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Purpose of presentation

-Why Finland?

-What is the purpose of education?
- Insights and observations
-Universal principals and best practices
-Recommendations 



Thank you



Olli-Pekka Heinonen
Director General at the

Finnish National Agency for Education



Fact

• First sentence in the 
FINNISH NATIONAL 
BOARD OF EDUCATION’s 
National Core 
Curriculum for Basic 
Education…

“The purpose of the steering of 
basic education is to ensure the 

equality and high quality of 
education and to create 

favorable conditions for the 
pupils’ GROWTH, 

DEVELOPMENT and LEARNING.” 
(Focus on students)



Fact

• First sentence in the New 
York State’s NEXT 
GENERATION LEARNING 
STANDARDS…

“The revised New York State 
Standards aim to reimagine the 

educational framework for 
English language arts and 

mathematics, with the goal of 
better supporting educators in 

their instructional practice and to 
provide additional guidance on 

achieving a vision of 21st century 
literacy.” 

(Focus on adults)



Why we need to grow and evolve 
as a District

• Great organizations 
and people learn from 
each other…they learn 
from the best so they 
can become better and 
evolve. Never stay 
still…

• We need to prepare 
our children for the 
international stage…

Not just local and 
national!

x
x



Why Finland?

We wanted to see what  Pat-Med could 
learn from an education system that 
consistently receives top marks 
from UNICEF, the OECD and the WORLD 
ECONOMIC FORUM.



What is OECD: why should we care?

OECD: The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD)

Mission
The mission of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) is to promote 
policies that will improve the 
economic and social well-being of 
people around the world.

History: established in 1961
Headquarters: Paris, France
Membership: 36 countries
Budget: EUR 374 million



What is the World Economic Forum: 
why should we care?

Mission

The World Economic Forum is the 
International Organization for Public-Private 
Cooperation. 

• The Forum engages the foremost political, 
business and other leaders of society to shape 
global, regional and industry agendas.

• It was established in 1971 as a not-for-profit 
foundation and is headquartered in Geneva, 
Switzerland. It is independent, impartial and not 
tied to any special interests. The Forum strives 
in all its efforts to demonstrate 
entrepreneurship in the global public interest 
while upholding the highest standards of 
governance. Moral and intellectual integrity is at 
the heart of everything it does. 



Video: What are the ingredients?





Perspective



Google : Top characteristics of success
are all soft skills 

1. Being a good coach,

2. Communicating and listening well,

3. Possessing insights into others (including 
others different values and points of view),

4. Having empathy toward and being 
supportive of one’s colleagues,

5. Being a good critical thinker and problem 
solver; and being able to make connections 
across complex ideas.



Perspective
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What does the workforce look for?



Why TIME is important: 





1. Hyper focus on standardization: 
Common Core

2. Focus on core subjects (ELA and 
Math)

3. The search for low-risk ways to reach 
learning goals: narrow curriculum, 
test prep, reduce 
arts/music/recess/play

4. Use of corporate management 
models: interests of private 
enterprises: significant increase in 
charter schools

5. Test-based accountability policies –
test and punish

GERM
(Global Education Reform Movement)
“Making students sick since the 80’s”



Resume building for kids…not just in China



Do we need more people who 
are good at memorizing answers 
to questions and feeding them 
back? Who dutifully do what 
they are told, no questions 
asked?



What is the Purpose of Education?



When was the last time you really thought about it?





Purpose of Life?



Children in school over 14,000 hours



112 Standardized Tests K-12







We are gardeners…



Finland…No Bell Curve



Learning vs. Playing

“Playing is, at best, a 
refreshing break from 
learning. From that view, 
summer vacation is just a 
long recess, perhaps longer 
than necessary. But here’s 
an alternative view, which 
should be obvious but 
apparently is not: playing is 
learning.” 

“At play, children learn the 
most important of life’s 
lessons, the ones that 
cannot be taught in 
school. To learn these 
lessons well, children 
need lots of play — lots 
and lots of it, without 
interference from adults.”



Video: Why Breaks?



FINNISH EDUCATIONAL SYSTEM



Findings 

Thank you Sophia Faridi



A heavy emphasis on play
• In Finland, people believe that 

children learn through play, 
imagination, and self-discovery, so 
teachers not only allow 
but encourage play. 

• Development of the whole child is 
highly valued, especially in the early 
years. Even at the high school level, 
you can see students playing foosball 
or videogames in the student center.

• Schools emphasize play, and students 
are encouraged to play during the 
school day all the way through high 
school.



No high-stakes standardized testing

• Finnish schools believe 
more test preparation 
means less time for free 
thinking and inquiry. 

• Accountability is measured 
at the classroom level by 

the experts-teachers.



Trust

• I heard this over and over 
again!

• The Finnish government trusts 
their municipalities, the 
municipalities trust school 
administrators, administrators 
trust teachers, teachers trust 
students, and in return, 
parents and families trust 
teachers. 

• There is no formal teacher-
evaluation system. Teachers, 
similar to doctors in the U.S., 
are trusted professionals.



Schools don't compete 
with one another

• There are no school 
evaluations since it is 
believed that all schools 
should be good. 

• Non-competitive school 
structures result in no 
need for school-choice 
programs.



NASA like teacher 
preparation programs

• Becoming a teacher is an extremely 
rigorous and prestigious process. Only 
the best of the best are accepted into 
education school. 

• In addition to having high test scores, 
candidates must pass an interview 
investigating their integrity, passion, 
and pedagogy. 

• Universities are committed to finding 
candidates that are the right fit for the 
teaching profession. Their programs 
are research-based and we saw this 
firsthand



Personal time is highly valued

• Every 45 minutes, students 
have the legal right to 15 
minutes of free time. Finns 
believe that students' capacity 
for engagement and learning 
is most successful when they 
have a chance to unwind and 
refocus. 

• In turn, students work 
productively during class time, 
with the understanding that 
their needs to play, talk, or 
even read quietly will be met 
shortly. 



Less is more

• Students do not start school 
until the age of 7. School days 
are also shorter. 

• Most elementary students 
only attend school for four to 
five hours per day. 

• High school students, similar 
to college students, only 
attend the classes that are 
required of them. 



Semi-tracked learning

• After age 16, students choose 
academic-based or vocational 
school. No honors classes.

• Both paths are highly respected in 
Finnish society. The vocational 
school we visited was an amazing 
state-of-the-art facility with 
hands-on learning infrastructures 
that surpass anything I’ve ever 
seen. 

• Students graduating from either 
type of high school may attend 
university.



National standards are valued

• Finland uses a national set 
of standards that are similar 
to the Common Core State 
Standards, and now the NYS 
Next Generation Standards. 

• Difference is the teachers 
have complete autonomy 
over curriculum and how 
the standards are 
implemented.



Grades are not given until 4th grade

• Evaluation of early 
learners focuses 
on metacognition 
and learning how 
to learn not so 
much content.



Collaboration and collaborative 
environments are strongly emphasized

• The infrastructure of schools 
is designed to promote 
collaboration. 

• Classrooms branch off from a 
shared learning area where 
students from various classes 
and grade levels work together 
and teachers can interact in a 
common space. 

• High school students have all 
sorts of cozy nooks and crannies 
to work together comfortably 
on campus, and students move 
freely around the building with 
minimal supervision.

• The teachers' lounges have 
libraries with access to a 
massage chair and computer 
lab, teachers feel relaxed and 
comfortable when working 
together.





Emphasis on quality of life

• The Finnish system 
recognizes that happy 
teachers are good 
teachers, and 
overworked teachers 
will not be at the top 
of their game. 

• Teachers prep from 
home and only teach 
to students about 20 
hours per week.



What can we do in Pat-Med?





Emphasize well-being

• Make child and teacher 
well-being a top priority 
in all schools, as engines 
of learning and system 
efficiency.



Upgrade testing and other assessments

• Explaining why he doesn’t need 
standardized tests to evaluate his 
students, one Finnish teacher said: 
“I am assessing my students every 
second.” Stop the standardized 
testing of children in grades 3-8, 
and “opt-up” to higher-quality 
assessments by classroom 
teachers.

• Eliminate the ranking and sorting
of children based on standardized 
testing.

• Train students in self-assessment, 
and require only one 
comprehensive testing period to 
graduate from high school.



Invest resources fairly

• Fund all schools 
equitably on the 
basis of need. 

• Provide smaller 
class sizes.



Video: ART



Boost learning through physical 
activity

• Give children 
multiple outdoor 
free-play recess 
breaks throughout 
the school day to 
boost their well-being 
and performance. 

• We observed schools 
in Finland that give 
children four 15-
minute free-play 
breaks a day.

VIDEO



Change the focus

• Create an emotional 
atmosphere and 
physical environment 
of warmth, comfort 
and safety so that 
children are happy and 
eager to come to 
school. Teach not just 
basic skills, but also 
arts, crafts, music, 
civics, ethics, home 
economics and life 
skills.

VIDEO



Make homework efficient

• Reduce the 
homework load in 
elementary and 
middle schools to 
no more than 30-
45 minutes per 
night, and make it 
responsibility-
based rather than 
stress-based.



Trust educators and children

• Give them 
professional respect, 
creative freedom and 
autonomy, including 
the ability to 
experiment, take 
manageable risks and 
fail in the pursuit of 
success.



Video: Proud Vocational Students



More efficient school day

• Deliver lessons through 
more efficient teaching 
and scheduling, as 
Finland does. 

• Simplify curriculum 
standards to a framework 
that can fit into a single 
book, and leave detailed 
implementation to the 
school. More project 
based learning and 
assessments.



Institute universal after-school programs

• Include play clubs, 
homework help, 
decompression and 
relaxation time, as well 
as academic and non-
academic enrichment 
activities. 

• Make them free or 
low-cost. This will 
significantly boost 
parent and family well-
being by allowing 
parents to harmonize 
their schedules with 
their children’s.



Improve, expand and destigmatize 
vocational and technical education

• Encourage more 
students to attend 
schools in which 
they can acquire 
valuable 
career/trade skills.



Launch preventive special-education 
interventions early and aggressively

• Destigmatize 
and integrate 
special-
education 
students as 
much as 
possible, as is 
done in Finnish 
schools.



Revamp teacher training toward a 
medical and military model

• Shift to treating the 
teaching profession as a 
critical national security 
function requiring 
government-funded, 
graduate-level training 
in research and 
collaborative clinical 
practice, as Finland 
does.



Recommendations for Pat-Med

It is time for us to 
launch a partnership 
with Finland to 
collaborate on 
teacher and 
administrative 
training, professional 
development and 
educational research 
and innovation.





Partnership with Finland University

• Finland University combines 
the power of leading Finnish 
research universities: the 
universities of Eastern 
Finland, Tampere, Turku, and 
Åbo Akademi, each in the top 
2% of global university 
rankings. Together the 
universities have 78 500 full-
time degree students and 
900 professors.



Teacher and administrative training 

• Partnership for onsite and 
virtual professional 
development for teachers and 
administrators.

• Observe onsite and researched 
based universal best 
practices….LAB SCHOOLS.

• Finnish teachers and professors 
would  visit Pat-Med to forge a 
longitudinal relationship.



Board of Education: Policy Practices

• Connect and 
collaborate with the 
Finnish National 
Board of Education.

• How can we learn 
from their 
framework and 
execution?



Collaborate with Finnish Innovators

3D Bear



Creating new learning environments



CTE: Vocational Education



Pat-Med Team to Finland 2019

• BOE member(s)

• Administration

• Teachers

• Students w/parent

• NYS Regent





“Our task is to educate our students whole being so 
they can face the future. We may not see the future, 

but they will and our job is to help them make 
something of it.”



YouTube 30 minute video montage

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=caGw7xvJnW8
&t=3s&list=LLJWiDIKp7DaytRmltHW_YGw&index=6

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=caGw7xvJnW8&t=3s&list=LLJWiDIKp7DaytRmltHW_YGw&index=6

