Kalalahti & 
Varjo 2012; Simola et al. 2017). The new views also emphasised reducing regulation 
on education and liberalisation of school choices (Kalalahti & Varjo 2012). The 
backdrop to this was an idea of equity that emphasises the individual’s rights.

Examinations of equality are associated with drawing conceptual and ethical lines 
concerning diversity, inequality and equity. While equality is currently at the heart 
of efforts to develop our education system, interpretations of its content vary. 
The different meanings are not always stated clearly in public discussion. Their 
underlying values become visible, however, at the latest in negotiations on concrete 
measures for achieving the goals of equality. It has been suggested that ”when the 
aim of equality is increasingly taken for granted as the direction of development 
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and a key goal of social progress, the concept itself will have become vague and 
even contradictory” (Puohiniemi 2002).

Using the concepts of equity and equality in parallel is not without problems. These 
concepts are often perceived as stemming from the same basis and pursuing the 
same objectives. However, matters considered as the individual’s rights, including 
individual freedom of choice in education, do not always consistently support the 
objectives of social equality, such as the objective of dismantling segregation in 
education and levelling out differences between schools. (see Simola et al. 2017.) 

Human encounters in the course of data collections for evaluations have shown how 
experiences and meanings of equality and wishes concerning it vary among education 
providers, staff and learners, depending on their personal interpretations. They 
have been shaped by social situations and communities, and on the basis of certain 
information – perhaps at school. This is why particular attention should be paid to 
the importance of the school as an agent that strengthens and maintains attitudes. 
A shared understanding of the content of these concepts lays the foundation 
for effective dialogue. The following section provides an overview of the official 
definitions formulated for the key concepts related to equality.

Equality

Equality refers to the equal value of all people as individuals and members of 
society. In the Act on Equality between Women and Men, it refers to gender 
equality. The Act on Equality between Women and Men prohibits discrimination 
on such grounds as gender, gender identity and gender expression, pregnancy, 
childbirth, parenthood and the obligation to provide family care (VN 609/1986). 
While equality is also mostly used to refer to gender equality in general 
discussions (Brunila 2009), the term is also used in parallel with the concept 
of non-discrimination. In literature, both are referred to as ’equality’, or more 
specifically as ’gender equality’.

In today’s discussions, equality in education often refers to equal opportunities: 
society must ensure that all of its members, in other words all children, are 
guaranteed equal opportunities to grow to their full potential (Metsämuuronen 
2019).
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Pursuant to the Constitution of Finland, equality means that no one shall, 
without an acceptable reason, be treated differently from other persons on 
the ground of sex, age, origin, language, religion, conviction, opinion, health, 
disability or other reason that concerns his or her person (VN 731/1999). Further 
provisions on equality are contained in the Non-discrimination Act. More 
specifically, non-discrimination is associated with considering the impacts of 
background on each’ persons opportunities: ”In a fair society, reasons related to 
the person, such as birth or skin colour, must not affect people’s opportunities 
to access education, work and different services – the fundamental rights 
belong to everyone.” (ibid.) In some contexts, equality is referred to as equal 
opportunities, distinguishing between it and equality thinking experienced as 
conventional, in which equality was thought to mean equal treatment for all. 
In the field of education equal opportunities can, among other things, mean 
an equal opportunity to complete the basic education syllabus on the same 
principles, regardless of the pupil’s place of residence, gender and parents’ 
wealth or social status (Jakku-Sihvonen 2009). (Kalalahti & Varjo 2012.)

In the context of equality, we often also talk about de facto equality and 
positive special treatment. The concept of de facto equality acknowledges 
and makes visible the fact that people’s starting points and opportunities 
in society are different and that equal treatment is not always sufficient to 
guarantee the realisation of equality (Non-Discrimination Ombudsman 2021). 
A precondition for the realisation of de facto equality is active efforts to 
eliminate inequality based on discrimination, for example through various 
promotion measures, including positive special treatment. 

In legislation, positive special treatment refers to situations where different 
treatment is appropriate in order to promote equality or to prevent or eliminate 
harm caused by discrimination (Section 9 of the Non-discrimination Act). 
All education providers have an obligation to promote equality and, when 
assessing the realisation of equality, they must pay attention to such aspects 
as the student admission criteria, learning materials used, measures to prevent 
harassment and bullying at school, equality of teaching situations, assessment 
of study attainments and teachers’ equality competence. 

The current legislative basis of the Finnish education system relies on the 
idea that not everyone can be considered to be on the same starting line 
(cf. equality as a starting point), and that treating everyone the same is not 
enough to promote the realisation of the principles of equality. Instead, 
education measures aim to achieve de facto equality from different individuals’ 
perspectives (cf. equality as a goal).
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Equity

Equity is seen as a value and a principle associated with the right of every 
person to be treated equally (UN 1948). The content of this concept has been 
analysed in many different ways in education research. Especially in English 
education literature, the term equality has been interpreted as referring to 
similar treatment for everyone (or a certain group of people) regardless of 
their background (Paananen et al. 2018), whereas the term equity takes into 
account the effects of background. The latter aims for an equitable outcome 
for everyone by taking into account their different starting points (cf. equal 
opportunities/de facto equality). This means that people are treated individually, 
enabling them to pursue different goals. (Espinoza 2007, see Paananen et al. 
2018) 

Equity can also be seen as referring to an individual’s right to a certain type 
of education, in particular, which in some contexts even conflicts with the 
concept of equality that aims for the common, shared and ’equal’ good (see 
Simola et al. 2017).
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within the Finnish National Agency for Education. It implements system 
and thematic evaluations, learning outcome evaluations and field-specific 
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and higher education institutions in matters related to evaluation and quality 
assurance, as well as advances the evaluation of education.
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