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 Resumen 

 La Relatora Especial sobre el derecho a la educación, Farida Shaheed, visitó Finlandia 

del 20 al 29 de noviembre de 2023. El propósito de la visita era reunir información de primera 

mano sobre la efectividad y el disfrute del derecho a una educación gratuita, de calidad e 

inclusiva para todos, y entablar un diálogo al respecto con el Gobierno y otros interesados y 

ofrecerles recomendaciones. 

 El sistema educativo público de Finlandia se ha ganado una merecida reputación de 

excelencia en todo el mundo. Basado en valores básicos que incluyen el principio de 

igualdad, se concibió para dar cabida a diversas necesidades y circunstancias, ayudar a las 

personas a alcanzar todo su potencial y ofrecer un aprendizaje permanente completo. El 

sistema se caracteriza por la alta cualificación de los docentes y un elevado nivel de 

autonomía en cascada, desde las entidades nacionales hasta las autoridades públicas 

regionales, los municipios, los directores y, por último, los docentes. Depende por completo 

y se beneficia de la dedicación y entrega del personal. 

 En la actualidad, el sistema que tan bien funcionaba en el pasado enfrenta algunas 

dificultades críticas debidas a los cambios en el sistema educativo finlandés y a otros factores 

externos, como el envejecimiento de la población, la mayor diversidad de orígenes y la 

creciente presencia de la tecnología digital en la educación, que también se da en otros 

sectores. Este es un momento oportuno para reflexionar sobre la mejor manera de 

avanzar. Desde la perspectiva del derecho humano a la educación, la cuestión que se plantea 

es si —y hasta qué punto— el sistema educativo actual responde por igual a las distintas 

necesidades de los estudiantes de modo que nadie se quede atrás en ninguna etapa de la vida 

y que todos puedan alcanzar plenamente su potencial. 

 

 

 

  

  

 * El resumen del presente informe se distribuye en todos los idiomas oficiales. El informe propiamente 

dicho, que figura en el anexo, se distribuye únicamente en el idioma en que se presentó. 
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Anexo 

  Informe de la Relatora Especial sobre el derecho 
a la educación, Farida Shaheed, acerca de su visita 
a Finlandia 

 I. Introduction 

1. The Special Rapporteur on the right to education, Farida Shaheed, carried out an 

official visit to Finland from 20 to 29 November 2023, at the invitation of the Government. 

2. The Special Rapporteur visited Helsinki, Turku and Mariehamn, the capital of the 

Åland Islands, an autonomous Swedish-speaking region of Finland. 

3. During the visit, the Special Rapporteur met with senior government officials, in 

particular the Minister of Education and the Chair of the Education and Culture Committee 

of the Parliament of Finland. She interacted with officials from various ministries and 

agencies, including the Ministry of Education and Culture, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 

the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, the Ministry of Justice, the Finnish 

National Agency for Education, the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre and the Finnish 

Institute for Health and Welfare. She also met with representatives of the Human Rights 

Centre, members of its Human Rights Delegation – including the Ombudsman for Children, 

the Non-Discrimination Ombudsman and the Data Protection Ombudsman – and 

representatives of the Office of the Parliamentary Ombudsman, which together form the 

Finnish National Human Rights Institution. She held meetings with representatives of civil 

society, student associations, parents’ associations, trade unions and academia, and with 

representatives of United Nations specialized agencies. 

4. At the municipal level, the Special Rapporteur visited the city of Turku, where she 

met with local authorities, including the Deputy Mayor of childhood and education and other 

elected representatives, and held discussions with representatives of municipal education 

services at all levels of education. She also met with education specialists of the Regional 

State Administrative Agency for Southwestern Finland and visited the main library. 

5. At the regional level, the Special Rapporteur visited the Åland Islands, where she had 

meetings with the Head of Administration of the regional government, the Head of the 

Education Section, the Special Adviser for Education, the Project Manager for 

Homeschooling, the Non-Discrimination Ombudsman, the Ombudsman for Children, the 

Head of Education of the municipality of Mariehamn, the Head of Authority of Åland 

Gymnasium, and students and staff of educational institutions. 

6. In Helsinki, Turku and the Åland Islands, the Special Rapporteur visited public 

educational institutions, including kindergartens, primary and comprehensive schools, 

vocational institutions, a school for adults and the University of Helsinki. She also visited 

Omnia, the joint authority for education in the Espoo region. The Special Rapporteur was 

thus able to discuss issues with students, parents of homeschooled children, teachers and 

education support staff, school psychologists and members of student welfare groups, 

headteachers, administrative staff, teacher trainers and academics.  

7. The Special Rapporteur expresses her gratitude to the Government for its invitation 

and the full cooperation extended throughout the visit. She appreciates having received useful 

comments on her preliminary observations on the visit from the Ministry of Education and 

Culture and the Finnish National Agency for Education. She thanks all stakeholders for their 

insights, time and availability. 
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 II. General context 

 A. Legal and political framework 

8. Finland must be congratulated for its firm commitment to international human rights 

standards and mechanisms. It is a State party to all major international human rights treaties 

that are key to the promotion and protection of the right to education for all and regularly 

reports to the relevant treaty bodies. In March 2001, Finland extended a standing invitation 

to all special procedure mandate holders. Having served as one of the first members of the 

Human Rights Council, in 2006/07, Finland has been re-elected for a second term  

(2022–2024). In voluntary pledges preceding its election, Finland committed to supporting 

the right of all people to have access to equitable and inclusive education of the highest 

attainable quality, with a particular focus on girls, persons with disabilities and those in the 

most vulnerable situations. Education remains a priority in the work of Finland in the Council 

and an essential element in its international relations with global partners. 

9. Finland is committed to the implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 4, to 

ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities 

for all. In this context, in the medium to longer term, extending to 2040, Finland is aiming to 

raise the level of education, learning outcomes and competence at all levels of education, 

offer equal opportunities for lifelong learning for all, increase participation of 

underrepresented groups, narrow the differences in learning outcomes and strengthen the 

well-being of children and youth.1 

10. The Special Rapporteur appreciates the strong emphasis placed on the right to quality 

education as a human right at the highest levels of the State and at the regional and municipal 

levels. Many legislative, regulatory, programmatic and financial measures have been taken, 

and are to be acknowledged and commended. 

 B. National education system 

 1. Structure 

11. Compulsory education begins when a child turns 6 years old and ends when the child 

reaches the age of 18 years. Every child permanently residing in Finland must attend 

compulsory education, which is free of charge.2 The education system caters for children 

with special needs and those whose mother tongue is not Finnish or Swedish, such as children 

speaking Sami, Romani or other minority languages or using sign language.  

12. The education system begins with early childhood education and care, continuing with 

pre-primary education then primary and lower secondary education. Upper secondary 

education has two streams: general upper secondary education, which finishes with a 

matriculation examination, and vocational education and training. Completing either of these 

streams gives access to higher education, provided in universities or universities of applied 

sciences. Finland also supports multiple opportunities for adult education and non-formal 

education, including study programmes for adults who do not have the leaving certificate 

from primary and lower secondary education. 

13. Every child is entitled to early childhood education and care, which may start as soon 

as the child is 9 months old. Municipalities are responsible for organizing early childhood 

education and care according to local demand. Pre-primary education, compulsory for 

children from the age of 6 years, is provided in early education centres and in schools. 

Learning through play is deemed essential. 

  

 1 Preliminary national statement of commitment of Finland to transforming education, delivered by 

Sauli Niinistö, President of Finland, at the Transforming Education Summit, on 19 September 2022. 

Available at https://transformingeducationsummit.sdg4education2030.org/system/files/2022-

10/Finland_National%20Statement%20of%20Commitment.pdf. 

 2 For an overview of the education system, see Ministry of Education and Culture and Finnish National 

Agency for Education, Finnish Education in a Nutshell (Helsinki, 2022). 

https://transformingeducationsummit.sdg4education2030.org/system/files/2022-10/Finland_National%20Statement%20of%20Commitment.pdf
https://transformingeducationsummit.sdg4education2030.org/system/files/2022-10/Finland_National%20Statement%20of%20Commitment.pdf
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14. At the level of primary and lower secondary education, local authorities assign a place 

to each pupil in a comprehensive school close to their homes, in accordance with what is 

referred to as the “nearest school principle”. Parents may also apply for a place in another 

school of their preference, subject to the availability of places, if they are able justify such a 

choice. The national core curriculum for primary and lower secondary education is 

determined by the Finnish National Agency for Education. The curriculum is renewed 

approximately every 10 years, in broad consultation with all relevant stakeholders. Education 

providers draw up their own curricula within the framework of the national core curriculum. 

15. There are no national tests for pupils in primary and lower secondary education. 

Instead, teachers are responsible for assessments, based on the goals and assessment criteria 

defined in the curriculum. Formative and summative assessments are a continuous process 

from grade 1, and numerical marks are given from grade 4. Finland has never based its quality 

assurance on standardized testing and stopped using school inspectors in the early 1990s. The 

quality of education has been promoted through a decentralized approach using national core 

curricula, which provides room for local adjustments. Sample-based monitoring or 

international sample-based tests such as the Programme for International Student Assessment 

of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) are also used to 

monitor the education system. 

16. If required, a student can take a maximum of one year of preparatory education to 

transition from lower secondary to upper secondary education. Preparatory education is 

available to students of compulsory school age who need extra support, students of an 

immigrant background or whose mother tongue is not Finnish or Swedish and adult learners 

who do not have upper secondary qualifications. 

17. General upper secondary education is flexibly organized and designed as a three-year 

course, but students may complete it in two to four years. Vocational education and training 

is competence-based and customer-oriented. Each vocational qualification includes 

workplace learning and is developed in collaboration with the relevant area of industry. 

Higher education is offered by universities, which emphasize scientific research, and 

universities of applied sciences, which have a more practical approach. 

18. Education is free at all levels, with several exceptions. In early childhood education 

and care, families pay moderate fees depending on the family’s size and income. Liberal 

adult education may incur a fee. In higher education, tuition fees apply to students coming 

from outside the European Economic Area. 

19. The majority of schools in Finland are public schools. Non-profit private schools may 

be established if there is an educational or cultural need. Most private schools are 

Government-dependent: they are issued a licence to provide education, are publicly funded 

and under public supervision. They follow the national core curricula and the qualification 

requirements defined by the Finnish National Agency for Education. Only certificates 

awarded by licensed private schools are considered sufficient proof of completion of the 

relevant stage of education. In 2022, a mere 4 per cent of children aged 1 to 6 years attended 

private institutions for early childhood education and care, 3 per cent of primary and lower 

secondary schools were Government-funded private schools, and 9 per cent of general upper 

secondary schools were private. However, private institutions accounted for the majority 

(62 per cent) of vocational education and training institutions and vocational adult education 

centres. 

20. It is education, rather than schooling, that is compulsory, and homeschooling is 

permissible under the Basic Education Act (628/1998). Under section 26 of that Act, the 

progress of students of compulsory school age not participating in the education provided 

thereunder must be supervised by the local authority of the student’s municipality of 

residence. The regularity and other practicalities of assessment are agreed between the 

municipality, teacher and parents. According to Statistics Finland, 502 Finnish children and 

young people were homeschooled in 2022. Approximately 40 homeschooled children 

complete studies each year, in order to obtain a school certificate at the end of their studies, 

as provided for in the Basic Education Decree (852/1998). 
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 2. Governance 

21. The Ministry of Education and Culture prepares legislation and distributes State 

funding. It outlines the strategy of education policy, while the Finnish National Agency for 

Education is a central actor in its execution, by, for example, developing the national core 

curricula.  

22. For early childhood education and care and schools, the regional administration is 

responsible for monitoring to ensure that the actions of education providers are aligned with 

legislation, while municipalities allocate funds and develop local curricula. Typically, the 

principals recruit the staff of their schools. 

23. Educational autonomy is high at all levels. Education providers are responsible for 

practical teaching arrangements, such as class sizes, and for educational quality and 

effectiveness. Schools have the right to provide educational services according to their own 

administrative arrangements and visions, provided that the basic functions defined by law are 

carried out. For early childhood education and care, the child-staff ratio and maximum group 

size are determined in legislation.  

24. Teachers have pedagogical autonomy. They decide which teaching methods and 

materials to use. Universities and universities of applied sciences enjoy extensive autonomy 

and freedom of education and research. They organize their own administration, decide on 

student admission, design the contents of degree programmes and enjoy financial autonomy. 

 3. Åland Islands 

25. In the Åland Islands, an autonomous Swedish-speaking region of Finland, most 

inhabitants speak Swedish, the region’s sole official language, as their first language. 

Swedish is also the language of instruction in publicly financed schools. 

26. The government of the Åland Islands has legislative jurisdiction in the area of 

education, while municipalities are responsible for organizing childcare and compulsory 

education. Education in the autonomous region is compulsory for children aged 7 to 16 years, 

consisting of six years of primary and three years of lower secondary education (pre-primary 

education is not compulsory). Students may then continue to upper secondary education, 

provided by Åland Gymnasium. Higher education is offered at the Åland University of 

Applied Sciences. Education in Åland is administered and regulated by the government’s 

Department of Education and Culture.  

27. The experience of the autonomous region in the participation of children is 

commendable. Input was sought from children from a young age in the formulation of both 

the new legislation on early childhood education, in force since 2021, and the new curricula. 

28. In the Åland Islands, as in mainland Finland but unlike in neighbouring Sweden, it is 

not compulsory to attend school. In recent years, the region has seen an influx of families 

moving from Sweden and elsewhere, wishing to homeschool their children. To ensure that 

the education rights of these children are being met, the Åland government and municipal 

authorities work closely with parents of homeschooled children and provide health care and 

school psychologist services.  

 C. Recent education reforms 

29. Finland carried out extensive reforms of education policy between 2017 and 2021 in 

response to challenges such as demographic changes leading to a decrease in the number of 

schools, and an increasing correlation between a child’s family background and academic 

success. 

30. The new Compulsory Education Act (1214/2020) extended the age until which 

education is compulsory to 18 years, except in the Åland Islands, where it remains 16 years. 

Upper secondary education was made free of charge, supporting the national aim to increase 

the number of young people with higher education qualifications.  
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31. The administration of early childhood education and care was transferred from the 

Ministry of Social Affairs and Health to the Ministry of Education and Culture in 2013, which 

helped to promote acceptance of early childhood education and care as a pedagogical activity 

directly connected to basic education and a foundation for lifelong learning. The new Early 

Childhood Education and Care Act (540/2018) enhanced the required educational level of 

personnel and clarified staff titles. Further amendments entered into force in August 2022, 

strengthening the right of children to get the support that they need in early childhood 

education and care. 

32. In December 2020, the Two-Year Pre-Primary Education Trial Act (1046/2020) 

entered into force, and approximately 10,000 children born in 2016 and 2017 were 

participating in the trial by the end of September 2024.  

33. Entering into force in January 2018, the Vocational Education and Training Act 

(531/2017) introduced changes to qualifications, funding and guidance, improved education-

work coordination and strengthened arrangements for practical learning in the workplace.  

34. In higher education, in 2017, fees were introduced for students coming from outside 

the European Economic Area who are supported by university scholarships. 

 III. Specific achievements and challenges relating to the right to 
education in Finland 

35. The public educational system in Finland has a well-deserved worldwide reputation 

for excellence. It is premised on core values that include the principle of equality, 

accommodation of various needs and circumstances, support for individuals to achieve their 

full potential and lifelong learning with no dead ends.  

36. Today, the system that has worked so admirably in the past is facing some critical 

challenges due to declining birth rate, a greater diversity in students’ backgrounds affected 

by internal migration and immigration and the increasing presence of digital technology.  

37. A significant concern expressed by Finnish education policymakers has been the 

declining trend in learning performance, shown in the national sample-based evaluations, and 

in international assessments, such as the OECD Programme for International Student 

Assessment. In the decade from 2000 to 2009, Finland topped the list in reading, mathematics 

and science in those assessments. In 2010, Finland was one of the world’s leaders in the 

academic performance of its secondary school students, remarkably consistently across 

schools. Finnish schools seemed to serve all students well, regardless of family background, 

socioeconomic status or ability.3 However, since 2009, the results have seen a continuous 

decline, and by 2022, Finland scored seventh in maths and reading and sixth in science.4 It 

should be noted, however, that the Programme for International Student Assessment 

measures only a narrow band of school learning, and the results should not be equated with 

educational attainment. 

38. From the perspective of the human right to education, the issue is whether – and the 

extent to which – the Finnish education system today responds equally to the diverse needs 

of every learner so that no one is left behind at any stage and everyone can fully realize their 

potential throughout their lifetime.  

 A. Challenges facing the teaching profession 

39. There is a high level of trust in teachers and the education system as a whole, and 

teaching remains an attractive profession. Entry to initial teacher training is very competitive, 

and only the top 10 per cent of candidates are accepted to university programmes leading to 

a teaching degree as a classroom teacher. School teachers are required to hold a master’s 

  

 3 OECD, Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education: Lessons from PISA for the United 

States (OECD Publishing, 2011), p. 117.  

 4 OECD, “PISA 2022 results: factsheets – Finland”, 5 December 2023. 
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degree, which is seen as a necessary factor to ensure professional autonomy, while at the 

level of early childhood education and care, a bachelor’s degree is sufficient.  

40. Decentralization and autonomy at the level of the teacher, school, municipality and 

university are two important characteristics of the Finnish education context that are strongly 

linked to the Finnish understanding of professionalism and the high status of teachers in 

Finnish society.  

41. In a spirit of ensuring professional autonomy, Finland has placed its trust in having 

well-educated teachers and does not use heavy evaluation practices such as inspections or 

standardized tests to evaluate teacher performance. Instead, at the national level, it provides 

guidelines that specify national aims, framework curricula and teacher-training strategies to 

communicate shared ideas and characteristics valued in the teaching profession. The Finnish 

education environment, especially the collaborative preparation of local curricula and 

classroom-level assessment practices, supports teachers to work as autonomous professionals 

in their classes. 

  Teacher shortages in early childhood education and care 

42. Despite the general attractiveness of the teaching profession, an increasing shortage 

and attrition of qualified teachers has been reported, especially in early childhood education 

and care, where ensuring sufficiently qualified personnel is an issue. According to Keva, the 

country’s largest pension provider, Finland has a nationwide shortage of approximately 6,000 

teachers in early childhood education and care.5 Evidence shows a variety of reasons, 

including perceived poor working conditions, demanding and stressful work, lack of 

appreciation in the field, limited opportunities for advancement in career and lower pay 

compared to other teachers, largely due to the lower level of qualification required for 

teachers in early childhood education and care (bachelor’s degree) compared to school 

teachers (master’s degree). Teacher shortage is a global phenomenon and the most common 

reasons for teachers leaving the profession are low pay combined with high levels of stress 

and administrative burden.6  

43. Shortage and attrition mean that, far too often, education providers have to rely on the 

derogation provided for under section 33 of the Early Childhood Education and Care 

Act (540/2018), which allows teaching positions in early childhood education and care to be 

filled temporarily, for a maximum of one year, by a person who has the requisite skills but 

not the required qualification. Job security in the sector is thus negatively affected.  

44. The situation is further complicated by the competence requirements under the Early 

Childhood Education and Care Act. Currently only one third of staff in early childhood 

education and care are required to hold a higher education degree, but this proportion will 

increase in 2030 to two thirds of staff. This requirement will be difficult to meet in many 

municipalities.  

45. There are also shortages of teachers with special competences, such as special needs 

education and Sami, Romani, sign language or other minority languages. 

46. In-service training and professional development of teachers, which is so essential in 

rapidly changing societies, seems not to be robust, as teachers appear to encounter practical 

hurdles in making use of the allocated in-service training time.  

47. Continuing teacher training is encouraged but not compulsory in Finland. Teachers 

are expected to drive their own development: willingness and competence for continuous 

learning is one of the national aims for teachers’ competences agreed by the national Teacher 

Education Forum. Although 93 per cent of teachers reported attending at least one activity 

for professional development per year, only 68 per cent of them attended courses and 

  

 5 European Commission, Education and Training Monitor 2023: Finland (Luxembourg, Publications 

Office of the European Union, 2023), p. 9. 

 6 See A/78/364 and United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 

“The teachers we need for the education we want: the global imperative to reverse the teacher 

shortage – fact sheet”, 2023. 

http://undocs.org/en/A/78/364
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seminars, while 14 per cent participated in training based on peer learning and coaching.7 

Concerns were raised that the training was pro forma, insufficiently funded or insufficiently 

supported by the employer.  

48. Teachers have no right to in-service training under Finnish legislation, except for the 

right and duty of personnel in early childhood education and care to undergo continuing 

professional development. For basic and upper secondary education, the collective agreement 

negotiated by the Trade Union of Education and binding by virtue of the Collective 

Agreement Act (436/1946) requires that teachers be allowed three days of paid leave for 

planning and in-service training annually. In practice, however, two of these days often go 

into planning the school year, with only one day left for in-service training. The way in which 

teachers use that one remaining day varies according to the differing financial situations in 

municipalities. Although the Government allocates 15 million euros annually for teachers’ 

in-service training, schools and municipalities sometimes do not have the necessary resources 

to recruit substitute teachers to replace those going for training, or to cover travel and 

accommodation expenses. The commitment to support teachers’ professional learning is thus 

undermined.  

49. The current situation with regard to in-service training demonstrates that, on the one 

hand, decentralization and teachers’ autonomy are strengths of the Finnish education system 

as it allows local providers of education, typically municipalities, to have more flexibility in 

decision-making and to incorporate local contexts and networks. On the other hand, 

decentralization and autonomy make the implementation of national strategies in teacher 

training challenging.8 From a human rights perspective, the result is a situation of inequality 

between children in different municipalities or within one municipality, and inequality 

among the teachers. 

50. Consistent and predictable long-term funding would facilitate and encourage teachers’ 

in-service training. Currently, teacher training is often organized by municipalities through 

special training centres in coordination with teacher networks and associations, in the 

framework of various short-term projects that reflect State priorities. A project-based 

approach to teacher’s professional learning provides flexibility but brings its own challenges. 

For example, it is difficult to systematically assess the quality of such projects, as their focus 

is constantly changing, which fragments professional training. The funding of such projects 

is competitive, sporadic and unpredictable.  

51. Teachers need to be regularly updated on new legislation, policies and emerging 

issues. It is crucial that all teachers are familiar with human rights, the rights of the child and 

comprehensive sexuality education to maintain a healthy and respectful classroom 

environment. New topics should be integrated into initial and in-service teacher training, and 

the necessary measures should be taken to ensure that current teachers are well versed in 

human rights. However, there are practical challenges. The autonomy of universities means 

that they each decide independently on the content of the education that they provide, and 

human rights education for teachers is therefore implemented in a wide variety of ways. 

Aspects of inclusion, participation, equality and sustainability are frequently reflected in 

teacher-training curricula, but compulsory courses rarely include human rights education 

explicitly. Interlocutors noted that, across the country, growing differences in teacher-

training curricula lead to unequal opportunities for future teachers to include human rights in 

their work. Because human rights education is not systematically incorporated into the 

teacher-training curricula, its implementation largely relies on individual teachers. 

Nationwide coordination of and funding for human rights education remains fragmented, 

short-term and project-based. In this context, the steering group appointed by the Ministry of 

Education and Culture to develop education for democracy and human rights through the 

analysis of good practices and a set of pilot projects is a promising initiative.9  

  

 7 OECD, “Results from TALIS 2018: country note – Finland”, 19 June 2019, p. 4. 

 8 For example, the Teacher Education Development Programme 2022–2026. 

 9 See https://www.oph.fi/fi/opettajat-ja-kasvattajat/kokonaisuus-demokratia-ja-

ihmisoikeuskasvatuksen-hyvista-kaytanteista (in Finnish and Swedish only). 

https://www.oph.fi/fi/opettajat-ja-kasvattajat/kokonaisuus-demokratia-ja-ihmisoikeuskasvatuksen-hyvista-kaytanteista
https://www.oph.fi/fi/opettajat-ja-kasvattajat/kokonaisuus-demokratia-ja-ihmisoikeuskasvatuksen-hyvista-kaytanteista
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 B. Well-being of students and student welfare support systems 

52. Mental health is now one of the main reasons for medical leave in Finland in the 16- to 

34-year-old age group.10 It is often considered to be linked to insufficient social interaction, 

with an increasing number of children and young people spending time on social media 

instead of quality in-person interaction, offline hobbies, sports or leisure activities. Anxiety 

about the matriculation examination also contributes, with one third of students believing that 

studies have become harder.  

53. The most recent School Health Promotion Study in Finland, conducted in 2023,11 

highlighted an increase in loneliness, depression and anxiety among young people. In grades 

8 and 9 of basic education, in general upper secondary schools and in vocational institutions, 

approximately one third of girls and 7 to 8 per cent of boys reported moderate or severe 

anxiety. Some 5 per cent of girls and 3 per cent of boys in grades 4 and 5 of basic education 

reported that they often felt lonely. Approximately one fifth of girls in grades 8 and 9 

(21 per cent) and in general upper secondary schools (20 per cent) and one quarter of girls in 

vocational institutions (26 per cent) felt lonely fairly often or all the time.12 

54. Bullying and harassment are reported to have increased, including online. According 

to the 2023 School Health Promotion Study, bullying at least on a weekly basis had been 

experienced by a larger proportion of pupils and students than in previous years at all school 

levels. In basic education, just under 1 in 10 pupils in grades 4 and 5 (boys 8 per cent of boys 

and 9 per cent of girls) and grades 8 and 9 (8 per cent of boys and 7 per cent of girls) had 

experienced bullying on a weekly basis.13 

55. A reported increase in violent crime by minors (usually against other minors) is 

another source of concern. The Police of Finland reports that the number of offences 

suspected to have been committed by minors has tripled in Finland since 2015. This trend 

has risen the most steeply among young people under the age of 15 years.14 

 1. Policy response to increased bullying and harassment 

56. Protection of children from violence, bullying and harassment at all levels of 

education is expressly mentioned in Finnish legislation, In section 10 of the Early Childhood 

Education and Care Act (540/2018). The national core curriculum for early childhood 

education and care requests that means and ways of preventing and addressing bullying, 

violence and harassment be determined in local curricula, and that local authorities monitor 

the action taken. For basic education, the national core curriculum states that bullying, 

violence, racism and other forms of discrimination are not to be tolerated, and that 

inappropriate behaviour is to be addressed immediately. The Basic Education Act (628/1998) 

provides for student participation in the development of schools’ operating cultures. Pupils 

are entitled to a safe learning environment, and the Student Welfare Act (1287/2013), 

providers of education are required to prepare a plan to protect students from violence, 

bullying and harassment (sect. 13). The General Upper Secondary Education Act (714/2018) 

also requires educational institutions to protect students from violence, bullying and 

harassment, and to prepare a plan for disciplinary action. Equally, the Vocational Education 

and Training Act (531/2017) requires providers to prepare a plan for the application of 

disciplinary action and related procedures (sect. 80). In August 2022, further legislative 

  

 10 Jenni Blomgren and Riku Perhoniemi, “Increase in sickness absence due to mental disorders in 

Finland: trends by gender, age and diagnostic group in 2005–2019”, Scandinavian Journal of Public 

Health, vol. 50, No. 3 (May 2022), pp. 318–322. 

 11 See https://thl.fi/en/research-and-development/research-and-projects/school-health-promotion-study. 

 12 Finnish Institute for Health and Welfare, “Well-being of children and young people: School Health 

Promotion Study 2023”, 21 September 2023. Available at 

https://www.julkari.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/147273/Wellbeing%20of%20children%20and%20you

ng%20people%20School%20Health%20Promotion%20study%202023_Statistical_report_50.pdf?seq

uence=1&isAllowed=y. 

 13 Ibid. 

 14 Police of Finland, “The police concerned about increasing violent crime by young people”, 

8 February 2024. Available at https://poliisi.fi/en/-/the-police-concerned-about-increasing-violent-

crime-by-young-people. 

https://thl.fi/en/research-and-development/research-and-projects/school-health-promotion-study
https://www.julkari.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/147273/Wellbeing%20of%20children%20and%20young%20people%20School%20Health%20Promotion%20study%202023_Statistical_report_50.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.julkari.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/147273/Wellbeing%20of%20children%20and%20young%20people%20School%20Health%20Promotion%20study%202023_Statistical_report_50.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.julkari.fi/bitstream/handle/10024/147273/Wellbeing%20of%20children%20and%20young%20people%20School%20Health%20Promotion%20study%202023_Statistical_report_50.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://poliisi.fi/en/-/the-police-concerned-about-increasing-violent-crime-by-young-people
https://poliisi.fi/en/-/the-police-concerned-about-increasing-violent-crime-by-young-people
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amendments strengthened the duty of students to refrain from bullying and discrimination 

and to adopt behaviour that does not endanger safety or health of other students, the school 

community or the learning environment.  

57. In addition to legislative measures and in response to growing concerns about the 

well-being of and anxiety among students, several targeted government policies were 

introduced.  

58. The Ministry of Social Affairs and Health prepared an action plan for the period 2020–

2025 for the prevention of violence against children aged 0–17 years in different operating 

environments, including in schools.15 According to the action plan, anti-bullying work must 

start as early as possible, and should be systematic even in early childhood education and 

care. Key elements in this respect include strengthening a group’s operating culture, teaching 

and strengthening social and emotional skills and promoting positive peer relationships and 

group-work skills.16 

59. In January 2021, the Ministry of Education and Culture launched a national 

programme to prevent bullying, violence and harassment in early childhood education and 

care, schools and educational institutions, prepared in cooperation with the Ministry of 

Justice, the Ministry of the Interior and the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health.17 The 

programme introduced several measures: measures to strengthen social, emotional and 

interaction skills in early childhood education and care and to develop the relevant expertise 

among teachers; legislative proposals to specify the regulations of the teaching activity in 

order to secure a safe study environment; school community work aimed at supporting both 

students and school staff in preventing dropout, promoting school attendance, correcting the 

effects of absences, strengthening the well-being of the school community and working 

against bullying; personnel and management training to enhance pedagogical competences 

in promoting well-being and peace of mind at work, preventing loneliness and bullying, and 

supporting mental well-being. In this regard, higher education institutions are encouraged to 

add relevant content to teachers’ basic training and continuous professional development. 

60. As part of the action plan of the Ministry of Education and Culture for the prevention 

of bullying, violence and harassment, the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre evaluated the 

usability, sustainability, functionality and outcomes of existing anti-bullying methods in 

pre-primary and basic education levels.18 The purpose of the evaluation was to disseminate 

information on good practices using different methods and highlight the need to develop such 

practices. 

61. Internationally, Finland is one of the leaders in studying and preventing bullying in 

schools. Systematic work against bullying has been undertaken in basic education since the 

beginning of the 1990s in more than 900 schools. For example, the evidence-based KiVa 

anti-bullying programme, which was developed at the University of Turku, has been 

extensively used in Finnish schools and abroad since 2009.19 It was considered at the 

Transforming Education Summit as an example of best practice in ensuring inclusive, 

equitable, safe and healthy schools.20  

62. KiVa provides schools with practical tools to prevent bullying and to intervene in 

cases that come to their attention. Depending on the student’s age, schools use various 

formats to increase awareness of bullying, such as group discussions, learning-by-doing 

activities, online games, practising of social and emotional skills, and group exercises. Such 

activities increase empathy for victims and provide safe ways to support and help victims, 

and enhance capabilities for taking action and finding help when needed. In addition to 

providing preventive materials, KiVa offers practical guidelines for addressing cases of 

  

 15 Ulla Korpilahti and others, Non-Violent Childhoods: Action Plan for the Prevention of Violence 

against Children 2020–2025, (Helsinki, Ministry of Social Affairs and Health, 2020). 

 16 Ibid., p. 255. 

 17 See https://okm.fi/kiusaamisen-ehkaisemisohjelma (in Finnish and Swedish only). 

 18 See https://www.karvi.fi/en/evaluations/pre-primary-and-basic-education/thematic-and-system-

evaluations/evaluation-methods-prevent-bullying-and-improve-wellbeing-and-working-atmosphere. 

 19 See https://www.kivaprogram.net/. 

 20 See UNESCO, “SDG4 Knowledge Hub: KiVa antibullying program”, 19 September 2023. 

https://okm.fi/kiusaamisen-ehkaisemisohjelma
https://www.karvi.fi/en/evaluations/pre-primary-and-basic-education/thematic-and-system-evaluations/evaluation-methods-prevent-bullying-and-improve-wellbeing-and-working-atmosphere
https://www.karvi.fi/en/evaluations/pre-primary-and-basic-education/thematic-and-system-evaluations/evaluation-methods-prevent-bullying-and-improve-wellbeing-and-working-atmosphere
https://www.kivaprogram.net/
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bullying and an application, named KiVAppi, for recording cases. Research shows that the 

programme’s implementation varies considerably between schools, and that schools still 

need more support and resources to achieve high-quality longer-term implementation and to 

ensure evidence-based action to prevent bullying, such as training and consultations. 

 2. School support systems: student welfare groups 

63. Student welfare work is guided by the Student Welfare Act (1287/2013), which 

applies to learners from pre-primary to secondary education. It has two dimensions: 

communal student welfare, which is preventive and targets the school community, with the 

aim of achieving an operating culture that promotes well-being and early needs-based 

support; and individual student welfare, which is preventive and corrective, and is always 

voluntary for the student, with professionals participating in such work with the consent of 

the student or their guardian. Importantly, bullying and harassment are included as themes in 

regular health examinations for all students. During the appointments, students are offered 

the opportunity to share their experiences confidentially. 

64. Student welfare groups include school nurses, psychologists and social workers. 

School nurses are based in schools, but psychologists and social workers service several 

schools in the area. Since 2022, the statutory norms are 780 students per psychologist and 

670 students per social worker. Acute situations must be addressed the same day or the next 

working day, and non-urgent situations must be addressed within seven working days.  

65. In practice, the lack of availability of equitable and regular support is a concern. 

Reportedly, school psychologists often do not have sufficient time for individual students. 

Students are reluctant to approach the psychologists and social workers, as such action is 

seen as a sign of having problems. Positive initiatives to address the challenges include youth 

workers, school coaches and multilingual assistance (such as the TATU project in Helsinki),21 

which are greatly appreciated by students and teachers alike. However, they are not available 

everywhere, such staff members are on temporary contracts and the lack of permanency can 

be discouraging.  

 3. Special learning needs 

66. The number of learners requiring different support measures is increasing at all levels 

of education. Approximately one in five children receives special or intensified support in 

their studies.22 This could be due for example, to a medical condition, a diagnosed or 

undiagnosed issue concerning mental health, neurodivergence or insufficient proficiency in 

the language of instruction, and related inadequate study skills. There are disparities in 

identifying support needs, delivering support measures and ensuring continuity of support, 

depending on the availability of funds and professional staff, which differs between 

municipalities and regions. Students with special learning needs reported a lack of regular or 

sufficient support, and students, parents and teachers concur that the procedure for gaining 

access to support is too complicated.  

67. Finnish educational legislation does not categorize learners according to disabilities 

or difficulties. The focus is on the earliest possible support to prevent the emergence and 

growth of problems. There are three categories of support for learners: general support, 

intensified support and special support. Support must be based on long-term planning and 

remain flexible to adapt to changing needs. 

68. As far as possible, pupils are integrated into mainstream education. The national core 

curriculum stipulates that all pupils are to be provided support at their own school through 

various flexible arrangements, unless a needs assessment indicates that the support needed 

requires a pupil to be transferred to another teaching group or school. The most common 

  

 21 See, for example, City of Helsinki, “28 school coaches have started their jobs in Helsinki schools”, 

12 September 2023. 

 22 Reetta Vairimaa, “How should we implement inclusive education”, University of Helsinki, 

25 November 2021. 
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support measures are remedial instruction, part-time special needs education, an individual 

learning plan or syllabus and lengthening of the duration of education.  

69. The implementation of inclusive education is hampered by shortages of funds which 

sometimes leads to overworked special needs teachers not getting enough support or 

neurodivergent children’s special learning needs not being recognized or properly addressed. 

The challenge is to balance, on the one hand, the integration of children with special learning 

needs into mainstream education and, on the other, accommodation of those needs, 

providing, for example, smaller or quieter classrooms, assistive technology or equipment, 

tailored learning materials or specialized medical and psychological support.  

70. Students are also entitled to support in general upper secondary schools and vocational 

institutions. However, children with special educational needs reported losing the support 

that they required to continue studying, including language assistance, in the transition from 

lower secondary to general upper secondary or vocational education. Reportedly, support is 

less available and delivered less effectively during studies leading to specialist vocational 

qualifications than during studies leading to vocational upper secondary qualifications. The 

size of an educational institution also affects the availability of support: smaller educational 

institutions are rated better than medium-sized and large providers in terms of the adequacy 

of resources for providing special support, the effectiveness of identifying support needs and 

the planning and delivery of support. The Ministry of Education and Culture is currently 

revising the legislation concerning special needs education, covering compulsory education. 

The new legislation should enter into force in 2025. 

71. Lastly, the coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic has also affected the 

availability and effectiveness of support, as the volume of face-to-face support and meetings 

with students decreased while the need for individual guidance increased. As a result, 

students needing special support have had more problems with their studies than other 

students.  

 C. Challenges in ensuring social cohesion, inclusion and diversity at all 

levels of education 

72. The equality principle is seriously challenged in certain urban areas and between 

schools. By default, children are enrolled in the public school nearest to their home and, 

previously, the difference between learning outcomes between schools was negligible. 

However, in recent years, increasing migration and the way in which urban spatial occupancy 

has developed seem to have contributed to widening performance gaps between schools and 

individuals.  

 1. Performance gaps due to language and socioeconomic background 

73. In the past 10 years, the share of immigrant students in Finland has more than doubled, 

from 3 per cent in 2012 to 7 per cent in 2022. In 2022, 4 per cent of 15-year-old students had 

been born in another country. Among these first-generation immigrant students, 42 per cent 

had arrived in Finland at or before the age of 5 years, while 20 per cent had arrived after the 

age of 12 years, having completed elementary grades in another education system. 

74. Today, up to 80 per cent of students at some schools in the greater Helsinki area are 

of first- or second-generation migrant origin, whose native language is not Finnish or 

Swedish. This shift has implications for integration into the wider society and may account 

for increasing gaps in academic performance between schools. In previous years, outcome 

disparities between schools, including between rural and urban schools, have been small by 

international standards.23 However, the results of the Programme for International Student 

Assessment in 2022 indicates that disparities have widened between 2012 and 2022, with the 

  

 23 Ministry of Education and Culture, “Minister of Education Andersson on the PISA results: in Finland, 

the school closest to your home is among the best schools in the world”, 3 December 2019. 
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variation between schools outside the greater Helsinki area now close to the variation 

between schools in the greater Helsinki area.24  

75. According to the Programme for International Student Assessment, between 2003 and 

2018, variation between students in the same school remained largely stable in Finnish lower 

secondary schools. Since then, disparities have increased and widened. The same trend has 

been noted by the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre.25 In basic education, where learning 

gaps between individuals are significant, it is not always possible to bridge such gaps that are 

due to pupils’ home backgrounds, and differences persist as pupils move to upper secondary 

education. For example, in 2022, non-immigrant students obtained 65 score points more than 

immigrant students in mathematics and 92 score points more in reading. 

76. Inequalities related to the economy, demographic structure and welfare between and 

within regions have also increased in recent years, and affect educational institutions, 

especially in the largest cities. In Finland, the top 25 per cent of students in terms of 

socioeconomic status outperformed the bottom 25 per cent by 83 score points in mathematics. 

Between 2012 and 2022, this gap widened in Finland, while the average gap across OECD 

countries remained stable.26 It should be noted that immigrant students in Finland tend to 

have a more disadvantaged socioeconomic profile than non-immigrant students: while 

25 per cent of all students are considered socioeconomically disadvantaged, the 

corresponding share among students with an immigrant background is almost double, at 

48 per cent.  

77. There are significant efforts to support migrant students and those whose native 

language is not Finnish or Swedish. Preparatory education for basic education may be 

organized by education providers for students who have just arrived and who speak a foreign 

language, and other children of pre-primary and primary age and young people with an 

immigrant background lacking the necessary linguistic skills to study in pre-primary or 

primary education. Second-language instruction is provided for pupils who do not know the 

language of instruction well enough to function as an equal member of the school community. 

Additionally, linguistically supported teaching involves the teaching of various subjects to 

students requiring support with the language of instruction and other study skills. 

 2. Transition to upper secondary education 

78. General and vocational upper secondary education appear to be equally valued, as half 

the students opt for each. However, data disaggregated by socioeconomic status, gender, 

language and migrant backgrounds reveals that, in 2021, almost 80 per cent of students with 

an immigrant background (by country of birth or by mother tongue) chose vocational rather 

than general upper secondary education. This raises a question as to the extent to which the 

educational system, as currently organized, allows for social mobility and helps to overcome 

existing inequalities.  

79. A survey conducted by the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre in 2020 evaluated 

the transition from lower secondary to upper secondary education. Most young people coped 

well: 83 per cent of respondents felt that they received personal guidance when necessary for 

planning further studies. However, students who had experienced learning difficulties or who 

had repeatedly been bullied considered the availability of guidance concerning further studies 

and career choices, and responsiveness to their needs, to be poorer than others. When 

compared to other students, they felt that their career-planning skills (self-knowledge, 

information acquisition and decision-making) had developed less well during their time in 

comprehensive schools. 

80. Compared to students opting for general upper secondary education, a higher 

proportion of students opting for vocational education had not felt at home in comprehensive 

schools or had experienced learning difficulties. 

  

 24 Ministry of Education and Culture, “PISA 2022: performance fell both in Finland and in nearly all 

other OECD countries”, 5 December 2023. 

 25 See https://karvi.fi/en/pre-primary-and-basic-education/learning-outcomes-evaluations/. 

 26 OECD, “PISA 2022 results”. 

https://karvi.fi/en/pre-primary-and-basic-education/learning-outcomes-evaluations/
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 3. Meeting educational needs of national minorities 

81. Section 17 of the Constitution expressly protects the right of the Sami, as an 

Indigenous People, and the Roma and other groups to maintain and develop their own 

language and culture.  

82. In Sami-speaking areas of Lapland, the northernmost region of Finland and the Sami 

homeland, Sami-speaking children are entitled to early childhood education and care in their 

own language. Local authorities must also provide pre-primary, primary and lower secondary 

education in the Sami languages.  

83. There are approximately 10,000 Sami living in Finland, more than 60 per cent of 

whom live outside the Sami homeland and speak three Sami languages: North Sami, Inari 

Sami and Skolt Sami. All three are equally protected, but not equally used, which creates 

difficulties with arranging education in the less used languages.  

84. In the Sami homeland, Sami-language teaching is uneven and varies in quality. There 

are very few Sami-language teachers and support staff available. The lack of resources 

available for the development of educational materials directly affects the quality of 

education and the equality of Sami-speaking children and young people. 

85. Outside the Sami homeland, small-scale education in the Sami languages is slowly 

being introduced in early childhood education and care through a project to provide 

“language nests”. Municipalities may receive discretionary Government grants to organize 

instruction in Sami languages if there are more than two Sami-speaking pupils in a group. 

Reportedly, there are now 378 students outside the Sami homeland learning the language. It 

is difficult to assess the need, provision and functionality of Sami-language teaching, but it 

is important to see it as a long-term development investment. Efforts are also made to develop 

distance-learning methods. 

86. The Roma have lived in what constitutes Finland for more than 500 years, and are a 

recognized linguistic and cultural minority. There are estimated to be approximately 

10,000 Roma in Finland, and approximately 3,000 Finnish Roma reside in Sweden. 

87. The Office of the Ombudsman for Children conducted a survey in 2022 examining 

the well-being of Roma children and the realization of their rights, including their right to 

education.27 In response to the survey, some Roma children felt that teachers did not intervene 

sufficiently with regard to the discrimination that they experienced. Some reported that there 

was a lack of support for learning and school attendance, and that teachers’ preconceptions 

about attitudes of Roma children and their parents towards school negatively affected their 

school motivation and success at school. Also of concern was that some interlocutors in the 

education system noted that some Roma children did not choose Roma-language classes, as 

a safeguard against discrimination as Roma.  

88. Educational opportunities are also provided for other linguistic minorities, in 

accordance with section 17 of the Constitution, including persons using sign language.  

 4. Teaching of religion 

89. The teaching of religion in Finland would benefit from a review, taking into 

consideration the principle of non-discrimination principle, article 14 of the Convention on 

the Rights of the Child, article 18 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights 

and article 13 of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights. 

Members of minority religious groups have the right to receive instruction about their own 

religion or opt for an ethics course, if at least three students so request, while Lutheran 

students are obliged to attend the religious module and cannot opt for an ethics course. This 

disparity may create a silo effect in education at odds with the principles of intercultural 

education and the promotion of mutual understanding and respect.  

  

 27 Elina Weckström, Karri Kekkonen and Outi Kekkonen, “I Get the Feeling that These People Really 

Accept Who I Am”: The Well-being of Roma Children and the Realisation of Their Rights (Jyväskylä, 

Office of the Ombudsman for Children, 2023). 
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90. Under international human rights law, teaching of general history of religions and 

ethics in public schools is permitted if it is given in an unbiased and objective way, respectful 

of the freedoms of opinion, conscience and expression. Students in Finland may not decide 

on their religion before the age of 18 years, whereas article 14 (2) of the Convention on the 

Rights of the Child requires that States parties respect the rights and duties of parents and 

guardians to provide direction in the exercise by the child of the right to freedom of religion 

in a manner consistent with the evolving capacities of the child. 

 D. Digitalization of education 

91. Increasing digitalization in education affects both students and teachers in various 

ways. Throughout the visit, many students, teachers and other educators expressed the view 

that the ongoing digitalization of education in Finland seemed to be driven by a desire to 

reduce expenses. Some students reported, for example, that they had access to digital study 

materials only, without a sufficient number of books or paper copies for the entire classroom, 

so that sometimes class exercises had to be photocopied, making it difficult to track the 

progress of individual students. In some schools and areas, students reported insufficient 

numbers of computers. Some students stressed the difficulty of learning on digital devices 

compared to paper material. Of concern too is that the digitalization of education does not 

seem to be accompanied by a robust discussion around, and in-depth consideration of, the 

possible health issues for children, including mental health issues and the protection of their 

privacy and data online, and the possible inadvertent privatization of education through 

digitalization.28 

92. From the teachers’ perspective, continuous professional development of digital skills 

is essential,29 and several teacher networks provide it. For example, the Innokas Network 

supports schools by arranging training on digital competences for teachers.30 Another 

important professional learning innovation is a tutor-teacher model offering support in digital 

pedagogy.31 Between 2018 and 2020, more than 2,500 tutor-teacher positions were 

established with State funding. Tutor-teachers teach fewer hours but devote time to 

supporting other teachers in using digital tools in education. The Finnish National Agency 

for Education was initially responsible for this project, but it was delegated in 2022 to 

municipalities, not all of which will have the resources necessary to continue providing this 

important service.  

93. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when teaching and learning moved online, the level 

of student engagement and well-being decreased due to the limited possibilities for 

collaboration and interaction. It is therefore vital that teachers not only be trained in digital 

skills, but also learn how to engage students in collaborative learning online and prevent 

feelings of isolation and loneliness, and how to help students navigate online disinformation 

and misinformation. 

 E. Coordination, monitoring and assessment 

94. Educators stress the vital role of autonomy in developing a context-responsive 

education system that has produced such good results. Today, however, diverse interlocutors 

highlight the need for improved vertical and horizontal coordination to maximize outcomes 

in changing circumstances. For example, across the board, the demand for special needs 

assistance is reported to be increasing. However, student welfare groups, consisting of 

psychologists, social workers and nurses, are regulated by the Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Health, and students report having to wait for an appointment, regardless of urgency. These 

  

 28 See A/HRC/50/32; A/HRC/32/37; and UNESCO, An Ed-Tech Tragedy? Educational Technologies 

and School Closures in the Time of COVID-19 (Paris, 2023). 

 29 See OECD, “Results from TALIS 2018”. 

 30 See https://www.innokas.fi/en/. 

 31 Finnish National Agency for Education, Facts Express 3C/2018: Tutor Teacher Activities in Basic 

Education in Finland (Helsinki, 2018). 

http://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/50/32
http://undocs.org/en/A/HRC/32/37
https://www.innokas.fi/en/


A/HRC/56/58/Add.1 

16 GE.24-06901 

professionals service several schools at once and do not report to school principals, creating 

gaps in services.  

95. It is vital to ensure that new legislation and research, including regarding 

comprehensive sexuality education and human rights, is fully integrated into the education 

system, especially given the lack of any system-wide inspection and monitoring mechanism. 

The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre and the Finnish National Agency for Education are 

important authorities for evaluating not just the quality of management, but also the 

effectiveness of planning and the societal impact of specific levels and types of educational 

institutions. The Centre, for example, points out that self-evaluation needs to be reinforced, 

ensuring that institutions and staff have sufficiently detailed guidance, competences, 

financial and human resources and clarity about its purpose. There is clear value in ensuring 

that sufficient guidelines exist and that the results of surveys conducted by the Centre and 

academic research feed into teacher training and continuous professional development. 

Greater coordination could also reduce costs through shared responsibilities. 

96. Since school inspectors were abolished in Finland, education quality assurance has 

relied on steering, through the provision of information, support and funding. The Finnish 

Education Evaluation Centre conducts independent national evaluations at all levels of 

education.32 The main purpose of national evaluations of learning outcomes is to assess how 

well objectives set in the steering documents have been realized across the country. The 

results are not used for ranking educational institutions, but for development purposes.  

97. The current assessment model is based on self-evaluation, external evaluations, 

sample testing and legality control on the basis of complaints received by regional State 

administrative agencies.  

98. The collection and potential for use of statistical data has improved significantly in 

recent years. For example, the KOSKI data repository, established in 2018, includes data on 

degrees and completed studies in basic education and general and vocational upper secondary 

education.33 Despite this positive development, many deficiencies in statistical data persist. 

For instance, at the time of writing (February 2024), the most recent statistical data on 

financing of education available from Statistics Finland was from 2021.34 Assessing the 

impact of reforms requires timely, precise and comprehensive collection of data on factors 

such as education resources, changes in staffing and children’s learning outcomes. 

 F. Financing of education 

99. Finland must be praised for the high level of resources devoted to education over the 

years, in terms of percentage of both gross domestic product (5.2 per cent) and total budget 

(9.4 per cent), according to the latest available official statistical data, from 2021.35 However, 

both figures have been declining since 2012,36 and throughout the visit many people 

expressed concern regarding the allocation for education in the new Government’s proposed 

budget for 2024–2027, submitted to Parliament in October 2023. While it is reassuring that 

the Ministry of Education and Culture will receive 274 million euros more in 2024 than in 

2023, it is concerning that the Government’s programme lacks a long-term plan for reversing 

the downward trend in the overall financing of education in order to ensure competitive 

growth.  

100. The obligation to provide education primarily falls on municipalities, whose resources 

and capabilities for doing so vary.37 Statutory government transfers for basic municipal 

  

 32 See https://www.karvi.fi/en. 

 33 See https://www.oph.fi/fi/palvelut/koski-palvelu (in Finnish and Swedish only). 

 34 See https://stat.fi/en/statistics/kotal. 

 35 See https://pxdata.stat.fi/PxWeb/pxweb/en/StatFin/. 

 36 World Bank, “Government expenditure on education, total (% of government expenditure) – 

Finland”, World Bank Open Data. Available at 

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GB.ZS?locations=FI (accessed 27 April 2024). 

 37 Office of the Ombudsman for Children, Report to Parliament by the Ombudsman for Children 2022 

(Jyväskylä, 2022), p. 58. 

https://www.karvi.fi/en
https://www.oph.fi/fi/palvelut/koski-palvelu
https://stat.fi/en/statistics/kotal
https://pxdata.stat.fi/PxWeb/pxweb/en/StatFin/
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.XPD.TOTL.GB.ZS?locations=FI
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services constitute approximately 25 per cent of total calculated costs; the municipality is 

responsible for the rest. In other words, the impact of State financing on ensuring equality 

between children in different municipalities is relatively small, and the total expenditure may 

be affected by external factors such as the population structure and financial situation of the 

municipality. Consequently, children’s rights may not be equally realized if, for example, 

certain municipalities replace core funding with project funding, while other, more 

financially stable municipalities invest more in the quality of student guidance and special 

education. 

101. In this context, the restructuring of administrative division in Finland – whereby 

“well-being service counties” were introduced and the responsibility for organizing health 

care, social welfare and rescue services transferred to them in January 2023 – is concerning, 

as it may further complicate students’ access to social welfare support. Moreover, partial 

freezes on increases in line with inflation essentially mean reduced budget allocations to 

municipalities. Given that the education system relies primarily on municipal resources, the 

impact of reduced State contributions to municipalities may be particularly dramatic, 

precisely when Finland faces difficult challenges in education, such as overall decline in 

achievement, students’ increasing need for support, and the need to maintain schools in less 

populated areas.  

102. Most education in Finland is publicly funded. Early childhood education and care to 

lower secondary education are part of the basic municipal services that receive statutory 

government transfers based on the number of 0- to 15-year-olds living in the municipality.  

103. Funding for general upper secondary education is based on the number of students 

reported by the school and on unit prices set by the Ministry of Education and Culture. The 

funding system for vocational education and training, jointly financed by central and local 

government, rewards education providers for positive outcomes, efficiency and effectiveness 

of activities. The funding focuses on completed units and qualifications, subsequent 

employment or placement in further studies, feedback collected from students and graduates’ 

working life, and comprises core, performance-based, effectiveness-based and strategic 

funding. 

104. The Government allocates core funding to universities and universities of applied 

sciences, forming a significant part of their overall budget. Higher education institutions then 

distribute the funding independently, based on their strategic choices. Universities and 

universities of applied sciences are also expected to raise external funding.  

105. The initiative under the new government programme to increase the number of 

State-funded places in universities is commendable and necessary, considering that in 2021, 

only 40 per cent of 25- to 34-year-olds had completed a higher education degree.38 This 

initiative will require sufficient funding. The increases in starting positions must be in fields 

suffering from a shortage of skills, such as teachers for early childhood education and care, 

special education, mathematics and technology. 

106. Also of concern is the plan to reduce student support for living expenses to pursue 

higher education and resort to student loan schemes. Regarding funding, under human rights 

law, when a State seeks to introduce retrogressive measures, for example, in response to an 

economic crisis, it must demonstrate that they are temporary, necessary, proportionate and 

non-discriminatory, and that the State’s core obligations, at least, are respected. 

107. It is important to consider how project-based funding and related issues, such as the 

intermittent nature of employment relationships, affect the allocation and sufficiency of 

resources. International research literature suggests that permanence of teachers significantly 

affects students. 

  

 38 See https://www.oaj.fi/politiikassa/vaalit2023/hallitusohjelma/#kopo (in Finnish only). 

https://www.oaj.fi/politiikassa/vaalit2023/hallitusohjelma/#kopo
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 IV. Conclusions and recommendations 

108. The Special Rapporteur congratulates Finland for its firm commitment to 

international human rights standards and mechanisms, including the alignment of its 

long-term education policies with Sustainable Development Goal 4, and for its aims to 

raise the level of education, learning outcomes and competences at all levels of 

education, offer equal opportunities for lifelong learning for all, increase participation 

of underrepresented groups, narrow the differences in learning outcomes and 

strengthen the well-being of children and youth. 

109. The Special Rapporteur appreciates the strong emphasis placed on the right to 

quality education as a human right at the highest levels of the State, and at the regional 

and municipal levels. Many legislative, regulatory, programmatic and financial 

measures have been taken. 

110. It is commendable that Finland takes the participation of children and youth in 

decision-making seriously and offers tangible ways for their voices to be heard 

regarding education policy, among other issues. The autonomous region of the Åland 

Islands has developed a comprehensive methodology to solicit the views of even very 

young children in developing curricula, which may easily be used for other decisions 

concerning preschool children.  

111. Nevertheless, a number of important challenges remain to be addressed.  

 A. Status of teachers 

112. Finland is to be congratulated for maintaining decentralization and autonomy in 

education, leading to the high level of trust held by parents and society in individual 

teachers and the education system as a whole. Nevertheless, the increasing shortage of 

teachers, especially in early childhood education and care, special needs education and 

education in minority languages, especially ensuring sufficiently qualified personnel, 

are issues of concern.  

113. The Special Rapporteur recommends that the Government:  

 (a) Consider adjusting the funding schemes for early childhood education 

and care to ensure that the teachers are paid competitive salaries; 

 (b) Investigate reasons for the attrition of teachers, including job security, 

career progression, working conditions, stress levels and accountability regimes; 

 (c) Develop targeted teacher-retention policies, with the participation of 

teachers themselves; 

 (d) Increase the number of State-funded places in universities and 

universities of applied sciences for applicants enrolling to become teachers in early 

childhood education.  

114. Teachers have insufficient opportunities to familiarize themselves with new 

legislation, policies and emerging issues, particularly regarding human rights and the 

rights of the child, and to learn digital skills, especially if their initial teacher 

qualification was obtained a significant time ago. 

115. The Special Rapporteur recommends that the Government:  

 (a) Consider making paid leave for the purpose of continuous professional 

development of teachers a right protected by legislation at all levels of education, and 

ensure that it is backed by stable and predictable financial guarantees for 

municipalities; 

 (b) Encourage education providers to ensure the availability of their 

employees for in-service training and to actively facilitate it;  

 (c) Coordinate the provision of all in-service training courses via an online 

platform connecting teachers with education providers, teacher networks and 
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associations and projects reflecting current government priorities, while still allowing 

all stakeholders the autonomy to choose and provide the most relevant training course; 

 (d) Strengthen national and local support structures for human rights 

education for teachers, including by adopting policy guidelines and objectives to ensure 

permanent funding and qualified staff; ensure that human rights education is regularly 

offered as in-service teacher training with stable funding mechanisms, systematically 

integrated as a compulsory, explicit part of initial teacher training at all levels, including 

vocational teacher education, and included in training placements; and define a 

national programme of guidelines for democracy and human rights education, and 

provide adequate resources for the development of a coordinating structure tasked with 

the implementation of the programme at national, regional and local levels. 

 B. Students’ well-being 

116. The Special Rapporteur congratulates Finland for its position as a global leader 

in developing and implementing anti-bullying programmes, and for the special 

attention paid to the prevention of bullying, violence and harassment at all levels of 

education. Finland provides an example of good practice in the use of the most 

cutting-edge pedagogical approaches to establish a healthy and safe learning 

environment, including the strengthening of social, emotional and interaction skills, 

school community work, prevention of loneliness and support for mental well-being. 

Bullying is a very complex phenomenon that is extremely difficult to eradicate 

completely. 

117. The Special Rapporteur recommends that the Government:  

 (a) Continue to monitor closely the implementation of anti-bullying 

programmes, especially in the changing societal and demographic context;  

 (b) Consider legislative proposals to specify teaching regulations in order to 

secure a safe study environment; 

 (c) Assess the successes of initiatives to provide youth workers, school coaches 

and multilingual assistance (such as the TATU project in Helsinki), which are highly 

appreciated by students and teachers for their impact on the health of the school 

community and individual student well-being, and consider extending this approach to 

all schools for a long-term period;  

 (d) Keep investing in personnel and management training to enhance 

pedagogical competences in promoting empathy, well-being and peace of mind at work, 

and encourage teacher-training institutions to add relevant content to basic training 

and continuous professional development. 

118. Support by student welfare groups is not uniformly available. In particular, 

school psychologists and social workers who service several schools at once have little 

time for individuals and may not be seen by students as suitable channels for sharing 

their concerns. Closer monitoring and evidence-based analysis are needed to determine 

whether this format is optimal for students, or whether the funds could be redirected 

to simpler, more trusted and efficient support models.  

119. The Special Rapporteur commends the Government for its significant efforts to 

support migrant students, students speaking Sami, Romani or other minority language 

or using sign language, and students whose mother tongue is not Finnish or Swedish, 

including a variety of preparatory integration programmes. Nevertheless, studies 

indicate significant gaps in educational attainment, school enjoyment and well-being.  

120. The Special Rapporteur recommends that the Government:  

 (a) Find capacity for more intensive language and learning support, including 

smooth, flexible and individual learning paths, especially in transition phases, and the 

fostering of well-being, participation, active agency and togetherness; 
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 (b) Conduct an evidence-based analysis of the effectiveness of the “nearest 

school principle” in terms of leaving no one behind, including by reassessing certain 

elements of urban and school-district planning in view of the compact settlement of 

migrant groups within cities; 

 (c) Continue to collect data, disaggregated by socioeconomic status, gender, 

language, migrant background, place of origin and other factors, to assess whether and 

to what extent the educational system allows for social mobility and helps to overcome 

existing inequalities; 

 (d) Step up its official statistical data collection and ensure that results are 

available to the general public with minimal delay and are used to review existing 

policies and practices;  

 (e) Direct more resources to producing Sami-language teaching materials 

more rapidly and keeping them current, and to improving the availability of Sami, 

Romani and sign language teachers and early childhood educators, in cooperation with 

teacher-training institutions and municipalities. 

121. The Special Rapporteur also recommends that the Government consider the 

impact that the current policy on the teaching of religion and ethics in schools has on 

social cohesion among all students. In the spirit of equality and non-discrimination, all 

students should be allowed to choose any of the modules provided in the framework of 

secular teaching of religion in public schools, including the ethics module, regardless of 

their own or their parents’ religious beliefs and associations.  

122. The Special Rapporteur encourages the Government to consider the positive 

experience of the Åland Islands in the close monitoring of all homeschooled children 

and their families, with a view to leaving no child behind.  

123. In embracing the inevitability of digitalization in all spheres of society, including 

education, a robust discussion should be held with all stakeholders around possible 

health issues for children and youth, including mental health issues and the protection 

of their privacy and data online, and the possible inadvertent privatization of education 

through “platformization” and other forms of reliance on digital tools. It is vital that 

teachers not only be trained in digital skills, but also learn how to engage students in 

collaborative learning online and prevent their feeling of isolation and loneliness, and 

how to help students navigate online disinformation and misinformation. 
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