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Finland Education Background

Based on a relatively contemporary educational reform, the Finnish education system is 
likened to learning tracks separated based on the child’s technical and academic profi-
ciencies. The education path begins for a typical Finnish child at age 1, where they may 
be enrolled in an optional paid daycare service to learn basic life skills, the alphabet, and 
counting through play. Kindergarten does not exist in Finland. 

This continues till the age of 7 where they are enrolled into the nearest publically-funded 
comprehensive/basic school until the age of 16. Depending on whether the child is more 
motivated academically or vocationally, they may choose to either attend the nearest Upper 
Secondary School or a Vocational School for the next three years, graduating by complet-
ing either the Matriculation Exams or the Vocational Qualifications respectively. 

Students attending Upper Secondary School must go on and attend university before 
working while Vocational School students can go on and undertake societal roles they’ve 
studied in school, such as becoming a plumber, electrician, or a craftsman. Later in life, if a 
vocational student so chooses to attend university, they can still continue through pass-
ing the university’s self-set subject-specific exams required of all students for university 
entrance, promoting an idea that it’s never too late for learning. 
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Finland Education Background

National Center on Educcation and the Economy (2014). Finland2014FlowChart. 
Retrieved from http://ncee.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/10/Finalnd2014FlowChart.png
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School Name Title
United Christian College (Kowloon East) Dr. Cheng Kin Tak Samuel

(Head of Delegation)
Principal

YMCA of Hong Kong Christian College Mr. Dion Chen
(Vice-Head of Delegation)

Principal

China Holiness College Ms. Tso Mei Kuen Prinicpal
Delia (Man Kiu) English Primary School Ms. Tse Chun Yin Asst. Principal
Delia English Primary School and Kindergarden Ms. Li Sze Hiu Kristy Acting Asst. Principal
ECF Saint Too Canaan College Mr. Tsui Chiu Mui Vice-Principal
ELCHK Lutheran Academy Mr. Fung Wa Chau Andy Principal

Mr. Cheung Ngai John Head of Primary
Mr. Chiu Man Ho Marco Asst. Head of Academics

Fanling Lutheran Secondary School Mr. Mak Yuk Wa Principal
HKMA David Li Kwok Po College Ms. Sit Tsang Jenny Deputy Principal
HKUGA College Mr. Chan Wing Cheong Newman Vice-Principal

Mr. Lam Chi Hang Joseph Senior Teacher
Ms. Ng Ching Man Senior Teacher
Mr. Hindes Stephen Maxwell Senior Teacher

Law Ting Pong Secondary School Ms. Tam Suk Yin Lancy Principal
Ms. Lai Mo Yu Alice HoD of Science

Marymount Primary School Ms Daphne Ho Principal
PLK HKTA Yuen Yuen Primary School Mr. Cheung Chi Hung Principal
PLK Lam Man Chan English Primary School Ms. Man Sze Wing Jessica Principal
St. Margaret’s Girls’ College, Hong Kong Ms. Frances Tong Principal
St. Margaret’s Co-Edudational English Secondary and Primary 
School

Ms. Lee Lan Yuen Nancy Vice-Principal

St. Paul’s College Mr. Yuen Dick Yan Dennis Principal
St. Paul’s College Primary School Mr. Mak Chi Ho Michael Headmaster
Stewards Pooi Kei College Mr. Peter Yuen Principal
Ying Wa Primary School Ms. Lam Woon Sum Principal

Ms. Lee Yee Mei Vice-Principal
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Sky Wide International Kindergarden & Playschool Ms. Hau Shun Wah Betty
Hong Kong Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools Council Dr. Lam Kin Wah Hon. Executive Secretary

Ms. Jennifer Chiu Secretary

Tour Members
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Tour Itinerary

1Vappu is the Memorial Day of Saint Labor, a holiday for workers and students cerebrated with statue washings, picnics, town festivals, and the wearing of their 
white highschool graudation caps
2Topics include Ethos and Structure of the Finnish Education System, Methods of Financing the system, and the Role of Local Municipalities in shaping  their own 
curriculum
3Special Interest Areas include school premises, flexible learning spaces, digital learning, pupil involvement, special needs education (autism), bilingual education, 
special classes for expressive arts
4Special Interest Areas include pupil involvement, special education for socially disintegrated pupils, and those with learning problems, a real cooperation in 
Virtue Ethics, co-teaching

Day 1: 29th April 2017 (Saturday)

 0600 Group arrive at HEL, Flight Number AY070 Terminal 2
 0900 Arrive at Scandi Grand Marina Hotel for check in
 1300 Opportunity for delegates to visit the local supermarket
	 1800	 Welcome	briefing	with	Nick	Scott	and	Maria	Hanninen
 1845 Dinner at Ristorante Il Siciliano for evening meal

Day 2: 30th April 2017 (Sunday)

 1030 Walking tour of Helsinki
 1500 Free time in Helsinki for delegates
	 1715	 Observe	the	washing	of	the	statue	of	Havis	Armada	at	the	Market	Square
 1900 Evening meal at Salutorget

Day 3: 1st May 2017 (Monday)

 1130 Picnic lunch at Kaivopuisto Park to participate in the Vappu1 festivities
 1400 Ride ferry to Suomenlinna Sea Fortress
 1915 Evening meal at Kappeli

Day 4: 2nd May 2017 (Tuesday)

 0900 School Visit: Sotunki Upper General School / LUMA Upper General School
 1130 Lunch at school canteen
 1330 Lecture at the Finnish National Board of Education titled "Main Features of the Finnish Education System"2 
  by Ms. Eeva-Kaisa Linna, Senior Advisor

Day 5: 3rd May 2017 (Wednesday)

 0900 School Visit in Porvoo: Ilola Basic School / Isnäs Basic School
	 1300	 Tour	of	historic	town	of	Porvoo
	 1600	 Presentation	from	Professor	Arto	Kallioniemi	of	Helsinki	University	on	how		Finnish	teachers	develop	their	
  professionalism

Day 6: 4th May 2017 (Thursday)

 0800 School Visit: Basic School Classes Kilonpuisto School and Joint Comprehensive School3 / Jalavapuisto Basic 
  School
 1300 Lunch in local food market and free time
	 1500	 Presentation	from	Mobie	Education	on	renewing	education	vision	fit	for	the	21st	century

Day 7: 5th May 2017 (Friday)

 0900 School visit in Espoo: Iivisiniemi Basic School4 / Basic School (classes 1-9)
 1400 Free time / food market visit
 1900 Dinner at The Cock, Helsinki

Day 8: 6th May 2017 (Saturday)

 2000 Arrive at HEL Terminal 2
 2350 Depart HEL for HKG, Flight Number AY069
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I was very excited when I knew I had the opportunity 
to visit schools in Finland. During the week, we had the 
chance to taste the Finnish way of life through visiting 
their schools, spending time in Helsinki & Porvoo and 
enjoying their local cultural activities and cuisine. We had 
an enjoyable and enriching experience in Finland.

Finland emerged in 2000 as the top-scoring OECD nation 
on the international PISA assessment, and I wanted to 
explore the secret to Finland’s success in Education. Of 
course, I couldn’t find the answer in just one week, but I 
would like to share one of my observations and how it can 
be applied in my school.

One key element that had impacted Finland’s success 
is their excellent teachers. In Finnish culture, teachers 
enjoy great respect and trust. Teaching is regarded as a 
noble and prestigious profession, akin to medicine, law, 
or economics. All teachers hold a master’s degree with 
5-7.5 years of training. The teacher education programs 
prepare teachers in subject content, pedagogy, educational 
theory, as well as the capacity to do their own research, 
and that include field work mentored by expert teachers. 

Their strong preparation creates the prerequisite for the 
professional autonomy. The educational system does not 
employ any external standardized student testing and 
inspection system. The Finnish system fully relies on the 
expertise and accountability of teachers who are trusted to 
be knowledgeable and committed to their students.

Since excellent teachers and their professional training 
play a critical role in teaching, I hope to put more effort 
on planning the in-service professional development for 
my teachers. I would like to encourage more collaboration 
among them and, if possible, create learning circles of 
different core subjects. In addition, I will arrange school 
visits every year to facilitate my teachers to share and 
exchange their teaching practices with teachers from 
other schools. It will help expand their horizon on teach-
ing practices and their ways of thinking. Differences can 
make them reflect and improve. When teachers learn new 
things and grow, they will be role models for students. In 
the long run, I hope my teachers will be empowered to 
be highly-motivated self-learners and allowing my school 
to become a learning community with passionate and 
professional teachers.

By: Ms. Tso Mei Kuen, Lydia, Principal of China Holiness College

Reflection on my Finland Visit

China Holiness College
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Delia (Man Kiu) English Primary School

Finland Educational Tour 2017

On 29th April 2017, more than 30 teachers and princi-
pals of Direct Subsidy Scheme (DSS) schools took part 
in a 9-day educational tour to Finland organized by the 
Hong Kong DSS Schools Council.  Educators had little 
idea that Finnish education was so successful until 2000, 
when the first results of the Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) revealed Finnish youth to be 
the best young readers in the world.  In 2003, they led in 
Mathematics and by 2006, Finland was first in Science in 
the world.  This meaningful trip gave us a closer look at 
how the famous “Less is More” Finnish education system 
works and a treasurable experience of visiting many dif-
ferent schools and discussing with the students, teachers 
and principals there.  

Before this tour, there were several questions in my mind 
including how the principle “less is more” works in Finn-
ish education system, why Finnish students could learn 
without much pressure and how we, educators, can make 
good use of the ideas of Finnish education in our Hong 
Kong context. 

The answers to the first two questions are interrelated.  
Students in Finland attend fewer school hours every day 
and in between lessons, they are given a 15-min break for 
every 45-min lesson.  They are also assigned less home-
work and tests as they have to attend only 1 public exam 
for the preparation of their university admission.  Every 
student takes his/her own responsibility and initiative in 
learning.  Students can learn on their own pace and they 
are given more study options for different pathways in 
the future.  Lesser testing time and fewer standardized 
tests mean that teachers can spend more time on their 
teaching.  They are given very high autonomy in their 
curriculum planning and pedagogy as the level of trust 
and respect from the government, schools and parents to 
teachers is very high.  In Finland, only the top 10% of can-
didates are allowed to be able to study teacher education 
in the university.  These candidates have to be excellent in 
academic studies and also pass a series of interviews and 

personality screenings in order to ensure that teachers, 
after graduation of at least a Master’s degree, not only 
possess the academic ability but also the genuine passion 
and love of being teachers.

It is difficult to directly place the Finnish education 
system in Hong Kong as it really needs a paradigm shift 
in terms of our culture and practice.  However, several 
ideas there can definitely help us, Hong Kong educators, 
improve in our education.  For instance, one of the rea-
sons behind the high life satisfaction together with good 
student performance is that Finnish curriculum focuses a 
lot on problem solving and real life skills such as sewing, 
cooking, cleaning, woodworking and more instead of rote 
learning.  Their learning stresses on hands-on experience 
where students are engaged in fun learning activities.  
Besides, it is believed that everyone can excel in different 
areas in Finnish education.  Instead of looking for fail-
ures, Finnish education believes that different people have 
different strengths and they do not use the same standard 
to assess everyone.  Choices are allowed for students to 
select their own paths for their future after their studies 
of Grade 9.  A more diversified pool of expertise can also 
be provided for the country’s development in the future.  
Last but not least, it is noticed that the success of Finnish 
education relies very much on the passion and love of 
each teacher in their teaching.  This, for sure, is the ulti-
mate attitude that we, educators, no matter where we are, 
should possess.  

Less More
Students Formal Schooling Hours Rest, Breaks & Choices

Topics & Tests In-depth Learning
Homework Participation
Pressure Responsibility

Teachers Instruction Hours Planning Time
Students Individual Attention
Administrative monitoring Autonomy & Trust
Accepted Applicants Confidence in Teachers

By: Ms. Tse Chun Yin, Assistant Principal of Delia (Man Kiu) English Primary School
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The success of Finland’s education system creates a huge topic of 
discussion in the education field around the world.  With minimal 
homework and tests, shorter time spent in school and a later start in 
schooling, Finnish education arouses everyone’s curiosity about its 
secrets to success.

Based on all the school visits in this Finland trip, little innovative 
pedagogy or technology is seen in any classrooms.  However, the 
learning environment is harmonious and stress-free.  

Lots of creative artwork and positive quotes can be seen on walls, so 
as to help create an atmosphere of learning in various areas in school.  
In the meantime, mutual trust is deeply rooted in Finland education 
system, which enables teachers to enjoy the flexibility in class based 
on the interest and ability of every child.  Students can learn at their 
own pace with a wide variety of subject choices, including music and 
art.  

 “Life is not a sprint, it’s a marathon”, so is Education.  Preparing our 
children for learning how to learn instead of what to learn is essen-
tial.   Once they could feel not only the excitement and joy in learn-
ing, but also understand the true meaning of learning, which is the 
most important of all, they will develop motivation for lifelong learn-
ing.  Emphasizing on learning process instead of results can defi-
nitely boost children’s motivation in learning as well.  “No students 
should be given up” and all students have their own talents.  Edu-
cation Bureau, schools, teachers and parents in Hong Kong should 
work collaboratively and develop the mutual trust in between, in 
order to help our children to strive for their excellence.

Delia English Primary School & Kindergarten

When you enter this classroom, you are?
By. Ms. Li Sze Hiu, Kristy ,  Acting Asst. Principal of Delia English Primary School & Kindergarden
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What did the trip impress me the most? My answer is 
simple lifestyle.  

Education happens in nature every day.  In our visit, there 
were only 2 or 3 sunny days.  It was not difficult to find 
a park filled up with people if it was a sunny day. They 
simply brought picnic boxes. They sit on the grass, chatted 
with friends, played with kids, listened to music, read 
books, shared food and danced. They enjoyed the sunny 
day. Life is simple by connecting with nature and people. 
In our school visits, I could find that kids enjoyed the 
recess time by climbing trees, having a walk to the forest 
and running on the slope near the campus even though 
it was a cold day outside. A group of students laid down 
on the grass and discussed the projects about those leaves 
and seedling they had collected from the forest. Simple 
activities enrich their minds. Moreover, they reminded 
me, as a geography teacher, nature is a good teacher that 
can provide knowledge far beyond than those in the text-
book. 
 
Less is more. Finland’s schools are publicly funded with-
out rankings and comparison. Kids are only allocated to 
the school based on the district they live in. Students have 
less assignments, less tests and less afterschool tutori-
als.  Instead, there will be a lot of activities and excur-

sions. Students are encouraged to think, understand, ask 
questions, look for information and find out answers by 
themselves. Similarly, teachers there have less marking 
and meetings. They also arrange less drillings for their 
students.  Teachers mainly focus on the lesson prepara-
tion. On the basis that teachers should better understand 
the learning progress of individual students, they are 
self-motivated and can exercise their discretion to decide 
how they teach. During our visit to a village school, kids 
only played football together before the lesson. There were 
limited facilities in that village school.  We could not see 
climbing wall, swimming pool or gymnasium.  Never-
theless, kids there can still drew different fishes according 
to their understanding.  They created what they liked. 
Creativity only happens when there is less instructions, 
rules and regulations. 

It is not easy to adopt Finnish education in Hong Kong. 
What I can do is to change my ways of teaching in my 
lessons to trigger students’ inner motivation in learning. I 
consciously use more questioning techniques to provoke 
students’ thinking.  However, to be honest, I need more 
patience to wait for different answers and accept different 
ideas. Instead of memorizing knowledge, I need to further 
develop my students in information search, data analysis 
and evaluation of the issues. 

Simple is more!
By. Ms. Celine Tsui ,  Vice Principal of ECF Saint Too Canaan College

ECF Saint Too Canaan College
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We joined Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools Council 
(DSSSC) to have a 8-day school visit tour in Finland. It 
was not just a study tour, but also a journey of self-re-
flection on what can we do more to our learners in Hong 
Kong.

Within the eight days of learning in Finland, it can be 
clearly seen that “trust”, “equal” and “inclusion” are the 
core values of the education system. Communication and 
transparency are emphasized in our learning community. 
They are the key elements lead to a trust- based communi-
ty. In the future, we will continuous our excellent prac-
tice to encourage everyone to work collaboratively with 
mutual- trust.

In addition, providing equal opportunities for learn-
ing and growth to every learners is implemented in the 
Finnish education system. For instance, tuition fee, school 
transportation and school meals etc. are all free. People 

have the same quality of education within the country. 
In our school, we believe all children can learn and take 
responsibility for their own learning if we can create a 
child- centred and caring learning community. Without 
questioning, we will keep working very hard to provide an 
equal and effective learning environment for all learners.

Finnish education system has been based on the philos-
ophy of inclusion in the past decades. Our school also 
believes that supports for all learners are the key of edu-
cation. Social workers, pastoral care team, Special Edu-
cational Needs teacher and educational assistants are our 
unreplaceable members to support all learners to learn, 
achieve and excel on a daily basis.
In short, this is a very fruitful, thankful and reflective 
study tour for our school. It strongers our heart and great-
er our courage to create a child- centred learning commu-
nity. Hope to visit Finland again in the future.

Visit from Lutheran Academy (Primary section)

ELCHK Lutheran Academy
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Finnish education often looks like a miracle to us.  Finn-
ish kids do not begin school until age 7.  They have more 
breaks and recess, less lesson time and assignments.  
Finnish teachers don’t organize supplementary classes, 
and they don’t even conduct high-stake tests in schools.  
Yet, Finland has consistently outperformed other coun-
tries in the Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA), and successfully showcased how efficient 
and equal an education system can be.  While Hong Kong 
education has been criticized for being too demanding 
and too stressful, the “Less is More” philosophy hoisted 
by the Finnish Model may shed some lights on our future 
development.  

Finnish teachers devote most of their time and effort in 
enhancing learning and teaching effectiveness.  In an 
interview with a Finnish Headmaster, he mentioned that 
teachers should focus on students’ learning and take care 
of their well-being, while administrative tasks should be 
kept minimum.  This “minimalist” management style 
facilitates teachers’ collaboration, and provides room for 
teachers to develop professionally.  As a result, teachers 
have more time to nurture the children in class, and main-

tain a warm and welcoming rapport in the campus.  

Teachers in Hong Kong are diligent and responsible.  
Apart from their teaching duties, they need to handle 
administrative work and lead students in extra-curricular 
activities.  However, the overwhelmed workload drags 
teachers from accompanying students, and hinders them 
from supporting students’ learning and emotional needs.  
As educational leaders, we should work hand in hand to 
create room for frontline teachers, and encourage a sus-
tainable culture for teachers to contribute their endeavor 
to the well-being of students.  

In a nutshell, students’ learning and their well-being must 
be considered as the core of education.  Howard Gardner, 
a famous American developmental psychologist, once 
commented the factors which bring home to the success 
of the Finnish system, and I quote, “they have profession-
al teachers who are respected, and they also have family 
and community which support learning”.  Let’s share this 
vision together and make Hong Kong a better place for 
kids to learn and live in. 

Visit from Lutheran Academy
(Secondary section)
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HKMA David Li Kwok Po College

In recent years, people have been talking about how good the Finnish education system 
is. Honestly, before setting off for this peaceful Nordic country, I did not expect to be 
amazed that much by it. However, after the trip and after having visited schools and 
talked to students, teachers and school leaders, I couldn’t stop telling others how I wish 
some of the educational beliefs could be applied in our city. 

To describe my view on the Finnish education, I definitely will start with the word 
“equality”. In Hong Kong, we have always been trying to differentiate students while 
in Finland, the whole system aims at encouraging kids to believe in their own values 
instead of being defined through assessments and competitions. I was so impressed 
when being told schools were not divided into different ranking based on academic 
results and students simply attend schools according the location of their homes. This 
definitely is not just about saving traveling time, it’s more about lessen the psychologi-
cal burden from grouping students by their ability shown at certain stage or in certain 
assessments. As a teacher, it’s often sad and frustrating for me to see how kids in Hong 
Kong have to go through interviews and assessments even at the age of 3 or 4 to get a 
place in kindergartens which people (including their parents) think are good. When a 
friend of mine told me one of her twins said after receiving the notice of second round 
of interview “Mummy, finally, I can have a second-in lar”, I was thinking “why should 
we take away our young children’s self-confidence at such an early stage?”. Kids are way 
too early to taste the feeling of failure in Hong Kong. Apparently, kids in Finland do 
not have such problem in general. In Finland, success is not measured by winners and 
losers. Learning is more like a team game. Students in any subjects are taught together, 
controversial probably, but something they believe works. Giving extra help is a com-
mon practice. I was told by a principal that there was almost no retention in Finnish 
schools. If a student struggles in studies, teachers help him/her. “We try to catch the 
weak students. It’s deep in our thinking”, a teacher we met said. In Hong Kong, howe-

By:
Ms. Jenny Sit
Deputy Principal of 
HKMA David Li Kwok 
Po College
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ver, weak kids, including SEN students, are often elimi-
nated from good (academically) schools or good classes. 
I was very impressed by the individual care teachers give 
in Finland, particularly to SEN students. Of course, it 
is a matter of resources allocation. Yet, it is more about 
providing equal education opportunity for every kid and 
believing that everyone has potential and it can be un-
leashed at different stages. 

What amazed me the most is how trust is important in 
Finland. Schools are trusted by the bureau, teachers are 
trusted by principal and parents, and students are trust-
ed by teachers. I don’t think it is just because the top 10 
percent of the nation’s graduates can be selected to study 
education and all teachers must obtain a master’s degree 
in education to ultimately become teachers, it is a belief. 
I was told by a young teacher that parents seldom com-
plained because they trusted teachers. Teachers are given 
autonomy to design lessons which best suit their students 
because they are trusted by schools. If one method fails, 
teachers consult with colleagues to try something else. 
Students are trusted by teachers with tasks their fellow 
ones in Hong Kong may never have, especially without 
teachers’ supervision or judgement. When we are empha-
sizing more on developing students’ confidence, innova-
tion and passion in both study and other areas, we should 
really think if we are providing them enough trust to go 
for them. 

In many places, Hong Kong surly is of no exception, edu-
cation is built around the idea of competition and measur-
able outcome means everything. Students and schools are 
seen as successful if their results are good. To achieve that, 

many students are fully occupied by lessons, exercises, 
assessments and tutorials. However, education is valued as 
part of a learning life in Finland. Although children there 
do the least number of class hours per week in the de-
veloped world, they still get, if not the best, better results 
than many others. Students not only learn from books and 
lectures, but also have plenty of chances to acquire lifelong 
skills. Even in a small village school, you could find class-
rooms full of tools. When I asked a young teacher if they 
ever worried kid would got hurt using those tools, she 
replied:” That’s life”. While Hong Kong kids are getting less 
and less capable of taking care of themselves due to over-
protection from family and schools, Finnish children are 
well equipped with the attitude and skills needed for their 
future. During recess, little kids were playing in the school 
back yard with some of the oldest toys(e.g. see-saw, swing 
etc) and sticks and mud. Simple but full of fun. Besides, 
the relaxing environment provided doesn’t seem to affect 
students’ study. Everyone takes off shoes when arriving 
school and students were not pushed by assessments. A 
girl who excels in both academic and non-academic area 
told me they still cared about their results on report card. 
It was not because they were afraid how their parents or 
teachers would comment on them. What they concerned 
was their own learning progress. They only needed to 
show themselves what they could achieve. Isn’t that just 
the goal that we have all been longing for: self-directed 
learning? I believe such internal driving force is what’s 
missing in many of our children.

Back in Hong Kong, I still think of what one of the princi-
pals said: “School is for life, school is not life.” Are we pre-
paring our children for their future life? That is going to 
be the question I will ask myself for the rest of my career. 
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HKUGA College

Finland Main Take-aways
PISA scores only indicate excellence in the Basic School-
ing. There is no information that indicates excellence in 
the upper or university level.  It would be interesting to 
know when exactly PISA does their tests in Finland.  If 
done in winter then there may be a lower sense of wellbe-
ing as temps drop below 20 degrees centigrade! 

Choice
• As all education is free, people can choose any course            
   regardless of economic or social status.
• There is always a choice for a person to be educated in     
   Finland according to the policy - no dead ends as there    
   are multiple paths to reach higher edu.
• Final exam marks from high school do not define a 
   person’s Uni course - entrance is based on the selected 
   course of interest and individual entrance examinations.
• In Matriculation Schools - 45 out of 75 courses are 
   compulsory.  Students can choose others and are placed 
   in mixed age groups depending on when they opt to 
   take courses.
• Teachers and schools have full autonomy on how they 
   carry out areas of the National Curriculum. They make 
   choices based on their specific circumstances.

• Different seating options in classrooms.
• Students can make choices in most areas of the curric-
  ulum to work in ways that interest them (project based 
  areas and rural schools), with own pace.

***** Also removing choices which are not necessary *****

• Students generally go to the closest school to their 
   abode.
• One lunch for everyone, and compulsory to eat.

Trust
• Schools and teachers are trusted with the education of 
   the children.  There are no inspections or appraisals. The
   effort and money spent on these things is invested 
   directly in education of the kids or Teacher PD.
• Teachers know their students like family members and 
   trust them to work towards learning goals. Do not spend 
   manpower on patrolling the classroom. Teachers well 
   versed in how to plan an IEP for students and incorpo-
   rate parents in the learning and goal-setting process.  
   As parents are within the process, they trust the school 
   as well.
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• The school is given full autonomy over all things and 
   given financing based on the needs.
• Competition is minimised with collaboration encour-
   aged - True with students, teachers and schools.
•  Kids trusted to play in playground (but 2 staff are avail-
    able if they need) - grounds of the school defined with 
    yellow paint on trees.
• Older students trusted with helping younger students to
   overcome social issues i.e. bullying.  Programme is 
   called VERSO (video below).

Equality
• All teachers are on an understood payscale that they rise
   through based on experience.
• All education is free (books, stationery, food, nurses, 
   dentist, transportation). 
• There is little variance between the top and the bottom 
   Basic Schools in Finland  - In terms of what they offer 
   and the scores PISA.
• Special needs students (whilst segregated at times de-
   pending on difficulties) have equal opportunity.

Increasing time to teach - Less is more
• Less bureaucracy and paperwork, unless directly related 
   to individual student learning.
• Student Teachers used as Teaching Assistants to help 
   them learn on the job.
• Incorporating parents in IEPs.
• Homework is meant as flip classroom, or a revisiting 
   exercise and not for drills. Homework is meant for 
home
   ONLY and is not to be done in school! 

Stress reduction
• No Pressure from governing body - No school inspec-
tions
• Less competition. No overloading. 
• Increased breaks between lessons - generally pushing 
for
   a 45min lesson/15 min break time for kids.
• No shoes in school.
• Different types of comfortable seats and areas within 
   each classroom and around school in general.

Additional Comments
• Nothing impressive about lesson approach or quality of 
  ‘class teaching or teachers’ (Although when asked why 
  the system does so well, most would answer ‘Because we 

  have the best teachers!’).
• Learning SKILLS driven… not CONTENT driven.
• No Houses or competitive nature.  Students get a sense 
   of belonging through the ‘family’ feel.

School suggestions: 
1) What if we reduced the lessons to 45 mins from 50 and 
reduced recess?  The daily timetable would look like this:

Time Class
0830-0840 Registration
0840-0925 1
0940-1025 2
1040-1125 3
1140-1225 4
1225-1310 Lunch
1310-1340 DEAR/Past/Assem
1340-1425 5
1440-1525 6
1525-1610 7 (for DSE)

Currently we have no break between 1/2, 3/4 and 5/6.  
This means that most teachers lose 5 mins waiting for 
students to arrive after breaks anyway, so they will not 
lose anything by the new approach.

There would be no need to have duties for teachers except 
for before school and during Lunch.

Students would feel less stressed as there is no need to 
rush between lessons or to the washroom.  Only need to 
bring books for one lesson.

2) Empower students to have more freedom around the 
school and to mediate their own problems.

VERSO: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bid754rHr-
TI 

3) Push to incorporate more HKU student teachers into 
our schooling to help less able students within classes - 
This will benefit the students and the student teachers at 
the same time.

4) Consider inserting more seating options within class-
rooms.
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Law Ting Pong Secondary School

What an experience for us to go on a trip to Finland with 
a group of senior teachers and principals from different 
DSS schools. For us, this is really a quest for the magic in 
education. 

Finland is well-known of having high PISA scores as well 
as providing a low-stress environment for students. Stu-
dents enjoy their school life very much, with little home-
work assigned (30 minutes a day on average) and more 
outdoor playing time. They believe in “Equity”, which 
no one is left behind and everyone is receiving the same 
education.

Teachers are the key to the success of Finland education. 
In Finland, only the top 10% of graduates can be accepted 
into the teaching programmes in Universities. Only Mas-
ter degree holders can work as teachers. And this makes 
teachers professional and of high quality, both academi-
cally and morally.

Compared with the pedagogy we have in LTPSS class-
rooms, Finland actually has fewer activities in lessons, 
though not necessarily less interactive. We agreed that 
if we have to improve the performance of students in 
schools, we may need to start from training up teachers 
that are passionate in education and we should be able to 
reward the staff by minimizing the workload in schools. 
This would make the teaching team strong and happy 
enough to combat the challenges in educating our kids.

After all, School is for LIFE. The most important thing 
in life is joy and satisfaction. Let’s wish all teachers and 
students in Hong Kong could have joy and satisfaction 
during their years in the school and in their future life. 

What makes Finland Education so successful?
By: Ms. Tam Suk Yin Lancy, School principal of Law Ting Pong Secondary school and
Ms. Lai Mo Yu Alice, Head of Science department,
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St Margaret’s Girls’ College, Hong Kong

Finnish education is markedly different from Hong Kong’s 
education as it never believes in the value of examinations 
or standardized tests, which are minimized to one only at 
the conclusion of a nine-year compulsory free education 
for all. This frees students from the pressure of drillings, 
the inhibiting impacts on studies, the restrictions on the 
scope of learning and the dampening of motivation and 
interest to learn. It opens up enormous opportunities for 
all to learn and to develop potential and creativity to the 
full.

Contrary to Finland, the lack of trust unfortunately per-
vades Hong Kong’s education, as evidenced by the imple-
mentation of the ESR, Comprehensive Review, TSA and 
GRSC. This has imposed adverse impacts on the morale 
and solidarity of the teaching profession. It never happens 
in Finland where the status of teacher is as respectable 
as other professions, such as doctor, lawyer or engineer. 
Responsible rather than accountable in his/her position, a 
teacher is fully trusted with a free hand to do what is best 
for the students.

How often do we lament at the robot-like graduates in 
Hong Kong, unable to communicate or respond socially? 
It never happens in Finland where schools lay great em-
phasis on teaching students life skills since childhood. For 
example, starting from Grade One, students learn how 
to make the best use of their sensory organs as daily life 
skills such as craftsmanship and Grade Three in carpentry, 
etc.

What is good of the competitiveness unique to Hong 
Kong’s education? Competitiveness in academic results 
in the abhorrent three-tier banding of schools in Hong 
Kong where Band Three students see themselves to be the 
hopeless and forgotten generation of born losers with no 
motivation or desire to learn. These students will become 
parasites when they leave school. Look at Finland where 
teachers are responsible instead of accountable; and 
schools are collaborative in learning and teaching instead 
of competitive, to bring about what is best for all.

As the Finns say, “Education is for life, no one should be 
left behind.” This comes as a wake-up call to Hong Kong 
which suffers from a highly competitive, rigid and inhib-
iting education system that produces large numbers of 
forgotten youths and NEETS, inflicting a heavy burden on 
Hong Kong’s future development. In view of the ill conse-
quences, is it time for Hong Kong’s education system to be 
overhauled?

              Frances Tong
                                                     Principal
          St. Margaret’s Girls’ College, Hong Kong

Finnish Education  
What an inspiration to me!
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What a wonderful trip I have ever had! I have not been to 
Finland before; it was the first time in my life to go to Fin-
land and tour with many principals together too. What I 
learnt from the trip is “School is not life, School is for life”.

What inspired me most was that all teachers are Mas-
ter Degree holders. They enjoy high social status and 
rank first in society. The education system of Finland 
trusts teachers because they are professional. There is 
no appraisal system, no lesson observation and no book 
inspection; teachers only have to follow the same umbrella 
which is the national core curriculum. However, teach-
ers have flexibility in their own curriculum framework 
design. Similar to the idea of Adam Smith who first used 
“invisible hand” in his book, “The Theory of Moral Senti-
ments (1759)”, there are unintentional effects of economic 
self-organization from economic self-interest. In Finland, 
teachers are highly self-motivated, so less external moni-
toring is required.

As one of the principals mentioned, “Let teachers think 
that they are good teachers… …Otherwise, it is a waste 
of human resources in society; so most of the teachers 
are well-motivated”. It proves that principals fully trust 
teachers. They will not bother how the teachers teach in 
their lessons and their planning.  Therefore, in Finland, 
teachers also have a strong sense of responsibility to 
society. In Hong Kong, I think the trust culture should be 
cultivated and improved. All teachers should have profes-
sional training inside or outside the schools from time to 
time. Teachers should have balanced development of their 
personal and professional competences. Nowadays, the 
world changes from time to time, it changes very fast, fast-
er than what we expect. After five years, ten years or more, 
students will be leaders in society. They should learn how 
to face the changes as well as the challenges. It is teachers’ 
important role to help students develop a positive attitude 
to face the changing world and grasp some skills to handle 

all the challenges.
The most surprising element of Steve Job’s strategy is 
“Less is more”. What I found in this country is pleasura-
ble learning. There is a 15-minute break between lessons. 
There is less homework and homework is only for reflec-
tions. Examination is not required before Year 6 to min-
imize pressure on students’ learning. There is not much 
OLE so that parents can help their children find their own 
interests after school. Learning diversity is big in each 
class; but teachers do not think that it is a problem. They 
are used to teaching students of different diversities to-
gether as our society also consists of people with different 
abilities and talents.

Finland students believe that they have their own talents 
and potential. They have a wide range of choices in subject 
learning in school and have their own personal study 
plans. Most of their parents are working parents without 
helpers, so students have self-discipline in general. “If you 
think you can, you can. Nothing is impossible.”  There was 
an extreme but outstanding case found in Finland --- a 
construction worker became a doctor when he was nearly 
40 years old.

Besides the curriculum, trust and respect is the most 
important element for our reflections on Hong Kong’s 
Education system. I was so glad to meet many principals, 
vice-principals and teachers in the trip. I learnt a lot from 
them and we shared our experiences with one another. It 
was so great indeed!

Quoted from Steve Jobs, “Your work is going to fill up a 
large part of your life, and the only way to be truly satis-
fied is to do what you believe is great work. And the only 
way to do great work is to love what you do. If you haven’t 
found it yet, keep looking. Don’t settle. As with all matters 
of the heart, you’ll know when you find it.” This is what I 
firmly believe in education.

Believe  
What you do 
is great work!

Lee Lan Yuen Nancy, Vice-principal, St. Margaret’s 
Co-educational Eng Sec & Pri School

St.  Margaret’s Co-Ed English Secondary and Primary School
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St.  Paul’s College

The Beauty of the Finnish Education 

System

The experience was 
just surreal, as there 
was a lot in this 10-
day trip to challenge 
what we have learnt 
to accept as normal 
or as norms.  To 

start with, there is 
really such thing as a 

free lunch, at least for all 
the students and teachers 
in Finland.  This is also a 
place where teachers are 
free from the shackles of 

constant staff appraisals, 
performance reviews and 

lesson observations, where 
schools do not have any ESR, FI, 

GSRC, FMA, SSE and many more with funny 
acronyms hanging over their heads.  Understandably, this 
is the land of Santa Claus (and Moomin, as I found out 
from the Moomin souvenirs bought by our fellow tour 
mates!) and perhaps anything magical can happen.  When 
the daily grind has started to catch up on us after the trip, 
we realise, to our dismay, that there is little that can be 
directly grafted from Finland into the current education 
system of Hong Kong.  A case in point is the resources 
for special education.  For schools where there is a grow-
ing number of students with special needs, to have one 
special education teacher for each student as what we saw 
in Finland or anything remotely near that, is a luxury that 
is beyond their wildest dream and you have to be living 
in cloud cuckoo land to actually believe that it is going to 
happen in Hong Kong.

Yet what we saw should not be forgotten or brushed aside 
as being irrelevant.  There is a valuable lesson to learn 
when it comes to the trust and respect accorded to the 
teaching profession in Finland.  True, with years of solid 
training in subject knowledge, pedagogy and research 
required for aspiring teachers, the Finnish system makes 
it really hard for people to enter the profession.  Even 
though it is relatively easier in Hong Kong to become a 
teacher, it does not necessarily mean that our teachers 

are not professional.  We moan about the eroding re-
spect that society has for our teaching profession without 
realising that this has actually been perpetuated by the 
school administration and government bureaucrats, all 
in the name of accountability.  Our jaws dropped when 
we heard that teachers in Finland need not be monitored 
and checked.  Our eyes popped out of our heads when we 
were told about the absence of school reviews for schools 
in Finland.  Questions such as how we can ensure quality 
control and what we can do about the underperform-
ing teachers immediately raced across the minds of our 
fellow principals.  The beauty of the Finnish system, as I 
see it, is the conviction that accountability can come from 
within and need not be imposed from outside.  The more 
we tighten the noose on our teachers, the more we are 
chipping away teachers’ motivation to give their best to 
their students.  The more we focus on ways to deal with 
the very few who are underperforming, the more we are 
punishing the majority who genuinely see teaching as a 
calling or as a vocation.  

                                          Dennis Yuen
                                                     Principal
                                      St. Paul’s College
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In May 2017, more than 30 principals and teachers from 
the Hong Kong Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools Council 
(DSSSC) took a trip to Finland to study their education 
system. The group has gained valuable insights from 
visiting nine schools, listening to three thematic reports, 
and having intensive reflections, sharing and experience 
exchanges. Despite huge differences between Finnish and 
Hong Kong culture, much has been learnt from their suc-
cess experience to help correct the shortcomings of our 
education system.

The positive attributes of Finnish education are their short 
class time and small amount of homework. And in the 
Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
for the 15-year old students, Finnish students always 
come top or very close to the top for Science, Reading 
and Mathematics. The Finnish education department has 
developed clear guidelines for class time to progressive-
ly increase from basic comprehensive schools to upper 
secondary schools. Young children interests in reading 
and intrinsic motivation in pursuing knowledge is culti-
vated through “play and learn” in the absence of pressure; 
and when progressed to junior high school, students cope 
very well with advanced subject matter of more depth and 
breath. This is like a slap in the face to most Hong Kong 
parents, as it is widely believed in Hong Kong that to “win 
at the starting line” is to put kids in formal learning as 
early as possible. Unfortunately, it causes many students 
to either grow tired of learning at a very young age, or lose 
total interest in learning as they study simply to satisfy the 
expectations of their parents and teachers. This issue is 
indeed worth pondering over.

Moreover, the Finns consider teaching a highly respected 

profession, and teachers’ professional judgements highly 
regarded. This is illustrated with an analogy presented in a 
talk: when visiting a dental clinic, the dentist’s judgments 
on dental issues will not be questioned; similarly, within 
the school domain, teachers’ judgments on the learning 
needs of students should not be challenged. As a teacher 
and a principal, it is a bit sad to admit that the teaching 
profession in Hong Kong is not well respected. To start 
with, the Education Bureau inspects in a wide range of 
assessments, like the External School Review and Focus 
Inspection, schools of diverse characteristics and teach-
ers who are teaching students with different educational 
needs according to the same set of established standards. 
As for parents, they either act as experts in instructing 
teachers how to teach their children, or complain about 
teachers whose teaching they do not identify with to the 
headmaster and the Education Bureau. Without a doubt, 
teachers’ professional status is not merely established with 
an education certificate; it is the joint result of teachers’ 
eagerness for self-improvement, the Education Bureau’s 
trust and empowerment, and parents’ support.

We are also amazed by how much the Finnish Govern-
ment values education and their willingness to invest in 
it. In a mainstream school we visited, there was a class 
particularly arranged for students who needed special 
care (e.g. Autism and ADHD), with teacher-student ratio 
of about 1:1; and to cater for individual learning diversity, 
each regular classroom was assigned with an assistant. 
Our new SAR Government is committed to investing 
more resources in education. To follow the examples of 
education in Finland, would there be a chance for more 
resources to be allocated in accommodating learning 
diversities?

Learning from Education in Finland
By: Dr. Cheng Kin Tak Samuel, Principal of United Christian College (Kowloon East) and 
Vice-Chairman of the Hong Kong Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools Council

United Christian College (Kowloon East)
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Ying Wa Primary School

In Finland, the global event, 1 May Labour Day, is not 
merely for the working class, it is a children’s festival too. 
In this blossoming period with the emergence of warmth 
and a sun which doesn’t set, students have a new way to 
celebrate the festival.
 
In Finland, 1 May has a new name – Vappu. The celebra-
tion starts from 30 April. It is a large-scale celebration like 
a carnival. The party lasts till after the Mid-night of the 
next day.
 
Inherited from the Swedish tradition, the high school and 
vocational students receive a white cap upon graduation. 
There is a cap-wearing ceremony in Helsinki, the coun-
try’s capital city. The ceremony starts yearly at 6 pm on 30 
April when university students clean the statue of Havis 
Amanda located in the city centre’s park. And that is the 
prelude of Vappu. Immediately after this, all the high 
school students put on their white caps to contribute to an 
amazing scene.
 
In addition to the high school students, adding to the 
amazement is that university students in Finland from 
different institutes gather at the venue, lined up according 

to their faculties, in their distinctively coloured one-
piece work suits sewn with special badges. Besides, there 
are heated markets in the city – people dive, drink, and 
jubilate in their spectacular costumes. A good number of 
elderly will put on their yellowish white cap to join the 
youngsters on the festive day. It is obvious that people 
in Finland value this festival. If it weren’t for the snowy 
weather, the square could easily have gathered over ten 
thousand people.
 
To most of the Finnish university students, this festival 
is a day of drinking and feeling young. We could see that 
there were two Champaign glasses dangling on those 
pants of their one-piece work suits. 
 
After the carnival, the major traditional activity of 1 May 
is the picnic party. Helsinki’s Kaivopuisto Park is always 
the first choice for picnickers. Today we had God’s bless-
ing for this gorgeous weather – white clouds against the 
blue sky with vibrant sunshine. We saw in every corner of 
the park gatherings of families and friends. Children ran 
around with colourful balloons. Happiness was deafening, 
yet little did we feel noisy or disturbed.

Finnish students 
celebrating Labour 
Day too? 
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YMCA of Hong Kong Christian College

The Secret to Success - 
A reflection on the Finnish way of teaching
The secret of the Finnish Education lies with these two 
keys – Trust and Equality.  With a system based on Trust 
– the school trusts their teachers to be professionals; the 
teachers trust the students to be motivated to learn; the 
parents trust the school for offering the best education 
to their children.  There is little need of paper-work to 
document success because that’s simply not in their cul-
ture to need to provide documented evidence. And since 
all schools receive similar support from the government 
(doesn’t matter whether you are a 20-student school or a 
800-student school; you still get the same ratio of support 
staff, the same wood-workshop and professionals that are 
dedicated to teaching). When everything’s equal – com-
petition is out of the way. Schools are not in competition; 
they are collaborating to offer the best education environ-
ment for ALL students. Students don’t have to compete 
with other students to secure a place in their desired pro-
grammes or schools - hardly the situation in Hong Kong 
(or other parts of the world to be honest).
 
The idea of homework as summative assessment and 
standardized tests as a reference or benchmark point are 
also very foreign and a much resisted concept. Homework 
is merely for consolidation and learning purposes – it is 
not to record a grade for the student and the report card at 
the end of each term is definitely not the most important 
thing in a child’s education process. Teachers are then able 
to teach to learn; students are also able to love to learn.
 
So far, Finland seems to be the utopian of education 
system for both students and teaching professionals. Who 
doesn’t want to teach to learn? Who likes test-drillings, 
right? Before we jump on the bandwagon of initiating 
radical education reforms within our own schools - we 
are humbly reminded of our own roots and cultures. The 
point is, this system works in Finland because of their 
culture, social values and the resources they have dedi-
cated for the children in their country. If we try to copy 
and paste the exact model to Hong Kong, we’re buying 
ourselves a ticket straight to failure.  Our demographic 
is different (we have 7 million inhabitants in our dot of 
a city; while they have a grand total of 5.5 million in the 
whole of Finland); our culture and society’s values are also 
highly different (we are highly competitive - it’s really in 
our nature, isn’t it?) 

So instead of questioning or blaming our system for not 
being like Finland – what is there we should do more? 
What ARE we looking to change? Here are a few things 
that (we are proud to say) we are in sync with the Finnish 
way of educating: 1) promoting a growth mindset teach-

ing and learning atmosphere and 2) focusing on develop-
ing 21st skills and attributes.

Are we guilty of doing the above?
(Credits: Mobie Education power-point presentation)
 
These are key elements and grounds for us to develop what 
we have. They are our beacons for change. So here are just a 
few areas and questions to get the ball rolling:

Classroom set-up
Are our classrooms promoting collaborative learning? Are 
they set up to facilitate genuine group-work? Can our default 
classroom setting be in groups? Are our desks designed for 
merging in different shapes and forms? Our classroom envi-
ronments with purposeful learning displays but not done to 
satisfy parents’?

Pedagogy
Are we teaching the 19th/20th century way - what is the role 
of lecturing and drilling in our curriculum? How are 21st 
century skills nurtured within our own classrooms while 
teaching the heavy-loaded content that we must teach? Are 
we training our students to become excellent at tests or are 
we training them with skills to cope with skills their future 
requires of them?

Teacher training and Continuing Professional Development
So even though we might not all own a Masters-degree, and 
teaching might not be the most respected and yearned for 
profession in Hong Kong, what we have in common is that 
we are here because we are passionate to make a difference; 
we want to make a positive impact, however big or small. 
What is the best model for CPD within our schools? How do 
we get everyone on-board with the same degree of yearning 
to develop professionally? If we’re differentiating our class-
rooms, shouldn’t we be doing the same for our PDs for our 
teachers as well? 

It is always nice to visit and be inspired by the merits of dif-
ferent systems. It’s always even more encouraging when you 
can apply it within your own lessons or own schools. Aim to 
inspire to be inspired - keep up the spirit and we would get 
far! 
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Editor’s Note

Ever since Finland’s sudden jump in PISA scores back in 
2003, the country had become a curiosity for educators 
worldwide. There were no tests, no drills, no rankings - 
nothing at all that symbolized the traditional education 
most have learned to embrace. Classrooms methodically 
arranged in angular groups, far from the evenly spaced 
columns and rows found in most Hong Kong classrooms. 
Teachers were effectively teaching kids learning at a dif-
ferent pace in the same classroom. And it works, that is in 
Finland. But the big question is: will it also work in Hong 
Kong?

On 29 April 2017, a group of 30 principals and teach-
ers representing over 20 schools took part in the 9-day 
Finland Educational Tour organized by the Hong 
Kong Direct Subsidy Scheme Schools Council. Led by 
Vice-Chariman Dr. Samuel Cheng and External Executive 
Secretary Mr. Dion Chen, their aim - was to explore the 
Finnish education system, how their system is reflected 
in the Finnish equivalent of Hong Kong primary and 
secondary schools, and what they can bring back to Hong 
Kong to create a more effective and enjoyable learning 
experience. 

After visiting a number of local schools, conversing with 
educators & students, and experiencing the Finnish cul-
ture, we realized their success wasn’t from incorporating 
innovative teaching methodology or intriguing students’ 
interest with sophisticated technology, but rather under-
lining a symbiotic relationship between teachers, students, 
parents, and the creation of a encouraging learning envi-
ronment that readies the student for his or her eventual 
need to contribute to society. 

In their world, teaching is not just any other job, but rath-
er a well respected profession akin to doctors and lawyers 
whose responsibilities are not only to teach and care for 
children while their parents are at work, but also to nur-
ture the country’s future workforce. Teachers are trusted 
to be the professional educators they were trained to be. 
Parents and students themselves are highly involved in re-
flecting on their own performances and what they can do 
to improve. Schools are designed to prepare students for 

life, allowing students to pace their learning experience 
and relinquishing pressure to advance grades at specified  
intervals. 

Produced are motivated learners who are either academ-
ically-trained professionals from the Senior Secondary 
School route or the vocational experts from the Voca-
tional School route that fills jobs a country of 5.5 million 
needs. 

But in Hong Kong, the story is a little different. 

In a tiny city with a population of 7 million, competition 
is intense. Rather than preparing students for life, schools 
are more rationalized as a stepping stone for a more 
prestigious career. Students are under immense pressure 
to succeed, deteriorating their motivation for learning. 
Parents are less involved in the education of their child, 
often expecting schools to be solely responsible for the 
successful education of their child. Teaching is not necces-
sarily the most sought after career path. Along with a 
less trusting government body that questions and seeks 
accountability from their professionally trained educators, 
teachers become less motivated to teach well, producing a 
strong, but stressful education system. 

Each education system can be described as one designed 
for the local societal needs, and that makes Finland's and 
Hong Kong's education system less than applicable in 
each other's society, especially when considering Finland's 
wealth of land and natural resources and Hong Kong's 
tightly spaced quarters and lack of a manufacturing 
industry. Yet, that doesn't mean we don't have anything to 
learn from each other. 

In this publication, 16 esteemed educators have shared 
what they have learned from their journey into the Finn-
ish education system and how this can be applied in Hong 
Kong schools. Whether you are an educator, a student, 
a parent, or an education official, we hope what we have 
learned here will prove useful for you, in our goal of 
transforming Hong Kong into an utopia for learners and 
educators alike. 

What Can Hong Kong Learn 
from Finnish Education?
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Finland Trip Takeways

School Life
• Examination days are included as study 
days
• Flexible test duration, from 3 to 6 hrs
• It is not the innovative pedagogy in 
Finland classrooms that made the educ-
tion in this country a successful one
• The adult-learning (distance learn-
ing) centre offers high school course to 
adults.	That	means	if	a	person	wants	to	
learn,	he/she	always	has	a	second	chance
• No grades given to students until grade 
8. Just provide feedbacks
• Neither formal lesson observation nor 
book checking is conducted
• Sports training before formal school 
time

Students
• Students	has	a	wide	range	of	choices	in	
subject	learning;	however,	it	is	compul-
sory for them to take different subjects
• Students have to attend two courses 
with student counsellors on life planning 
• Lots of flexibility including scheduling
• Students can choose to do different 
tasks in the same class
• Students use mobile phone in class, but 
not sure if the use it in learning
• Assessment is for supporting students' 
trail and effort (for encouragement 
purpose)

Teachers
• Schools	follow	national	core	cirriculum	
but	teachers	have	flexibility	in	their	own	
curriculum	framework	design
• 10 year contracts given to teachers
• High caliber of teachers
• Full	autonomy	is	what	teachers	we	
asked value most

What	we've	Learned
• School is for life and not LIFE
• Take smart choices, not happy choices

School Life
• Emphasize on learning process, more 
on social skills and communication skills
• School facilities can be used by the 
public, e.g. the library for nearby resi-
dents and the indoor basketbal court for 
kindergarden families
One of the roles of a Principal is to en-
sure both teachers and students are high 
motivated

Students
• Support	groups	for	students	who	need	
help e.g. Maths clinic, language-help for 
immigrants
• Flexibility in course choices i.e. stu-
dents control their pace in learning
• Year 3 students have pressure on Final 
Exam. They are not used to the exam.
• Students get a personalized study plan
• Year 2 students give advice to Year 1 
students for choosing electives
• Not much OLE, let parents help their 
children
• Students apply for summer jobs in their 
10	week	holiday
• Students	complete	75	courses	within	3	
years (4 years max). Courses include mu-
sic, drama, sports, languages, and maths. 
In	their	final	year,	their	final	exam	must	
include	English,	Swedish/Finnish,	Maths	
and Science.
• Evaluations on students are done 
continuously throughout the course such 
that	teachers	can	review	his/her	teaching	
methodology	and	find	a	better	way	to	
help students reach their potential

Teachers
• Flexibility in lesson and assessment 
planning for teachers
• At least 3 days of compulsory service 
professional development for teachers 
provided by universities or proposed by 
teachers. 
• Well motivated teachers, let them think 
they	are	good	teachers.	Otherwise	would	
waste	human	resources
• 16	hours	of	teaching	hours	per	week.	
Does not include meeting & in-service 
training

School Life
• A	little	village	school	with	3	teachers	
and 56 students
•Staff establishment includes school 
psychologist,	school	social	worker	and	
school nurse (part-time)
• Learning diversity is great, even if stu-
dents	are	few.	A	teacher	and	an	assistant	
are assigned to the classroom to care for 
20-ish students
• Technology and pedagogy is not the 
areas of concern here
• 12 different subjects offered in school 
from 8:00-2:00

Students
• See	young	kids	aged	11-12	holding	saw	
or	electric	drill	to	make	their	craft	work
• Students	can	choose	what	they	want	
to learn in an "optional subject", e.g. 
Drama,	wooden	craft
• Students can learn from nature. Even as 
a	small	school,	we	can	feel	it's	a	happy	
campus	filled	with	happy	kids

Teachers
• Teachers do not consider teaching a 
job, just a daylong care of the kids
• Teachers	can	work	in	a	very	flexible	
manner	to	design	their	own	timetable	for	
their classes

What	we've	Learned
• Anti-bullying	website:	http://www.
kivaprogram.net/
• Liikkuva Koulu-move program: A 
national programme aiming to increase 
children's physical activity during the 
school day and establish physical active 
culture in comprehensive school

Sotunki Upper General School LUMO Upper General School Ilola Basic School



34

School
• Most of the sujects are taught by one 
teacher only e.g. Maths, P.E., art, music, 
drama,	English,	Swedish/Finnish
• 3 teachers and 31 students in school, 27 
hours	per	week
• The	school	is	warm	and	lively.	The	
students	love	the	school,	are	willing	to	
experience and collaborate. 
• The learning evironment is harmoni-
ous and students are having fun in class. 
They are all smiling and have a happy 
face. A stress-free environment can en-
sure students' all-rounded development

Students
• Teachers and students enjoy nature 
and playing outdoors (e.g. gardening in 
spring and autumn, playing outside the 
classroom in their free time)
• Students present the school characteris-
tics to visitors. The Principal trains their 
confidence	and	communication	skills.	
Students help guide us around the school
• Students are used to basic routines and 
are generally principled. Although the 
classes are not conducted in a structured 
manner,	students	work	on	themselves	
and	show	genuine	interest	in	the	subject	
they learn

Teachers
• Master's	Degree	is	not	required	for	part	
time teachers, and there is a shortage of 
teacher in the smaller-scale basic schools
• Learning diversity for teachers is not a 
problem, they are used to it. High achiev-
ers	can	help	the	low	achievers
• Teachers train students to have self 
management skills, such as managing 
their	drawers,	classify	colored	pens	and	
returning utensils after lunch

School
• Impressed by the individual care of 
SEN students. That bring forth to the 
discussion	of	education	equity	but	not	
equality
• The resources they invest on the SEN 
are just a luxury to us
• The teaching cirriculum is really to 
the standard (if not harder) than Hong 
Kong, though the pedagogy is not really 
interactive
• Some subjects are made mandatory like 
Home	Economics	which	is	considered	to	
be indispensable life skills

 
Students
• A student ambassador described their 
lessons	as	'organized	chaos',	which	facili-
tates	individual	learning.	There	is	always	
an assistant teacher in the classroom to 
help	the	diversified	needs	of	students	in	
the classroom
• Students have good management skills. 
They are projects for nearly all subjects 
and it's completely self-regulated from 
topic	to	research	to	the	finished	product

Teachers
• It's really touching to see the love and 
patience the teachers and assistants have 
with	the	SEN	students.	

School
• All curriculum posted in each class-
room. Many positive encouragement 
posters are in each classroom. Their 
works	are	also	posted	there.	

Students
• Students can bring mobile phone on 
Friday.	Doing	homework	is	not	permitted	
in school
• Students need to apply for upper school 
on	their	own	
• Students take more responsibility them-
selves, e.g. 6th grade cleaning the tables 
in canteen, verso, classes take turns 
cleaning up the yard
• Amazed at the attention span of stu-
dents. They all engage in the teaching 
process	and	doing	all	the	work	teachers	
assigned.	I	wonder	if	it	is	the	miracle	of	
15	minutes	playtime	outdoors	between	
lessons?
• Students	do	exercises	at	their	own	pace.	
If	they	finish	early,	they	can	do	harder	
exercises
• Students	do	not	wear	shoes	inside	the	
school and have a lot of seating choices 
available. Some of the older classes are 
not	seated	in	rows
• Lunch	was	tasty,	but	many	children	
came	to	the	table	with	barely	anything	
on	their	plates.	How	do	they	get	enough	
energy?

Teachers
• There	is	no	teaching	schedule	to	follow.	
Teachers basically teach in the pace that 
most suits the students' ability
• In Maths class, teacher care for each 
student and gives opportunities for them 
to	think	and	answer	questions.	When	stu-
dents	are	doing	their	homework,	teacher	
help those in need individually
• Teachers say that the key to Finnish 
success in schools is all about the excel-
lent teachers. Not seeing much from the 
general	approach	in	classes	that	would	
back this claim

Isnäs Basic School Basic School Classes Kilonpuisto School 
and Joint Comprehensive School

Jalavapuisto Basic School



Finland Trip Takeways

School
• School	empowers	students	in	different	
ways,	pupils	are	involving	in	the	pres-
entation of the school, guiding around 
the school
• School respects teachers' experience, 
characteristics, pace/mode of learning 
too, e.g. using computer or internet in 
teaching
• Virtues are important in school. Princi-
pal emphasizes respect a lot in school
400 students, 20-25 students in a class. 
• 24 teachers and 5-7 assistant teachers 
and 2 special teachers in school.
• The principal predicts the PISA results 
will	drop	in	the	coming	years,	as	there	
are more immigrants coming into Fin-
land and they use English as a second 
language
• The school has assessments, but they 
don't	emphasize	tests.	They	want	stu-
dents to enjoy learning, as competition 
brings pressure
The	principal	trusts	teachers.	He	would	
not	bother	how	the	teachers	teach	in	
lessons,	how	they	plan	a	lesson,	how	
they cooperate. There is no hierarchy 
as teachers are not graded. There is no 
lesson observation and appraisal at all. 

Students 
• Personal	growth	is	important.	Focus	on	
individual	needs.	Things	change	quicker	
than	we	expect
• Many	classes	use	'workstations'	in	
teaching different groups of students 
with	different	learning	pace

Teachers
• No one is left behind. Everyone is 
talented	in	some	way.	Caretaking	Team	
(psychologist,	nurse)	meets	every	week	
to	talk	about	how	to	support	learning	
difficult	students
• No hierachy in teachers, no senior 
teachers, no appraisals and supervision 
for	teachers,	trust	and	respect	reflected	in	
the school
• Retirement for normal teachers is 60 
years old. Special teachers is 55

• I love the analogy to seeing the dentist. 
If	you	trust	the	dentist,	you	will	have	
results. If you don't trust them (teachers), 
you	end	up	with	fear	and	definitely	no	
results. So no inspection?!

• Teachers need to cooperate and support 
each other. Then the strong ones can help 
the	weak.	

• Homework	is	for	reflecting,	not	more	
than 20-30 minutes. No one likes double 
shift!

• Reminds me teachers are teaching in 
the	way	we	learnt.	We	need	to	catch	up	
with	the	change	in	the	world	and	learn	
new	teaching	strategies	for	helping	
students	to	cope	with	the	world	they	now	
face

• Nowadays,	we	principals	need	to	
change	the	way	we	learn	through	our	
mobile	phones	and	know	how	to	help	
experienced teachers adapt to this change

• Love is still the cornerstone of educa-
tion. We need to give our students love 
and respect

• Learned	an	overview	of	teachers	train-
ing	and	how	do	Finland	teachers	develop	
their professionalism

• The	whole	education	system	empha-
sizes	collaboration,	networking,	and	
partnership

• Finland has the culture of trust that 
we	cannot	experience	in	Hong	Kong.	
Finland's education system develops pro-
fessional teachers and trust them to keep 
on their passion and profession for life. 
The	question	is	how	to	apply	this	into	
Hong Kong's education setting

• Teachers enjoy high social status and 
have a good sense of social responsibil-
ity.	They	are	self-motivated	and	require	
less external monitoring

• The Finnish community has a culture 
of mutual trust. All stakeholders cooper-
ate together to bring home a successful 
education	system	which	emphasizes	
equality.

• It is predicted that the change from a 
greater degree of globalization, further 
reduction of education expense, and the 
influx	of	immigrants	will	continue	to	
affect the Finnish education system.

Basic School (Classes 1-9) Mobie Education Professor Arto Kallioniemi
Helsinki University
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