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1. Introduction 

While it is impossible to duplicate the whole Finnish Education System, it is the 

author’s view that many of the elements are duplicable in the private schools 

of Jacobs Well Schools. This article seeks to elucidate the main duplicable 

elements of the Finnish Education System, starting with a background and how 

their superiority is measured. It will also soberly identify the elements which 

cannot be duplicated right now. 

2. History  and background2  

The first seeds of major decisions for the continuing success of the education 

system were sown already in the early 1800s. The Finnish value education for 

the entire nation, realising that in the modern world, a well-educated, skilful 

population forms the key to a country’s success. The population’s desire to 

learn has also contributed to a general faith in education. People are expected 

to stay informed about a wide range of issues and societal concerns. They also 

believe that the better educated a nation is, the better it will be, therefore 

education forms the cornerstone of modern society and democracy. “The 

establishment of the primary school system was linked to the awakening of a 

strong national consciousness,” Kauppinen says. “The nation needed literate, 

educated citizens and a literary culture.”3 

Investment in people as a precious resource 

“The high level of the Finnish school system is backed by a clear national ethos 

that says the people are the nation’s most important resource and they have a 

right to a quality education,” says the director of general education Jorma 

Kauppinen of the Finnish National Board of Education.4 Education is free from 

preschool through university. Using tax revenues to finance education ensures 

high quality and equal opportunities for all. Between 11 and 12 percent of the 

Finnish state and municipal budget is spent on education. This pays for free 
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education: preschool, basic education, upper-secondary school, vocational 

training, higher education and continuing and post-graduate studies, and 

partially funds liberal adult education. This, in turn, forms the backbone of 

lifelong learning, available to everyone who lives in Finland.5 

Accent on high quality pre-school for all  

Kati Tuurala, Microsoft’s education manager in Finland, believes that a great 

deal of Finland’s educational success can be attributed to major reforms 

implemented in the 1970s. Those reforms included an emphasis on primary 

education for every single child in the country. 

“That’s the reason for our present-day success,” Tuurala states.6 

Formal schooling begins only at age seven. However, prior to entering school, 

all children have participated in a high-quality government funded preschool 

program. As opposed to a focus on getting a jump academically, these early-

childhood programs focus on self-reflection and social behavior, resulting in 

one of the most notable attributes of Finnish children namely their level of 

personal responsibility. This early focus on self-reflection is seen as a key 

component for developing that level of responsibility towards learning.7  

Comprehensive Schools 

The majority of Finnish municipalities had primary schools by the early 1900s. 

The Compulsory School Attendance Act came into force in 1921, requiring all 

children to complete at least six years of primary school. A major turning point 

came about in the 1970s, when primary and secondary schools were replaced 

by mainly municipal nine-year comprehensive schools compulsory school and 

attendance was lengthened to nine years. The comprehensive school reform 

aimed to guarantee equal and free basic education for all children, regardless 
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of the family’s place of residence and socio-economic status. Finland contains 

approximately 3,000 comprehensive schools with a total of 550,000 students.8  

Universities 

With a total population of some 5.4 million people, in Finland, there are 20 

universities which are owned and largely funded by the Finnish government.9 

University studies are available to all students though students are selected 

based on the results of entrance exams.  

Learners with special needs 

Pupils with mental disabilities and children with severe sensory or physical 

disabilities or special health or mental health problems study in special classes 

or schools, and for some of them compulsory education lasts 11 years. 

Children of immigrants receive many kinds of support at school. Those who do 

not speak Finnish or Swedish well are offered preparatory education in small 

groups where they get to learn the Finnish language with an adapted syllabus. 

In major cities, children from immigrant backgrounds have access to language 

lessons in their own mother tongue. 

Assessment of learning outcomes 

Evaluation of early learners focuses on metacognition10 and learning how to 

learn. Students’ learning outcomes in comprehensive school are monitored by 

national assessments, involving a random sampling of about 5 percent. 

Additionally, those responsible for organising the teaching (usually the local 

municipality) are required to perform evaluations on a regular basis. Upper-

secondary school studies culminate in the national matriculation examination, 

assessed by the National Matriculation Examinations Board. 
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 Metacognition refers to higher order thinking which involves active control over the cognitive processes 

engaged in learning. Activities such as planning how to approach a given learning task, monitoring 
comprehension, and evaluating progress toward the completion of a task are metacognitive in nature. Because 
metacognition plays a critical role in successful learning, it is important to study metacognitive activity and 
development to determine how students can be taught to better apply their cognitive resources through 
metacognitive control. (http://gse.buffalo.edu/fas/shuell/cep564/metacog.htm) 



Educational Route 

The following diagram11 shows the educational route from pre-primary to a 

doctorate at university. In Finland all education is free a large percentage of 

the population continue with life-long learning. 

 

3. Superiority as measured by PISA 

The Finnish educational system’s reputation abroad has grown, mainly because 

of the repeated stellar results in the Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) organised by the OECD (Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development) that tests 15 years olds in 57 countries. In 

essence, Finland’s teens are able to deliver the goods on international tests in 

math, science and reading. It is particularly noteworthy that among Finnish 

schoolchildren the difference between top-scorers and low-scorers is small, 

and that ability levels are strong in all types of schools. 
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PISA: Finnish youth at the forefront 

Finland’s rankings 2012 2009 2006 2003 

Reading literacy 

OECD countries 3 2 2 1 

All participants 6 3 2 1 

Mathematical literacy 

OECD countries 6 2 1 1 

All participants 12 6 2 2 

Scientific literacy 

OECD countries 2 1 1 1 

All participants 5 2 1 1 

Problem solving 

OECD countries 4 
  

2 

All participants 9 
  

2 
 

4. Identification of duplicable elements  

One of the Finnish education system’s major strengths is its ability to 

guarantee the same educational opportunities for everyone, regardless of 

social or economic background. Instead of competition and comparison, 

Finnish schools encourage pupils to be independent when thinking, studying 

and doing research. Below follows a discussion of elements  are immediately 

and progressively duplicable in Jacobs Well Schools. 

Quality teacher education ensures quality teaching 

Teachers are trusted professionals. Teaching at all levels of education requires 

a master’s degree. Daycare and preschool teachers are also university 

graduates. All comprehensive school teachers with a permanent full-time post 

hold a university degree. In primary school (grades 1–6), teachers usually teach 

all subjects. They hold a master’s degree in education with an emphasis on 

pedagogical skills. In both lower secondary school and upper-secondary school, 



subject-specific teaching is provided by teachers who have completed a 

master’s degree in their respective fields and have completed studies in 

educational science.  

Teaching as a profession is very popular field in Finland, and enjoys high 

esteem in spite of the relatively modest level of pay. There are five times as 

many applicants for teacher education as there are places. Furthermore, the 

teaching profession is held in high regard, carrying the same status as other 

professionals such as accountants, auditors, etc. Part of the reason why 

teachers are so trusted in Finland is that becoming a teacher is an extremely 

rigorous and prestigious process and only the best of the best are accepted 

into education school. In addition to having high test scores, candidates must 

pass an interview investigating their integrity, passion, and pedagogy. 

Universities are committed to finding candidates that are the right fit for the 

teaching profession. Teachers training programs are research-based, and 

teachers graduate with master’s degrees, that includes a published thesis. 

No over worked teachers  

The Finnish system recognizes that happy teachers are good teachers, and 

overworked teachers will not be at the top of their game. Teachers prepare 

lessons from home and only teach to students about 20 hours per week. 

School days start at 8:30 am and end no later than 3:30 pm. The secondary 

school curriculum includes a lot of mathematics, Finnish, at least two foreign 

languages, humanities, natural sciences and art, as well as two hours of 

physical education every week. 

Teachers have autonomy  

The Finnish National Board of Education under the Ministry of Education and 

Culture decides on standardised educational objectives in the national 

curriculum. Education providers, most of which are the municipalities, then 

develop their own curricula and school-specific plans based on the national 

prescribed foundation. In this way, all pupils across the country receive the 

same subjects at the same level and quality. At the same time, the system also 

allows for local emphasis and enhancement, giving teachers autonomy over 

the implementation of the prescribed national curriculum. Teachers are held 



responsible to make learning interesting and enjoyable and learners are held 

responsible for learning. 

Trust relationships 

The Finnish education system runs high elements of trust. Parents trust 

teachers and teachers trust parents. The education ministry trusts their 

municipalities, the municipalities trust school administrators, administrators 

trust teachers for implementation of the national curriculum, giving much 

freedom in methodologies. There is no formal teacher-evaluation system. The 

education ministry trusts the teachers.  

“Power is delegated to municipalities, schools and ultimately individual 

teachers, with all levels of educational administration interacting and sharing 

notes,” explains Kauppinen. “This culture of trust produces teachers who are 

independent experts.” On one hand, they are familiar with their own students’ 

needs and opportunities, and on the other hand, they respect national 

curricular objectives.12  

But perhaps the most important is the trust relationship that is found between 

learners and teachers that creates improved social climates in the classroom 

and facilitates learning and academic achievement, as studied by CASEL (see 

above). Teachers are involved emotionally with students and take the time to 

teach students to better manage their emotions through the practice of 

empathy, caring, and co-operation.  

Teachers’ Exchange Programs 

Teachers are empowered to dream big and help design the future of education 

in classrooms, schools, and countries around the world. Teachers from Finland 

go abroad to expand their horizons, just as students do to get and share ideas. 

In this manner Finnish teachers, students and organisations play an important 

role in the global interchange of academic ideas and expertise in global long-

reaching vision. 
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The North-South-South Higher Education Institution Network Programme 

(North-South-South) opens up opportunities for cooperation between higher 

education institutions in Finland and developing countries. The main focus is 

on reciprocal student and teacher exchange. The purpose of the programme is 

to enhance human capacity in all participating countries through interaction 

and mobility. The aim is also to generate and disseminate knowledge and to 

create sustainable partnerships between higher education institutions in 

Finland and in the partner countries. The focus is especially on the 

enhancement of higher education in partner countries.13 

Whole person development  

Development of the whole person is highly valued, especially in the early years. 

As opposed to a focus on getting a jump academically, these early-childhood 

programs focus on self-reflection and social behavior. This approach allows 

children learn through play opportunities. The writings of Froebel reveal these 

thoughts: “We notice that if children are not given the care which takes their 

stage of human development into consideration, they will lack the foundation 

for the task ahead in school and for their later lives in general.” He further 

wrote “that the present and future living conditions of men and women of all 

social classes rest on the careful consideration and rounded mental and 

physical care of early childhood.”14 

In pre-school children’s social and emotional skills are fostered.  They learn to 

manage their emotions through the practice of empathy, caring, and 

cooperation and that creates an improved social climates in the classrooms 

that leads to improved student academic achievements. The results obtained 

by following this methodology was studied by  the Chicago-based group CASEL 

(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning).  
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Ethics is taught in the primary grades.  

While many students learn their ethics curriculum through religion class, even 

nondenominational or nonreligious students are required to take ethics 

courses. 

Pre-school 

Prior to entering school, all children have participated in a high-quality 

government funded preschool program. Six-year-old children have access to 

free preschool education. Families can also choose between municipal and 

private daycare centres, or opt for small group daycare in a child carer’s home. 

Nearly all six-year-olds participate in preschool where they participate in group 

activities at daycare: play, sports and outdoor activities. Learning takes place 

through play experiences. 

Early primary school 

Young pupils have the same teacher for all or most of the subjects, which 

supports them emotionally and provides a sense of security. The same teacher 

also makes sure the class atmosphere remains free of discrimination and 

harassment. Parents are given verbal feedback of the childs progress in the 

early years. Up to the 4th grade evaluation of early learners focuses on 

metacognition and learning how to learn. After the 4th grade learners are given 

report cards. Graded evaluation of learning performance usually starts only 

once students reach the fifth year. Relations between the students and 

teachers are friendly and relaxed, and motivation is based on encouragement 

rather than punishment. 

Play is emphasised 

In Finnish schools teachers encourage play. In fact, from pre-primary to high 

school, and even beyond with the concept of Edutainment, children and adults  

learn through play, imagination, and self-discovery. Even at the high school 

level, you can see students playing football or videogames in the student 

center. Every 45 minutes, students have the right to 15 minutes of free time. 

Finns believe that students’ capacity for engagement and learning is most 



successful when they have a chance to unwind and refocus. In turn, students 

work productively during class time, with the understanding that their needs to 

play, talk, or even read quietly will be met shortly. Going outside frequently 

also encourages greater physical fitness.  

Accountable teachers and accountable learners 

While in many countries authorities hold teachers accountable for teaching, in 

Finland they hold the students accountable for learning. Teachers and students 

are both and jointly responsible for creating happy places of learning. This 

results in learners enjoying their learing experiences and teachers feeling 

fullfilled, valued and satisfied. Teachers are expected to spend less time 

standing in front of the class and more time facilitating and mentoring self-

learning. Great emphasis is placed on good study methods, interesting subjects 

and allowing learning by discovery, whether in groups or individually.  

High-school students rarely get more than a half-hour of homework a night in 

Finland. School days are also shorter. Most elementary students only attend 

school for four to five hours per day. High school students, similar to college 

students, only attend the classes that are required of them. So while one 

student might have an 8 a.m. Swedish class, another might not start school 

until 10 a.m.  

Delineated High School: Academic and Vocational15  

The ninth grade does become a divider for Finnish students. Students are 

separated for the last three years of high school based on grades, interests and  

aptitude. Under the current structure, 53% will go to academic high school, 

and prepare for university studies. The rest enter vocational school. Because of 

the delineated approach, the high school dropout rate is extremely low.  
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Vocational schools 

Vocational schools after finishing Comprehensive School at age 16 is an option, 

where learners are taught theory and do practicals to prepare them for the 

labour market, are highly regarded in Finland. It is interesting to note that 

artisans in Europe are very scarce and highly paid, so it makes much sense to 

train learners in these skills. Students graduating from vocational schools may 

also attend university. 

Individual attention 

Comprehensive school focuses on support and guidance for the students as 

individuals. Contrary to a one system suits all approach, the Finnish eduaction 

approach is set up to adapt to each individual child's needs. The education 

process is aligned to the interest, abilities and capacities of the individual child 

and children are allowed to progress at their own pace. Learners are given 

assistance when the need arises, whether individually or in small groups, and 

school counsellors are readily available. Teachers assistants also make it 

possible to give individual attention, especially to those with learning 

difficulties. Pupils with mild to moderate learning difficulties study in the same 

schools and classrooms as everyone else, but the schools receive additional 

resources in these cases. 

Guidance counsellors  

Ensuring student wellbeing as is part of whole person development. Each 

school has a student welfare unit and school health services. Student welfare 

has to do with the school’s responsibility for social, mental and physical 

wellbeing. The school may act if pupils shirk school, are chronically late, 

become marginalised from the class community, use drugs or alcohol, or suffer 

from an unstable family situation. In these cases, the adults in the school have 

a right and a duty to work towards a solution together with the parents, and, if 

necessary, to turn to municipal healthcare, child welfare or social services for 

advice. Schoolchildren receive regular health and dental check-ups and, if 

necessary, are sent for further examination to the municipal health services. 

School health services are free of charge. 



Life long learning 

After comprehensive school, all students have the opportunity to focus their 

attention on general and professional education according to their inclinations. 

People can continue to study in various forms throughout their lives. Twenty-

five percent of all Finns hold a degree from a university or polytechnic; the 

figure is 36 percent for the 25–34 age group.16 

Learning environments that enchance collaboration 

High-quality teaching materials hold great importance. Large investments 

support the production of school books and other learning materials in Finnish 

as well as Swedish, Finland’s other official language. Materials are increasingly 

available in electronic form and online. 

The infrastructure of schools is designed to promote collaboration. Classrooms 

branch off from a shared learning area where students from various classes 

and grade levels work together and teachers can interact in a common space. 

High school students have all sorts of cozy nooks and crannies to work 

together comfortably on campus, and students move freely around the 

building with minimal supervision. The teachers’ lounge was a literal 

greenhouse allowing for sunshine and plants to thrive. With access to a 

massage chair and computer lab, teachers feel relaxed and comfortable when 

working together.  

4. Elements that create challenges  

Homogeneous population  

In Finland the people are far more homogeneous in terms of both income and 

education than in South Africa. Perhaps more importantly, there are no poor 

and no wealthy schools, each school educates children at the same per pupil 

rate. In South Africa we have very distinct sectors of extremely rich, upper 

middle class, lower middle class and poor. The government supplies free 

education to all. The very rich and middle class who can afford it, often opt for 
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schools where they pay fees in return for a better quality education. This is not 

to say that all government schools are lacking in quality. The large class 

numbers and overworked teachers, who sometimes do not have good quality 

training, creates a challenge.  

Mother tongue education 

South Africa has eleven official languages. English is often the second or third 

language and this presents many learning challenges.  

Local school principle 

In Finland the local-schools principle means that almost all children and young 

adults attend the school closest to their homes, pre-empting divisions 

according to family social status. Since schools maintain a reliably high 

standard, parents are generally satisfied with their local schools, and elite 

private schools have not emerged alongside local comprehensive schools. In 

South Africa however, since colonial times elite and expensive private schools 

have existed alongside public schools. Again, many public schools give as good 

an education, but then many do not, making an affordable private school an 

option many parents consider. 

Free education 

In Finland education is free from preschool through university. Tax revenues 

are used to finance education ensuring high quality and equal opportunities for 

all. In South Africa, free education is available from Gr 0 to Gr 12 for the those 

in the form governmental subsidies for of who apply and supply proof of 

income and affordability. As discussed above, governmental schools are not 

able to supply the demand for quality education (due to various factors) and 

learners suffer. Those who can afford it opt for private education. 

Professional teachers 

Finland is admittedly way ahead of many countries regarding the standard of 

teachers in their public schools. In South Africa we seriously lag behind in this 

norm. We also have a contingent of teachers who do not have the learner’s 

best interests at heart who will for example strike when learners have to write 



their formal exams. Teacher motivation in many of the schools is low and 

appallingly low matric (National Grade 12 exam) pass rates manifest this. 

Private schools, however, have the option of choosing and creating different 

learning environments and teachers are often willing to receive less salary in 

order to get out of the public education system. 

Preschool stimulation 

Unfortunately in South Africa there is a large sector of the population who are 

uneducated and therefore do not understand the importance of early 

childhood development. Government has introduced a one year compulsory 

pre-school for all children. Though the quality of this varies, this effort towards 

early childhood development is a step in the right direction to lay foundations 

for learning and innate intelligence.  

5. Conclusion 

Over the years at the Jacobs Well School Valhalla, we have incorporated 

elements of the Finnish Education System. In 2017 at both schools we will have 

in place: 

 Well trained teachers, mentors and facilitators (we aspire to the Masters 

Degree qualifications in due course)  

 Teachers assistants  

 Low learner:teacher ratios  

 Little standing in front of the class but lots of individual facilitation  

 Learners that are taught to self-educate  

 Compulsory non-religious ethics classes 

 Relationships of trust between Teachers, Learners and Parents  

 Working with government - we are registered private school at the Dept 

of Education and use their curriculums  

 Grade 8 and 9 do normal schooling.  

 Grade 10, 11 and 12 split into academic schooling if their marks are good 

enough, and are prepared for University entrance 

 Vocational option: We will work together with Tsogo Sun (huge hotel 

group) and focus on hospitality studies and tourism.  



 Vocational learners will do practical work at hotels and guest houses 

during holidays to gain experience, making them employable after 

school.  

 Exchange of learners for short periods (exchange students) to and from 

Finnish schools.  

 Exchange of teachers for short periods to and from Finland.  

 Counsellors available to help learners with Whole Person Development. 
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