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Chapter 11
Educational Assessment in Finland

Mari-Pauliina Vainikainen and Heidi Harju-Luukkainen 

The Finnish education has received a lot of attention after decades of relatively high 
performance in international student assessments. Even though the Finnish educa-
tion system has received a lot of interest, very little attention has been paid to the 
model of the Finnish educational assessment system and the lack of standardised 
measurement and control. Thus, these factors in large are contributing to the overall 
functioning of the system. In this chapter we provide a historical overview of the 
development of the assessment model in Finland and further give a description of its 
current form. We also give an example of the Finnish PISA 2012 oversampling and 
its results. Finally, we make some critical suggestions on how the system could be 
improved without adding unnecessary controlling elements to it.

 Introduction

The Finnish education system, still after almost two decades, continues to receive 
international attention due to the relatively high performance level of its students in 
international educational assessment studies like the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA), Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS) and Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) (e.g. 
OECD 2016). The education system in Finland differs from the high-performing 
countries in several aspects. An important difference is that the results of Finland 
are high despite average economic investments into education (OECD 2018). 
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Finnish schools also seem to be exceptionally equitable in terms of the low level of 
segregation both by the distribution of socio-economic status of pupils and by their 
performance levels (Willms 2010). Also the school level differences are among the 
smallest ones in the world (OECD 2016).

When it comes to the basic principle of the education system, there are a lot of 
commonalities between the different Nordic countries (Garvis and Eriksen 
Ødegaard 2017). Therefore, Finland is implementing alongside with the rest of 
the Nordic countries a so-called Nordic model (Antikainen 2006; Telhaug et al. 
2006) or sometimes even defined as a ‘Nordic dialogue’ (Garvis and Eriksen 
Ødegaard 2017). According to this model, all students should have equal oppor-
tunities and possibilities regardless of their socio-economic status or residential 
area. Children are also attending their local school, without any tracking, until 
they are at the end of their compulsory education. This model was introduced in 
Finland in the Basic Education Act of 1968, and it was gradually implemented 
from 1972 to 1976.

In Finland, children start their school the year they turn seven. In most cases, 
children are enrolled in their local school, but in some cases, there is a possibility to 
apply to a school with a specialised language, music or other programmes during 
the lower grades. The emphasis on children attending the local public school was 
strengthened in the legislation reform in 2011 (Thuneberg et al. 2013), and the sta-
tistics from the following year show that 96% of the comprehensive schools were 
run by municipalities (the Official Statistics of Finland, www.stat.fi). Therefore, 
there are almost no private actors among the Finnish schools. Some adjustments 
have been made to the education system since the 1970s. For instance, the ability 
grouping widely practiced during the first decade was officially abolished in the 
mid-1980s, but otherwise the structure remains unchanged. Different to many other 
countries, the first official point of tracking occurs only after the ninth year of 
schooling. At this point, students have to choose between academic and vocational 
tracks of upper secondary school.

Even though the Finnish education system has received a lot of interest, very 
little attention has been paid to the model of the Finnish educational assessment 
system and the lack of standardised measurement and control (see Vainikainen et al. 
2017). Thus, these factors in large are contributing to the overall functioning of the 
system. The aim of this chapter is firstly to provide a historical overview of the 
development of the assessment model in Finland and further to give a description of 
its current form. We also give an example of the Finnish PISA 2012 oversampling 
and its results. Finally, we make some critical suggestions on how the system could 
be improved without adding unnecessary controlling elements to it. After all, the 
freedom of municipalities, schools and teachers in organising the education accord-
ing to their best understanding and implementing different aspects of the curricula 
might have a higher role in shaping the good educational outcomes of the Finnish 
youth than previously recognised.
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 Introduction to the National and International Assessment 
Context and Its History in Finland

The Finnish educational assessment model has evolved in several stages until it has 
reached its current, relatively noncontrolling structure (Varjo et al. 2016). The early 
decades of the comprehensive education system were characterised by a strict 
 control of particularly inputs and to some extent also outputs (cf. OECD 2015). The 
inputs were regulated through a detailed national curriculum with state-level obliga-
tory in-service teacher training of obligatory contents of it and pre-examination of 
textbooks. Outputs were controlled by an active school inspection system that held 
schools accountable for achievement, the same way it is nowadays done in many 
other countries (Gustafsson et al. 2015). However, the attempt of introducing stan-
dardised national exams in major school subjects in the 1970s failed, and therefore 
teacher-given school grades became the primary measure of achievement. At that 
time, grades followed a normal distribution within each class, leading to a situation, 
in which between-school or class differences were not recognised. Also standardised 
test was provided for teachers only to facilitate the grading process.

During curriculum reform in 1985, the obligatory national curriculum was 
replaced by a National Framework Curriculum, which gave the municipalities as 
organisers of education more freedom for local decision-making. It also gave them 
wider possibilities to assess the outputs of the system locally even though at this 
point, the national school inspection system was still active. Besides that, there was 
no national assessment system, and the country’s participation in the International 
Educational Assessment (IEA) surveys was irregular. As the recommendations 
given in the National Framework Curriculum on grading were relatively unspecific, 
too, grading was still largely done at class level on a normative scale even though 
the aim was to adopt a criterion-referenced model and not to rank students.

The next curriculum reform took place in 1994, taking local-level decision- 
making on the next stage. The national core curriculum contained only the obliga-
tory core, and municipalities and/or schools had to write their own curricula based 
on it. Organisers were also expected to assess the outcomes of the education they 
provided. Further, also the school inspection system and controlling of the learning 
materials had been ceased before the new core curriculum was introduced. Therefore, 
at this time Finland experienced its first period of decentralisation of monitoring 
mechanisms for educational outputs, even though practices for evaluating educa-
tional outcomes (see National Board of Education 1999, for the revised English 
version) had not yet been formally introduced. This, however, did not last long as 
the final version of the assessment practices for evaluating educational outcomes 
was published in 1995 and the more comprehensive version in 1998 simultaneously 
with the educational legislation reform. Educational assessment was now also 
defined as the organiser’s responsibility in the legislation. In practice, these local 
assessments were largely based on self-evaluation.
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The national monitoring model for evaluating educational outcomes was intro-
duced (National Board of Education 1999). It was designed to provide some indica-
tors of performance trends and further needs for the national policy development 
work. On an international scale, this model was light, and accountability was not a 
part of it on any level. On the contrary, the introduced approach made it almost 
impossible to make any conclusions on individual school level, and this new type of 
data was solely for national monitoring purposes.

In this model the educational outcomes, were divided into three main categories 
that all comprised several subcategories. The first category, efficiency, measured the 
functioning of the educational system, whereas the second category effectiveness 
was about student-level outcomes. The third category was economy for successful 
allocation of resources. From the perspective of educational assessment, the second 
category was the most interesting one as it posed requirements of conducting exter-
nal assessments. In practice, this led to two kinds of applications. First, sample- 
based curricular assessments were developed to measure learning outcomes in 
most important school subjects. Second, national thematic assessments were devel-
oped to provide information on a wider scope of educational outcomes to comple-
ment the information obtained from international large-scale assessments that were 
now emerging: as the first cycle of PISA in 2000 and by rejoining the IEA assess-
ments. Curricular sample-based assessments are still in 2018 not implemented regu-
larly at predefined grade levels in major subjects, but the subjects and grade levels 
to be assessed are instead specified for a few years at a time in a plan for educational 
assessment. The current organisation of these assessments is described below. In the 
1990s, the National Board of Education that was also responsible for curriculum 
development had a unit for implementing them.

In the mid-2000s, Finland had the second period without a clear national struc-
ture for educational assessment. For the whole decade, the National Board of 
Education implemented curricular sample-based assessments, and Finland partici-
pated in PISA (and more irregularly in TIMMS and PIRLS, but not between 1999 
and 2011). However, the national coordination of assessments was restructured sev-
eral times (see Varjo et  al. 2016), which led to a situation where many thematic 
assessments  – including the national learning to learn assessment programme  – 
were ceased even though no formal decisions were made of not having them. At the 
same time, the new core curriculum of 2004 continued to give organisers of educa-
tion a lot of freedom and responsibility to define their own assessment practices to 
fulfil the requirements stated in the 1998 legislation. Both general and subject- 
specific assessment criteria were specified and harmonised with curricular goals, 
and descriptions of ‘good performance’ were given to facilitate both formative and 
summative assessments. Themes introduced during the previous decades about 
cross-curricular or transversal competences were to some extent included in the 
core curriculum as general goals, but relatively little was said about them in assess-
ment criteria or descriptions about subject-specific goals.

M.-P. Vainikainen and H. Harju-Luukkainen
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 National and International Assessment in Finland Today

 National Assessments

Until recently, the Finnish National Board of Education used to conduct national 
assessments on students’ learning achievement. Since May 2014, this is now a duty 
of the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC). Among other things, the 
FINEEC is responsible for evaluating learning outcomes with respect to the distri-
bution of lesson hours and the national core curriculum targets stipulated in the 
Basic Education Act (628/1998). The assessment of learning outcomes is based on 
sampling. Typical sample sizes comprise 5–10% of the age group, which means that 
each assessment involves about 4000–6000 students (Jakku-Sihvonen 2013, 24). 
The assessed schools represent around 15% of all the schools that give basic educa-
tion in Finland (Ouakrim-Soivio, 2013, 21; Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2016a).

According to Harju-Luukkainen et al. (2016a), the assessment of learning out-
comes can be viewed from many perspectives, and it has got different purposes for 
different target groups. National assessments provide valuable information for the 
highest educational authorities. In Finland, basic education is expected to secure 
equal educational opportunities for all students. Therefore, the equity of learning 
outcomes is studied from several perspectives, for example, those of students’ gen-
der, region, type of municipality and socio-economic background as well as lan-
guage spoken at school. In principle, reaching the objectives for equal learning 
opportunities as defined in the national core curricula should lead to educational 
equity so that there would be no statistically significant differences between the 
learning outcomes of boys and girls, for example, or between different regions in 
Finland.

Secondly, from the school’s perspective, the national assessments of learning 
outcomes provide benchmarks for schools to evaluate their own success in reaching 
their objectives of teaching and learning in different subjects. Schools selected to an 
assessment receive feedback in the form of reference data on the results and 
learning- related perceptions of their own students. Because there are no national 
examinations at the end of basic education, many schools welcome this opportunity 
to compare their own results and grading practices to the national benchmarks and 
use the assessment as a tool to develop their instruction in different subjects 
(Ouakrim-Soivio and Kuusela 2012, 13; Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2016a).

Thirdly, teachers assess each student based on student performance. At the end 
of basic education (i.e. grade 9 in the comprehensive school), most of the students 
are 15-year-olds and about to finish their compulsory education. Grading is obliga-
tory at the final phases of basic education (grades 8 & 9), but most schools begin to 
use numerical grades already at earlier grade levels. In Finland, the national core 
curriculum for basic education determines the learning objectives for each school 
subject. Also grading guidelines are given but with specific description for good 
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competence only, which equals the grade 8 on the student assessment scale ranging 
from 4 to 10, where 4 means failed and 10 is the highest grade. This good compe-
tence level serves as a baseline for assessment, and it should help ensure an objec-
tive evaluation for all students attending basic education. Objective evaluation at 
this point is of great importance; the grades obtained in different subjects at the end 
of compulsory education will largely determine the next steps in the student’s edu-
cational path. In sum in Finland today, student assessments at different levels 
(national, school or individual level) all strive for the same goal: higher equality in 
education (Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2016a).

 International Assessments

Finland has been participating in PISA assessments since the first cycle in 2000. In 
addition, Finland has taken part to IEA assessments (PIRLS, TIMSS) in the recent 
cycles, but earlier the country’s participation in these assessments has been too 
irregular to monitor trends based on these data. Thus, at basic education level, 
national discussions about performance trends in international assessments are 
largely based on PISA. When the results of the PISA 2000 cycle were first pub-
lished, they provoked surprisingly little public discussion. The high ranking was not 
expected, and the reception of the news was almost sceptical. Yet, it most likely 
changed the course of educational political discussion as there had been voices 
claiming that the comprehensive education system does not support the optimal 
development of students with higher academic goals. The results showed that high- 
performing students did not do any worse than their counterparts in other countries, 
whereas the weakest students clearly outperformed their comparison groups any-
where else (Hautamäki et al. 2009). Thus, the results may have contributed to the 
basic education legislation changes that have strengthened the main principles of 
the Nordic educational ideas even further (see Thuneberg et  al. 2013). The first 
PISA results were used as evidence for that the structure of the education system did 
not need extensive reforms. Accordingly, the declining trend observed both in inter-
national and national assessment studies since 2006 (Hautamäki et  al. 2013; 
Vettenranta et  al. 2016) has been taken seriously, and programmes have been 
launched to turn the trend again. These programmes have included thematic assess-
ments that go deeper into the details of the national features of the education system 
(e.g. support structures) and additional funding for municipalities and schools to 
improve their practices. The data of international assessments are also utilised in 
this purpose through more detailed analyses.

M.-P. Vainikainen and H. Harju-Luukkainen
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 An Example: Oversampling PISA 2012 in Finland

Like many other European societies, Finland has faced many changes during the 
past decade. One major change has been the increasing number of students speaking 
languages other than the national ones. Due to the increase in the Finnish migrant 
population, students with a migrant background were oversampled for the first time 
in PISA 2012. In this, Finland was the second country to conduct an oversampling 
of one of its student population, after Denmark. Oversampling means that more 
students were selected for testing than would be their true proportion in the popula-
tion. The oversampling made it possible to gain more representative data on stu-
dents with migrant backgrounds. The Finnish PISA data on migrant students 
consisted of 691 first-generation and 603 second-generation students, most of whom 
lived in the metropolitan areas. The rest of the data comprised a total of 7535 stu-
dents across the country (see Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2014). In the following, we 
will give an overview of these results (see more Harju-Luukkainen and 
McElvany 2018).

A first report on these national findings was published in 2014. The PISA 2012 
migrant data was analysed and the reports published just before the migration crisis 
hit Europe in 2015. During this time, more than a million migrants and refugees 
crossed Europe, coming mainly from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Kosovo and Albania 
to Finland among other countries. Therefore, the oversampling of students with a 
migrant background in Finland gave an important insight on how Finland had man-
aged in educating their language minority students.

Even though Finland is known for its good educational outcome, the results were 
not that positive. According to Harju-Luukkainen et al. (2014), the results of stu-
dents with migrant backgrounds were alarming compared to their nonmigrant peers 
in Finland. As shown in Fig. 11.1, students with migrant backgrounds performed 
poorer in PISA 2012 across all assessment domains compared to their nonmigrant 
peers. The differences were statistically significant. In mathematics, for instance, 
nonmigrant students received a mean score of 522 points; first- and second- 
generation students with migrant backgrounds received 425 points and 449 points, 
respectively. The definition of who is counted as first- and second-generation 
migrants can vary in different studies. However, according to the OECD and PISA 
2012 assessment, first-generation migrant students are those who have immigrated 
to Finland during their lifetime. Second-generation students in turn have been born 
and raised in Finland, but both of the parents were born outside Finland. According 
to the OECD (2014, p. 16), 41 points scored equals approximately 1 year of school-
ing. First-generation students were therefore lagging behind by more than 2 school 
years and second-generation students by almost 2 school years. The results were 
more or less similar in scientific literacy and reading literacy as well. Similar 
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Table 11.1 Percentage of students on different performance levels in PISA 2012 (Harju- 
Luukkainen et al. 2014, p. 27)

Performance level First generation Second generation Nonmigrant

6 0.7 0.4 3.6
5 2.3 2.4 12
4 8.3 10.4 23.7
3 14.9 22.1 29.2
2 22.2 26.6 20.4
1 26.2 24.2 8.3
Below level 1 25.3 13.9 2.7

100% 100% 100%

Fig. 11.1 Mathematic, reading and scientific literacy of different student groups in PISA 2012. 
(Source: Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2014, p. 25)

 observations have been done in all other PISA cycles even though the migrant sam-
ple has been smaller.

In the data especially the low percentage of high performers as well as high level 
of low performers among the migrant students was observed. According to Harju- 
Luukkainen et al. (2014) on the highest performance levels (levels 5 and 6), there 
were almost no students with a migrant background (varying between 0.4% and 
2.4%) and a very small difference between the proportions of first- and second- 
generation students at the highest performance levels. Further, 51.5% of first- 
generation migrant students were at the lowest performance levels (level 1 and 
below), as were 38.1% second-generation migrants. According to Harju-Luukkainen 
and McElvany (2018), it is troubling when the second-generation migrants have 
taken part of the entire Finnish education system, the performance is still on a very 
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low level, and the difference between the first- and second-generation migrants is 
relatively small (Table 11.1).

The migration population in Finland is still relatively small and heterogenous. 
For this reason, there have only been a few studies looking into the reasons behind 
these differences. According to Harju-Luukkainen et al. (2014), mathematical lit-
eracy performance in all native student groups in Finland was explained by such 
variables as self-concept for mathematics, confidence in mathematics performance 
and anxiety for mathematics (see also Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2016b). However, 
the explanatory power of these variables was weaker for students with a migrant 
background than for other students. Therefore, there is most likely a wider range of 
underlying factors for this minority group that are either unknown or at least beyond 
the scope of PISA assessments. Harju-Luukkainen et al.’s (2015) investigation of 
resilient second-generation migrants students’ educational outcomes in mathemat-
ics found that the factors connected to good educational outcomes were (1) the 
family’s language choices, (2) high ESCS (student’s socio-economic and cultural 
status index), (3) cultural closeness, (4) teacher’s support and individualisation of 
teaching materials, (5) low truancy and intact learning continuums and (6) strong 
self-concept in mathematics (see also Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2017). How well a 
student masters the language of instruction seems therefore to be one of the most 
important factors, which is something that Kuukka and Metsämuuronen (2016) and 
Saario (2012) also emphasise. The study conducted by the FEEC (Kuukka and 
Metsämuuronen 2016) revealed that migrant pupils’ Finnish language skills were 
good, already in the upper grades of comprehensive school. However, the concept 
of text skills of various subjects requires more from the pupils than is required by 
the criterion of a proficiency scale. Therefore, it is crucial to ask if the different 
assessments capture the true level of migrant students’ competencies and skills.

The degree to which these family-related attributes have an impact on students’ 
educational outcomes varies not only from country to country (OECD 2010) but 
also within countries (Harju-Luukkainen and McElvany 2018). In Finland, there are 
to be found differences between the different student groups and how their family- 
related attributes affect the students’ educational outcome. According to PISA 2012, 
the ESCS index (student’s socio-economic and cultural status index) explained 11% 
of the variance between first-generation students, 7% of the variance between 
second- generation students and 8% of the variance between students without 
migrant backgrounds (Harju-Luukkainen et al. 2014). Further, the assessment con-
ducted by the FEEC revealed that variables which could best explain students’ low 
learning outcomes from different language groups were related to students’ socio- 
economic background. In all, the connection between the socio-economic back-
ground and learning outcomes was significant (Kuukka and Metsämuuronen 2016). 
In these abovementioned studies (as well as many other studies), the ESCS has not 
been controlled. In a study conducted by Kilpi-Jakonen (2012, p. 167), the study 
revealed that differences between migrant and nonmigrant student groups in Finland 
are relatively small after controlling for parental resources. Kilpi-Jakonen 
(2011; 2012) concluded that parental education and parental income have smaller 
and larger effects, respectively, for children of migrants than for nonmigrants. This 
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leads to a disadvantaged group with migrant parents who have high education levels 
but low incomes (Harju-Luukkainen and McElvany 2018). According to Kalalahti 
et al. (2017), the youth with migrant background in Finland, especially boys, share 
a ‘paradox of immigrant schooling’ which refers to the positive attitude towards 
education, but at the same time, they face difficulties in learning and studying. 
Overall, according to Kilpi-Jakonen (2012), children of migrants can be seen to 
benefit from the relatively equal Finnish education system while remaining disad-
vantaged by their parents’ difficulties in the labour market (see more Harju- 
Luukkainen and McElvany 2018; Karppinen 2008; Kilpi-Jakonen 2011).

 Critical Discussion of the Country’s Assessment Policies, 
Practices and Results

Finland has developed its assessment policies and streamlined many of the practices 
during the history of its basic education. A further developmental object is to find a 
balance in how the results of the national assessments as well international assess-
ments are used on national level.

However, still a national central organ that oversees both the national and inter-
national assessment policies, practices as well as results does not exist. This has 
lead in some cases to a situation, where participation in some important interna-
tional assessment has been irregular and there has been problems with the capability 
of national sample-based assessments to produce enough comparable data for moni-
toring of trends. In the Finnish context, it still seems functional not to have extensive 
standardised examinations as the lack of them gives more freedom to schools and 
teachers to implement the curriculum in a purposeful way. However, the declining 
trend and the increasing regional differences (Vettenranta et  al. 2016) call for a 
slightly more detailed monitoring system that could be realised within the current 
educational assessment model by securing sufficient coverage of school subjects, 
age groups, at-risk subpopulations and geographical areas.

Lack of resources is also a risk for Finnish assessment context. The government 
of Finland should direct enough of funding towards the analysis of already collected 
datasets in order to reveal, for instance, possible negative trajectories behind educa-
tional outcomes of different student groups. As the situation is now, only basic 
reporting and data collection can be done with the governmental funding. This 
might lead to a situation that education policy decisions, which are solely done on 
the basis of national reports, can be weakly justified.
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