5

Days

Exploring Finnish student success
by Colleen ireland

In May 2011, I had the opportunity to accompany
a York Region District School Board (YRDSB)
group visiting Finland for five days. Key interests
for me were the role of the union in Finland, rea
sons for such high PISA (Programme for Interna
tional Student Assessment) scores in that country
and approaches to education that might serve us
well in Ontario, given the opportunity and the will
to adopt them. Recent accolades by international
journalists and education pundits made the op
portunity to do some hands-on observations all the
more appealing.
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Learn more about FinLand
finnish national board of education: www.oph.fi
City of espoo/esbo: www.espoo.fi/lukiot
Parliament of finland: www.parliament.fi
Ministry of employment and
the economy: www.tem.fi
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The YRDSB has had a working part
nership with the Finland educational
authorities for some time but this was
the first occasion that plant managers
and union representatives were also in
vited by the Board to travel to Finland to
share ideas with our Finnish colleagues.
My goal was to look at union and school
system structures as well as school envi
ronment and curriculum practices that
might explain and inform such success
on the PISA.
Our delegation visited nine schools in
the municipality of Espoo, just west of
Helsinki. We all visited the first school
together to give us an opportunity to ex
perience a comprehensive school. Subse
quently, we were able to select schools, fa
cilities or organizations that reflected our
particular interests. I visited five schools
with the secondary administrators and

other YRDSB personnel who were inter
ested in specific school programs.
UNiON RELATiONSHiPS
AND SySTEM STRUCTURE

In Finland, teachers and administrators
are in the same union, and while mem
bership is voluntary, 96 per cent of teach
ers opt into the organization. Those who
do not join have no protection such as se
niority, support during conflict or other
work-related conditions. Principals be
long to both a teachers’ union and their
own dedicated administrators’ union.
Finnish schools are divided into Com
prehensive Schools (Grades 1-9) and Up
per Secondary Schools (Grades 10-12).
It is noteworthy that none of the schools
I visited has a student population over
500, with only one projected to have 750
students in the next couple of years.
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In Finland, administrators are hired
by Boards and teachers are hired by
principals. Quite unlike our process, the
teachers’ union is part of the interview
process. Teachers must work a minimum
of 24 hours per week with an additional
three hours of mutual meeting time for
peer planning and discussion. Every ef
fort is made by system principals to en
sure the requisite number of hours are
available to permanent contract teach
ers. This can result in educators needing
to travel between two to three schools.
Principals work together to find spots
for staff if their subject area is not chosen
by enough students. There is no whole
sale abandonment of staff if their courses
are not chosen but the root cause will be
examined and ways will be found to in
crease the attractiveness of a course.
Municipalities own the schools and
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allot monies for running them. Custodial,
secretarial and maintenance support for
facilities are, in general, contracted out to
private companies, with this becoming the
norm throughout Finland. Principals have
the autonomy to set the particular theme
for a school and receive money from the
municipality for various initiatives.
In every school I visited, it was made
clear that principals and school officials
view teachers as facilitators and knowl
edge workers. The concept of five-year
Teacher Performance Appraisals such as
we have in Ontario seemed counterintui
tive to both administrators and teachers.
To quote one administrator, “Why create
such a bureaucracy?” We should not as
sume from this that expectations are low
in Finland—in fact, quite the contrary.
Obviously the Finnish PISA scores indi
cate educators must be doing something
right, with the support of school boards.
Perhaps the answer lies in the fact that
there is an inherent and absolute trust
that educators know their subject, know
their job and will take responsibility for
their own professional development to
enhance and improve their practice.
Random testing is done every five
years with students, though, as several
administrators pointed out, “No one,
teachers and students, really enjoys test
ing.” The testing is done primarily for
diagnostic purposes to inform curricu
lum practice. Individual principals may
choose to test all or just a portion of the
student body. Notably, while lacking
the rigidity of Ontario testing purport
edly designed to improve achievement
and increase accountability, the Finnish
system still manages to show the high
est achievement of most countries.
At the root of the faith and trust in
teacher competence is the teacher edu
cation process. At the very least, teacher
candidates attend five to seven years of
educationally focussed university. Pro
spective teacher candidates must write
an entrance exam and, if selected for the
second phase, they must take part in a
group interview and demonstrate they
possess group leader skills needed for
the classroom. Elementary candidates
can choose to go directly into an edu
cation degree, which takes about five to

six years. Supports are in place for new
teachers who struggle with classroom
management, communications with
parents or working with colleagues in
planning units. As one leader put it,
“The passion for teaching is there, but
the knowledge of how to handle day
to-day upsets may not be there.” Those
interested in teaching secondary school
may take a subject-specific degree and
then select the stream in education they
prefer. There is no tuition fee for any
post-secondary schooling.
While taxes are very high in Finland,
we were told the citizenry understands
the need. They prefer to have high-quality
health care, child care and educational ser
vices than lower taxes, but there are those
who lobby against such a high level of
taxation. Daycare costs approximately 100
Euros ($130) per month, with students up
to age six attending child-care day pro
grams and after-school programs based at
schools. At age seven, students may attend
school and/or go part-time while attending
a daycare outside of school. At the other
end of the spectrum, students between 16
and 18 years of age must participate in one
year of compulsory military service.
Every child, at every level, receives a
hot lunch, with vegetarian, gluten-free,
vegan, lactose-free and any other option
readily available. There is a five-week
rotating menu that is available in every
school in the country. The simple rea
son given is that we all know children
learn best on a full stomach and if they
cannot get a hot meal at home, they are
assured of one at school.
OTHER KEy DiFFERENCES

A second key difference is the fact that
schools in Espoo offer common sched
ules, enabling students to move between
schools if a desired course is not available
at one school.
The third major difference is the fact
that administrators remain in the union
and many are teaching principals for at
least one period per day. They may also su
pervise clubs. As mentioned earlier, prin
cipals also belong to their own union.
A fourth key difference is evident with
the segregation of students with special
needs. While consistent supports exist
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...there is an
inherent and
absolute trust
that educators
know their
subject, know
their job and
will take
responsibility
for their own
professional
development...

within the segregated schools I visited,
there appears to be a strong desire to
learn from our experiences in meeting
needs of special-needs students. Whether
that means the Finnish system will adopt
all our strategies remains to be seen, but
there is a keen interest in serving stu
dents with special needs effectively and
in integrating students into all schools.
In addition, with the current increase in

immigration there is an ever-increasing
need to support new Finns and their ac
quisition of language skills.
Religious studies courses are treated
very differently in this largely Lutheran
country. Some schools hold faith-based
classes and only if a student/family ex
presses concern will the student be ex
cused from the class. In other schools, the
matter of faith is treated as a World Reli-
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for Feb. & Sept. 2012. Familiarity with ESL programs/services an asset.
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gions course, which examines the philos
ophy of all faiths. However, the concept
of accommodating various faith require
ments in schools did not seem to hold
any interest for municipal leaders.
All Finnish schools utilize an atten
dance/communications system called
WILMA. This is a real-time program that
allows teachers to log into the system and
report student attendance immediately,
period by period. There is various colour
coding that assists parents/staff in identi
fying the cause of an absence. Every effort
is made by staff and the school adminis
tration to communicate effectively with
parents who do not own computers or do
not have easy access to technology. And it
was clear upon questioning that all efforts
are made to protect students’ and families’
privacy when using this program.
SUMMARy OF STRATEGiES
AND OBSERVATiONS

Numerous strategies are employed to
ensure student success. Failure to leave
Comprehensive School and move on to

Helping Organizations
with issues of Crisis and Trauma
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Upper Secondary is rare. Some examples
of methods (which may sound familiar)
are listed below.
• Looping of elementary classes, where
by students may have the same teach
er for two to three years. Problematic
if there are personality conflicts, but
every attempt is made to solve those
issues because fostering a sense of be
longing is deemed paramount.
• Units of study that allow for a longer
period of time, as compared to our
credit system.
• Student-led conferences with the
complete involvement of the students
in the process; requires ownership by
the students for their learning.
• Common schedules that allow for
movement between schools.
• Cross-curricular planning, which
is practised faithfully in Finland. It
was common to see students building
instruments in shop (compulsory at
Grade 7), writing a score for the instru
ment, writing lyrics, building props and
performing, all within the school year.
• Entrepreneurial focus with a view
to making students self-sufficient is a
major element within the system. For
some schools, that is the main theme
of the school, and students are able to
experience partnerships not only with
businesses that support their commu
nities but with other countries and
student populations.
What was evident across the entire
system was the inherent trust in teach
ers, the sense that students need to have
a true voice in the running of schools and
there is a respectful collaboration between
schools, students and parents to make this
work. Teaching for inquiry is the general
practice, with a national curriculum that
allows for significant local autonomy.
Professional Development is split be
tween three compulsory days; teachers
make their own decisions for the rest of
the days, depending on their assignments.
New teacher education is more focussed
and there are significant differences in
the Finnish entrance process into educa
tion. Most Finnish students leave school
able to speak Swedish, French and Eng
lish with varying degrees of fluency.
While testing is random for students

and teacher appraisal takes the form of a
collegial conversation, Finland has been
able to achieve some consistently high
PISA scores over a span of several years.
Whether any or all of these strategies
or system practices can be duplicated
in Ontario is almost an unanswerable
question, given the marked differences
in school population numbers and com
munity/municipal supports. In many

cases, the key factor in Finland’s suc
cess seems to be a strong belief in teach
ers and their competence, and the un
derstanding that the bond between
student, teacher and family is essential to
educational success.
Colleen ireland is the district and teach
ers’ bargaining unit president in district 16,
York region.

It’s brand new.
and It’s just for you.

toP 3 reasons to VIsIt tHe aGo
wItH your students!
1. EXPLORE ART! Experience original works of art through
an interactive and fun guided gallery visit.
2. MAKE ART! Paint, draw, collage and sculpt to express
personal creativity through a studio visit in the Gallery School.
3. PROFESSIONAL LEARNING! Join us for Teachers’ Night Out tours,
artmaking in Teachers’ Studio and full-day Saturday Workshops!

Visit www.ago.net/schools-teachers
for more information! 416 979 6608

EDUCAtION FORUM 35

