
Looking beyond the classroom walls
Robbie O’Leary and Richie Walsh travel to Oulu to investigate the Finnish education system

Education, responding to the consistently
high results achieved by pupils, states that:

“The phonetic character of Finnish lan-
guage makes decoding easy …after children
learn to decode the language which ‘is
spelled as it is pronounced’, they soon
learn to be ever more fluent readers due to
the subtitling of all foreign language TV-
programmes and films. Combined with the
long standing tradition of newspapers and
magazines subscribed for home delivery, a
well functioning network of free libraries,
and zero illiteracy among native adults,
Finnish children are truly embedded in
written language from birth on.”

In relation to accountability and assess-
ment, Pasi Sahlberg (Director General,
CIMO) writes that “Finland has not followed
the global accountability movement in 
education that assumes that making schools
and teachers more accountable for their
performance is the key to raising student
achievement …All assessment of student
learning is based on teacher made tests,
rather than standardised external tests. By
fifth grade, Finnish pupils no longer receive
numerical grades that would enable directly
comparing pupils with one another. In fact,
grades are prohibited by law. Only descrip-
tive assessments and feedback are 
employed.” He goes on say: “Primary school
is, to a large extent, a ‘testing-free zone’ 
reserved for learning to know, to do, and 
to sustain natural curiosity… education 
authorities and political leaders believe 
that teachers, together with principals, 
parents and their communities, know how
to provide the best possible education for
their children and youth.”

Sahlberg summarises the overriding 
philosophy that underlines its successful
educational system as follows: “The pur-
pose of schooling remains focused on 
holistic development of personality, 
including knowledge, skills, values, creativity
and interpersonal characteristics. Schools
are places for learning and caring, where
learning comes before testing, achievement
is defined in relation to one’s own devel-
opment and growth, rather than in relation
to universal standards.” Generally speaking,
Finns pay little attention to any form of
comparison, either between pupils,
schools, regions or internationally. Ironically,
they’re the teachers least likely to monitor
PISA, PIRLS scores, or, indeed, any attempt
to standardise or evaluate comparative 
educational outcomes.”

School education should focus much
more than it does today on social and

moral development of children. 
Unfortunately the dominance of

standardised testing and race-to-the-
top mentality is doing just the opposite. 

P. Sahlberg

The Irish government’s Programme for Gov-
ernment envisages Irish education learning
from the Finnish system:  “...Ireland has 
experienced a decline in educational out-
comes in recent years. We will draw from
top performing education models like 
Finland to reverse this trend…” A clear
message from our visit to Finland is that
their system is the result of a clearly 
defined vision as to the moral purpose of
education, and every element of the 
system plays an important part of the 
integrated, coherent whole. It’s the product
of ‘joined-up thinking’. One cannot extract
particular elements of this system (such as
those that suit political agendas or cost
nothing to implement) and transpose
them into another system and expect 
success. The increase from three to four
years for teacher education courses and
the introduction of self assessment into
Irish schools obviously reflect elements of
the Finnish system – but they are only 
isolated elements. Attempts by certain 
sectors to publish school league tables,
and to use the results of standardised test
results or entry to third level colleges as
some kind of barometer of how effective
schools are would be anathema to Finnish
teachers, and would, we have no doubt, be
met with howls of derision. In their view,
such efforts are utterly contrary to what
education is all about. We honestly cannot
imagine that attempts to devalue the 
status of the teaching profession, or even

worse, to target the educational supports
received by children with special needs
would ever be even considered  in Finland,
never mind tolerated.

Today the Finnish government 
invests 30 times more in professional
development of its teachers and 
administrators than testing its 

students’ performance in schools. 
P. Sahlberg

On a professional level, we left Finland
with a great deal of new information and
understanding, but much to ponder in
terms of how applicable the elements and
operation of the Finnish educational 
system would be to ourselves. On a 
cultural level, there was time, outside of
school hours, to take part in some tradi-
tional pursuits that would normally be
alien to those of us living in a temperate
climate: driving through a frozen landscape
on snowmobiles, husky-sledding and tradi-
tional sauna were all experiences (suitably
attired, of course) to remember – as were
opportunities to try some local delicacies,
not to mention appreciating some of the
most stunning snowscapes we had ever seen.

On a social level, the harshness of the
Finnish climate stands in marked contrast
to the natural gentleness, courtesy and
warmth of our hosts. Invariably, all of the
Finns we met, in addition to having excel-
lent English, were welcoming, open and
clearly proud of their nationality: all under-
pinned by the spirit of honesty and trust
referred to above. Above all, what was
clearly evident, through all aspects of our
visit, was an unequivocal agreement that
education is the most important and 
fundamental priority of society and that
that society’s future depends on its quality.

They understand that the most impor-
tant educational outcomes of all defy 
standardisation and cannot be measured.

Robbie O’Leary is principal of Sacred
Heart SNS, Killinarden, Tallaght, Dublin.
RICHIE WALSH is principal of St Mark’s SNS,
Springfield, Tallaght.

This mobility was funded as part of an EU transnational
Comenius project, coordinated in Ireland by Léargas,
www.leargas.ie. http://www.pisa2006.helsinki.fi/files/
The_Finnish_education_system_and_PISA.pdf
This article has been edited. A full length version is 
available on the INTO website in the InTouch section.

It was 8.30 a.m. when we left for school,
travelling by car through the ‘White City of
the North’. We were in Oulu, 550 km north
of Helsinki, a port city overlooking the Gulf
of Bothnia, and a frozen sea that stretched
all the way across to Sweden. The temper-
ature dial indicated minus 20 degrees. Our
driver (the school principal) barely noticed
the beautiful vistas as we headed into sub-
urbia, frozen rivers and snow-laded trees
glistening on all sides, illuminated by the
morning sunlight. We had travelled so far
as part of a Comenius transnational proj-
ect, and were keen to investigate just what
it is that makes the Finnish educational
system so special, and why, in test after
test, the attainment of Finnish pupils, in 
literacy especially, continuously appears at
the top of the world rankings. 

Over the next few days we visited classes,
observing lessons, interacting with pupils
and teachers, all the time comparing our
experiences at home, searching for the
magic formula that might transform our
schools and help bring us on to even 
further heights. Pupils wear their ordinary
clothes (school uniforms are unknown)
and only stockings on their feet at school,
but make sure to dress appropriately 
before going out to play, or for their out-
door PE lessons in skiing and ice skating.
Back in the classrooms, we could observe
pupils doing woodwork and using ironing
boards and sewing machines during 
domestic science lessons. The skills of 
traditional handicrafts are highly valued
and emphasised, in tandem with modern,
cutting-edge mobile learning devices such
as phones and tablets and, of course, desk-
top and laptop computers. Classrooms and
corridors were adorned with art and craft
work of exceptional quality: I have no
doubt that variations of same will soon be
appearing on the walls of a certain two
schools in Tallaght in the near future!

So what about the basics – the all-
important literacy and numeracy lessons?
What would we see that would explain the
recurring excellence of this system, putting
the rest of us to shame, as Finnish children
race happily ahead, with the rest of Europe
only visible in the rear-view mirror? Class
sizes and contact time are roughly the
same and curriculum content, methodolo-
gies and resource provision broadly simi-
lar. Teachers prepare well and work hard of
course, just as we do – although at the end
of every (45 min) lesson there is a short

break for tea, coffee or just a few moments
to gather your thoughts and get organised.
However, the secret formula, the all-
important magic ingredient was proving
to be frustratingly elusive. Indeed, one
Finnish teacher, having visited our schools
earlier in the year remarked: “There is 
nothing that goes on in Finnish classrooms
that does not go on in your schools”. What
were we missing?

Having discovered that there are indeed
many similarities between our schools, our
pupils and the work of teachers, it was time
to look at the differences between our 
systems: clearly, the answer to our question
would not be found in the classroom. It was
time to look beyond the classroom walls.

In summary, the Finnish teachers we
spoke to offered the following suggestions
in relation to the mechanics of the educa-
tional system:

Preschool education
All Finnish children attend preschool from
the age of two until they start school at six,
by which time most have learnt the basics
of reading and have a high level of sociali-
sation skills. Families must pay for pre-
school education, but means testing allows
poorer families to avail of it. After that, 
education is totally free, including text-
books and equipment. 

The Finnish language 
Easier to learn than English, as it contains
far less vocabulary and is very much more
predictable in terms of spelling and 
pronunciation patterns.

Cultural traditions 
Finland is a more equitable and homoge-
neous country than Ireland with significantly
less disadvantage/poverty. In all sectors of
society, reading is an important part of
Finnish culture; a high percentage of Finns
are library members and children are 
exposed to reading for pleasure as a 
matter of course. The library network is
among the densest per capita in the world;
Finnish people borrow more books from 
libraries than does anyone else. In one
(new) school we visited, the local community
library was located in the school, and also
served as the school library.

Teachers as professionals 
All Finnish teachers have obtained a 
Masters degree, following a four-year long

course of study. Teachers in Finland are
very highly respected, and valued for the
important work they do. It is a very desirable
profession, with high entry level require-
ments. Society sees teachers as “doing the
most important work in the world”.

Assessment and evaluation
There is no Inspectorate: schools are trusted
and supported to evaluate their own work
and standards. Teachers see teamwork 
and cooperation with colleagues as of
paramount importance. Standardised tests
are not used.

The economy
Finns, in general, see it as no coincidence
that their economy was recently described
by OECD as the most efficient in the world,
similar to their education system. They 
regard education not as a cost to society
but as an investment in the future prosperity
of their country.

Every child goes through systematic
health care and frequent develop-
ment checks before school starts at
age 7. Most of what needs to be done
to address the impact of poverty is

done before school starts. 
P. Sahlberg

Indeed, a great deal of what we witnessed
is supported by international studies and
by the Finnish Ministry of Education. For
example, educational commentators in The
Learning Curve: Lessons in Country Perform-
ance in Education (2012), in attempting to
identify common characteristics among
the world’s highest achieving education
systems write: 

“More important than money, say most
experts, is the level of support for education
within the surrounding culture… Success-
ful school systems have a number of things
in common: they find culturally effective
ways to attract the best people to the 
profession; they provide relevant, ongoing
training; they give teachers a status similar
to that of other respected professions; and
the system sets clear goals and expectations
but also lets teachers get on with meeting
these… Good teachers are essential to
high-quality education… and need to be
treated as the valuable professionals they
are, not as technicians in a huge, educa-
tional machine.”

A report from the Finnish Ministry of 
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Cúrsaí Teagaisc Teaching Matters

Project mascot FIDI (Finland, Ireland, 
Denmark, Italy) tries his paw at learning

some basic Finnish.


