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International comparisons of some features of Finnish
education and training

The following text is primarily based on data included in OECD’s yearly indicator publication Education at a
Glance (EAG). As a result, the figures cannot be directly compared with national statistics.

�  The education system

One of the basic premises of Finnish education policy is to guarantee everyone equal opportunities in education
and training. This objective has required the formal education system to be clear and all study tracks available
in qualification-oriented education and training to be open from pre-primary education through to higher
education. Education has always played a significant role for Finns in terms of guaranteeing upward social
mobility.

Finnish children start school in the year when they turn seven. Prior to this, each local authority (municipality)
is obliged to provide 6-year-olds with pre-primary education. Pre-primary education may be provided either
in connection with school or as part of day care. Even if pre-primary education is not compulsory for children,
the participation rate is 98 percent (2004).

Compulsory 9-year basic education is provided at comprehensive school, which is common for everyone and
which is completed by virtually all Finnish children. Of the slightly more than 60,000 students finishing basic
education every year, only a few hundred fail to obtain the comprehensive school leaving certificate. Those
young people who wish to improve their leaving certificate or otherwise supplement their skills and knowledge
may participate in additional education lasting one extra school year. About 1,500 young people choose this
option every year.

Upon completion of basic education, upper secondary level provides two main alternatives: general upper
secondary school or vocational education and training. Both alternatives last three years and completion of
the studies provides eligibility to apply for higher education. Those completing basic education apply for
these two types of education through the national joint application system. This centralised application system
contributes to ensuring that almost all basic education leavers apply for upper secondary studies and also
continue their studies immediately upon completion of basic education. Approximately 55 percent and
37 percent move on to upper secondary school and vocational education and training, respectively. Another
2 percent continue their studies in additional education. About 6 percent of basic education leavers do not
continue to the next level immediately after finishing comprehensive school.

At tertiary level, a new polytechnic system was created in Finland in the early 1990s to complement traditional
university education. Participation rates in higher education are very high in Finland, ranking among the top
of the OECD countries (EAG).

The system of adult education and training is very extensive, covering both general and vocational options.
Finland, the other Nordic countries and the United Kingdom clearly stand out above other OECD and EU
countries in terms of participation rates in adult education and training. After the end of the Second World
War, Finland was not able to provide enough formal education and training to accommodate the post-war
baby-boomer age groups completely, which means that a relatively large number of adults on the labour
market still do not have a post-compulsory qualification. On the other hand, there is high demand for retraining
and continuing education and training due to rapid changes in working life.
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The Finnish education system

The Finnish education system

�  Basic education

According to the OECD PISA surveys (Programme for International Student Assessment), Finland has a very
effective and high-quality basic education system. Finnish 15-year-olds are among the best in the world in tests
covering reading literacy, mathematics and science skills. On top of that, these results are achieved with the
lowest number of lessons of all OECD countries and with education expenditure at around the OECD average.
In addition, children start formal education later than in most other OECD countries. Even the amount of
homework is not significantly high in Finland. A comparison between Finland and the Republic of Korea, for
example, which has fared well in PISA surveys, shows that young Koreans also do much more work outside
school than their Finnish peers.
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Cumulative number of intended instruction hours per year in public institutions between ages 7 and 14 (2003)

Source: Education at a Glance 2005 (OECD)

Basic education expenditure in Finland amounts to US$ 5,087 per student (about €6,120), which is slightly
below the OECD average and even below the EU average.
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Annual expenditure on educational institutions per student, primary education (2002)

In equivalent US dollars converted using PPPs for GDP, by level of education, based on full-time equivalents.
Source: Education at a Glance 2005 (OECD)

One of the key objectives of Finnish education policy is to guarantee post-compulsory education and training
for each age group as a whole. Efforts are made to prevent exclusion from education and training or the labour
market. Nevertheless, Finnish boys aged 15 to 19 are left outside work or education relatively frequently
compared to other countries. In many cases, these young people ultimately obtain some education or training
later on or find employment based on their comprehensive school leaving certificate.
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�  Upper secondary education and training

General upper secondary education is provided by upper secondary schools. Upper secondary school studies
last 2–4 years and are not tied to year classes. Students’ skills in and knowledge of various upper secondary
school subjects are measured through the national matriculation examination. The nominal duration of vocational
upper secondary education and training is three years, which also includes a period of on-the-job learning with
a scope of at least six months in all VET fields. Vocational skills demonstrations are currently being developed
as a means to prove vocational competence. These complement the evidence shown on school certificates of
vocational skills obtained. Most young people continuing their studies at upper secondary level immediately
after leaving comprehensive school opt for general upper secondary education, even though the total number
of students in vocational upper secondary education and training is higher.

 Upper secondary enrolment patterns, by programme orientation (2003) in OECD countries.
 Percentage of students in public and private institutions.

Source: Education at a Glance 2005 (OECD)
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other forms of post-compulsory education and training, Finnish women are clearly more active than men. With
the exception of postgraduate researcher training, there are more women than men at all levels of education,
even though there is still a clear division into women’s and men’s occupations and programmes.

Participation in continuing education and training (all levels of education) by gender (2003) in OECD countries

 Source: Education at a Glance 2005 (OECD)

�  Teachers

One factor that explains Finland’s good learning outcomes is competent and highly educated teaching staff.
A higher education degree forms part of the teaching qualification requirements at all levels of education. The
teaching profession is highly esteemed and the number of applicants for teacher training exceeds the number
of students that the programmes can accommodate. For example only one sixth of the applicants into primary
school teacher education are admitted every year.  Finnish teachers are mostly fully qualified; according to the
most recent data, 91  percent of general upper secondary school teachers are qualified to teach their subject.

Teachers’ pay level in Finland is around the average for OECD countries, while the difference between initial
salary and the highest salary is small in international terms. In addition, teachers’ salary development is quite
flat: the difference between the starting salary and maximum salary is smaller than the OECD average.
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 Teachers’ salaries (2003) in some OECD countries. Annual statutory teachers’ salaries in public institutions after
 15 years of experience by level of education, in equivalent US dollars converted using PPPs

Source: Education at a Glance 2005 (OECD)

However, Finnish teachers’ salaries do look better when adjusted in proportion to the number of teaching
hours. In this comparison the Finnish teacher salaries are above the OECD average. The pay system is based
on a collective agreement which determines the minimum level of pay, but the system also makes it possible to
agree on better terms at local level.
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