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About the book
In "Finnish Lessons," Pasi Sahlberg invites readers into the

extraordinary world of Finland's education system, offering an

insightful and compelling exploration of how the country has

defied global trends and misconceptions about what it takes to

create an exemplary education framework. With a captivating

narrative that blends personal anecdotes, historical context,

and in-depth analysis, Sahlberg reveals how Finland's

commitment to equity, trust, and professional autonomy for

teachers has led to remarkable educational outcomes. This

transformative tale challenges the status quo and promises to

inspire educators, policymakers, and anyone passionate about

the future of learning to rethink what is possible in the realm

of education. If you’ve ever wondered whether a truly

student-centered, effective, and equitable education system is

achievable, "Finnish Lessons" is not just a book—it’s a

revelation.
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About the author
Pasi Sahlberg is a renowned Finnish educator, scholar, and

policy advisor who has significantly influenced global

education reform through his expert analysis and insights into

the Finnish education system. With a distinguished career

spanning over three decades, Sahlberg has worked in various

roles, including teacher, teacher trainer, and advisor to

governments and international organizations such as the World

Bank, European Union, and OECD. He is a professor of

education policy and a former director general at the Finnish

Ministry of Education and Culture. Sahlberg is widely

respected for his advocacy of equity, quality, and inclusivity in

education, and his work, including the acclaimed book

"Finnish Lessons," has inspired educators and policymakers

worldwide to reconsider their approaches to teaching and

learning.
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Chapter 1 : Introduction to Finnish
Education - A Unique Approach
Finland’s rise to international educational prominence is a

remarkable story of how a relatively small nation

transformed its education system to become one of the best

in the world. Unlike many other countries that have achieved

high educational standards through extensive testing and

rigorous academic pressures, Finland has followed a different

path, focusing on equity, trust, and student well-being. This

unique approach has led to impressive outcomes, with

Finnish students consistently ranking at or near the top in

international assessments such as the Programme for

International Student Assessment (PISA).

Initial comparisons with other educational systems reveal

stark contrasts between Finland and nations like the United

States or the United Kingdom. In many countries, emphasis

on standardized testing and competitive achievement

dominates educational policy. By contrast, Finland prioritizes

holistic development, reduced academic pressure, and

minimal standardized testing. These differences highlight a

fundamental divergence in educational philosophies, wherein
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Finland’s approach centers on nurturing well-rounded, happy

individuals who are capable and eager to learn.

Several key elements differentiate Finnish education from

that of other high-performing nations. One of the most

significant is the level of trust placed in teachers and schools.

Unlike systems where teachers are closely monitored and

schools frequently inspected, Finnish educators enjoy

considerable autonomy in their classrooms. This trust

extends to students, who are encouraged to take

responsibility for their own learning from an early age.

Another distinctive feature is the emphasis on equity. Finnish

schools strive to provide equal opportunities for all students,

regardless of their background or abilities, ensuring that

everyone has access to high-quality education and support.

The roots of Finland’s exceptional educational success can be

traced back to its historical and cultural context. Over the

past several decades, Finland has undergone significant

reforms aimed at creating a more inclusive and effective

education system. This historical perspective is crucial to

understanding how these changes came to fruition and why

they have been so successful. Finnish culture, characterized

by a strong sense of community, social cohesion, and a high
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regard for education, has also played a pivotal role in shaping

the educational landscape.

As we delve deeper into the various aspects of Finnish

education, it becomes clear that a combination of thoughtful

policy, cultural values, and innovative practices have

propelled Finland to the forefront of global education. The

lessons learned from Finland’s journey offer invaluable

insights for other countries seeking to improve their own

education systems and create environments where all

students can thrive.
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Chapter 2 : Historical and Cultural
Context - Roots of Finnish Educational
Success
To fully understand the success of the Finnish education

system, one must delve into its historical and cultural milieu.

The roots of Finnish educational triumph are deeply

embedded in the nation's history and societal values, which

shape its modern educational ethos.

Historically, Finland has faced significant challenges,

including economic hardship and reforms borne out of

necessity for national development. In the post-World War II

era, Finland was primarily an agrarian society with limited

resources. The nation realized early on that its greatest asset

was its people, leading to a strong emphasis on education as

a vehicle for economic and social advancement. The

transformation from an agrarian society to one of the world’s

leaders in education did not happen overnight; it was a result

of deliberate, sustained efforts to prioritize and improve

educational outcomes.

A pivotal moment in Finnish educational history occurred in
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the 1970s when the country undertook major educational

reforms. The introduction of comprehensive school reforms

(peruskoulu) was a landmark event. This reform abolished

the previously dualistic education system that segregated

students at an early age based on academic ability. Instead,

Finland adopted a more inclusive approach that guaranteed

equal access to high-quality education for all children,

regardless of their socio-economic background. This

egalitarian approach has continued to underpin Finnish

policy making to this day.

Cultural values also exert a profound influence on the

Finnish education system. Finnish society highly values

equality, which translates directly into educational policies

and practices. The idea that every child deserves equal

opportunities to succeed is deeply ingrained in the national

consciousness. This cultural cornerstone is reflected in

policies that promote inclusivity and equity in education,

such as providing free school meals, subsidized

transportation, and extensive student welfare services.

The societal respect for teachers and the teaching profession

forms another key aspect of the Finnish cultural context.

Teaching is regarded as one of the most prestigious
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professions in Finland, attracting high-caliber candidates.

This veneration for educators is not merely a cultural norm

but is institutionally reinforced through rigorous teacher

training programs and continuous professional development.

Finnish teachers are given ample professional autonomy,

which empowers them to foster creativity and innovation in

their teaching methods.

Another cultural factor is the Finnish approach to holistic

well-being. Finns place great importance on the overall

well-being of students, recognizing that emotional and social

health is crucial for effective learning. This holistic approach

is evident in the school environment, where there is less

emphasis on competition and standardized testing, and more

focus on individual progress and cooperative learning.

Key milestones in Finnish education highlight the evolution

towards the system seen today. The creation of the National

Curriculum Framework was instrumental in setting

consistent educational standards while allowing for

flexibility in implementation at local levels—a balance

between centralized guidelines and local autonomy.

Moreover, Finland’s participation in international

assessments such as the Programme for International Student
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Assessment (PISA) provided external validation of its

educational reforms, showcasing the success of its egalitarian

and student-centered approaches.

In conclusion, the historical and cultural context of Finland

provides crucial insights into understanding its educational

success. Historical reforms aimed at promoting equity and

inclusivity, combined with cultural values that prioritize

equality, respect for the teaching profession, and holistic

well-being, are fundamental pillars that uphold the Finnish

educational system. These elements collectively foster an

environment where all students are given the opportunity to

thrive, ensuring the continued prominence of Finnish

education on the global stage.
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Chapter 3 : The Finnish Approach to
Teaching and Learning - Key Principles
The Finnish Approach to Teaching and Learning - Key

Principles

The cornerstone of Finnish education is built upon several

core philosophies: equity, trust, and collaboration. These

principles permeate all aspects of the Finnish approach to

teaching and learning, creating a robust framework that

supports both students and educators.

Equity stands as a fundamental pillar in the Finnish

education system. Every student, regardless of their

socio-economic background, is provided with equal

opportunities to succeed. Schools are designed to be

comprehensive and inclusive, ensuring that all children

receive the same high-quality education. The emphasis on

equality means that there are minimal differences between

schools, fostering a sense of fairness and community.

Trust is another critical component that underpins Finnish

education. Teachers are highly trusted professionals, given
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substantial autonomy to design curriculum and tailor learning

experiences to the needs of their students. This trust is rooted

in the rigorous training and high standards required to

become an educator in Finland (which will be detailed later).

The culture of trust extends to students as well; they are

trusted to take responsibility for their own learning,

encouraging independence and self-motivation.

Collaboration is integral to how Finnish schools operate.

Teachers, students, and parents work in unison to create a

supportive educational environment. This collaborative spirit

helps to cultivate a sense of belonging and shared

responsibility. Teachers frequently share best practices and

work together to develop innovative teaching methods,

further enhancing the quality of education.

Another key principle of Finnish education is the importance

placed on teacher autonomy and professionalism. Finnish

teachers are regarded as experts in their field and are given

the freedom to innovate and adapt their teaching methods.

This professional autonomy allows educators to respond to

the unique needs of their students, fostering an adaptable and

dynamic learning environment. The respect for teachers'

professional judgment means that they are not micromanaged

Install Bookey App to Unlock Full Text and
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Chapter 4 : Teacher Training and
Professional Development - The
Backbone of Success
Teacher Training and Professional Development - The

Backbone of Success

Teacher training and professional development are central

pillars of the Finnish education system, and they play an

indispensable role in the nation's educational success.

Finland's approach to preparing and supporting its educators

is one of the key factors that sets its education system apart

from those of other countries. 

Finnish teacher training programs are rigorous and

comprehensive, setting high standards for those entering the

profession. To become a teacher in Finland, candidates must

complete a five-year master's degree program, which

includes both theoretical coursework and practical training.

The selection process for these programs is highly

competitive, with only about 10% of applicants being

accepted. This ensures that only the most dedicated and

capable individuals enter the teaching profession. 
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The curriculum for teacher training in Finland emphasizes a

deep understanding of educational theory, child

development, and subject-specific knowledge. Teacher

candidates also receive extensive training in pedagogical

methods, classroom management, and educational research.

This thorough preparation equips teachers with the skills and

knowledge they need to effectively support student learning

and adapt to the diverse needs of their students.

Once in the profession, Finnish teachers continue to receive

substantial support and opportunities for professional

development. There is a strong culture of collaboration and

continuous learning among teachers in Finland. Teachers are

encouraged to work together, share best practices, and

engage in reflective practice. Professional development is

seen as an ongoing process, and teachers regularly participate

in workshops, seminars, and peer coaching.

The Finnish education system also provides structures that

support teacher autonomy and professionalism. Teachers in

Finland have a high degree of freedom to design their own

curriculum and teaching methods, allowing them to tailor

their instruction to the needs and interests of their students.
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This autonomy fosters a sense of ownership and

responsibility among teachers, and it enables them to be

innovative and responsive in their teaching.

Furthermore, the Finnish government and educational

institutions provide robust support systems for teachers.

There are well-established networks for mentoring and

professional guidance, as well as resources for continuous

learning and development. Teachers are valued and respected

in Finnish society, and their professional development is a

priority for educational policymakers.

In summary, the success of the Finnish education system is

deeply rooted in its approach to teacher training and

professional development. By setting high standards for entry

into the profession, providing comprehensive and rigorous

training, and fostering a culture of continuous learning and

collaboration, Finland ensures that its teachers are

well-equipped to support student learning and contribute to

the overall quality of education. This commitment to

professional development is a key factor in Finland's

educational achievements and serves as a model for other

countries looking to improve their own education systems.
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Chapter 5 : The Role of Assessment -
Promoting Learning Instead of Testing
Finland's educational system is notable for its minimal use of

standardized testing, which starkly contrasts with the

high-stakes testing culture prevalent in many other countries.

Instead of placing heavy emphasis on frequent, large-scale

exams, Finnish education focuses on alternative assessment

methods that prioritize learning and development over rote

memorization and test performance.

One of the guiding principles of Finland's approach to

assessment is the belief that the primary purpose of

evaluation should be to enhance student learning. Continuous

formative assessment, where teachers provide regular,

individual feedback to students, is favored over summative

assessments that merely quantify learning outcomes.

Teachers in Finland use a variety of tools such as diagnostic

assessments, peer reviews, and self-assessment exercises, all

of which encourage students to reflect on their own progress

and understand their learning processes.

In the Finnish model, national standardized tests are
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administered sparingly. The only mandatory standardized test

takes place at the end of high school (upper secondary

education), known as the Matriculation Examination. This

exam, however, serves more as a comprehensive review of

students' learning and helps in the transition to higher

education or vocational training, rather than being a frequent

measure of school performance.

The reduced emphasis on standardized testing has

considerable benefits for student well-being and learning

outcomes. Students in Finland are often reported to

experience less stress and anxiety related to their academic

progress. Learning environments are more relaxed and

focused on the joy of learning and intrinsic motivation, rather

than extrinsic rewards or punishments linked to test scores.

This atmosphere fosters a positive attitude towards education

and encourages lifelong learning.

Additionally, Finland's alternative assessment methods

contribute to a more equitable educational system. In systems

burdened by standardized testing, disadvantaged students

often bear the brunt of negative consequences such as

teaching to the test and tracking by ability. By contrast,

Finnish schools emphasize individualized learning, allowing
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teachers to tailor their instruction to meet the unique needs

and strengths of each student. This approach ensures that all

students have the opportunity to succeed, regardless of their

background or personal circumstances.

Moreover, the Finnish approach allows teachers to have

significant autonomy in assessing their students. This

professional trust is a cornerstone of the educational system,

empowering teachers to use their expertise to create the most

appropriate and effective assessment strategies for their

classrooms. Teachers are seen as professionals who can make

informed decisions about the best ways to evaluate and

support each student's learning journey.

In summary, the role of assessment in Finland is

fundamentally different from that in many other educational

systems. By minimizing the use of standardized tests and

endorsing alternative, formative assessment methods, Finland

promotes a learning-centric environment that enhances

student well-being and outcomes. This approach reflects a

broader commitment to equity, trust, and the professional

autonomy of teachers, all of which are key to Finland's

educational success.
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Chapter 6 : Inclusive Education and
Support Systems - Ensuring Equity for
All Students
In Finland, inclusivity and equity are not mere buzzwords but

foundational principles embedded within the education

system. The Finnish model aims to cater to the diverse needs

of all students, ensuring that everyone, regardless of their

background or abilities, has equal access to high-quality

education. This commitment to inclusivity is executed

through well-structured strategies and robust support systems

designed to provide individualized support to learners,

thereby promoting an environment where every student can

thrive.

One of the hallmarks of Finnish education is its strong

emphasis on individualized learning plans. These plans are

meticulously tailored to meet the unique needs of each

student, particularly those who require special education

services. From the onset of their educational journey,

children are observed and assessed not through standardized

tests, but through personalized evaluations and continuous

dialogue between educators, parents, and the students
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themselves. This practice ensures that any learning

difficulties are identified early and addressed swiftly through

customized support.

Special education in Finland is integrated into the

mainstream classroom setting as much as possible. The goal

is to avoid isolating students with special needs, thus

promoting a sense of belonging and normalcy. Special

education teachers work collaboratively with general

education teachers to adapt the curriculum and teaching

methods to suit individual learning styles and capacities. This

co-teaching model fosters an inclusive classroom

environment where students with diverse needs can learn

alongside their peers, benefiting from shared interactions and

mutual support.

In addition to in-class support, Finnish schools also offer

various supplementary services to assist students in their

learning journey. These services include specialist help such

as school psychologists, social workers, and counselors who

work closely with students needing extra emotional or

psychological support. Recognizing the importance of mental

well-being in academic success, Finnish education places

significant emphasis on providing a supportive and nurturing
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Chapter 7 : Lessons for the World -
What Other Countries Can Learn
The educational success of Finland offers valuable lessons

that can be applied by other countries seeking to improve

their own systems. One of the most striking elements that

other nations can learn from is the holistic view Finland takes

towards education, emphasizing equity, trust, and

collaboration as foundational pillars. By fostering an

environment where all students, regardless of their

background, have equal opportunities to succeed, Finnish

schools ensure that equity is not just a goal, but a lived

reality. 

Trust plays a crucial role in Finnish education. This is

evident in the high regard for teacher autonomy and

professionalism. Teachers in Finland are trusted to create and

adapt curricula that meet the needs of their students, moving

away from the prescriptive methodologies prevalent in many

other educational systems. This level of trust is built on

rigorous teacher training programs that imbue educators with

the skills, knowledge, and confidence required to excel

independently. Countries looking to replicate Finnish success
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must prioritize teacher autonomy and offer robust

professional development pathways to cultivate a capable

and confident teaching workforce.

Collaboration is another cornerstone of the Finnish approach.

The Finnish education system encourages collaboration

among students, teachers, and the wider community,

fostering an environment where shared knowledge and

collective problem-solving are the norms. By prioritizing

cooperative learning, students develop not only academically

but also socially and emotionally, leading to well-rounded

individuals who are prepared for real-world challenges.

Nations striving to enhance their education systems should

integrate collaborative practices into their curricula and

teaching methods.

The minimal use of standardized testing in Finland could be

a revelation for many countries grappling with the pressures

of high-stakes exams. In Finland, the focus is on formative

assessment methods that promote continuous learning and

development rather than merely measuring educational

outcomes. This shift away from excessive testing reduces

stress and anxiety among students, leading to a more

conducive learning environment that supports well-being.
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Other education systems can adopt this approach by reducing

the emphasis on standardized tests and exploring alternative

assessment methods that emphasize student growth over

time.

Special attention must be given to Finland’s commitment to

inclusive education and comprehensive support systems.

Rather than separating students with diverse needs, Finnish

schools integrate them into mainstream classrooms with

tailored support that ensures all students can thrive. Special

education teachers work alongside regular teachers to

provide personalized assistance, ensuring that education is

accessible and effective for everyone. This model of

inclusion can serve as inspiration for other countries aiming

to create more equitable and supportive educational

environments.

Finally, policymakers around the world must be willing to

embrace these Finnish lessons and adapt them to local

contexts. While it might not be possible to transplant Finnish

practices wholesale into different cultural and educational

landscapes, the underlying principles of equity, trust,

collaboration, and reduced testing are universally applicable.

By taking a nuanced approach to adopting these strategies,
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educational leaders can foster environments where all

students are given the opportunity to succeed and flourish.

In conclusion, the Finnish education system provides a

robust framework that other countries can learn from and

adapt to improve their own educational outcomes. By

embracing equity, fostering trust in teachers, encouraging

collaboration, minimizing standardized testing, and

supporting inclusive education, policymakers can move

towards creating educational systems that are not only

successful but also equitable and supportive for all learners.
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