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miss out on some very important opportunities if they don’t. Neither the size of 
Finland nor the country’s demographics should be used as an excuse by any state 
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tion to every child. Pick it up and read it.”
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Preface

Just about 10 years ago  today, I was writing a Preface to the first edition 
of Finnish Lessons.  After working 5 years in Washington, DC, followed 
by another 3 in Torino, Italy, I had returned back to Finland with the 
manuscript to take a new job at the Ministry of Education and Culture in 
Helsinki. Since I left Finland in 2002, much had happened  there. Finnish 
schools had become admired by many and envied by some. Finnish stu
dents had done very well in international student assessments compared 
to all other countries. The country’s economy had become a poster child 
among politicians and business leaders  after being ranked as one of the 
world’s most competitive economies several years in a row. In global 
media, Finland was praised as happy and healthy but also a cultural lone 
wolf that finds its own way to do  things rather than follow  others. In 
August 2010, Newsweek magazine frontpage read, “The Best Country 
in the World Is . . . ,” and the main story in that issue revealed the rest: 
“Finland.”

I had a manuscript that I thought I’d never write. Education in 
Finland was simply too personal for me. I was born into a  family of 
teachers, raised in a teachers’ apartment in a small village school house, 
served as a teacher and teacher educator for many years, and spent a 
good part of my professional life in national education policy work that 
made Finnish education very familiar to me, so much so that it was often 
difficult to explain it to  those unaware of my country’s culture, tradi
tions, history, and values that define much of what schools do.

Many of my colleagues in the United States urged me to write a 
book about Finnish education. Andy Hargreaves, who was a professor 
at Boston College, was researching international education reforms and 
insisted I tell the story about the Finnish Way. Linda Darling Hammond’s 
research on the teaching profession and teacher education included 
Finland, and she encouraged me as a former teacher and teacher educator 
to write a book that would explain the roles that  great teachers play in 
building a successful education system. Stephen Heyneman, who had 
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xiv Preface

served 20 years at the World Bank and then became a professor of edu
cation policy at Vanderbilt University, convinced me that Finnish educa
tion deserved to be shared with scholars and policymakers in the United 
States and in the rest of the world. No more was needed to convince me 
to give this book a try in North American reader markets. Without  these 
friends and some  others, this book prob ably  wouldn’t be  here.

Finnish Lessons was launched in Alberta, Canada, in November 
2011. Honorable Dave Hancock, who was minister of education at that 
time, had invited me to talk about my new book to 500 Albertan school 
leaders.  Under his leadership, Alberta was a world leading education 
system, neck and neck with Finland in global charts. My book was soon 
widely acknowledged in Canadian media and became a bestseller  there. 
 After Fareed Zakaria featured Finnish Lessons on CNN, Tavis Smiley 
and Cornel West broadcast our conversation about Finnish schools on 
their new public radio show, and Diane Ravitch wrote a two part review 
of my book in the New York Review of Books, Finnish Lessons was sail
ing in strong tailwinds. Against all odds, it went global, and two  earlier 
editions of Finnish Lessons are now translated into almost 30 languages.

Much has happened in Finland since the appearance of the first edi
tion in 2011. The financial crisis that hit the world a few years  earlier 
caused massive cuts in public sector spending in the 2010s. Finland’s 
per for mance in international education rankings— and some other 
global comparisons as well— had been declining. The mass migration 
of 2015 into and across Eu rope fueled by unrest and conflicts in the 
 Middle East and northern Africa brought tens of thousands of immi
grants and refuge seekers to Finland and into Finnish schools. Then in 
2020 came the global COVID19 pandemic that closed school gates and 
locked  children in to learn from home for several weeks. All  these  things 
have affected Finnish schools in ways that nobody could foresee in 2011 
when the first edition was released. How the Finnish education system 
has coped with  these changes is discussed in this new edition.

As I have done in other editions of Finnish Lessons, I begin this 
book with points of warning that readers need to keep in mind. First, 
my intention in this book is not to convince you that Finland has—or 
that it once had— the best education system in the world. International 
media and some experts have created the incorrect impression that  there 
exists a global metric to determine what are the best—or the worst— 
education systems in the world. As I make it clear in this book, cur
rent international education rankings only include a small number of © H
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Preface xv

academic subjects in their indices— typically literacy, mathe matics, and 
science.  There are many other impor tant aspects of education that need 
to be included when judging success of education systems or individual 
schools. I also emphasize that all social metrics are imperfect and that 
their ability to accurately mea sure success tends to be compromised. 
Most Finnish teachers and educators would agree that student test 
scores in literacy and numeracy tell something about how an education 
system performs but that  those scores offer certainly too narrow a view 
to be used to determine overall success or failure of education systems.

Second, I am not claiming in this book that if only other countries 
would imitate the Finnish Model in reforming their education systems, 
then  things in their schools would get better. If we have learned one  thing 
about transferability of best educational ideas from one place to an
other, it is this: What seems to work in one place  won’t necessarily work 
somewhere  else. Or, as I heard Dylan Wiliam say it: Every thing works 
somewhere, nothing works everywhere. Too often, I must admit, I have 
met  people who have visited Finland or studied its education system be
lieving that if they only had Finland’s curriculum, school buildings, and 
teachers, their own educational challenges would vanish and a miracu
lous transformation of teaching and learning would appear. This book 
is meant to emphasize that  there is another way to improve education 
rather than  those fash ion able models offered by international organ
izations and con sul tants. I want to convince you that, yes, we can learn 
from one another, but we need to be mindful as well. Finland has in
spired scores of educators in other countries to think more deeply about 
their own schools and cultures.  There are lessons in this book that  others 
can learn from us, just as Finland has been inspired by educators and 
school systems around the world and learned from them. This is where 
the real hope is for a better tomorrow.

Third, it is impor tant to keep in mind that indeed much of the peda
gogical innovation in Finnish classrooms and the inspiration for education 
policies has its origins in other countries. In the early 20th  century,  after 
Finland became an in de pen dent nation and its education system began 
to shape up, Germany and Switzerland served as models for Finnish 
schools. Then, the idea of an equitable, comprehensive school system 
came from neighboring Nordic countries, especially from Sweden. More 
recently,  England, Scotland, Canada, Australia, and the United States 
have served as places where Finnish educators have found useful ideas to 
enrich teaching and learning in their schools and often in the education © H
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xvi Preface

system as a  whole. Curriculum theories, the idea of the  human mind as a 
system of multiple intelligences, teaching methods to educate the  whole 
child, au then tic student assessments, and school leadership models are 
examples of the positive influence that American educational research 
and development has had in Finland since the 1980s.

Fi nally, I recognize and make it clear in this third edition that edu
cational per for mance in Finland is not what it used to be at the time 
when the first edition was published in 2011. Students’ test scores in 
international assessments have steadily dropped, equity of education has 
declined, and less young  people read for plea sure, which has led to a 
growing number of poor readers, especially among adolescent boys. The 
most recent data that I have used in this edition shows what makes many 
educators and policymakers in Finland worried. This edition offers two 
kinds of lessons: On the one hand, it describes how Finland built its 
well performing education system by the 2000s. On the other hand, it 
shows how the Finnish education system is reacting to eroding high per
for mance in international rankings as well as challenges the schools are 
facing, including the recent disruption in schooling caused by the global 
COVID19 pandemic.

This third edition of Finnish Lessons includes comprehensive up
dates on Finland’s education scene as well as updates on international 
statistics mea sur ing educational per for mance. I have used data from the 
international studies and surveys in which Finland has participated since 
2000. Based on this updated evidence, this edition of the book also dis
cusses how some key policies and practices are changing in Finland.

Finnish Lessons has had an unbelievable journey so far. I have pre
sented the ideas in this book to the politicians at parliament  houses 
around the world. I have been invited to comment on national education 
issues and tell stories about Finland’s schools on national TV and radio, 
on dozens of podcasts, and in interviews in major newspapers. Finnish 
Lessons has given me scores of new friends and colleagues; I may also 
have lost some. In 2013, Finnish Lessons received the Grawemeyer 
Award, a prestigious prize given by the University of Louisville in 
Kentucky that recognizes impor tant ideas in education that have the 
potential to change the world. In 2014, I got the annual Robert Owen 
Award from the Scottish government that honors inspiring educators for 
their work on equality and equity in education. Then, in 2016 the LEGO 
Foundation awarded its LEGO Prize to my work on genuine learning 
and creativity, which are the essential ingredients of Finnish Lessons.© H
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Preface xvii

I hope that Finnish Lessons 3.0 inspires you and proves to you that 
 there is a way to build good public school systems that can serve all 
of our  children well. The Finnish  recipe for good education is  simple: 
Always ask yourself if the reform you plan to initiate is  going to be good 
for  children and teachers. If you hesitate with your answer,  don’t do it.

— In Sydney, Australia, October 2020
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INTRODUCTION

Where  There’s a  Will  There’s a Way

During the next 10 years about 1.2 billion young 15- to-30- year- olds  will 
be entering the job market and with the means now at our disposal 
about 300 million  will get a job. What  will we offer  these young, about a 
billion of them? I think this is one of the greatest challenges if we want to 
achieve peaceful development and hope for  these young.

— Martti Ahtisaari, former president of Finland, 1994–2000,  
and Nobel Peace Prize laureate on October 11, 2008,  

in an interview with Finnish YLE TV

Twelve years  later when the world is in the midst of an unforeseen health 
crisis, Mr. Ahtisaari’s concern about youth unemployment is more rel
evant than ever.  Today about one quarter of the world’s population are 
young  people between the ages of 15 and 35. This is more than ever 
before in the history of mankind. Everywhere, as this book  will show to 
be true in Finland, youth and young adults have been the driving force 
of development, growth, and renewal. Even before the COVID19 pan
demic, youth unemployment was a serious prob lem in many countries. 
Now the economic consequences of the global health crisis are likely to 
make the situation worse for millions of young  people around the world.

It has become clear everywhere that the schools we have  today  will 
not be able to provide opportunities for students to learn what is neces
sary in the  future. The demand for better quality teaching and learning 
and more equitable and efficient education is universal. Indeed, educa
tional systems are facing a twin challenge: how to change schools so 
that students may learn new types of knowledge and skills required in 
an unpredictably changing knowledge world, and how to make that new 
learning pos si ble for all young  people regardless of their socioeconomic 
conditions. To be successful with  these challenges is both a moral and 
economic imperative for our socie ties and their leaders. It is a moral 
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2 Finnish Lessons 3.0

obligation  because each person’s well being and happiness arises from 
knowledge, skills, and worldviews that good education provides. It is 
also an economic imperative  because the wealth of nations depends as 
never before on know how. The aftermath of the recent global economic 
crisis is showing how unemployed young  people are becoming hopeless 
to an extent that is bringing governments down. Many of  these young 
 people lack relevant education and training that would help them to 
help themselves.

One of  those unpredictable changes came in early 2020 when the 
world was shaken by a new virus that caused a deadly infection and 
disease called COVID19. Schools around the world had to shift from 
teaching in classrooms to online learning from home in a fortnight. 
Socie ties around the world quickly became living social laboratories 
where schools and entire education systems  were tested on their ability 
to adjust to such a radical external change. According to estimates by in
ternational agencies, over 90% of  children globally  couldn’t go to school 
during the first wave of the pandemic for several weeks, and in some 
places this situation has lasted for months in 2020. School systems have 
responded in dif fer ent ways to this sudden and totally unplanned disrup
tion of learning. The most common way was to keep students learning 
remotely the same  things that they would have been taught if they  were 
at school. Authorities gave schools instructions on how teaching and 
learning should be arranged, including technology and digital platforms 
and apps that every one should use. Finland, where schools  were closed 
almost 2 months and most  children  were learning from home, trusted 
that schools and local governments would use their professional wisdom 
to judge how to best reor ga nize teaching and learning during school 
lockdown. Locally designed curricula, school based student assessments, 
and system wide collaboration between schools, which  will be described 
in the next chapters, provided teachers with flexibility and creativity to 
respond to the school closures without putting  children’s health or learn
ing unnecessarily at risk. This is just one example of how an education 
system that is led by educators and other professionals is able to find bet
ter ways to solve hard prob lems like the response to disrupted teaching 
during the global pandemic.

This book is about Finland and how the Finns built a trust based 
education culture that helped to transform their educational system 
from mediocre in the 1980s to one of the models of educational excel
lence and equity  today. International indicators show that Finland has 
one of the most educated citizenries in the world, provides educational 
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