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Resumen: 
La educación es uno de los valores clave en la sociedad moderna. En los últimos años los resultados 
de PISA han estado en el centro de muchas discusiones. Una cuestión que se ha planteado con 
frecuencia es: ¿por qué los estudiantes finlandeses obtienen, año tras año, excelentes resultados. 
En este artículo tratamos de reflexionar sobre estos resultados. En primer lugar, se introduce al 
lector a los cambios que han tenido lugar en el sistema educativo en Finlandia durante los últimos 
50 años, y en la orientación actual de la educación finlandesa. En segundo lugar, se describen los 
cambios en la formación del profesorado y de los componentes comunes de los programas de 
formación de docentes finlandeses. En tercer lugar, se discute la importancia de la ética docente. 
Además, tratamos de responder a la pregunta: ¿qué tipo de maestros y con qué competencias son 
necesarios para el año 2020, con el fin de mantener la buena calidad de la educación. Es evidente 
que vivimos en un mundo que cambia rápidamente, y por eso tenemos que mirar hacia el futuro 
con el fin de estar preparados para enfrentar los nuevos desafíos que se presentan. 
Palabras clave: Sistema finlandés de educación, competencias del docente, formación del 
profesorado, ética docente. 
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1. Introduction 

During the past fifty years there has been a significant change in the level of Finnish 
people’s education. Until the 1960s, the level of educational achievement in Finland, being 
comparable to that in Malaysia or Peru, was considerably lower than in other Scandinavian 
countries, Denmark, Norway, and Sweden. At that time only ten percent of adult Finns had 
completed more than nine years of basic education and a university degree was uncommon. 
Today Finland is one of the top ranked OECD nations on the international PISA assessments. 
Researchers suggest that the most important explanation to this significant change is the high 
quality of the Finnish teacher education. Excellent education has had a central role in 
Finland’s transformation from a traditional industrial-agrarian country into a modern 
innovation-based knowledge economy (Sahlberg, 2010). To be able to keep this position, we 
still need to develop the Finnish education to meet the challenges in the future world. As we 
live in a rapidly changing world, we have to be prepared to meet new challenges. 

To confront the challenges of the 21st century more effectively we have to pay more 
attention to defining and assessing global competence in teaching and learning. On the one 
hand, we have to define how we understand the concept competence, and on the other hand 
how it is connected to other concepts such as ability, knowledge, and skill. (Mortenson, 2011) 
This question is not new – already 1997 the OECD launched the Definition and Selection of 
Competencies (DeSeCo) programme and the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA). According to DeSeCo competence is more than just knowledge or skills. It involves the 
ability to meet complex demands by drawing on and mobilizing psychosocial resources 
(including skills and attitudes) in a particular context. According to the European 
Commission’s Cedefop glossary (Cedefop, 2008) a skill is the ability to perform tasks and solve 
problems, while competence is the ability to apply learning outcomes adequately in a defined 
context (education, work, personal or professional development). Competence is not limited 
to cognitive elements (involving the use of theory, concepts or tacit knowledge); it also 
encompasses functional aspects (involving technical skills) as well as interpersonal attributes 
(e.g. social or organizational skills) and ethical values. (Ananiadou & Claro, 2009; Rychen, 
Saganik & McLaughlin 2003). As Halinen (2011, p. 77) has stated: “In order to act competently 
in a given situation, we must be able to make use of the knowledge and the skills we 
possess”. 

In this article, we aim to describe teachers’ competencies in Finland in a European 
context. Over the years the education system as well as the curricula and teacher education 
programmes have been changed several times. We introduce these changes shortly in order to 
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construct the competencies needed by 2020. In Figure 1, we describe the connections 
between the main concepts as we see them in this article. 

Figure 1. Teacher’s competence 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Short history of Finnish education system 

Until 1970s’ Finland had a binary school system, also called a parallel school system. 
In practice, this system was divided into elementary school or primary school level consisting 
of grades 1 to 6, and secondary or grammar school, which was divided in two levels; middle 
(junior secondary) school that lasted five years, and upper secondary or senior secondary 
school that lasted three years. After finishing elementary school the majority of children 
went to civic school. However, after the fourth grade of elementary school it was possible to 
apply to grammar school (also called secondary school or high school). Many grammar schools 
used the numerus clausus method to limit the number of their students. That means that all 
students could not continue to upper secondary school. Elementary school was free of charge 
for all pupils but some of the grammar schools were private, and in them the students had to 
pay an annual tuition fee. In Finland, the compulsory education is 12-year long and children 
enter school at the age of seven (see Figure 2).  

The Act on Basic Education Reform 1968 started the largest reform in the Finnish 
history of education. The year 1972 was significant. Then the comprehensive school system 
was started in schools in northern Finland, and by 1976 also the schools in southern Finland 
had adopted the new system. This meant that all the children studied their first six school 
years at the lower stage and continued in the upper stage for three years. After this, they 
could continue their education in a vocational school or in a senior secondary school. The 
latest change in the Finnish educational system took place at the beginning of 1998 when the 
lower stage and the upper stage were combined as basic education, which covers the 
compulsory education years as shown in Figure 2. 

Apart from being a system the Finnish comprehensive school is a matter of 
pedagogical philosophy and practice. An essential part of this philosophy is the principle of 
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equity, which is a central premise of Finnish education policy. Consequently, efforts have 
been made to guarantee all population groups and regions of the country with equal 
educational opportunities. (Välijärvi et al. 2007) Basic education is governed by the Basic 
Education Act (628/1998) and the Basic Education Degree (852/1998) and the Government 
Degree on the General National Objectives of Lesson Hours in Basic Education (1435/2001). 
The purpose and objectives of general secondary education have been set out in the General 
Upper Secondary Schools Act from 1998 (629/1998). 

Figure 2. The Finnish education system (Välijärvi et al. 2007) 

 

The changes in the Finnish education system required the rewriting of the curricula 
for comprehensive school and senior secondary school. The new curricula will be put in 
practice in 2016. The first versions have now been completed and opened for public opinions. 
Figure 3 shows the steps of the Finnish curricula process. 

The Finnish National Board of Education sets the Finnish national core curriculum. It 
includes the objectives and core contents of different subjects, as well as the principles of 
pupil assessment, special needs education, pupil welfare, and educational guidance. The 
principles of a good learning environment, working approaches as well as the concept of 
learning are also addressed in the core curriculum. Statutes determine the core subjects, 
which all pupils study. The government determines the national objectives for education and 
the number of classroom hours allocated to each subject. At comprehensive schools, all pupils 
study the same core subjects with similar instructional contents. Learning takes place in 
heterogeneous groups. This requires a flexible, school-based and teacher planned curriculum 
along with student centred instruction, counselling, and remedial teaching. (National Core 
Curriculum for Basic Education 2004.) 
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Figure 3. The steering system of Finnish basic education (Vitikka, Krokfors & Hurmerinta 2012) 

  

The first national core curriculum in 1970 was strongly centralized. After that it has 
been reformed three times, in 1985, 1994 and 2004. Moreover, the reform of early 
intervention strategies was added in 2010.  

Figure 4. The Finnish basic education (Lankinen 2010) 

 

When planning the curriculum and selecting contents, textbooks, learning strategies, 
methods and assessment devices the teachers take into account students’ own interests and 
choices. About 20% of classroom hours are reserved for optional subjects, such as foreign 
languages, sports, art, and music. In addition, the student and his or her parents can choose 
integrated or in-depth courses or applied studies in the core subjects. In grades 1 – 6, the 
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instruction is mainly provided by class teachers and in grades 7 – 9 by subject teachers. In 
grades 7 – 9, the pupils have a tutor, one of the teachers assigned to the overall responsibility 
of one group. (National Core Curriculum for Basic Education 2004) 

As mentioned earlier the Finnish education is in the reform process. The four 
objectives for the reform of the Finnish basic education 2020 (Figure 4) are to 1) clarify and 
enhance the mission and integrity, 2) ensure the high level knowledge and skills, 3) 
strengthen the individual support and guidance, 4) clarify the principle of providing basic 
education (Lankinen 2010). 

 

3. Changes in teacher education in Finland 

During the past 40 years there have been many changes also in teacher education due 
to the changes in the curricula. The turning point of the Finnish teacher training can be seen 
in 1971 when the kindergarten, elementary and secondary school teacher education were 
transferred to universities through the Teacher Education Law. Also the subject teacher 
education was connected to teacher education units more closely by expanding pedagogical 
studies. Gradually, the qualifications of teacher education became higher and the first class 
teachers finished their Master’s degree in 1984–1985. (Niemi 2000.) Most recent notable 
change in the field of teacher education took place in 2005. According to the Bologna 
agreement, the education given at universities should be based on two main cycles, the 
undergraduate and the graduate (Bachelor’s degree and Master’s degree). When graduating 
from the university kindergarten teachers get a Bachelor’s degree and basic education (class) 
teachers and secondary school (subject) teachers get a master’s degree. Table 1 shows the 
components of the teacher education programs for primary school teachers and Table 2 for 
secondary school teachers in Finland. 

Table 1. Main components of the teacher education programs for primary school teachers (Niemi & 
Jakku-Sihvonen, 2006; Niemi 2012) 
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Table 2. Main components of the teacher education programs for secondary school teachers (Niemi & 
Jakku-Sihvonen, 2006; Niemi 2012) 

 

The quality of teachers and their salaries is closely related to the status and academic 
level of teacher education (Toom et al. 2010). It is important to notice that salaries are not 
the main motive to become a teacher. According to Sahlberg (2010) high social prestige, 
professional autonomy, and the ethos of teaching as a service to society and public good seem 
to be more important factors in Finland. Because the competence requirement for a 
kindergarten teacher now is Bachelor’s degree there have been discussions to raise it to 
Master’s degree. At the moment, one can complete Master’s degree also in early education in 
those teacher education units that provide kindergarten teacher education. Blömeke (2006) 
points out that for instance in Germany the Bachelor’s and Master’s degree structures 
fundamentally affect both the organization of teacher education and the traditional thinking 
of what the teacher education is about.  

A teacher’s profession is very popular among the students who have graduated from 
high school, but to get into teacher training is a very hard and competitive process. For 
instance, only one in ten applicants will be accepted annually to primary school teacher 
training programmes. The ratio is a little higher among all categories of teacher education; 
about 25 % from about 20,000 applicants are selected (Sahlberg, 2010). 

At the beginning of the 1990s, there was discussion about whether teacher education 
should be moved to vocational institutions. As a consequence of this discussion, teacher 
education units connected research to teacher education. Academic education with a 
research-based approach of Finnish teachers has now existed for 30 years. Finnish teacher 
education with its Master’s degree is rather exceptional in comparison with teacher education 
in other European countries (Toom et al. 2010). 

In Anglo-American educational research a shift to research on teacher thinking took 
place in the 1970s (Clark & Peterson 1986). Although this trend also influenced Finnish 
educational research, Finns have their own theoretical background and research tradition in 
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what is called teacher’s pedagogical thinking. The idea of a didactically thinking teacher 
aimed to make teacher education more professional and raise its academic status. At the end 
of the 1970s, Master’s level teacher education programmes replaced the less academic class 
teacher degree. Later, the concept of a didactically thinking teacher was broadened to a 
more comprehensive view of teacher’s work (Toom et al. 2010). 

In research-based teacher education all the courses are integrated with research. For 
this reason, students have opportunities as well for self-directed reflection as developing a 
personal practical theory of the teaching process. In addition, teacher students produce their 
own research in the form of Bachelor’s and Master’s theses. The goal is that students develop 
skills and knowledge they need to complete their studies, observe their pupils, and analyse 
their thinking. When making their Master’s thesis, the students become familiar with 
different research methods. During teaching practice, they observe and analyse their own and 
other students’ teaching (Toom et al. 2010). 

 

4. The Importance of Teacher Ethics  

The way teachers in Finland act with the students of different grades and ages is 
defined according to the same principles. The rules for teachers have been set by the Board 
of Ethics and they comply with the principles of the Human Rights and the Convention on the 
Rights of the Child and humanity. These rules are also based on the curricula and laws for 
pre-, primary-, secondary- and vocational school set by the Finnish Ministry of Education 
National Board of Education 2004 (Board of Ethics in Finland 2010; OAJ 2010). 

Teaching profession is based on the principle that the teachers are experts who have 
a special mission in the community. For that reason, their training has to be of top quality. It 
is important that the citizens feel confidence in the teachers’ high level of competence. 
Teachers’ ability to conduct professionally is on the one hand based on their education and on 
the other hand on the value of their profession. A teacher’s lack of expertise cannot be 
compensated with his or her high ethical principles or vice versa. A teacher’s profession 
includes responsibility that requires constant maintenance of professional skills. It also 
necessitates a special sensitivity to recognize the work-related ethical problems and the 
ability to act in these situations with high level of professional ethics. (Board of Ethics in 
Finland 2010; Finnish National Board of Education 2004; OAJ 2010). 

It is necessary to distinguish the legal and ethical issues of the teacher’s ethics. The 
laws and norms define the basic duties and responsibilities of a teacher. The curriculum 
determines the extent and content of instruction. While professional practices are controlled 
by laws, regulations and standards, professional ethics are not based on compulsion or 
external control, but the internalization of moral perception and the demands of the 
profession. For this reason, the teacher's ethical principles are an important basis when 
aiming to put in practice the UN Declaration of Human Rights. (Finnish National Board of 
education 2004; Board of Ethics in Finland 2010; UN’s Human Rights 1948; Convention on the 
rights of the Child 1989). 

Often the results of teaching are not seen until after a long period of time. As good 
learning experiences promote lifelong learning, the teacher has an important role in providing 
these positive experiences. It is also essential to support the learner's self-confidence and 
strengthen social solidarity. A teacher's work involves providing education and good teaching 
and learning opportunities for each student (Atjonen 2004; Kuusisto, Tirri & Rissanen 2012.). 
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In addition, the society expects the teacher to achieve the objectives of instruction. A 
teachers’ work area is constantly expanding and this increases the need of working in 
multiprofessional teams (Tirri 1998; Board of Ethics in Finland 2010; Niemi 2004). 

The change in the role of the teacher has brought the teacher closer to the learner. It 
also increases the teacher’s responsibility. For instance, when assessing students, internalized 
ethics prevent teachers from using their position improperly. (Tirri 1999; Niemi 2011; 
Kuusisto, Tirri & Rissanen 2012.) Good work ethics is one of the most important teacher’s 
resources. It controls the employment and work-related interactions. The motives and goals 
of teacher's work include ethical reflection and evaluation. In teachers’ work ethics have 
always been an important part, but now these principles have made them visible (Niemi 2006; 
Niemi 2012; Osler 2012). 

Teacher’s ethical principles and underlying values according the Board of Ethics in 
Finland 2010 (see also Niemi 2011) are the following:  

• Dignity. The ethical principles of treatment of a human are based on his or her 
intrinsic value. They involve that a learner is seen as a thinking and learning person. 
Human dignity has to be respected regardless of gender, sexual orientation, 
appearance, age, religion, social status, origin, opinions, abilities, and achievements.  

• Truthfulness. Truthfulness is the core value of a teacher’s primary work when guiding 
a learner to cope with his or her life and environment. The analytical approach 
requires open dialogue and the search for truth. Honesty to oneself and others as well 
as mutual respect for all, is a base of a teacher’s profession.  

• Fairness. A fair encounter of an individual learner and a group as well as fairness in 
all activities in school is essential. Justice includes, in particular, gender equality, the 
promotion of equality, and the avoidance of discrimination and favoritism. Justice has 
to be achieved in the distribution of benefits and burdens, violations and conflicts, as 
well as in the processing of learner assessment.  

• Responsibility and Freedom. While teachers have the right to their own set of values 
their teaching responsibility is defined, for example, in legislation and curricula (OAJ 
2010; Board of Ethics in Finland 2010). 

The original model presented by Hui and Lo (1997) illustrated the factors facilitating a 
whole school approach in guidance but it can be well adopted to teaching. Figure 5 shows 
that a teacher has to be active in many ways within the school setting. 
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Figure 5. Factors facilitating teacher’s work 

 

 

5. Conclusions 

The text above shows that there has been some kind of process going on in the field 
of Finnish education last 50 years, and the process is going on. The Ministry of Education set 
some future policy issues in its report Teacher education 2020 (in Finnish only) as follows: (1) 
responding to changing society (2) offering systematic professional development for all 
teachers (3) creating a teacher education strategy for each university offering teacher 
education, and (4) strengthening research on teacher education (Sahlberg, 2010). 

Not only the above mentioned issues but the curriculum process will affect in the near 
future the work of teachers. The National Core Curriculum 2016 (in process) includes: the 
values in basic education, learning concept, teaching tasks and national objectives, action 
culture of school and enhancing learning. It stresses the interaction and communication skills 
of students, ITC knowledge, multiliteracy, and self-actualization. Due to these the Finnish 
teacher education is confronting new challenges. When rewriting the curricula of teacher 
education the competencies of teachers needed in 2020 and beyond have to be taken 
account.  

Teachers’ profession is valuable and important in all societies. Times are changing 
and cause new demands. When the background of a teachers’ work is strong and stable, the 
changes are welcome. New technology and social media require knowledge and new attitude 
of teachers. Teachers as adults will always be examples for children and students and their 
good values and teaching methods guarantee a good future for the next generation.  
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