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With a stellar reputation and a history of high scores in international tests such as PISA and PIACC, a 
chance to visit Helsinki to explore the Finnish education system was not to be missed.  The many 
changes and developments in FET in Ireland presents those of us working in the sector with an 
opportunity to critically examine both the quality of teaching and learning and ensure the best 
possible outcomes for our students. With that in mind, I hoped the Study Visit would be an 
opportunity to reflect on current practice in adult and further education in Ireland in the light of the 
Finnish experience.  
 
As Coordinator of an Adult Basic Education Service with Kildare and Wicklow Education Training 
Board in Bray, Co. Wicklow I was particularly interested in learning about how basic education 
services can be integrated into vocational training and how adults who return to education can be 
supported to achieve their full potential.   
 
From the first day of the visit I was confident that this was going to be a valuable experience.  The 
other participants were from a wide range of educational institutions including universities, 
vocational training, employer groups and government departments.  What emerged from the group 
was a shared interest in adult and further education and a common goal to get the best out of our 
time in Helsinki.  
 
The range of activities organised by our hosts, Palmenia Centre for Continuing Education was very 
varied and included in-house presentations, talks and a number of organisational  visits.  The areas 
covered included non-formal adult education, Open University, vocational training, higher 
education, apprenticeship and labour market activation.  At our first session a general overview of 
the Finnish approach to education and the education system set the context for the rest of the 
week.  Teacher autonomy and a culture of trust form the foundation of an education system that 
has no school inspections and only one standardised examination as young people leave school.  A 
very high value on education both formal and non-formal means that access to education and 
equality of outcome is considered the norm for everyone.  A high level of initial qualification and 
continuing professional development for teachers at all levels is another cornerstone of the system.  
 
This approach was evident during our visits to centres around Helsinki.  A visit to Amiedu, a 
vocational training college located in the suburbs of Helsinki was probably the highlight of the trip.  
Amiedu is Finland’s largest provider of vocational training offering 90 vocational qualifications to 
over 4,000 students and a range of short courses, labour market activation programmes and 
workplace training.  Their provision is based on a personalised approach to providing education to 
meet the needs of students.  Programmes and pathways to final qualifications are tailored to meet 
individual needs and additional supports are provided when necessary.  They operate a prior 
learning system which recognises previous experience and competence and provides students with a 
qualification certificate which can be used for employment or university entrance.  During our visit 
there we visited the construction department.  The students we met were working on bricklaying 
skills and in the room with them was a language support teacher supporting immigrants with specific 
language needs training.  This model of dual teaching was something that I felt could be used in 
Ireland with adult learners with language or literacy needs.  
 
Overall the Study Visit to Helsinki was a very worthwhile experience.  I gained a new insight into how 
FET could be delivered and also had the opportunity to learn from the presentations and discussions 
with the other participants.  The opportunity to reflect on our system and consider it based on my 



Finnish experience gave me a renewed enthusiasm for what high quality FET can achieve both for 
economy and society.  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 


