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                                                                        Introduction

 Upon the occasion of the birth of a new baby in Finland, since the 
1930’s, the Finnish government has been providing every new mother 
with a cardboard box fi lled with clothes, sheets, toys, diapers, and other 
essential items. The box even includes a small mattress, and the box can
actually (and often does for many newborns) serve as a simple crib.1

The intention of the box is to ensure that all children in Finland have 
an equal start; but it serves also as a symbol of the centrality of equity
and children in Finland (Lee, 2014). This rather simple, straightforward 
tradition is also illustrative of the Finnish policy context that we explore 
in this case—one that is focused upon equity and a strong early start, and
centered around children. 

 In this book, we examine the policies and practices that have been delib-
erately developed to support and contribute to a national policy context
that is centered upon children: a policy context that builds capacity for 
quality teaching. Upon fi rst glance, one might quickly conclude that the
strong and equitable student outcomes in Finland are simply the result of 
recruiting top candidates into teaching. Or, some might wonder whether 
the small size and relative homogeneity of Finland makes it more likely 
for all children to achieve at the high levels they do. Similarly, one might 
hear about the respect and value for the teaching profession in Finland; 
and respond, “we can’t replicate that here in the United States [or in any 
other country], it’s just part of Finnish culture.” 

 However, we tell a story of intentional, considered decision making 
that has taken place in Finland over just a few decades. We show that the 
Finnish government, the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Finnish 
National Board of Education, and other actors at all levels of the educa-
tional system have carried out a set of considered, deliberate policy choices 
and created multiple practical supports that function in concert, which 
intersect in Finland to create a coherent, strong, and equitable educational 
context. In turn, these policies function to build capacity (and continue 
to do so) at multiple levels of the system to produce well-prepared, com-
mitted, refl ective, and responsible teachers. The deliberate work to focus 
upon capacity building of the teaching profession is far from the result 
simply recruiting the cream of the crop into teaching or “just the culture.” 
Furthermore, it is not true that Finland’s small size (about fi ve and a 
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half million people [Statistics Finland, 2014b]) and relative homogeneity 
means that we can’t apply what we can learn from Finland. While of 
course there are cultural, societal, and political features that we cannot 
replicate, what we can learn from Finland has to do with the intentional 
and deliberate choice to emphasize the thorough preparation and training 
of teachers, the development of a high-quality workforce of teachers, and 
purposeful efforts to eliminate differences in student achievement.

 These carefully aligned and consistent policy choices, which include 
efforts to develop strong academic, research-based teacher preparation, to 
support and promote the work of teaching, to make high quality teaching 
and education available to all Finnish children, to address issues of equity 
and diversity, and to carefully and gradually build a more inclusive school 
system for all children, have created a coherent context for an educational 
system that has been successful in producing strong student results on 
international tests such as OECD’s PISA and IEA’s TIMSS and PIRLS.

 One particularly impressive feature of the strong outcomes is the 
remarkable equity in achievement in Finland. Indeed, in Finland, the 
effect of socioeconomic status has far less impact on reading, science, and 
mathematics achievement than in other countries (interestingly, socio-
economic status also seems to have little relationship to the problem-
solving skills of  adults  in Finland, as well). In their most recent release of 
fi ndings, the OECD reports that Finland, alongside countries like Australia, 
Canada, and the Netherlands, “combine high levels of performance with 
equity in education opportunities (OECD, 2012). It is also important 
that income inequality in Finland is one of the lowest among OECD 
countries (OECD, 2012; Sahlberg, 2011). As  Figure    1    shows, this income 
equality may contribute to high achievement in reading, mathe matics, 
and science. However, Finland far out performs several other similarly 
equitable nations.

 However, it is also critically important to understand that success in 
Finland means much more than the narrow range of learning outcomes
that are captured in high PISA scores. Finland ranks among the top four 
countries 2   on measures of children’s well-being (UNICEF, 2007, 2013). 
A recent OECD report examining the skills of adults found Finnish 
adults had excellent literacy and numeracy skills; and Finnish adults 
were among the top in their ability to solve problems in a technology 
rich environment (OECD, 2013).  3   In a report recently initiated by the 
United Nations, Finland ranked among the top ten countries in terms of 
a number of important features identifi ed as central to positive human 
development—key measures of well-being including safety, physical 
and mental health, and economic measures. Equity  was one of the 
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distinguishing factors that separated countries like Finland and Norway 
and The Netherlands that scored high on all these measures; while coun-
tries that scored lower also had indications of “loss of human potential 
due to inequity” (United Nations, 2014). 

 In this climate, teachers are not only respected and valued, but the corps 
of teachers is effectively—and continually—sustained at a high level of pro-
fessionalism. Further, such intentional investment in high quality teachers 
has a positive economic impact, teacher retention is higher across the pro-
fession in Finland than in countries like the United States—meaning that 
school districts and communities do not have to invest in the costly pro-
cess of recruiting and training new teachers as often as every year. There 
is no Finnish term for teacher retention (Itkonen & Jahnukainen, 2007). 
Finnish teachers’ commitment to their profession has been extremely high: 
a national survey of 4,500 Finnish teachers found that only about 10% of 
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    Figure   1   Income inequality (gini coeffi cient) and

aggregated student achievement (PISA score average 

of all three domains) in OECD countries in 2012 

(OECD, 2013b).  
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Finnish teachers leave their positions (Jokinen et al. 2013, p. 36). Indeed, 
that survey suggested that almost three of four teachers were convinced 
that they would remain in teaching until retirement. In that same survey, 
only about 20% of teachers reported that they have considered leaving 
teaching for another profession (ibid, p. 36; see also Heikonen et al., in 
press). Recent TALIS data may shed some light upon these fi ndings: in Fin-
land, 95% of middle school teachers report that the more positive aspects 
of their work outweigh any negative elements (OECD, 2013). 

 We begin with providing some background on the overall context 
of Finland and Finnish teachers; the policy context that supports and 
contributes to teacher quality; and then describe in detail the way these 
policies, supports, and decisions play out to support quality teaching 
from preparation through to professional practice—refl ecting a kind of 
“continuum of teaching” described by scholars of teaching like Feiman-
Nemser (2001).   

 The Context

 Finland is divided into about 300 local municipalities that have the 
main responsibility to organize education for their citizens according 
to national regulations and legislation. The challenge Finland has with 
its decentralized and locally controlled education system is related to 
the relatively large land area that is inhabited by less than six million 
people very unevenly. The metropolitan region, including the capital 
city Helsinki, hosts about one-fi fth of Finland’s entire population. Many 
issues affecting teachers and schools in Finland today, such as increasing 
immigration, tightening public budgets, and access to professional devel-
opment for teachers, are therefore not seen in the same ways in different
parts of the country. 

 Education is mostly funded by local municipal taxes in Finland. 
Because the wealth of Finnish municipalities varies greatly, the proportion 
of central government’s share of education spending is different from one 
municipality to another. The Finnish National Board of Education uses 
an equalizing formula, however, that takes into account specifi c needs of 
the region as well as attends to any differences in wealth, so that districts
all gain the support they need. Some districts are fully supported by gov-
ernment subsidies while others are able to support their work through 
some municipal funding. This calculation and effort to equalize funding 
means that the wealthier districts do not end up with an unequally high 
proportion of funding. Roughly speaking, two thirds of school educa-
tion spending in Finland comes from local funds and the rest from 
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the central government’s budget. Government’s subsidies to municipali-
ties are not earmarked—which means that locally elected politicians and 
school boards in municipalities decide how the overall local budgets will 
allocate resources to education and other public services. 

 Finland’s municipalities have also a degree of freedom in terms of 
education administration and governance. For example, school prin-
cipals are normally appointed by municipal councils and their politi-
cally appointed boards of education. In some cases teachers may also 
be recruited by the municipalities but in many other situations, teachers 
apply directly to open vacancies in schools. By law municipalities are 
required to monitor the quality of education including teachers’ and 
principals’ performance in schools but without national framework or 
common procedures. 

 There are three national institutions that play a normative, regula-
tory role with locally governed school system in Finland. First,  Minis-
try of Education and Culture  ( MOEC ) is part of Finland’s government 
that is in charge of all education in Finland as well as culture, youth, 
and athletics. The Ministry with its two ministers has three broad 
responsibilities within its education remit: Assist the Parliament in leg-
islative framework, develop national education policy, and guarantee 
suffi cient budget within state’s annual budget and how it will be allo-
cated to  various aspects within education system. Second, the  Finn-
ish National Board of Education  ( FNBE ) as a state agency operates 
as an administrative, semi-independent bureau assisting the Ministry 
in its tasks and supporting municipalities and schools in their work. 
The board has also three main responsibilities nationally, namely 
development of national curriculum frameworks for all school types, 
evaluation of quality of education, and providing support services to 
teachers, the roughly 3,000 schools including comprehensive schools 
and upper secondary. Third, the  Finnish Education Evaluation Cen-
tre  ( FINEEC ) carries out evaluations related to education including 
the operations of education providers from early childhood education 
to higher education. The centre comprises an Evaluation Council, a 
Higher Education Evaluation Committee, and units for the evaluation 
of general education,  vocational education and training  ( VET ), and 
higher education (see  Figure    2   ). This diagram also shows the important 
relationship of OAJ and Kuntaliito in educational governance. The 
Trade Union of Education in Finland (or, OAJ) is a professional asso-
ciation for teachers, and plays an important role not only in areas such 
as contract negotiations, but also in being a public voice around edu-
cational issues. Ninety-fi ve percent of Finnish teachers belong to the 
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OAJ (Sahlberg, 2015). Finally, Kuntaliito is the association of Finnish 
Local and Regional Authorities. 

 With its high levels of educational achievement and attainment, Fin-
land is regarded as one of the world’s most literate societies. Just as the 
baby box of supplies for new parents signifi es attention to an equal start 
for infants in Finland, Finland offers an equally good start to schooling 
for every child: A long parental leave system guarantees that parents can
remain home with the child until the infant is one year old. Children in 
Finland have a subjective right to high-quality and safe early childhood
programs that are heavily subsidized by public authorities. All children 
are required to attend publically funded preschool beginning at the age 
of six (a year of preschool; half-days). It is perhaps no wonder that 99% 
of the age cohort complete compulsory basic education; and 94% of 
those who start the academic strand of upper secondary school graduate. 
Completion rates in vocational upper secondary school also reach close 
to 90% (Statistics Finland, 2014b; Välijärvi & Sahlberg, 2008). Since it
emerged in 2000 as the top-scoring OECD nation on the international 
PISA assessments, researchers have been pouring into the country to 
study the “Finnish miracle.” 

 How did a country with an undistinguished education system in the 
1970s surge to the head of the global class in just few decades? Indeed, 
until the 1960s the level of educational attainment in Finland remained 
rather low. Only 1 out of 10 adult Finns in that time had completed 
more than nine years of basic education; achieving a university degree 
was an uncommon attainment (Sahlberg, 2015). Back then, the educa-
tion level of the nation was comparable to that of Malaysia or Peru, 
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and lagged behind its Scandinavian neighbors, Denmark, Norway, 
and Sweden. At the same time, the teaching profession was always 
valued in Finland,  4   as it was in most other countries until then. Yet 
what is signifi cant in Finland is that whereas in most other countries 
teaching has gradually lost its attractiveness among young people and 
social status in society, Finland has been able to maintain and even 
strengthen them. 

 These educational accomplishments seem all the more remarkable 
given that Finnish children do not start primary school until age seven. 
The educational system in Finland today consists of a pre-school year
at age six (half-day), followed by nine-year basic school—a six-year 
primary school and a three-year lower secondary school (junior high
school)—compulsory to all. Typically children attend their neighbor-
hood school; and the drop-out rate is very low (about .07%) (Graham 
& Jahnukainen, 2011). This is followed by a voluntary three-year upper 
secondary education with two streams: general and vocational educa-
tion. Subject-focused teachers (who typically have expertise in one-two 
subject areas such as math and physics or physical education and health) 
provide instruction in the upper grades of basic school (grades 7, 8, 
and 9) as well as at the upper-secondary level. Principals determine the 
assignment of teachers in these upper grades: the assignment of subject 
teachers depends upon school needs in terms of subject areas and num-
ber of pupils. This system serves about 1.2 million students who are 
currently in basic to university education (Statistics Finland, 2014b). 

 The Finnish education system does not employ external standard-
ized student testing to drive the performance of schools; neither does it 
employ a rigorous external inspection system (Kumpulainen & Lankinen, 
2012). In Finland, as in other Nordic countries like Norway, there 
is no word for “accountability” in the education vocabulary (Hatch, 
2015). In Finland, the focus of teachers is upon a sense of “responsibil-
ity” (Sahlberg, 2015). Instead of test-based accountability, the Finnish 
system relies on the expertise and personal investment of teachers who 
are knowledgeable and committed to their students. Although it may 
seem counterintuitive to Americans accustomed to external testing as 
a means of accountability, Finland’s leaders point to its use of school-
based, student-centered, open-ended tasks  embedded in the curriculum 
(Link 1)  as an important reason for the nation’s extraordinary success
on international student assessments (Lavonen, 2008; Finnish National 
Board of Education, 2007).

 Among young Finns, teaching is consistently the most admired 
profession in regular opinion polls of high school graduates (Liiten, 2004; 
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Martin & Pennanen, 2015; see also Ministry of Education and Culture, 
2012). Becoming a primary school teacher in Finland is a very competi-
tive process, and only Finland’s strongest students are able to fulfi ll those 
professional dreams. Every spring, thousands of high school graduates 
submit their applications to the Departments of Teacher Education in eight 
Finnish universities. It is not suffi cient to complete high school and pass 
a rigorous matriculation examination. While successful candidates must 
have high academic achievement, what is often overlooked in discussions 
of Finnish teacher education is that the system is designed with multiple 
recruitment strategies. The range of strategies to identify potential teach-
ers refl ects the belief that a holistic view of ideal candidates will yield the 
best teachers. There are a number of aspects of selection, some of which 
emphasize academic preparation and while others emphasize, for instance, 
interpersonal and relational skills. These abilities are assessed not only in 
a competitive interview process but also in their ability to interpret and 
understand real educational research. Desirable Finnish teachers are not 
only those who have academic strength, but who also excel in art, music, 
dance, drama, or other arenas as well. Annually only about 1 in every 
10 applicants will be accepted to study to become a teacher in Finnish 
primary schools, for example. Among all categories of teacher education, 
about 5,000 teachers are selected from about 20,000 applicants. 

 Without a set of policies designed to build capacity around quality 
teaching and equitable practices, Finland’s current international success
would have been impossible. Today, Finland publicly recognizes the 
value of its teachers and trusts their professional judgment in schools. 
Finns regard teaching as a noble, prestigious profession—akin to medi-
cine, law, or economics—and one driven by moral purpose rather than 
material interests. But this is  not  simply the result of recruiting the veryt
best for teaching in public schools nor of a tacit cultural value for teach-
ing. Rather, the respect for teachers has emerged in direct relationship to 
the sustained and pointed efforts of policy makers, educators, and other 
government actors in Finland who have made a set of decisions that led to 
the development and support of a continuum of teacher preparation and 
ultimately to a quality teaching corps. In 2009, for instance, the Ministry 
of Education documents reiterated this intention: “The aim [of Finnish 
education policy] is a coherent policy geared to educational equity and a 
high level of education among the population as a whole. The principle 
of lifelong learning entails that everyone has suffi cient learning skills and 
opportunities to develop their knowledge and skills in different learn-
ing environments throughout their lifespan.” This case underscores the 
coherent nature of that policy and its relationship to teaching quality. 
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A policy context aiming for equity and “education for all.”  Overall, 
Finnish education policy has been developed to refl ect a belief in “edu-
cation for all”—in other words, an investment in the idea that every 
person has the right and the ability to an education of the highest level 
they wish, at no cost (Rinne, Kivirauma, & Lehtinen 2004). This expan-
sive policy is rooted in a vision of what some have termed the “Nordic 
model” which rests upon four basic principles: equity, participation, 
fl exibility, and progressiveness (Antikainen, 2006). At the same time, 
Finnish policy makers have also taken a measured, careful approach to 
enacting such policies; rather than seeking short-term impact, they have 
taken a long view that requires step-by-step work to achieve their goals.
For instance, shifting the system from a parallel organization that served
children with severe needs separately took several decades to change 
and required a number of intentional but gradual shifts in both school 
practices and teacher preparation (Tuunainen, 1994; Sabel, Saxenian, 
Miettinen, Kristensen, & Hautamäki, 2010). Similarly, rapidly increas-
ing immigration of children who speak languages other than Finnish has 
also substantially affected how teachers are trained and supported in 
schools since the 1990s—but the Finnish system has been adjusting in 
response.

 Several key steps included the Comprehensive School Act of 1970 
(CSA, 1970), in which the aim was to address broad social reform, espe-
cially equitable access to opportunities, through educational change. 
The fi rst change to occur was the gradual integration of two strands of 
schools (grades 4–9) into one comprehensive school system of grades 
1–9, informed by the principles of equal education for all students (Aho, 
Pitkanen, & Sahlberg, 2006). The intention was to create a system in
which all children would be served. For instance, in the case of children 
with special needs, this meant that  schools  would be responsible for chil-
dren with the most severe special needs—as opposed to the social welfare 
system. However, like most of these educational policy developments
in Finland, these changes were enacted slowly and deliberately—so the 
change was designed to start by including children with moderate special 
needs (Jahnukainen & Korhonen, 2003). 

 The next major step was the  Basic Education Act of 1998 (Link 2)  
(BEA, 1998). The purpose of the Basic Education Act was to more coher-
ently align legislation and policy around schooling, and to provide more 
fl exible and responsive legislation. It brought together a large number 
of laws, bylaws, and acts in a more holistic education law. For instance, 
it enhanced the transition points between various levels of education—
primary, lower secondary, and upper secondary education. Among other 
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shifts, the BEA initiated the practices of IEP’s such that children with 
even severe needs could be placed in regular classrooms. As Graham and 
Jahnukainen (2011, p. 276) report, “In practice, all these changes mean 
that currently every child— including those with a disability—has the right 
to enroll in their local school.” As the number of students with special 
needs served by the comprehensive schools increased, “both the number 
of special schools and special school placements has been decreasing over 
time.” Furthermore, amendments to the Basic Education Act in 2011 have 
recently directed the language even more towards the pedagogical in con-l
trast to the previous  medical  language; decreasing the use of “special” termsl
and increasing support-related expressions. Currently the Finnish compre-
hensive schools emphasize the concept of “support for learning and school 
attendance” instead of “special education” (Thuneberg, Vainikainen, 
Ahtiainen, Lintuvuori, Salo, & Hautamäki, 2013; Thuneberg, Hautamäki, 
Ahtiainen, Lintuvuori, Vainikainen, & Hilasvuori, 2014). 

 In this next section, we dive deeply into the fi rst layer of the policy 
context designed to support quality teaching: teacher preparation.   

 Finnish Policies and Practices of Teacher Education

 Finland has no alternative routes into teaching. Only eight institutions 
prepare teachers in Finland for K–12 schools; they are all research
universities. Indeed, shifting the responsibility for teacher preparation to 
the purview of universities came in 1971 through a teacher training law
and it has remained there ever since (Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). Prior 
to 1971, primary school teachers were prepared in teachers colleges or 
special teacher education seminars, while lower and upper school teach-
ers were prepared in subject specifi c areas within Finnish universities. In 
1967, however, as part of the movement towards comprehensive edu-
cation, a Teacher Training Committee put forth the proposition that 
universities should provide teacher education; by 1969, the Commit-
tee on Teacher Education had begun the “painful process” of closing 
remaining elementary school teacher training programs (Uusiautti & 
Määttä, 2013). As a result of formal decrees put in place in the 1970s
(and affi rmed in 1995, and again in 2005),  only universities offer teacher
education (Link 3) . By 1978–1979, new degree requirements mandated
that all teachers would need to possess a master’s degree in order to teach 
(Kansanen, 2012; Krokfors, 2007; Jakku-Sihvonen & Niemi, 2006; see 
also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013).  5   Alongside this key decision to make 
teacher education solely the concern of the university, there are several 
other unique features of teacher preparation that contribute directly 
to the capacity of the country to create a strong and quality teacher 
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workforce: a focus upon primary education as the basis for a strong 
teacher corps; a strongly academic and research-based curriculum; the 
emphasis upon teacher training schools as carefully developed sites for 
learning to teach; and a support for teaching as a valuable resource at all
levels of the system, including even at the university faculty level. 

A unique emphasis upon preparing primary education teachers.
Refl ective of the investment in early education in Finland, acceptance
into preparation programs for the primary level is not only more com-
petitive but also requires even more comprehensive preparation. In this 
case, we elaborate the preparation to teach at the primary level, to illus-
trate the extensive nature of the university coursework required as well 
as the clinical preparation. Preparation to teach at the lower-secondary 
level (grades 7–9) and upper-secondary level (grades 9–13) is organized 
somewhat differently, requiring extensive preparation as well in both 
subject area and pedagogy, but not to quite the same degree as that 
for teachers in the primary grades. Teaching kindergarten (ages 0–6) 
requires a bachelor’s degree. Since Finnish children are not required to
attend school until age six (pre-school at age six and school at age seven 
or in the autumn of the year when a child turns seven; the same applies
to preschool that starts in the autumn of the year when the child turns 
six), preparation for Finnish kindergarten teachers is considered to be 
somewhat separate. Prospective kindergarten teachers are also required 
attend one of the eight universities that prepare teachers—they are the 
only sites for teacher preparation at all levels. 

Entrance exams for prospective teachers: The VAKAVA as a tool for
equity . At the primary level, all of those candidates interested in entering
teacher education and becoming teachers at the primary level (or class 
teachers, for grades 1–6, or children from ages 7–13) must fi rst take 
a demanding exam called the VAKAVA which is overseen by a gov-
erning board that makes all the administrative decisions as well as a 
work group that selects the articles and draws up questions for the exam 
(for more information see University of Helsinki, 2014).  6   The govern-
ing board consists of one representative from all the eight universities
that prepare teachers—usually the representative is the faculty member
responsible for the program. In addition, there is one representative (a 
faculty member or lecturer in teacher education) as well from each of the 
eight universities on the working group—the group responsible for both 
creating as well as grading the exams. The equity-based rationale behind 
developing the exam was to ensure that all upper secondary students 
who wished to be considered could have access to the highly competi-
tive profession. The guiding philosophy behind the exam is captured by 
the Finnish term “samalta viivalta” which means equal opportunity—
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suggesting everyone stands at the same starting line when starting 
the exam—and underscores the notion that everyone should have the 
same opportunity to apply to the program. The VAKAVA, which was 
fi rst administered in 2006, consists of a set of fi ve to eight educational 
research articles—new articles are selected each year—which are released
as a book in March each year (see  Figure    3   ). The articles included are 
peer-reviewed research articles that have been published over the prior 
year, in a variety of educational journals. In 2013, for example, the 
VAKAVA included seven articles—among them a study that examined 
children’s discourse in mathematics classrooms, and research that inves-
tigated children’s use of social media and how they portrayed themselves
to others. Candidates have approximately six weeks to read the materials
and complete the exam, which is given in May.  7

 Candidates must read all research articles thoroughly, and answer 
multiple choice questions that are intended to draw upon candidates’ 
skills of inference and analysis. Members of the board who prepare the 
VAKAVA describe their efforts to develop questions for the exam that 
are not simply rote or routine, but that require application and analysis. 
For instance, on the most recent VAKAVA, candidates were asked to 
examine a chart that was similar to—but not included in—one of the 
articles, and to interpret the chart based upon the analyses that had been 
done in the article. In other words, they had to make inferences and to 
engage in an analysis of new data for the exam (see  Figure    4   ). 

 Concurrent with the VAKAVA, candidates indicate which university’s 
primary teacher education program they would like to attend—whether 
they wish to attend the University of Turku or the University of Helsinki, 
for instance. Once the exam period is over, the institutions get a list of 
those candidates in terms of their scores on the exam and can select
among those who attain the highest scores on the VAKAVA to accept 
into primary teacher education. This past year, over seven thousand 
Finnish students took the VAKAVA, seeking one of the 660 available 
spots in primary teacher education (University of Helsinki, 2014). 

 There is a high level of interest in primary teacher education. In 
2013, for example, there was a record number of applicants to primary 
teacher education. More than 8,000 applicants applied for about 800 
available spots in Finnish universities, for the primary teacher educa-
tion programs. In that same year, there were nearly 1,800 applicants for 
120 spots in Helsinki’s primary teacher education program (Sahlberg, 
2015). This interest has continued; this past year the Helsinki faculty had 
1,649 applicants who took the VAKAVA exam and accepted only a little 
under 7% of those who took the VAKAVA for those 120 spots (Personal 
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communication, Tanja Steiner, 2015). A recent report released by Sta-
tistics Finland (2013) found that “initial teacher training has grown in 
popularity” and that the number of applicants in Finland for elementary
teacher education has increased by 18%, since the last survey done in 

    Figure   3    Cover of VAKAVA Exam Book
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2010 (Finnish National Board of Education, 2014a). In response, pro-
grams have increased their intake so that essentially the number of places 
remain available, but clearly, competition for admission to primary or 
elementary teacher education programs is  extremely high (Link 4).

Further selection into primary education: Interviews for a selected 
group . However, simply passing the VAKAVA with a high score does
not guarantee admission into the competitive primary teacher education 
programs in Finland; there are multiple selection strategies that aim to 
identify teachers that are informed by a broad view of what makes a 
good teacher. Interviews, which enable faculty to assess interpersonal 
skills and other important skills such as musical or artistic talent, are 
a key part of the selection process. In 2012, for instance, at the Uni-
versity of Helsinki, the faculty chose 360 students who achieved the 
highest scores on the VAKAVA and identifi ed a little under half for 
interviews, which was the next step in their selection process. There is 
no common interview protocol or other selection procedure between dif-
ferent universities: universities have the freedom to decide what selec-
tion process they would like to use in order to select candidates. At the 
University of Helsinki, those carefully selected candidates then were 
interviewed both individually and in groups by professors and lecturers 
of the Department of Teacher Education. In the group interview, 3–4 
candidates are given a text to read, or an illustration about teachers and 
their work, and to prepare to discuss together how they might introduce 
and discuss it in a group situation. The group of prospective candidates 

    Figure   4    Sample VAKAVA Question
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are observed by teacher educators, who are watching for motivation, 
willingness to work together, and other characteristics. Teacher educa-
tors also then interview the candidates individually, and rank order their 
choices. Ultimately, 120 are chosen for acceptance into the program. 
Those who are not successful in being accepted often apply again next 
year after gaining experience in working in schools and taking addi-
tional coursework. In 2014, 56% of the examinees (who responded to 
the VAKAVA’s survey of participants) reported taking the VAKAVA for 
the fi rst time, but 28% reported taking it a second time, and 12% the 
third time (Tanja Steiner, personal communication). If students do not 
succeed on the VAKAVA exam, one common alternative is to apply to 
kindergarten teacher education (preparation to work the youngest chil-
dren, ages 0–6) or subject teacher education for secondary level teaching 
where the competition at entry is not so fi erce. (However, prospective 
candidates would then still need to complete studies in a particular disci-
pline in order to be eligible for this option.) 

The curriculum for primary teacher preparation . Having completed 
this challenging process of competing for acceptance, and offered a posi-
tion at the university of the candidates’ choice, class teacher candidates 
then proceed through fi ve years of preparation—three years of under-
graduate work, followed by two years of master’s degree coursework. 

 For a primary school teacher (in Finland they are referred to as “class 
teachers”) qualifi cation, students must complete coursework in the dis-
ciplines (which includes not only Finnish, mathematics, history, and 
science, but also drama, music, physical education); pedagogical course-
work; coursework on communication and language development; and 
coursework in research and analysis (which also includes the writing of 
both a bachelor’s and master’s degree theses) (see  Figure    5   ). 

 Candidates take considerable preparation in each of their subject 
areas. For instance, during the fi rst year of the primary teacher edu-
cation program, referred to as CLASS teacher education in Finland, 
students are taking rigorous coursework in the teaching of different sub-
ject areas that they will eventually teach from: Finnish to chemistry to 
mathematics. Simultaneously, students must take pedagogical courses 
including a methods (or didactics) course; two courses on child develop-
ment (tailored for teaching specifi cally, loosely translated as “Interacting
with and Awareness of Pupils” and “Introduction to Educational Psy-
chology”); and engage in a series of gradually lengthening placements
in the training school. During those initial visits, student-teachers are 
learning how to observe children through assignments that require them 
to chart social relationships, to interview children, and to apply what 
they are learning in their child development courses. They are also asked 
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    Figure   5    Curriculum for Class Teacher

Education 2012–2015 

Department of Teacher Education 
Faculty of Behavioural Sciences 

Curriculum for Class Teacher Education 2012-2015 
300 ECTS credits

BEd= studies included in the Bachelor of Education degree  
MEd= studies included in the Master of Education degree

BEd MEd
Communication Studies and Orienting Studies  25 CR  

Basics of Curriculum Planning  2 cr  1 cr
Language and Communication Skills  14 cr  

Mother Tongue  
Speech Communication and Interaction Skills  2 cr 
Drama Pedagogy 3 cr 

Scientific Writing 3 cr 

1 cr

Foreign Language 3 cr 
Second National Language rc3

Education and Social Justice 3 cr  3 cr 
Information and Communication Technology in Learning 3 cr  rc3
Introduction to Media Education 3 cr 3 cr 

Main Subject Studies in Education   140 cr 

Cultural Bases of Education  16 cr  
Introduction to Educational Sciences  3 cr 
Social, Historical and Philosophical Foundations of Education  rc4
Facing Specificity and Multiplicity / Education for Diversities 6 cr 
Cultural Diversity in Schools  3 cr 

Psychological Bases of Education  11 cr  
Introduction to Educational Psychology  rc5
Interaction and Awareness of Pupil rc6

Pedagogical Bases of Education 23 cr  
Didactics rc7
Theory and Didactics of Early Childhood Education  3 cr 
Evaluation and Ethics of Teaching and Learning 3 cr
Curriculum Theory and Evaluation       rc3
Pedagogical Knowing and Construction of Personal Practical Theory rc7

Research Studies in Education 70 cr  
Introduction to Educational Research  rc3
Quantitative Research Methods  4 cr 
Qualitative Research Methods  rc3

10 cr  
either Practicing Research Methods (quantitative) 4 cr 
or Practicing Research Methods (qualitative)  4 cr

3+3=6 cr 
40 cr 

Teaching Practice 20 cr  
Orienting Practicum  3 cr 
Minor Subject Practicum  9 cr 
Master Practicum 8 cr 
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Department of Teacher Education 
Faculty of Behavioural Sciences 

MEd BEd 

Minor Subject Studies 

Multidisciplinary Studies in Subjects and Cross-curricular  
Issues taught in Comprehensive School  60 cr 

1. Mother Tongue and Literature Education   8 cr 8 cr
2. Mathematics Education  7 cr 7 cr
3. Arts and Skills Education 14 cr

3.1 Visual Arts Education 3 cr
3.2 Craft Education 5 cr
3.3 Didactics of Physical Education 3 cr
3.4 Music Education 3 cr

4. Didactics in Humanistic Subjects   6 cr 
4.1 History Education  3 cr
either 4.2 a) Lutheran Religious Education 3 cr         
or 4.2 b) Secular Ethics Education 3 cr

5. Didactics in Environmental and Science Subjects  12 cr 
5.1 Geography Education 3 cr 
5.2 Biology Education  3 cr
5.3 Physics Education  3 cr
5.4 Chemistry Education 3 cr

6, 7 & 8. Optional Courses   13 cr 

75 cr

One of the following: 
6.1 Visual Arts Education, Pedagogical Orientation 4 cr 
6.2 Physical Education, Pedagogical Orientation  4 cr
6.3 Music Education, Pedagogical Orientation  4 cr 
6.4 & 6.5 Craft Education, Pedagogical Orientation 4 cr 
and one of the following: 
6.6 Visual Arts Education, Socio-cultural Orientation 3 cr
6.7 Physical Education, Socio-cultural Orientation 3 cr
6.8 Music Education, Socio-cultural Orientation  3 cr
6.9 Craft Education, Socio-cultural Orientation  3 cr 
One of the following: 
7.1 History Education, Optional Studies  3 cr 
7.2 Religious Education, Lutheranism, Optional Studies  3 cr 
7.3 Secular Ethics Education, Optional Studies  3 cr 
One of the following: 
8.1 Geography Education, Optional Studies 3 cr 
8.2 Biology Education, Optional Studies  3 cr
8.3 Physics Education, Optional Studies  3 cr 
8.4 Chemistry Education, Optional Studies 3 cr 

Optional Minor Subject and Optional Studies 35 cr 40 cr 

Study points in the whole degree: 300 CR  

1 ECTS credit = 27 hours of work  
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to observe teachers’ teaching and classroom interactions. Students are 
simultaneously taking coursework in the teaching of all the subjects
that they will eventually teach (60 credits)—they also typically choose to 
take a certain number of “pure” content courses (such as mathemat-
ics or Finnish) as part of their “minor subject” and “optional studies” 
(75 credits). This preparation—with a focus upon the  teaching  of subject g
matter rather than “pure” content courses—differs from preparation of 
secondary teachers and has been in place since the late 1970s (Uusiautti 
& Määttä, 2013). In primary teacher education, students study their 
subject only if they specialize in it (for example, mathematics) as a 
minor subject—although it is quite common for primary teachers to select
a subject for specialization. Otherwise, the content studies have both a 
multidisciplinary and educational focus—so that the content is studied 
through a lens of teaching or, as one might argue, as pedagogical content 
knowledge (Shulman, 1986). 

 One central focus of the coursework in teacher preparation is that 
teachers learn how to create challenging curriculum and how to develop 
and evaluate local performance assessments that engage students in 
research and inquiry on a regular basis (Laukkanen, 2008; Buchberger
& Buchberger, 2004). The preparation also emphasizes learning how 
to teach students who learn in different ways, teaching diverse learners,
including those with special needs. It includes substantial emphasis on 
“multiculturality” and the “prevention of learning diffi culties and exclu-
sion,” in courses like, “Facing Specifi city and Multiplicity: Education 
for Diversities” and “Cultural Diversity in Schools” along with a course 
on “Education and Social Justice” as well as on the understanding of 
learning, assessment, and curriculum development (Buchberger & Buch-
berger, 2004, p. 6). 

Clinical preparation: The “teacher training school” tradition  . While
preparing to become a teacher requires extensive coursework, Finnish
teacher preparation also includes substantial clinical requirements
intended to provide lengthy opportunities to learn in real clinical prac-
tice. During their preservice period, Finnish elementary school teachers
have three periods of clinical experience. Two of these three periods are 
always at “teacher training schools” associated with the University’s
teacher education program. All eight universities throughout Finland 
have at least one teacher training school associated with them—there are 
eleven teacher training schools in total. 

 The teacher training school is an important and unique feature of 
Finnish teacher education. These schools are owned by the universities
and administrated by the faculties where teacher education is located in 
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that university. Teacher training schools are public schools that are sub-
ject to national curriculum and teaching requirements just like any other 
municipal school near them. However, teacher training schools have 
been particularly designed pedagogically and often also architecturally
to support both pupils and teacher-students in their learning. Teachers in 
these schools are required to hold a strong professional record of teach-
ing and advanced studies in educational sciences. As university units, 
teacher training schools are funded by universities. The Ministry of 
Education and Culture has a separate budget line for all teacher train-
ing schools that it allocates to the universities as part of annual agree-
ment between the universities and the Ministry (but the funding for the 
training schools is roughly equivalent to regular public schools, with the 
exception of extra money for supervision of student-teachers).  8   Teacher
training schools that were initiated by the universities to offer students 
safe and structured environments to practice teaching have been a part of 
teacher education for almost a century in Finland (Paksuniemi, 2009; see
also Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013). The Viikki training school, for instance,
one of the two teacher training schools associated with the University of 
Helsinki, has been in existence as a training school since 1934 (Toom,
personal communication). 

 The current site for Viikki, for example, was built in 2003 with special 
features that would support learning about teaching (see  Figure    6   ). The 
school is an ordinary school in that it serves students who live in the neigh-
borhood. It is a comprehensive school, serving children in grades 1–9. An 
associated kindergarten abuts the main building, so that children can also 
attend as 5 and 6 year olds. However, the main purpose of the school 
is also to support the learning of prospective teachers: as Principal (for 
Grades 1–9), Kimmo Koskinen  9   explains, the school is constantly hosting
student-teachers: “We have student teachers here all the time. The term 
starts in August, in the middle of August, and it ends here in the beginning 
of June. There [are] only two weeks in August and a couple of weeks in 
May where we don’t have student teachers.” Koskinen estimated that at 
any one time, the school typically has between 30–36 student-teachers 
placed in various classrooms throughout the grades.

 Among the special features of the school are a suite of rooms for 
student-teachers, including a room with tables for meetings among 
student-teachers, lockers and bookcases for materials and resources, and 
a coatroom and lunch space. An entire room, equipped with the latest 
technology, designed for meetings between student-teachers and prac-
tice teachers (see  Figure    7   ), underscores the importance that is placed 
not only upon learning to teach but upon analyzing teaching. During 
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    Figure   6    Viikki Teacher Training School

    Figure   7    Student-Teacher Suites
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a recent visit, researchers observed student-teachers meeting with their 
practice teachers in the room to debrief a lesson plan and to talk about 
next steps. This attention to the cycle of planning, action, and refl ection / 
evaluation is modeled throughout the teacher education, demonstrating
what full-time teachers do in planning for their own students. Gradu-
ates are expected to eventually engage in similar kinds of research and 
inquiry in their own work as teachers. These meeting sessions under-
score the notion that learning in practice does not happen “on its own” 
without opportunities for teachers to analyze their experiences, relate 
experiences to research, and engage in metacognitive refl ection. In some 
ways, it models what the entire system is intended to undergo: a process
of continual refl ection, evaluation, and problem solving, at the level of 
the classroom, school, municipality, and nation. 

 For a deeper look at the Finnish teacher training schools, this video 
of the Viikki training school illustrates some  key principles and practices 
(Link 5) . 

Teacher training school teachers: Elite, highly educated teachers to 
prepare new teachers, who function as a “bridge between theory and 
practice.”  Teacher training school teachers are also especially selected 
to teach in the training schools; they typically have more experience as 
teachers and many of them are actively involved in traditional academic
research in education. While the qualifi cations to work at a teacher
training school are technically not particularly stringent (one has to have 
worked for two years as a teacher); the norm and expectation is that
teacher training teachers are highly accomplished, experienced teachers
who are actively engaged in research. 10   Sirkku Myllyntausta, a teacher 
training school teacher explained that while the stated requirements
seem minimal, “in practice it is . . . quite hard to get in, . . . you have to
have very deep studies or large studies.… I got this job because I had very
many different studies.” She noted that in fact, “Nowadays it is so hard 
to come in that most of our newcomers have their doctoral degrees. The 
requirements on paper are not so very high, but in practice it seems to 
be that it is harder and harder to get in.” She herself is qualifi ed to teach 
math at the lower secondary level, as well as to teach preschool pupils—
along with certifi cation to teach primary level children. 

 All three of the teachers at the Viikki Teacher Training School inter-
viewed for this case either had Ph.Ds or were working on them or were 
involved with multiple research projects. One teacher we spoke with, 
Anni Loukomies ( Figure    8   ), currently teaching fi fth   grade at the Viikki
Teacher Training School, for instance, was prepared as a CLASS teacher,
or, primary school teacher, with the accompanying master’s degree and 
bachelor’s in psychology. Yet Anni has earned two additional bachelor’s 
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degrees, one in the teaching of mathematics and the other in the teaching 
of physics, each of which took two years to complete. Thus she is quali-
fi ed to teach math and physics at the lower secondary level—although 
refl ective of the investment in early education, she was choosing to teach 
at the primary level. Therefore, effectively, Anni has substantially more 
years of teacher education than the fi ve required for primary school
teaching, and just last year she completed her Ph.D. Prior to joining the 
faculty at Viikki, Anni had been teaching for 12 years at a regular pri-
mary school. 

 Sari Muhonen ( Figure    9   ), a third grade teacher and music teacher 
at the school, has both her master’s and bachelor’s degrees in Class 
teacher education, as well as a “licensiate” degree—in other words, she 
has completed all but the Ph.D. thesis for her doctorate. Sari, like the 

    Figure   8    Anni Loukomies 
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other  teachers at Viikki, is deeply involved in multiple research projects, 
including some regarding the new curriculum renewal process. 

 Sirkku Myllyntausta ( Figure    10   ), another teacher training teacher, 
is involved in three research projects: an international project on math 
pedagogy in 12 different countries; a study with the research group of 
the University of Eastern Finland on Design Oriented Pedagogy regard-
ing certain methods of teacher training—teaching with the University of 
Eastern Finland; and she just published a book of creative writing with 
a colleague. She has also been writing textbooks on religion for third, 
fourth, and fi fth graders, along with a group of four other teachers.
Sirkku has been teaching at  Viikki for 26 years (Link 6). She explained 
that working at a teacher training school had in fact been a kind of 

    Figure   9    Sari Muhonen 
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dream for her in part due to the strong teaching happening there and the 
atmosphere of intellectual work that she experienced herself as a student-
teacher in a teacher training school: 

 When I was young and I was studying to be a class teacher, I was 
practicing in the teacher training school in Hämeenlinna, so already
then I enjoyed the teaching and I enjoyed the atmosphere of the
teacher training school, and I admired the class teacher in my class. I 
remember that already then I had this dream if it could ever be pos-
sible, I would like to be a teacher training school teacher.  

 Sirkku described clearly the benefi ts of being a teacher training school 
teacher as a combination of the value of sharing professional expertise; 
staying updated with new educational research; being challenged intel-
lectually; and constantly learning: 

    Figure   10    Sirkku Myllyntausta 
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 I think the main thing is that after having this long experience as a 
teacher and having this very deep interest in teaching and interacting 
with pupils, I feel it is very meaningful to share all of that, and also 
my occupational skills. In addition, I enjoy discussions with students. I 
also feel that as a training school teacher it is crucially important to be 
aware of the latest research in education and the up-to-date teaching 
methods to be able to apply them in a class with students, and to refl ect 
upon your methods. And you know it kind of keeps me going and in 
time. It is so fascinating to have this daily cooperation with the students 
because of the way they challenge me, and my occupational skills.   

 Anni Loukomies also noted the value and benefi ts of working in such 
a school dedicated to the learning of teaching, but that maintained the 
opportunity to continue to teach young pupils: “ it’s a really nice combina-
tion of supporting the future teachers, supporting the student teachers—
and it’s kind of a work of a university teacher from that point of view.
But still there’s a part of that kind of basic work so that you really can 
work also with the pupils.” 

 Anni described the orientation she takes towards working with student 
teachers is that her role is to function as a kind of “bridge” between theory 
and practice, to help student-teachers learn about the relevance of theory 
to real classroom practice—which also underlies the emphasis of the entire 
teacher preparation experience upon educational research and theory. She 
noted that often the student-teachers come thinking that real practice is 
somehow divorced from theory: “Many student teachers that come here, 
they see this theoretical studies and the practice here at school, they see them 
completely distant and completely different from each other. And they are 
like, ‘ Okay, now we are going to get rid of the theory and now we’re start-
ing to really practice .’ But, she explained that her work was to help students
see the relationships between research and classroom practice: 

 As supervisors, we try to fi nd out like a relevant way of saying to 
them that . . . now this is the place where you should be combining 
what you have been studying beforehand. [So] through which con-
cepts you should be refl ecting what you are doing here? And what are
the phenomena that you meet here? And that’s—if I had to describe 
my position in two words, I would say that I’m a bridge between
theory and practice. And I have to somehow distribute that idea to 
the student teachers and be an example of how to refl ect the issues
from the practical live with theoretical terms.  

Clinical experiences . The fi rst set of experiences occurs during student-
teachers’ very fi rst year of teacher preparation; the fi rst year of their fi ve
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year program. It includes a few days of observations, tied to a set of spe-
cifi c assignments, as well as a longer three-week period of practice teach-
ing (see  Table    1   ). These experiences and the fi rst placement are always 
at one of the two practice schools; for primary school or CLASS teacher
education in Helsinki, this always takes place at Viikki because the other 
training school does not have a place for primary school teachers—it 
is a secondary level school. The initial focus of the few days during the 
fi rst year is to chart children’s social interactions and friendships, and 
to begin to understand the social  community of the classroom. Students 
also write a case study that focuses upon a child in that classroom, also 
tied to particular classes they take at the university. 

 Later that fi rst year, pairs of student-teachers return to the same
classroom, where they charted the social interactions—because they are 
learning who their students are—and spend three weeks focusing upon 
the teaching of Finnish (they must teach at least 10 hours) and drama, 
because at this point in their fi rst year they have only completed their 
coursework in the methods of teaching Finnish and drama. The stu-
dents teach in a pair, for a total of 18 lessons (9 lessons each), planning 
together and acting as co-teachers in one another’s lessons. They also 
develop at least one short integrated project based on themes in Finnish 
and drama. 

 The second placement, which is six weeks (one planning week and 
5 teaching weeks; 10 lessons a week for the pairs), occurs during the 

 Table 1     Clinical Requirements for Class 

Teacher Education Program, University of Helsinki  

Practice
Period Length Activity Location

First Year Several
days

Observing class; charting
social interactions in a class;
writing case study of a
student; interviewing pupils

Teacher training school

First Year 3 weeks 18 lessons teaching Finnish
and drama (9 lessons each in
pairs for total of 18 lessons)

Teacher training school

Third Year 7 weeks 50 lessons teaching all
subjects (50 lessons taught
in pairs in math; science;
history; gym; music)

Teacher training school

Fifth Year 7–8 weeks Responsible for curriculum
and teaching students all day

“Field school” or
teacher training school
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student-teachers’ third year, and requires that the candidates have prac-
tice teaching all the remaining subjects (math, science, history, as well as 
music and gym and arts, textile and technical work). They must complete
50 lessons in pairs—25 lessons each, with each student responsible for 
25 lessons. They plan and enact all 50 lessons together, and each acts as 
a co-teacher in the other’s lessons. So, together the students write all 50 
lessons, planning together, writing the sequence and the broader goals. 
Then they divide the lessons in half and teach every week so that each 
week both of them are responsible for half of the weeks’ 10 lessons. The 
other teacher always acts as a co-teacher, observing, helping with strug-
gling students, pitching in as needed. 

 This placement is always at one of the two teacher training schools. 
The master teacher—or practice teacher—is always there, observing as 
well. Student-teachers receive feedback every day; they also participate
in co-planning activities with their practice teachers and partner from 
their teacher education program. Anni Loukomies, the fi fth grade Viikki
practice school teacher, describes what typically happens when student 
teachers practice in her room:

 When the student teachers are teaching, … I will be sitting in the class-
room and I have the lesson plan. They have a broader sequence plan 
and then they have more detailed lesson plan, like what are the aims 
for a certain activity?… How are they going to implement that plan 
and how are they going to be evaluating their students’ activities? And 
usually, we check the lesson plan beforehand and they will be briefl y 
telling me what are the main points in the plan, and then afterwards, 
we sit down … and discuss the lesson. I try to lead those discussions so 
that if there has been something problematic that needs to be changed 
for the next time, this issue comes from the student teachers them-
selves. Usually they are kind of nicely refl ecting their own teachings, so 
usually they notice the problematic aspects themselves.  

 The fi nal placement, during the fourth or fi fth year, can occur at the 
teacher training school, or at a “fi eld school,” which is a little more like a 
regular school but one that is also intended to prepare teachers. During the 
fi nal placement, student-teachers are fully responsible for teaching students 
for a period of fi ve weeks. During this time, one candidate teaches for a 
week, while the other observes and helps out. They spend the fi rst week of 
the fi ve planning together and observing; the second week teaching all of 
the lessons together in a pair. The third week one teaches while the other 
is co-teaching and assisting; the fourth week they switch roles and the last 
and fi fth week they teach again together. So each one has an opportunity 
to teach students during the entire day—however, by this time they have 
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had four and a half years of preparation, have developed curriculum, have 
observed in classrooms, have practiced teaching in a supportive environ-
ment, and have been gradually introduced into the teaching profession.

 The University of Helsinki maintains a regular fi eld school network 
that consists of regular schools around the metropolitan area. These
schools (principals and teachers) have applied to the network, and have 
been accepted. They are required to participate in supervision  coursework
and training that is offered by the department of teacher education, in 
order to ensure the nature of supervision of student-teachers who prac-
tice at the fi eld schools. 

   An emphasis upon research and analysis of teaching  . Another key g
unique feature of teacher education in Finland is the emphasis of teacher 
education upon research, inquiry, and analysis of teaching and learning—
which includes the study of research methods and a master’s degree thesis. 
These competencies are considered central to the development of profes-
sional teachers. This means that all courses integrate educational research, 
and for primary teachers, educational science is their major and the focus 
of their fi ve years (Kansanen, 2007; Krokfors, 2007; Toom et al., 2010). 
The idea behind this approach is that teachers are autonomous profession-
als who are refl ective and systematic in their practice, and are prepared to 
use a research-based approach in their work (Hökkä & Eteläpelto, 2014). 
This investment in preparing teachers means that Finnish teachers develop 
a sense of agency, paired with a considerably strong and rich knowledge 
base of research and practice, in turn contributing to the overall capacity 
of the teaching profession as a whole to analyze, to refl ect, to practice 
research-based teaching and to feel responsible and valued as indepen-
dent practitioners of their work. Furthermore, the kinds of research that 
teachers engage in are not those tied to student test scores, but rather, 
represent in-depth examinations of student behavior, work, and thinking. 

 For primary level teachers—who have had to demonstrate their abil-
ity to make sense of educational research in the VAKAVA, in their 
entry requirements into the program—this means that they must take 
courses in research methods and inquiry, including a course in quali-
tative methods and one in quantitative methods, and must also write 
both a bachelor’s and a master’s thesis (for a total of 70 ECTS credits). 
The preparation in research methods and inquiry around pedagogical 
questions and issues also captures the understanding that the study of 
children, one’s discipline, and teaching practices are integral to the work 
of teaching. The bachelor’s thesis might treat any topic that is of interest
to the student. However, the master’s thesis typically takes up a topic 
related to teaching—and is quite closely tied to schools and classrooms. 
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 The program offers considerable support for these master’s level 
theses: faculty sponsor and supervise small research groups of three to 
seven students who are investigating issues close to the interests and 
expertise of faculty. For instance, Anu Laine, the director of the CLASS 
teacher education programs, runs the research meeting for students who 
are interested in studying topics related to the teaching and learning of 
mathematics. As she explained, “my latest master theses were about 
pupil assessment in mathematics. . . . And one was researching [high]
achieving children. She followed them from third to sixth grade . . . to
see what affects that you are good at mathematics in sixth grade. Can 
you see it in third grade or not? So it was really interesting.” She sees the 
value of learning to do research as informing how prospective teachers
see their work as teachers:  “We want them to be researchers, as teachers
and researchers, so they understand that they are combined, so that they 
are not separated, but they are combined and it’s useful to research your 
own work and think what you are doing.” (Link 7)  

 One particularly interesting feature of primary school teachers in Fin-
land is that those who have earned a master’s degree (in other words, all 
primary teachers except those teaching kindergarten) are not only quali-
fi ed and have ready access to earn a doctoral degree, but some of them 
choose to pursue such studies (Sahlberg, 2015). Like the teacher training 
school teachers we spoke with, many choose to do so, often while con-
tinuing to teach, and produce dissertations that focus upon some aspect 
of teaching and learning. Dissertations completed by these candidates 
focus upon a range of topics: for instance, Anni Loukomies’s Ph.D. thesis 
focused upon students’ motivation in science. Of course, doctoral studies 
are also available for those teaching lower and upper secondary.  

 Subject Teacher Education 

 Teachers preparing to teach at the secondary level are similarly required 
to undergo extensive preparation for teaching. In comparison to primary 
teachers, however, secondary level teachers are not required to take 
the VAKAVA and they do not necessarily need to decide upon teacher 
preparation before entering the university. They still must complete
extensive coursework in their subject areas (at least 60 ECTS, which is 
the equivalent of one full academic year), and take considerable pedagog-
ical preparation as part of their master’s degree preparation for teaching 
(again, one full academic year, or the equivalent of 60 ECTS credits) 
[see  Figure    11   ]. Upon deciding to apply for teacher education, applicants 
are selected based upon interviews and grades in their subject areas at the 
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    Figure   11    Curriculum of Subject Teacher

Education Programs 
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university. There are two main pathways to becoming a subject teacher:
candidates can complete a master’s degree in an academic program with 
one major subject (like Finnish or mathematics) and one or two minor 
subjects (drama, music). Candidates then apply to the Department of 
Teacher Education for the subject teacher education program. The other 
option is for a prospective teacher to apply directly to subject teacher 
education—in this case candidates take two years of subject area studies 
and then begin pedagogical studies. In both pathways candidates fol-
low the same curricular content, and the only difference is the timing of 
coursework.

 Some recent evidence suggests that it is becoming harder to recruit 
students in math, physics, chemistry, and some foreign languages (Niemi 
et al., 2012), and the university secondary teacher education program 
has had to shift from what they term an “elimination approach” to a 
“recruitment approach” in those areas. Recent interviews with secondary 
teacher education faculty at Helsinki, for instance, suggests that their 
acceptance rates vary from a low of 10% in easy to staff fi elds to a high
of 40% for some candidates in hard-to-recruit areas (Jenset, Klette, & 
Hammerness, 2013). 

 The emphasis upon research-based teaching also is refl ected in the 
preparation of secondary level teachers: prospective secondary level 
teachers must take courses in research methods and must also complete
a master’s level thesis. In addition, both secondary and primary student-
teachers also take a course on how to write about research, which further
underscores the emphasis upon not only having a research disposition, 
but upon sharing one’s fi ndings and knowledge with an audience. 

  Who teaches teachers ? Anu Laine, the director of the primary teacher 
education program, summed up the value placed upon classroom
teaching even within the faculty in teacher education by noting, “We are 
all teachers fi rst.” Faculty in the Department of Teacher Education have
all had experience as classroom teachers; they have also had considerable
experience preparing teachers.

 Laine explained that when she talks about her work to others, she 
feels respected and valued. She feels that Finnish people treat her and 
her work as important, noting that she feels that they believe:  “She’s 
working at the university, she [has a] Ph.D. She must be very clever.’  I 
think that they think like that .… It’s really valued to be a doctor and
a lawyer, but it’s also valued to be a good teacher and it’s really highly 
valued in our society to become a teacher.” 

 Studies of the organizational context of teacher education faculty also 
confi rm that teacher educators enjoy a strong sense of agency in terms of 
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making choices about their work, coupled with a clear identity as teacher 
educators (Hökkä & Eteläpelto, 2014). Interestingly, however, these stud-
ies also revealed that teacher educators in Finland did not necessarily 
view themselves as researchers—a somewhat surprising fi nding given the 
very strong emphasis upon research in Finnish teacher education. Rather, 
teacher educators seem to identify strongly as teachers, but much less 
strongly as researchers (Hökkä & Eteläpelto, 2014). It may be that in their 
blended teaching and research roles, school-based educators are more 
likely to emphasize their research roles, while university-based educators 
are more likely to want to underscore that they identify with teachers. 

 Similarly, within the University of Helsinki, the Institute of Behav-
ioral Sciences (where the Department of Teacher Education is housed) 
is considered valuable and enjoys an equally high status in relationship 
to other schools within the university. Education faculty we interviewed
did not feel that the Department of Teacher Education was viewed with 
any less high regard than the school of medicine or law, for example. 
Anu Laine pointed out that the considerable competition for spots in the 
primary teacher education program, of course, helped solidify the strong 
reputation of the school of education. Yet it is important to recognize
that while the number of students who hope to attend the school may 
bolster the reputation of the school of education, there is a university-
wide focus and appreciation for teaching, not only at the primary and 
secondary level, but also at the level of university faculty.   

 The Teachers’ Academy at the University of Helsinki

 Recently, the University of Helsinki began an effort to recognize 
outstanding teaching at the faculty level, by initiating a community 
called the  Teachers’ Academy  (see Shulman, 2000, for a description of 
the scholarship of teaching). In order to join this community, university 
professors, researchers, and other teaching staff at the university who 
have made teaching a high priority of their work and who are recognized
by students and other faculty as being excellent teachers, may apply. 
Acceptance bestows upon faculty an honorarium and the status of a 
Member of the Teaching Academy. The university website makes clear 
that the establishment of the Teaching Academy refl ects “an indication 
of the value the university community places on the quality of teaching” 
(University of Helsinki, 2014, Teachers’ Academy website). 

 In this next section we demonstrate how the focus upon developing 
quality teaching plays out in classrooms and schools in Finland, once 
candidates graduate from their preservice teacher education.    
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 After Graduation: Supports for Quality Teaching
in Schools 

 As graduates of teacher preparation move into their full-time teaching 
positions, the emphasis upon preparation, equity, research, collaboration, 
and scholarship plays out such that teachers in schools maintain a 
strong sense of professional ethic, a commitment to equity, a feeling 
of responsibility for student learning, and a sense of autonomy and
purpose. In light of these policies aimed at promoting equity, continuing 
professional development, teaching as a profession, and the commitment 
of the overall teaching workforce—the result is a continued high quality 
teaching corps throughout the system. In this section, we elaborate the 
policies and practices that continue to support, promote, and foster 
quality teaching in Finland. 

 In this section, we highlight three key themes. First, we reveal the 
ways that teachers’ work refl ects the interlocking and aligned policies 
around equity and responsibility, differentiation, and work with diverse 
learners—the elements of which are seeded in preservice training—by 
drawing on examples of practice in schools. Next, we demonstrate
the ways in which a research and inquiry orientation—also treated 
extensively in initial teacher education—plays out in real schools. 
Finally, we demonstrate the ways in which teachers take responsibility 
for professional growth and assessment, and for  children’s learning in 
ways that move beyond standardized assessments, test-based outcomes,
or countrywide skills tests. We also share how teachers themselves are 
assessed—and detail some of the qualitative nature of the ways teachers
receive feedback as well as identify areas needing improvement.  

 The Role of the Teacher in Finnish Schools

 Teachers’ research and inquiry orientation in practice: Innovation at 
Koulumestari and Poikkilaakso 

 How does the emphasis upon research and inquiry—that is so inten-
tionally seeded in initial teacher education—play out in real teachers’ 
classrooms? As part of our case study research, we interviewed teachers
at several local schools in Helsinki about the ways they used (or did 
not use) a research orientation in their teaching. The approach teachers
described in their teaching refl ected a sense of their work as innovative and 
experimental. The process they used to develop materials, curriculum,
and even the structures of student groupings involved explicit testing of 
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“hypotheses” and the gathering of data on such approaches, sharing of 
results and changes in practice. 

 For instance, the Koulumestari school in Espoo (a city just outside 
of Helsinki), is a school of almost 350 students from fi rst through sixth
grade which has been specifi cally designed to serve students with special 
needs (approximately 20% of the children in the school). It also has 
a special focus upon the integration of new technology into learning. 
The work of the teachers in the school refl ects a strong orientation
towards experimentation, hypothesis testing, and sharing of results with 
colleagues. The staff of the school hosts what they call a “pedagogical 
café” four times a year, during their regular monthly staff meetings 
(Hatch & Hammerness, 2014a). At these times, the teachers share with
one another what they are doing with their students, particularly pilot 
experiments using different technologies. 

 One outcome of these opportunities has been curriculum that involves 
students in testing the use of mobile phones in school for the purposes 
of tracking school assignments; another has been the development of a 
curriculum that involves children in designing a new technology (for
instance, one child developed a rain boot that didn’t sink into the
ground); a third has been the involvement of children in teaching adults
at the school about new technologies. 

 Another outcome—at the structural level of the school—has been 
the development of “combined classes” in several grades in which two 
teachers with classes of about 20 students and one teacher with a class 
of about 10 special education students all work together to share the 
teaching for all of the roughly 45–50 students. These combined classes
grew out of an initial experiment when several teachers at one grade level 
decided to try combining their classes; as other teachers learned how it 
was working, it spread to other levels and groups of teachers. 

 Similarly, in the Poikkilaakso school, co-teaching and collaboration 
were considered guiding principles for the school as an organization. 
The teachers with whom we spoke described co-teaching as well as the 
creation of opportunities for students to learn across grades and group-
ings. Principal Marja Riitta Rautaparta described the organization of 
teachers’ work at the school: 

 We don’t actually call it “co-teaching” anymore because we see it as 
something much more deeper. Two teachers have common students, 
and together they are responsible for planning instruction for, teaching 
and evaluation of approximately 50 students. Furthermore, two 
teachers are paired with another two teachers, and together these four 
teachers and 100 students form a so-called basic unit in our school.   
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 The school was designed so that two study groups existed for grades 
1–2 and 3–6, along with some opportunities for grades 2–3 and 4–5 
together, so that the content of the subjects they were taught were not 
considered as “tied” to grade levels. According to one of the Poikkilaakso 
teachers, Kirsi-Maria Ketola, the groups are formed according to age 
as it is rather natural criteria for putting children together and form a 
“home group.” In practice, students learn contents from the whole study 
ensemble all the time (i.e., grades 1–2 or 3–6), but in principle it is even 
more possible for the students to proceed at their own pace. The result is 
that students can learn subject matter topics, content and issues that are 
typically associated with grade 3 all the way to grade 6 during the same
school day. Indeed, the school has developed curriculum that refl ect a 
range of grades and the content is considered as tied more broadly to 
grades 1–2 or 3–6, rather than to specifi c grades and ages. 

 Teachers we interviewed from Poikkilaakso reported that working in 
pairs meant that they were constantly engaging in a kind of “inquiry” 
in their teaching and daily work as they were consistently testing peda-
gogical hypotheses in practice to see what was (and was not) effective 
for their students, and as they had substantial opportunities to observe, 
analyze, and give feedback to their teacher pairs. The idea of cooperation 
in Poikkilaakso involves students too. They have formed student work 
groups that have teachers mentoring them; these groups plan school events 
or educate other students and teachers about issues, such as recycling. 
Thus, students have responsibilities as members of the school community 
and are encouraged to work for the betterment of the community.   

 Quality Teaching for All 

 One important feature of Finnish policy around equity is that children 
with special needs are understood very broadly in Finland, as opposed to 
the United States. First, Finnish education policy intentionally refl ects an 
inclusive approach to children with special needs—in contrast to a more 
traditional approach which focuses upon the “disabilities” of children 
who must fi t into the institutions who provide for them. Scholars of 
inclusive education, however, have argued that creating designations like 
“special education” and “general education” perpetuate these concep-
tions and contribute to the persistence of inequities (Graham & Jahnu-
kainan, 2011). 

 The development of the comprehensive school in Finland was intended 
to keep  every  student in the same school system, and one approach 
that emerged was a practice of “part-time special education” for those
students in need (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011), which has been the 
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 strategy in use since the 1980’s in Finland. But what is most important 
about this strategy and the way it is framed is  who  is considered a student
with special needs, and what seems remarkable is the very inclusiveness
and broadness of this conceptualization. In clear contrast to a “wait to
fail” approach, the way this policy is enacted means that a child with 
special needs is seen as  any  child who needs additional support or help—
whether the child has particular and long-term challenges that might fi t 
particular categories of OECD special needs defi nitions, or whether the 
child happens to be struggling at the moment with a particular concept, 
like multiplication, or understanding similes. This conception frames 
children with special needs as fi tting within a broad and naturally occur-
ring  continuum of variation  rather than designating children with special
needs as having  disabilities . Thus, the development of children’s abilities 
is supported, rather than labeled and categorized. 

 Around 30% of Finnish students in grades 1–9 receive some form of 
special support, “which is undoubtedly some kind of unoffi cial world 
record” (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011; see also Statistics Finland, 
2014a). But what is particularly and equally remarkable is that the num-
ber of students who are identifi ed as needing special support (or, in US 
terms, children with special needs) appears to be  lower  in secondary 
schools. One explanation offered by special education scholars Graham 
and Jahnukainen is that studies have suggested that the focus of Finnish 
special education is in the early grades, intended to be a kind of preven-
tative measure. It seems possible that the work of identifying, assessing, 
and supporting children with a range of needs pays off in later years 
of schooling. This seems especially important given the high retention
rates of children in Finnish schools—in 2007, senior year students were 
retained at a level of 89% (Statistics Finland, 2007). 

 Within the last three years (since 2011), there have been additional 
changes to the system in the form of additional amendments to the BEA 
and the National Core Curriculum (2004) for pre-primary and basic 
education regarding supporting children with special needs. Since then 
the Finns have been emphasizing support-based conceptualizations, such 
as “Support for learning and schooling” instead of terms that are medi-
cal or diagnostic and lead to labeling (Basic Education Act 628/1998; 
see also National Core Curricula  http://www.oph.fi /english/curricula_
and_qualifi cations/basic_education ). These amendments to the BEA and 
NCC, which move Finland from a two-tiered to a three-tiered system 
of supports for children, mean that the range of supports now offered
is even broader (Thuneberg et al., 2013, 2014). The new three-tiered
system conceptualizes supports for children’s learning as being offered at 
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three levels of increasing intensity and support. The fi rst tier consists of 
good quality education  which may include differentiated learning, fl ex-
ible groupings, co-teaching; the second—and newly added—tier consists 
of more  intensifi ed support  in the form of a learning plan; and the thirdt
tier consists of  special support in the form of an individual educationt
plan (Thuneberg et al., 2013). Only the third tier requires an offi cial 
decision. In practice, there are a set of interlocking strategies that help 
support the enactment of these three tiers (and refl ect a focus upon teach-
ing for equity) which range from a conceptualization of the teacher as
the key player in promoting equity; the use of an additional teacher in 
the classroom (the “special teacher”); and a team approach to addressing
learning differences.  11

 One of the front line strategies of Finnish policy around equity is the 
conceptualization of the teacher as a key player in promoting support for
all students’ learning. Teachers are considered critical to ensuring that 
all students have access to the same resources and support—and, if nec-
essary, additional and targeted individually designed support to enable 
them to learn and grow. Identifying children who may be falling behind, 
or even having some minor challenges, or who may struggle with partic-
ular concepts in mathematics or with reading comprehension as well as 
children with more long-term challenges and special needs—all of these 
are considered the purview of the teacher, but this effort is not left until 
the formal evaluation and tests are completed, or until annual exams 
are over. Rather, teachers approach these issues as important to address 
in the moment—an instantaneous, real-time response to student needs. 
In the classroom, this means that teachers are consistently rearranging 
student groups, identifying children who need help, paying special atten-
tion to the student who has questions or misunderstands, to the student 
whose attention lags, as well as if there are more considerable challenges
with comprehension, analysis, or understanding. Teachers might meet
with children before or after school, during lunch, or during the day. 
The school day is organized so that these small groups can occur when 
needed—all this support would be considered general, fi rst tier support
for all children. 

 In addition, a second way this policy is enacted is in two particular 
teacher positions in Finnish schools, both the “special teacher” and 
the “part-time special education teachers” (part-time referring to their 
distributed time in various classrooms throughout the school day—it 
is a full-time teaching position). Most schools have one or two such 
“part-time special education teachers” in addition to the regular “class 
teacher”; the part-time special education teacher might co-teach, or 
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give small group instruction to children who need additional support 
(mostly at the second, “intensifi ed support” tier). Part-time special 
education teachers  have graduated from the special education teacher
education program and thus have fi ve years of specifi c training for this 
position. Typically, a school might have one or two  part-time special  
education teachers  who work throughout the school. These teachers
most often work at the elementary level with a small group that con-
sists of pupils that are receiving special support; and these pupils often 
have been offi cially designated as special education students with IEPs, 
and receive special support in the small group full-time or part-time. 
Schools may also have regular classrooms teachers on the other hand, 
who have been trained fi rst as elementary school teachers but who then 
go on to take an additional year of study of support for children with 
special needs; they are designated as special teachers . Kimmo Koski-
nen, the practice-school principal in Helsinki, noted that both of these 
types of teachers are important in helping children constantly  in the 
classroom: “Because in Finland, there is integration …. and inclusion 
brings many kinds of pupils in the classroom, so the other [teacher] is 
helping them all the time.” 

 Finally, while teachers take individual responsibility for students’ 
learning and development for a wide range of learners, they also have 
a more collaborative strategy available for more persistent challenges 
or to help children whose needs are broader or more lasting. Teachers 
work together in multidisciplinary teams—consisting of the regular, 
class teacher, the part-time special education teacher, the school coun-
selor, along with some people outside the schools, such as social workers 
from health services, representatives from the health and mental health 
community, or from public housing, if necessary—to try to address any 
issues that might be beyond the immediate purview of the school itself. 
Therefore, teachers have at their fi ngertips a wide array of means and
supports to draw upon to help children in need. 

 This means that Finnish teachers are able to distinguish their work 
of teaching from the broader social, health, economic issues, and at the 
same time, they are able to collaboratively address these critical larger 
issues that can directly impact children’s ability to succeed. This pub-
lic acknowledgment of the intermingling of learning and the broader 
contexts of children’s lives enables teachers to focus upon their work 
of teaching, but also to carefully draw in other supports that can help 
round out the web of supports for children and their learning and devel-
opment. So, for instance, if a Finnish teacher realizes that a child cannot 
attend school because of chronic health problems: 
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 These are the responsibility of a comprehensive health system. 
Students with mental health problems or family troubles have the
resources of the mental health and social welfare system. As noted
earlier, public housing takes care of housing needs, reducing the
mobility of students. The ability of multidisciplinary teams to call
on the resources of the welfare state as well as the education system
comes from a special governance structure: block grants for educa-
tion, health, and social services are allocated to municipalities, which
have responsibilities for a wide array of social programs.

 (Graham & Jahnukainen, 2011)

 Multiculturalism in Schools 

 While Finland has had a relatively homogenous population, that is chang-
ing. As Heljä Misukka, Director of Educational Policy in Trade Union 
of Education (OAJ), points out, “Every 10th student” is a student from 
another country, race, or ethnicity aside from Finland. Immigration has 
been centered in the biggest cities in Finland as in many other countries
around the world. For example, in the Myllypuro primary school (one of 
our focal schools in this case), a school in Helsinki, approximately 40% 
of students are fi rst or second-generation immigrants.  12

 Adequately and thoughtfully responding to students who bring 
knowledge, experiences, and cultures different from those native to Fin-
land have been central to the planning of the Ministry for some time. 
The new 2016 national curricular framework  http://www.oph.fi /english/
education_development/current_reforms/curriculum_reform_2016 , 
for example, includes “multiliteracy” among seven overarching goals 
(Halinen, 2014). Armi Mikkola, Counselor of Education in Ministry of 
Education, identifi ed multiculturalism as one of the central future ques-
tions for teacher education programs, as well as for teachers already work-
ing in the fi eld—and specifi cally, noted that a growing linguistic awareness 
was critical for prospective teachers more than ever. As she noted: 

 Looking at the future, every teacher needs to—actually already 
now—realize that she or he is a linguistic model and language teacher 
[in Finnish for fi rst and second generation students]. Teachers should
be able to teach math in way that the mathematical conceptualization
becomes understandable as well as possible for every student. This
places new demands for teachers’ “linguistic awareness.”  

 Indeed, the claim that Finland is a highly homogenous country is 
no longer applicable to every school, in every Finnish city. Immigra-
tion from nations with lower levels of schooling has increased sharply 
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in recent years, and schools are contending with considerable linguistic 
and cultural diversity. Estimates suggest that new immigrants in Finland 
speak more than 60 languages (Darling-Hammond, 2010). Despite these 
shifts, Finland has maintained its equitable achievement. In fact, the city 
of  Helsinki has a policy that is roughly translated as “positive discrimi-
nation” which involves targeting areas and specifi c schools which are 
identifi ed as lower-status economically, or having other needs (such as 
considerable numbers of students who speak Finnish as a second language) 
and providing extra resources. Anu Laine pointed out the difference in 
the philosophy of support for struggling schools (Link 8):

 In many countries they have testing, and the schools are getting 
money if they’re  good  . While we are not giving any tests… but wed
can see that those schools have a more challenging situation. So we 
give them more money. [So in fact] we are doing the opposite [as 
the other countries.] If they have lower results … they are getting 
more money. I think it’s really good.  

 Myllypuro, one of the schools we studied, receives some of this fund-
ing and uses it to hire more teachers, to ensure that students who do not 
come to school speaking Finnish can receive additional support. In Myllypuro, 
approximately 15% of the students (60 of 420) come to school speak-
ing Russian as their fi rst language. Jaana Piipponen, a class teacher with
over 20 years of experience, explained that the funding has enabled her 
to have a Russian-speaking co-teacher in her class for several hours every
week so that they can co-teach in both languages.   

 Teacher Appraisal in Finnish Schools: A Focus upon Personal 
Responsibility and Feedback for Growth

 In Finland, the work of teachers is not measured using standardized 
test outcomes. 13   Rather the assessment of teachers is focused upon pro-
fessional development at the individual level. Teachers are considered
valued professionals who are capable, autonomous, and independent,
and in fact, fully responsible for their work in the classroom. In general, 
teachers’ work is evaluated by their principals, and often involves a one-
on-one private conversation that may focus upon issues like individual 
growth, participation in professional development, contributions to the 
school, and personal professional goals. 

 Much of the appraisal function is integrated into the ongoing work 
of teachers with their principal and personnel and occurs informally. 
Indeed, middle school teachers surveyed by TALIS reported that 
they receive very little formal feedback and few schools have formal 
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teacher appraisal systems. Almost 28% of teachers in Finland teach 
in a school where the principal reports that teachers are not formally 
appraised by the principal. Instead, the main form of appraisal comes 
from face-to-face and often informal dialog with the school leader. 
Thirty-seven percent of Finnish teachers report that they have never 
received feedback on their teaching in school (Sahlberg, 2015; see also 
OECD, 2014a). These fi ndings further suggest that feedback on teach-
ing is conceptualized in Finland in an in-depth, personal, local manner 
relying heavily upon qualitative and descriptive data. Indeed, it seems 
to function in a way that is dramatically different from a heavily man-
dated external accountability system with which many countries are 
familiar. To those used to a more systemic and accountability-based 
perspective, feedback on teaching and professional development may 
not seem to be happening at all. Yet, at least in the places we stud-
ied, the culture around feedback and refl ection on teaching is, in fact, 
strong, purposeful, and integrated and intensely focused in Finland. At 
the same time, the focus is upon “steering”—the guidance and direc-
tion of a professional career, rather than “accounting”—an attempt 
to ensure that teachers are meeting  certain specifi ed goals or outcomes 
(Link 9)  (Hatch, 2014).

 In the city of Helsinki, however, principals do use a common form to 
guide the conversation with teachers. This form focuses upon some key 
features of teaching that are considered important and valuable. The 
form, however, does not require any standardized data in any form—no 
student test scores, no value-added data, no quantitative indicators—but 
rather focuses upon four categories: “personal performance,” “versatility,” 
“initiative,” and “ability to cooperate.” In addition to analysis of teach-
er’s general classroom practice, the versatility of the teacher refers to 
whether she or he uses or has mastered “good pedagogical skills,” can 
“acknowledge and meet diverse students in different circumstances,” 
and can “acknowledge diverse learning needs.”  The form (Link 10)  
asks teachers and principals to consider the degree to which the teacher 
demonstrates “initiative” (which includes, for instance, “using new and 
meaningful working methods and practices”; and “active participation 
in in-service training, [within school]work groups, development initia-
tives, district workgroups”). As in the prior example, this suggests that 
the conception of evaluation in Finland relies heavily upon local, per-
sonal, qualitative information about a teachers’ practice, growth, and 
professionalism.

 Anna Hirvonen, principal of Myllypuro primary school in Helsinki, 
described her use of the City of Helsinki’s teacher evaluation form to 
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guide her work. She rather emphasized the demanding nature of the 
evaluation and the importance of knowing her teachers well and coming 
to agreement upon the content. She also acknowledged the challenges of 
the evaluation and the degree to which even criteria were still open to 
interpretation:

 I have, every year, a discussion, called Evaluation of Personal Perfor-
mance (EPP) with every teacher where I evaluate how [a teacher’s]
personal objectives have been reached in terms of ability to cooperate, 
versatility, initiative and performance. The City of Helsinki has given
us the criteria and description of every factor, according to which
these aspects are looked at, in practice the factors overlap and are
open to interpretation. Furthermore, there is a 5-step scale from “Not 
fully meets the objectives” to “Excellent performance” where to place
all these. The situation itself it is very, very, demanding professionally. 
If I have worked with some teachers for years and seen how they
work and what they do in every day’s school work, it is easier, but
especially with the beginners, it is really demanding. . . . First time 
when we had EPPs I used the whole time allocated [45 minutes per
teacher] for the personal development conversation to go through the
EPP form.  

 Indeed, Hirvonen’s description reveals how much the evaluation con-
versation relies upon her work as a principal in knowing her teachers, 
being in their classrooms and observing and being aware of their work 
with children and colleagues. While this kind of observational knowl-
edge is highly demanding, it also means that principals need to be in 
classrooms, need to know their teachers and students well and deeply, 
and need to be engaged in “management by walking around.” This 
approach relies on a kind of closely networked school community. 

 Every teacher told me how they see that things are going and then 
I brought out my viewpoints of their work; how they have reached 
every objective. If we agreed on things it was easy but we did not
always and that was rough. . . . Before the fi rst evaluation round 
[when it was a new thing] I arranged my schedules and was able to go 
around the school and visit classes while teachers were teaching, and
it was not a short visit but I spent time there. And, sure, I see teachers 
engaged in many different situations in school with students; on the
hallways and if we have to together solve out some challenges. In
addition, I observe how teachers participate in school life in general,
how they bring in their knowledge for the whole school community’s
use, how they develop themselves, how they participate in develop-
ment processes and so on.   
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 Teachers’ and pupils’ schedules reflect a broadened conception of 
teaching as including time for planning, assessing, and collaboration; 
and learning as including time for play  

 Teachers’ schedules in Finland refl ect a conception of teaching that 
moves beyond “teaching as time in front of students in the classroom.”
Rather, it suggests that teaching also involves time for planning, collabo-
rating, meeting with other teachers to discuss challenges or successes,
and other professional work, such as reading and doing research. Data 
from the Finnish teachers’ union reveals that Finnish primary teachers
spend approximately 718 hours per year leading classes; lower second-
ary teachers, 657; and upper-secondary teachers, 647 (Abrams, 2015). 

 Indeed, amendments to the Basic Education Act in Finland stipulate 
that one lesson is 60 minutes of which at least 45 minutes must be used 
for instruction time (Basic Education Act, 1998; Amendments 2010). In 
most schools in Finland, a regular lesson lasts 45 minutes which then 
leaves 15 minutes for recess for both students and teachers. Some schools 
have lessons that last 60 minutes or 75 minutes. In these schools recess
time must be extended respectively. This means that in a typical school 
day there may be up to 90 minutes recess time, including lunch break. 
Recess is considered necessary, and is seen as an opportunity for all chil-
dren to go out or play with friends—as well as providing an important 
break for teachers who often spend that time either in quick consulta-
tions in the teachers’ lounge with colleagues or preparing for the next 
class. Indeed, the choice to have children spend time outside and in infor-
mal play is supported by considerable research on cognition and learning 
(Milteer & Ginsburg, 2012). 

 Collective labor agreement. Another feature of the conditions of teaching
in Finland is that the labor agreements for teachers are negotiated collec-
tively, between the Association of Finnish Local and Regional Authorities 
(Kuntaliitto) and the Trade Union of Education in Finland, upon regular 
cycles that normally lasts for about three years Almost all teachers are 
members of the Trade Union of Education—95% of teachers according to 
a recent report—and the union represents a critical stakeholder and actor 
in shaping the development and preparation of teachers (Sahlberg, 2015).  

 Teacher pay and benefi ts.     Upon graduation, new Finnish teachers can
expect to make a reasonable salary that is commensurate with other pro-
fessions. At the same time, the nature of the social democracy in Fin-
land also means that the range of salaries overall is less broad: indeed, 
teachers’ statutory salaries are “almost equal” to those offered to Finnish 
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workers in other valued fi elds requiring similar levels of preparation
(OECD, 2012, 2013b). For instance, in 2008, general practitioners in 
Finland were paid an average of USD 65,000 (OECD, 2011); and nurses 
an average of USD 34,000. As of 2010, teachers’ salaries were generally 
in line with those with similar education (see Table 1.2) (OECD, 2012). 
But for Finns, more important than salaries are such factors as high social 
prestige, professional autonomy in schools, and the ethos of teaching as 
a service to society and the public good. Young Finns see teaching as a 
career on a par with other professions where people work independently
and rely on scientifi c knowledge and skills that they gained through uni-
versity studies.

 In Finland, compensation grows with experience. Salaries are deter-
mined by level of schooling at which they teach: teachers make about 
7–10% more for mid-career teaching in lower secondary vs. primary 
schools; and similarly 7–10% increase between lower and upper sec-
ondary (OECD, 2014c). By the time they are experienced teachers, they 
will have increased their salaries by approximately one-third. Top-scale
salaries are 58 (lower secondary)–77 (upper secondary) percent higher 
than starting salaries. 

 In 2012, the average initial pay for a beginning Finnish teacher in US 
dollars converted to purchasing power parity was USD 32,000 at the pri-
mary level, and USD 35,000 at lower secondary level and USD 37,000 at 
the upper secondary level, a little higher than the OECD average (OECD, 
2014b). Middle career salaries in Finland were USD 40,000, USD 42,500, 
and USD 46,000 respectively. The (slightly) higher salary for lower and 
upper secondary teachers is due in part to having a master’s degree in a 
specifi c subject area as well as to the fact that they teach slightly more 
hours per week than primary school teachers (see Table   2   ).      

 Teachers’ Careers: Organic and Local Novice and Professional 
Development 

 One of the challenges for the capacity of the teaching force in Finland, 
however, may well be the horizontal nature of the teaching profession: 
as one policy document notes, “in terms of promotion, the teaching 
career in Finland is fl at” (NBER, 2012). In Finland, the professional 
development continuum may in some ways—at least informally—refl ect 
the relative horizontal nature of the teaching career in that there have 
been few formal accommodations for new teachers and their novice 
status and rare opportunities for more veteran teachers to explicitly and 
publicly shift their status in ways that refl ect either their mastery of 
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the fi eld and the work. Yet at the same time, the opportunities for pro-
fessional development are more local and organic, and democratically 
organized. 

 Up until recently, both formal induction—in other words, support 
and professional development targeted at new teachers—and systematic
professional development have not been a strong part of the education
system in Finland—and in some ways, this may contribute to (or rein-
force) a conception of a teacher’s career as remaining at a kind of status 
quo. Opportunities to participate in formal, external continued profes-
sional development vary considerably in Finland—as do opportunities 
for formal induction for new teachers. 

 Table 2     Ratio of Teachers’ Salaries to Earnings for 

Full-time, Full-year Workers with Tertiary Education Aged 25–64 in 2010  

Primary
education

Lower
secondary
education

Upper
secondary
education

Australia 0.92 0.92 0.92
Austria 0.58 0.62 0.64
Canada 1.05 1.05 1.05
Denmark 0.87 0.87 1.01
England 0.99 1.09 1.09
Finland 0.89 0.98 1.10
France 0.73 0.79 0.80
Germany 0.88 0.97 1.05
Iceland 0.50 0.50 0.61
Ireland 0.82 0.82 0.82
Israel 0.85 0.87 0.92
Italy 0.57 0.60 0.64
Korea 1.31 1.30 1.30
Netherlands 0.70 0.84 0.84
New Zealand 0.98 1.01 1.03
Norway 0.66 0.66 0.70
Portugal 1.19 1.19 1.19
Scotland 0.95 0.95 0.95
Spain 1.21 1.35 1.38
Sweden 0.79 0.81 0.86
United States 0.67 0.69 0.72
OECD average 0.82 0.85 0.90
EU21 average 0.81 0.85 0.90

 Source: OECD, 2012, Education at a Glance  
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 Employers, in most cases municipalities , have legal responsibility to
offer professional development opportunities to teachers and principals. 
At the same time teachers have moral responsibility to continuously 
improve their work. For instance, teachers are required by contract to 
participate in three professional development days a year; it is considered
the responsibility of the individual teacher or school principal to deter-
mine how to use that time, and even whether there is funding for profes-
sional development beyond those three days (Sahlberg, 2015). A recent 
report suggests that in 2013, more than 80% of teachers participated in 
some form of professional development (lasting more than three hours) 
during the past year (Finnish National Board of Education, 2014a). 
Data from OECD’s TALIS survey confi rmed that trend: participation of 
middle school teachers in professional development was approximately 
79% among Finnish lower secondary school teachers (the OECD aver-
age was 88%) (OECD, 2014a). 

 In our interviews we found that the number of days per school year 
spent in professional development varied considerably; some teachers we 
interviewed estimated that they had spent somewhere between twenty 
(and some said up to fi fty days) in some form of professional develop-
ment during the prior school year. 

 The Ministry of Education has been developing strategies that focus 
in particular upon professional development, in light of a survey in 2007 
that had revealed only two thirds of teachers participated in professional 
development (Piesanen, Kiviniemi, & Valkonen, 2007). Thus, the Min-
istry of Education set up a working group in 2008 to determine some 
measures to improve the situation and to consider legislation regarding 
professional development. The group, which is made up of all major 
stakeholders in schools (The Trade Union of Education in Finland (OAJ); 
the student-teachers union (SOOL) as well as teacher educators, all have 
representatives on this advisory board), was charged with helping advise 
the Ministry’s decision making regarding teachers’ professional develop-
ment. The fi nal results of the working group in 2009 was a decision 
not to make professional development obligatory. Instead, they estab-
lished a new Osaava  (or in English, capable  or  skillful ) program thatl
would promote teachers’ participation in professional development on 
a voluntary basis. Funding was allocated to this program in the amount 
of 8–10 million Euros per year from 2010 to 2016. Five strategic aims 
underlay the program: (1) Promoting equity and leadership in teachers’
lifelong learning; (2) Making fl exible learning paths a reality in educa-
tional institutions; (3) Enhancing the adaption of innovative professional 
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development models; (4) Improving networking and collaboration 
among educational institutions and professional development providers; 
and (5) Mainstreaming successful professional development practices. 

 What stands out from this Osaava program is the emphasis upon 
developing a more clear and articulated continuum of professional devel-
opment that would coherently support teachers’ learning over the course 
of their careers: for instance, about 20% of the funding was specifi cally 
allocated to support a mentoring program for new teachers (which had
been piloted in 2008 and was being developed nationally in 2010); for 
supporting the use of educational technology in teacher training schools; 
and for a program of 30 credits for long-term professional development 
for educational leaders. In addition, the program also was intended to 
target teachers 55 or older, as well as teachers with nonpermanent status 
who (research suggested) were not participating as much in professional 
development.

 Jouni Kangasniemi, senior advisor in Division for Adult Education 
Policies of Ministry of Education, pointed out that “we are in the middle 
of a critical period” moving away from earlier state funded models of 
professional development which have not been as successful, and rather, 
towards a conception of learning networks. He emphasized that the
ideas undergirding Osaava refl ect a fl exible conception of teacher learn-
ing as occurring within more natural, local (or national) networks and 
communities that enable teachers to learn from one another. He noted: 
“It is essential to understand that we can use the already existing teach-
ers’ know-how and knowledge and innovations to develop others, and 
to see that ‘the wisdom’ does not exist outside the schools but inside 
them.” Kangasniemi further noted that a second driving idea behind the
network was an understanding that teachers would need both formal 
and clear institutional structures for professional development, as well 
as support for more informal, loosely coupled professional development 
opportunities that might be more local, personal, or specifi c to individu-
als. As he explains: 

 We [at the Ministry of Education] are building a political framework 
within which we try to support and create certain actions. On the one
hand, some of them are more or less straightforward, readily formulated, 
and in relation to changes in operational environment or legislation, 
and on the other, building more day-to-day rooted networks around
teachers in order to make the network itself gain the ownership of 
new information and in that preventing the information from disap-
pearing if actors move from one work community to another.  

 A F T E R  G R A D U A T I O N 47



48 E M P O W E R E D  E D U C A T O R S  I N  F I N L A N D

c01- 48 20 February 2017 2:56 PM

 This professional development in Finland is almost solely funded by the 
government together with employers. It is not common in Finland, as it is in 
the United States or Canada, that teachers would pay workshops or training 
courses from their own pockets. Teachers’ contribution to their own profes-
sional development is most often “in kind,” i.e., learning on their own time. 
Every year, the Finnish Ministry defi nes a set of areas for focus (somewhere 
between 5 and 7 areas), and those areas help shape the distribution of fund-
ing for the year, for professional development. The funding for professional 
development altogether equals about 40–60 million euros per year (half of 
which comes from the Ministry and the other from the municipalities). 

 The government in Finland has only limited infl uence on how funding 
is allocated in municipalities and schools. Schools therefore have consid-
erable fl exibility in how they determine their funding allocations, but that 
also means that these experiences for teachers may take more or less of a 
major role in what schools choose to support. During times of economic
stress (as is the case now) professional development may be among those 
aspects of school support that gets cut. Typically professional develop-
ment is contracted out to service providers such as universities (who have 
on-site training centers) or private companies who offer opportunities to 
study practice; to focus upon particular issues such as fi rst and second-
generation children in schools; the use of technology in classrooms; and 
school leadership. Awarding of the contracts is competitively determined
and is typically given to professional development and further education 
centers owned by universities.

 Policymakers in Finland also make clear that when a major change 
is made in the education system, they then work to offer accompanying 
professional development for teachers. For instance, Jussi Pihkala, Coun-
selor of Education in Ministry of Education, noted that teachers were 
offered in-service training in relationship to the recent Special Education 
Reform (the changes, the amendments, made in the Basic Education Act 
in 2010, which became obligatory in 2011):

 When reforming something there is a resource for in-service train-
ing included. For example, the renewal of our support system for 
students [i.e. the movement from 2-tiered to current 3-tiered model];
there was a lot of funding allocated to help the educational organizers 
to work with it, to offer professional development for their educa-
tional personnel, so, to “put it in action,” and the in-service training
that is coordinated by the FNBA is ongoing until 2015.  

 On the other hand, the culture around participation in professional 
development refl ects a quite different conception that emphasizes the local, 
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organic nature of teachers’ professional learning in schools in forms that 
are more democratically organized. So there are factors in Finland that 
may infl uence when teachers choose not to participate in more formal 
external professional development. The state does not currently cover the 
payment of a substitute teacher who would take over a teachers’ classroom 
during professional development—this is the responsibility of the school 
or municipality, which must allocate the money for different local ser-
vices. The policy around formal professional development varies around 
Finland. For instance, the City of Helsinki’s Education Department offers 
programming that is free of charge for the schools so that schools may use 
any additional money for some other purposes, i.e., buying new books 
or other materials. In comparison, the city of Kotka does not organize 
professional development, so teachers mostly participate in professional 
development that is organized by the National Board, which is free. The 
city compensates expenses such as travel and hiring a substitute teacher.

 Furthermore, some teachers describe a confl ict between taking time 
for more formal professional development that is external to the school, 
with their feelings of responsibility for their students. For instance, Leea 
Pekkanen, class teacher with fi ve years’ teaching experience in Myllypuro 
school, noted that she sees that in principle her primary task is to teach 
and be with her students. So while she has participated in some of the 
more formal and external professional development opportunities, she 
has been forced (due to her commitment to students) to be very selec-
tive. Similarly, Jouni Partanen, a subject teacher in Langinkoski lower 
secondary school in Kotka, explained the dilemma in terms of the disrup-
tion that leaving his classroom would require: 

 A lot of opportunities are offered to participate in professional 
develop ment but there is also the question of using your time; if you
decide to participate you have to prepare the lessons that are kept
while you are away anyway. And even if the teacher substituting you
is good it still distracts the overall plan you have made so far.  

 Jaana Puupponen described in detail her responsibility to build and 
strengthen the overall trust within her student group and not to leave 
them for a “stranger” as that violates the trust building process which 
she sees being at its crucial point. In some ways the teaching culture that 
promotes strong individual responsibility, autonomy, and focus upon 
students may, in fact paradoxically, make it more diffi cult for teachers
to choose to participate in formal, external professional development.
On the other hand, it makes it more reasonable and appropriate to offer 
opportunities to grow and learn within one’s local school context. 
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 The conception of and organization of opportunities for profes-
sional learning and teacher development in Finland are different from 
than what is typically framed as “professional development”—meaning 
participation in formal, external workshops or programs that are devel-
oped and implemented by educators outside a school in hierarchically 
organized forms. In our interviews, principals repeatedly described both 
formal and informal opportunities for dialog, feedback, collaboration, 
and working in professional teams within the schools themselves. For 
instance, Principal Heidi Honkanen in Langinskoski lower secondary 
school in Kotka (a mid-size city about 130 km from Helsinki to East in 
Southern Finland) emphasized the importance of constant professional 
dialog and weekly teacher meetings as effi cient ways to share new ideas, 
knowledge, and give peer support to and learn from colleagues. She sees 
these meetings as an important form of professional development as it 
is strongly tied to everyday school life and enables handling issues when 
they still are acute. She also noted that these meetings are also a good 
way for beginners to learn from more experienced teachers, and vice 
versa. Indeed, Jouni Partanen, a novice subject teacher (in history and 
social studies) in Langinkoski, noted that the openness of their school 
was very important since he felt he could gather new ideas or useful tips 
for practical solutions from his colleagues even during the short breaks 
as the teachers share common space. He explained that this kind of in-
time local, personal support was crucial for him as a new teacher:  “It’s
very handy since if I have, for example, a practical question concerning 
how to organize my lessons or so I can just consult some more experi-
enced colleague while we get coffee between the lessons. So, I’m able to 
get help immediately and not need to wait.”  Principal Anna Hirvonen in
Myllypuro school described organizing “demo-lessons” in their school 
in which one teacher who has special expertize on some method or some 
subject teaches a lesson to others, and that enables teachers to enrich 
their teaching and informs them about new possible ways of doing 
things. Anna herself has given a demonstration on music as that is her
area of expertise. Indeed, our interviews suggest that opportunities for 
professional learning range from more formal (such as the demo lessons 
or the “pedagogical cafes”) to informal (getting help from more experi-
enced teachers in a shared common space at the school) but are organic 
and local and democratic—as opposed to professional learning that 
occurs beyond or external to the school environment. 

 Up until recently, the formal development and support of new teachers 
during the induction period has not been as well-articulated in Finland 
(Sahlberg, 2011). For instance, Finnish law has a probationary period 
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in place for new teachers of six months, but there is no explicit mention 
of induction support (Laki kunnalllisesta viranhaltijasta 11.4.2003/304). 
As in many states in the United States, the schools and municipalities
are primarily responsible for providing orientation and support for new 
teachers. Therefore, there have been fewer systematic supports or efforts
in place around new teacher induction—and the quality and nature of 
those supports can vary considerably. As Sahlberg (2015) has noted, 
some schools, as part of their mission, have adopted advanced procedures
and support systems for new staff, whereas other schools merely bid new 
teachers welcome and show them to their classrooms. However, sup-
port for novice teachers in Finland is slowly changing. A growing body 
of practice and research on this phase of teaching is pointing to some 
important developments (Heikonen et al., in press). The new network 
earlier described focusing upon mentoring new teachers was initiated 
in 2008 as a pilot—the “Osaava Verme” network—is part of the over-
all nationwide Osaava network described earlier. The network partners 
with all eight universities which prepare primary and secondary teachers
(as well as the vocational teacher education programs which prepare 
early childhood teachers), and offers support for monthly peer-to-peer
meetings for new teachers that are led by more experienced teachers.   

 Decisions for the Future of Quality Teaching in Finland 

 Looking towards the future, Finnish educators and policy makers point 
out some key decisions and developments that continue to support equi-
table teaching and a strong teacher workforce. For instance, one particular 
proposal being considered was a National Registry of Teachers—the 
intention being to make publicly available to parents and school fac-
ulty the status of teachers’ master’s degrees. Such a registry would allow
the Ministry and others, for instance, to better track the workforce of 
teachers and to evaluate future needs in supply and demand of teach-
ers in particular areas. Currently the Finnish National Board of Educa-
tion sponsors a nationwide survey every third year to gather information
about teachers, such as age, participation, mobility, regional distribution, 
and other key data. That report works as a basis for the Ministry of 
Education’s proposal, made every third or fourth year, regarding teacher
preparation and the universities (Armi Mikkola, February 10, 2014). For 
instance, Jussi Pihkala, Counselor of Education in Ministry of Educa-
tion, indicated that “special needs education, especially the group of stu-
dents with the most severe” needs was one area in which Finland could 
use more support and strong teachers. Supporters of a Qualifi ed Teacher
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Registry, such as the OAJ and the Finnish Parents League (Suomen Van-
hempainliitto), suggest that it would support such monitoring and data 
gathering as well as future planning around the teacher workforce. 

 Currently, efforts to establish an Open Access Qualifi ed Teacher Reg-
istry have been slow because an offi cial institution that would oversee it 
has not yet been identifi ed.  While a development plan from the Ministry
for Education and Research 2011–2016 advises (Link 11)  municipalities 
and other local educational organizers to create a shared system contain-
ing their educational personnel’s qualifi cations (Ministry of Education 
and Culture, 2012), creating registries at a more local level would not 
give nationwide consistent information on the issue. In addition, Finnish 
policy makers have raised concerns that the efforts to maintain such a 
database might require valuable monetary and personnel resources that 
could be used more effectively elsewhere.

 A second development that refl ects the centrality and professionalism 
of teachers in national discussions and policy is the renewal process of the 
National Core Curriculum, which takes place approximately every ten 
years (Vitikka, Krokfors, & Hurmerinta, 2012; see also Halinen, 2014). 
The process involves numerous “curriculum groups” that develop the 
guidelines and objectives in each subject and aspect of the core curriculum. 
Although the process for developing the core curriculum has evolved 
over time, particularly in the last two renewal cycles there has been exten-
sive involvement of key education stakeholders from the very beginning 
of the discussions. The Head of Curriculum Development at the Finn-
ish National Board of Education, Irmeli Halinen, emphasizes both the 
creative and meaningful nature of the curriculum development process:
“Elsewhere [in most countries] they talk about ‘curriculum implemen-
tation’ but here it is a creative process. It is truly about planning and
thinking about your own work from different perspectives. There have 
been whole school communities involved: teachers, principals, parents 
and students…This collective process of refl ection and debate character-
izes Finnish national core curriculum, and, also, makes it meaningful for 
teachers.”

 Indeed, teachers are at the center of these committees, though the com-
mittees also include school leaders, municipal administrators, teacher
educators, and researchers, among others whom themselves been teach-
ers at some point in time.  14   In past revision cycles, opportunities were 
made available to give feedback to the draft curriculum before it was 
formally adopted. The most recent revision has been the most “open” 
of all (Hatch & Hammerness, 2014b). Surveys have been sent to all the
municipalities so that school faculty can share their responses to initial 
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drafts; municipalities and schools have been encouraged to share and 
discuss the initial proposals with parents and students; and initial drafts 
of the curriculum have been made available online so that anyone who 
wants to can provide feedback. 

 That feedback came from numerous individuals and from more than 
200 different organizations representing many aspects of Finnish society. 
Members of the committees are looking at that feedback as they make 
revisions. The feedback addressed the broad objectives as well as the 
specifi c language used. (For example, the use of the word “tolerance” in 
an early draft’s discussion of diversity and culture was changed because
of feedback that it conveyed a limited sense of acceptance, rather than 
mutual respect and understanding.) In the end, the curriculum groups 
will make the proposals for the new guidelines and the leaders of the 
National Board of Education will make the fi nal decision.

 Although this open process can be unwieldy, the wide engagement 
of teachers, leaders, teacher educators, textbook publishers, researchers, 
parents, students, and others in the process creates social connections that 
facilitate the sharing of information and knowledge about the changes 
long before those changes are actually made  (Hatch & Hammerness, 
2014b). Indeed the working committees and feedback process has been 
going on since about 2012, well before the new core curriculum is 
scheduled to be formally adopted this year and long before the required 
development of new local curriculum (based on the national curriculum)
in 2016. That means that those who are involved in supporting the 
work of teachers and students—like teacher educators and textbook 
publishers—are already getting a sense of where the revisions are head-
ing and what kinds of changes they will need to make so that the whole 
system is “ready” at the introduction of the new local curriculum. 

 Because teachers have been so central to this process, as Hannele Cantell, 
a former teacher and faculty member at the University of Helsinki who 
teaches in the subject teacher education program points out, they do not 
express stress or concern about the curricular change—because the teach-
ers have already seen drafts, and read and reviewed multiple versions. 
“They know what is coming,” as she explained. Even with this major 
policy development, teachers play a central and pervasive role—not only
illustrating the ways in which respect and value is afforded to the work 
of teaching, but also the deliberate decisions to involve those who play 
a central role in working with learners, in the work of considering the 
curriculum. Indeed, the curriculum revision is an excellent example of 
the ways in which policy choices have been deliberately made that put 
the work of teachers—and the knowledge, expertise, and  experience of 
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teachers—at the center of key policy decisions and national efforts
involved in education. It also refl ects the strong sense of shared vision—
a shared sense of purpose—and commitment to education for all that 
underlies the Finnish approach (Halinen, 2014).    

 A Case of the “Construction” of Teacher Quality

 Our examination of the deliberate and intentional policy work that 
has taken place in Finland over the past fi fty years suggests that this 
is indeed a case of “constructing” teacher quality. We argue that over 
a relatively short time period, policy makers, politicians, educators, 
and teachers have together worked in coherent ways to systematically 
deliberate and consider, and in turn create and build, the necessary 
supports, systems, policies leading to a context in which teachers and 
children can do the hard work of teaching and learning, and ultimately 
can thrive. The policies have not been rushed or pushed into place, but 
rather have been developed quite gradually and incrementally (such as 
policy around children with special needs). Such considered and step-
wise implementation may also have resulted in more time and space 
for teachers and educators (as well as schoolchildren) to respond and 
adjust to changes.

 Furthermore, the policies have often been developed in concert with 
teachers or by policy makers who themselves have been teachers or have 
had teacher training. In turn, as Finnish documents emphasize, “The 
aim of Finnish policy is coherent policy” such that the majority of the 
specifi c, individual policy choices and decisions refl ect a set of broad 
beliefs—or vision—about the importance of equity; the centrality of chil-
dren and their need for time, thinking, play, and choice; and a belief 
about teaching as professional and worthy of the utmost respect, value, 
and status. In this case, seven key themes seem to underlie this kind of 
construction of quality: 

❍    The coherent and alignment of policies for teaching and teacher
preparation 

❍    The continued emphasis upon the well-being of children (and 
their teachers)

❍    The focus upon teachers’ agency and professional responsibility

❍    An investment in learning to teach in practice with considerable
university support 

❍    The conception of professional development as local, organic, and
in-time
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❍    The constant consideration of equity through an emphasis upon 
education for all children

❍    The refl ection of a developmental perspective on both childhood
and teaching    

 Aligned and Coherent Policies around Teaching and Teacher
Preparation

 In the work of constructing quality, this case demonstrates how the mul-
tiple decisions about the nature, quality, and development of Finnish teach-
ers together refl ect an intention to support and sustain a quality teaching 
workforce that enables equitable learning for all students. The case sheds 
light on the multiple and embedded ways in which Finnish policy and 
practical decisions refl ect continued attention to considerations about 
equity and access—values central to the educational system in Finland. 
These choices play out in decisions regarding the thorough and sustained 
preparation of teachers in universities; the multiple strategies for selection; 
the support for professional autonomy and independence; the acknowl-
edgment of the importance of learning in practice; the sustained effort to 
make equitable teaching available to all pupils; and the development of a 
system that both supports and values the work of teaching. 

 In short, this consistency yields a kind of policy coherence that supports 
the development of a sense of shared focus and a common understand-
ing that can help support teachers and teaching (Hatch & Hammerness, 
2014b; Hatch, 2015). This coherence is reinforced by the fact that almost 
all of those who are involved in education (policy makers, teacher edu-
cators, textbook writers) all initially trained as classroom teachers, pre-
pared through teacher education. Teacher educators such as Hannele 
Cantell were not only on the curriculum committee but were also writ-
ing textbooks that refl ected the new curriculum (and were also former 
teachers). Furthermore, the slow and deliberate decision making not only 
enables and supports multiple perspectives but also allows the time and 
space necessary for real change. For instance, the gradual efforts to bring 
children with special needs into the comprehensive schools was man-
aged over a number of years in order to allow educators time to develop 
approaches and structures that would support them and enable teachers 
to be successful with all their students. The efforts to redesign the national 
curricular framework using an open, interactive, cooperative, and gradual 
process promotes a cycle that allows for critical dialog, enables early 
identifi cation of solutions to emerging challenges, and builds commit-
ment by all key stakeholders to the goals and the end result.   
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 An Investment in Learning to Teach in Practice Paired with 
Considerable Theoretical Support 

 A related key theme that emerges from this case is an investment in 
learning to teach in practice, in ways that are highly coordinated and 
integrated with “training schools.” The training school tradition—
perhaps most central in preparing primary school teachers—refl ects an 
appreciation not only for the importance of learning to teach itself but 
also for learning to teach in practice. However, the training school 
tradition does not refl ect a conception of learning to teach in unsup-
ported ways. Nor does it imply a belief that learning to teach happens 
on its own simply because one is working in the fi eld in real class-
rooms. Rather, learning to teach in training schools puts forward a 
conception of teachers’ learning that is highly scaffolded by mentors 
and university-based faculty members, and intentionally designed in 
relationship to coursework and training at the university. Furthermore, 
periods of teaching practice take place in an environment in which 
more experienced teachers are constantly addressing the relationship 
of these teaching experiences to theory about learning and teaching—
as Anni Loukomies pointed out, bridging theory and practice. This 
investment in learning to teach is not without high costs—the teacher 
educators we spoke with, for instance, noted that recently the high 
cost of teacher training schools has been raised as a concern in some 
public conversations. However, most teacher educators felt certain that 
despite those questions, most Finnish people agree with the important 
role of teacher training schools play and felt assured that teacher train-
ing schools would continue to remain well funded and central to the 
work of teacher education.   

 A Focus upon Teachers’ Agency and Responsibility 

 In this context of relatively aligned policies (and policy makers), there is 
also a clarity of focus upon teachers as professionals. In such a context,
teachers have agency, feel empowered and respected, and engage in their 
work as valued educators. In such a context, teachers can focus upon the 
continuum of individual student growth and deep learning, ask ques-
tions about the best forms of instruction, engage in experiments, take 
risks, and grow in their understanding of student learning in ways that 
focus upon student thinking. But, at the same time, teachers we spoke 
with did not take their work lightly nor did it mean that they simply sat 
back and enacted their craft without changing or growing. Rather, the 
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teachers we spoke with were constantly learning, working to improve 
and were engaged in experiments, assessments, and examinations of stu-
dent learning. In turn, the focus upon responsibility (not accountability)
enabled teachers to focus upon children’s thinking, the work of teaching, 
fueling their ability to make informed decisions about their own peda-
gogy and the specifi c children in their classrooms. Finally, a conception 
of assessment of teaching as looking ahead and identifying key ideas for 
development in the future (versus measuring what is missing or lacking) 
enables teachers and those who support them to continue to guide their 
professional development in meaningful ways.   

 A Conception of Professional Development as Organic, Local,
and In-time

 Some might argue that there are areas of support for quality teaching that 
are not as fully developed in the system. For instance, a more compre-
hensive system for formal external induction support and professional 
development is still in development and Finland lacks the formal career
ladder for teachers that we saw in some other high-performing countries.
Yet at the same time, the organic, local, personal, and in-time opportuni-
ties that occurred within the schools we studied suggests a very different
conception of professional development from that which emphasizes the 
formal, external, and perhaps hierarchical. Refl ective of the trust and 
responsibility inherent in the Finnish approach to teachers and teach-
ing, this kind of professional development seems to fi ttingly dovetail the 
education of prospective teachers. The emphasis in teacher education 
upon teachers as autonomous, refl ective, responsible individuals who 
have learned how to study child development carefully and deeply; who 
understand and can enact a variety of practical strategies; and who can 
ask substantial, important, meaningful questions about their teaching so 
that it improves over time leads naturally into a conception of profes-
sional development that also emphasizes individual responsibility and 
autonomy.   

 A Focus upon Children—and a Reflection of Key Ideas in Child 
Development 

 In turn, a broader policy context that consistently puts children at the 
center—which begins with a focus upon ensuring that even as early as
newborns, children must have an equal, healthy start and continues with a 
focus upon early education for children—also may help support  quality 
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teaching. A focus upon early childhood and strong teachers at the pri-
mary level, and the concurrence of social policies that support infants 
and young children, ensures that children have a strong early start in 
their education. In this context, social policies regarding parental leave 
and support for parents and children in early childhood help contribute
to a system in which teachers are able to focus upon the work of teaching 
and concurrently can draw support from other parts of the system that 
will provide the necessary services or support for other equally important 
aspects of children’s lives that shape their experiences in school (such as 
language, health, immigration status, housing, family stability). Relat-
edly, it seems no surprise that Finnish teachers are selected not only for 
their strong academic achievement, but also for other skills and disposi-
tions they may have, from musical or artistic talent, to strong interper-
sonal abilities. A focus upon all the pathways of children’s development
is mirrored by a holistic view of teachers. 

 Finally, it’s also notable that much of Finnish schooling seems to refl ect 
not simply a kind of common sense regarding child development but also
that is supported by considerable research (Comer, 1996). A conception 
of children’s development as occurring on a continuum has long been
supported and put forward by developmental psychologists (Horowitz 
et al., 2005); concurrently, the Finnish emphasis upon including children 
with special needs refl ects a conception of children’s development as 
fi tting within a broad and naturally occurring continuum of variation. 
As another example,  the policy regarding the structure of the school day 
(Link 12)  with its multiple required recess times refl ects an understand-
ing of the importance of play—and an appreciation for the necessity of 
healthy breaks between cognitive work for children as well as the impor-
tance of social interaction and learning through play (Basic Education 
Decree, 852, 1998). Cognitive as well as medical research have long been 
in consensus that play matters, as authors in a recent article in  Pediatrics
pointed out: “It could be argued that active play is so central to child 
development that it should be included in the very defi nition of child-
hood. Play offers more than cherished memories of growing up, it allows 
children to develop creativity and imagination while developing physi-
cal, cognitive, and emotional strengths” (Milteer, Ginsburg, & Mul-
ligan, 2011). In the newest curricular reform, Irmeli Halinen Head of 
Curriculum Development, FNBE, emphasized the key role of children’s 
emotional development in the curricular vision of learning. She not only 
highlighted the importance of “students’ own experiences and activities”
but noted in particular, that taking into account children’s “feelings and 
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joy” were central to the kind of curriculum the groups are trying to 
develop (Halinen, 2014).   

 A Continued Investment in Strengthening Teacher Education 

 Even in a context in which educators view Finland’s teacher education 
system as one of the strongest internationally, improving support for 
teachers and teacher education fi gures prominently in new policy recom-
mendations released in 2015. Many practitioners and some education 
authorities argue that in order to develop new teaching practices and 
shape student learning outcomes even more deliberately, teacher edu-
cation should be revisited. Although initial teacher education based on 
research and located in an academic institution provides teacher can-
didates with the knowledge and skills needed for classroom teaching, 
educators argue that the teaching profession is changing in ways that call 
for new approaches to teaching. Teachers in Finland face more diversity 
in their schools and classrooms than ever before; they need to collaborate 
more than ever before with their colleagues; and they are required to 
teach different topics using new tools. The new government in Finland 
(as of May 2015) introduced a set of projects that represented key pri-
orities for boosting continued change in Finnish society. Within educa-
tion, the government plans to work on the development of new teaching 
methods as well as a reform of teacher education. Even while funding
for higher education has undergone considerable reductions, the Finnish 
government has launched these new efforts with 90 million euros, spe-
cifi cally for projects in teacher education and professional development.
The reform focuses upon revisiting not only the content of teacher edu-
cation programs but also strengthening the link between initial teacher
education and continuous professional teacher development (Finnish 
Government, 2015).    

 Looking Ahead

 Today, Finland (like many of the countries and districts in our study) 
faces challenges that may impact the quality teaching force—the economic 
downturn, cuts to educational funding, and the drop in PISA scores, and 
pressure from other countries that are adapting more market-driven poli-
cies in education. However, given the considerable investment in aligned 
policies that can support teaching, it seems that Finland’s teaching force 
should be well prepared to weather these challenges.   
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 Sample Documents

 Figure 12     Sample class schedule, primary.

Kello (time
period)

Maanantai
[Mon]

Tiistai
[Tues]

Keskiviikko
[Weds]

Torstai
[Thurs]

Perjantai
[Fri]

8–8.45 [alternative
to religion
class]

Physical
education

9–9.45 French Physical
education

Whole class
time

Woodwork,
sewing,
knitting

Whole
class time

9.45–10.30 Whole
class time

French/
class A

Whole
class time
(Music)

Woodwork,
sewing,
knitting

Whole
class time

11.15–12.00 English
class/b

Whole
class time

Whole class
time

Whole
class time
(Music)

English/b

12.00–12.45 Whole
class time

Whole
class time

Whole class
time

Whole class
time/class1

Whole
class time

13.15–14.00 Religion Whole class
time

Whole class
time/class2

14.00–14.45

 Figure 13     Sample primary school teacher schedule.  

Kello (time
period)

Maanantai
[Mon] Tiistai [Tues]

Keskiviikko
[Weds]

Torstai
[Thurs]

Perjanti
[Fri]

8–8.45 Music/
Class3c

9–9.45 Language
arts/Class A

Math Music/
Class3a

Math/
class A

9.45–10.30 Language
arts

Math Music Music/
Class3a

Language
arts

11.15–12.00 Language
arts/Class B

Living
Environments

Arts Music Math/
class B

12.00–12.45 Math Living
Environments

Arts Language
arts

Language
arts

13.15–14.00 Music Language
arts

14.00–14.45
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              Notes

  1.  A description of the contents and photos of the box can be found at: http://
www.kela.fi /web/en/maternitypackage.

  2.  In contrast the United States ranks at a low of 26 of 29 industrialized coun-
tries, followed only by Latvia, Lithuania, and Romania.

  3.  Finland, along with Sweden and The Netherlands, had the most adults who
scored at high levels in problem solving in technology rich environments,
who came from disadvantaged backgrounds.

  4.  Niemi (2012) notes that teachers had a long history of being valued in 
Finland, and were known as “candles of the nation,” seen as responsible
for providing educational activities for their villages or local regions beyond
normal school teaching (such as theater performances, choir performances,
or offering parental/adult education) (Niemi, 2012, p. 21).

  5.  One important exception to this decree is that individuals can work as 
“substitute or part-time teachers without tenure”—and there are about
11% of all teachers in basic schools, some even long-term, who work in this
capacity. While these teachers are not formally qualifi ed, they are desig-
nated as teachers by title and are treated the same. 70% of full-time sub-
stitute teachers and 35% of part-time substitute teachers were qualifi ed to
teach (Finnish National Board of Education, 2014a). How to address this
issue is a subject of current debate, with some suggestions that the Ministry
or Union create a kind of teacher registry for interested parties (parents and
others) to check the qualifi cations of those teaching their children.

  6.  The name of the exam, VAKAVA, is an abbreviation of the name
“Valtakunnallinen kasvatusalan valintayhteistyöverkosto,” which can be
best translated as “National entrance examination network in the fi eld of 
education.” Every university in the VAKAVA network has a member on the
board that sits and helps with administrative decisions.

  7.  In 2015, for example, the book was released on March 24 and candidates 
have been able download it from university’s website from that date on,
and the exam (which is 3 hours long) is on May 5. So, the candidates will
prepare themselves in advance by reading the materials and then take the
exam; everyone, at the same time, at universities with teacher education
programs around Finland.

  8.  Regular public schools do not compete with training schools for funding 
because their funding comes from different sources.

  9.  Dr. Markku Pyysiäinen was the leading principal of the two teacher train-
ing schools for the University of Helsinki at the time of this data collection:
the Viikki training school and the Helsinki Normal School.

  10.  While the emphasis upon the involvement in traditional academic research
by teachers seems to be a special feature of practice schools, we also found
teachers in regular schools who were involved in inquiry-based classroom
research which was done for the purposes of improving teaching.

  11.  Up until 2010, the funding for children with special needs followed a fund-
ing follows the child approach; however, after 2010, any extra funding is
no longer available for children with special needs. Funding for comprehen-
sive schools was shifted such that the funding goes to the school based upon
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estimates and current census data. To some degree, this change also lowers
incentives for labeling specifi c children with particular disabilities, reinforc-
ing the conception of children on a continuum of development.

  12.  The term “fi rst-generation student” or “second-generation student” is 
drawn from recent OECD defi nitions: “The index on immigrant back-
ground (IMMIG) has the following categories: (1) native students (those
students born in the country of assessment, or those with at least one parent
born in that country; students who were born abroad with at least one
parent born in the country of assessment are also classifi ed as native students), 
(2) second-generation students (those born in the country of assessment
but whose parents were born in another country) and (3) fi rst-generation
students (those born outside the country of assessment and whose parents
were also born in another country)” (OECD, 2014, p. 261).

  13.  The Finnish system relies instead upon purposeful sampling of children’s
learning by administering tests to only 10% of one age cohort per year
(Abrams, 2015).

  14.  In addition, an advisory board overseeing the whole process includes a 
cross-section of representatives—again, including teachers as well as school
leaders, parents, students, textbook publishers, researchers, teacher educa-
tors, ethnic groups (for instance representatives of the Sami people), and
municipalities.  


