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Teacher Education in Finland -
updating the 1996 SIGMA report

Since teacher education in Finland was described and analysed within the SIGMA pilot project in
1994-1995 and published 1996 (Hansén, Teacher education in Finland: description and analysis, in
Sander, Buchberger, Greaves & Kallés, 1996), no major structural changes have been carried out.
The process of academisation of teacher education is today more or less completed, in the sense
that most categories of teacher education are either totally integrated into universities, or that at
least the pedagogical components qualifying teachers are offered by universities. Primary school
teacher education, secondary school teacher education, and pre-school teacher education have all
been integrated into universities. The corresponding integration of vocational teacher education is
under way. This process implies a process of unification of teacher education as a whole. In the
legislation from 1995 it was decreed that pedagogical qualification for one form of educational
ingtitution automatically gives the pedagogical qualification for different school levels (Bergem,
Bjorkqvist, Hansén, Carlgren, & Hauge, 1997).

The departments of teacher education in Finland are complete university departments. They offer
both basic degree programmes (B. Ed. and M. Ed.) and doctoral programmes (D. Ed.). There aso
exists alicentiate degree between the master”s degree and the doctoral degree. This degree can be
given different orientations (Kasvatusala kohti tulevaisuutta, 1994; Bergem, Bjorkqvist, Hansén,
Carlgren, & Hauge, 1997).

According to the request to up-date the SIGMA-report, | will here focus on the two aspects that
appear to be of importance. Thefirst aspect concerns changesin teacher education since the national
report was published (1996) and the second one the recent endeavours being made in order to
evaluate teacher education.

1. Changesin Finnish teacher education

Within the existing structures various measures have been taken in order to further improve the
quality of teacher education. Some of theinitiatives comefrom the departments of teacher education
themselves, while other changes are derived from the responses made by the departmentson generally
identified problems and expressed critique. There are many criticised areas, but in this context my
intention is not to offer an exhaustive picture of either the ongoing development or the problems
and the critique. In the discussion about the methods of evaluation in section 2 (see below) | will
touch upon some aspects of the problems, because they form the starting-point for an ongoing
preparation for evaluation. Present and future trends, problems, and challenges of Finnish teacher
education have been discussed in some detail in arelatively recent study (ed. Tella, 1996). Various

TNTEE Publications Volume 2, Nr 2, December 1999

103



104

Teacher education in Finland - updating the SIGMA-report from 1996

aspects of Finnish teacher education are also analysed in the Scandinavian Journal of Educational
Research (3-4/1997).

Thediscussionwill belimited to comprisetwo areaswhich reflect the ongoing changes and discussion
about efforts of the internal reconceptualization of teacher education.

The first area deals with the practically oriented preparation, and the apparent relationship to the
theoretically oriented preparation of student teachers. Although thereis afalse dichotomy between
the two phases of preparation, they are anyway at least physically partly separated. Thetheoretically
oriented preparation takes place at the departments of teacher education within the Universities.
The practically oriented preparation is mainly located in separate training schools, and to some
extent alsoin so called field schools, i.e. regular schools, with their own teaching and guiding staff.
The universitiesaim at contributing to a research-based way of knowing and reasoning, while the
teaching staff guide student teachers to act in classrooms inside particular school cultures (Adams
& Tulasiewicz, 1995).

Efforts to overcome the incompatibility between the two phases of preparation is an extensive
problem in Finnish teacher education. The authorities have noticed the problem, and the Ministry
of Education has provided funding during the years 1997-1998 for sixteen projects aiming at
devel oping teaching practice. The projectsare distributed among the twel ve departments of teacher
education at the Finnish universities (L etter from the Ministry of Education 25/3/1998). Theintention
is to elaborate the practical preparation as an essential part of professional development and its
integration with the theoretical preparation. Thetask isdemanding because anumber of interrelated
factors impinge on the professional development at large, such as student teachers personal
biographies, theinfluence from each specific classroom situation including supervisors' encouraging
or discouraging roles, the influence of institutional factors, such as institutional biographies, as
well astherole of critical reflection on action (Kettle & Sellars, 1996).

The need for restructuring parts of the practically oriented preparation isalso pragmatically related
to the structural change of the comprehensive school and the labour division between classteachers
and subj ect teachers. The administrative demarcation between the lower (grades 1-6) and the upper
stages (grades 7-9) will be eliminated. This change meansin practice that class teachers can work
in the upper stages and the subject teachers in the lower stages under certain conditions of the
comprehensive school (Education & research 2000, 1996). The practically oriented preparation has
to be adjusted to the new situation.

Finnish teacher education has been charged for not paying enough attention on how to deal in
practice with socially related problems. The authorities have thus called for the intensification of
developing action modelsin order to reduce school harassment and to enhance school satisfaction
and pupils' self-esteem (Education & research 2000, 1996).

The overall aim of the two phases of preparation is to help student teachers to recognize them as
interdependent, and to acknowledge the contribution from the representatives of the universities
and the schools involved as aform of partnership. Regular opportunities of reflection required the
university courses, together with continous critical reflection on action, to help student teachers
elaborate their practical theories more explicitly (cf. Kettle & Sellars, 1996).

The traditional content of practice, almost exclusively directed to teaching practice, has also been
questioned. Studies show (see Gonnie van Amelswoort & Scheerens, 1996) that nearly half of
teachers’ working time consists of non-teaching activities such as school-based curriculum work,
collective planning, cooperation with parents, out-door activities etc. The practical preparationin
its dominating form is not considered to provide the ideal way for student teachers' to face the
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reality of the school work. An appropriately organized practice offers a broad contact with the
totality of the elements constituting school work. Thismeans, not only lesson planning and teaching,
but also possibilities of exploring new teaching strategies, participating in the dynamics of
collaboration with colleagues within various projects and with different actors and actor groups,
like parents, local authorities and tutoring students with special needs and social problems. Student
teachers also need to get opportunities for resolving social conflicts. If this aspect of practice is
absent, the possibilities to confirm or modify various components of student teachers' practical
theory by putting these into practice will be limited. It might be of value to schedul e opportunities
so that student teachers gain maximum benefit (Kettle & Sellars, 1997).

The other areal want to touch upon relatesto the claim stating that the Finnish teacher educationis
not only scientifically based but also research oriented (Kansanen, 1997). What does this claim
stand for? Because the main part of teacher education isconnected to ahigher university degree, i.e.
Master’s degree, student teachers get engaged into research while writing their thesis. Today an
essential part of the thesis consists of empirical studies on various aspects of the educational field.
The development during the very last years hasto some extent favoured model sthat engage teachers
in the research process, particularly action research. During pre-service education, this kind of
research isanatural way to combinethelater phases of practice teaching with work on the master’s
thesis. At a meta-level, the study of teachers engaged in research and analyses of such activities
have become animportant field for theoretical research within the educational field (Ojanen, 1996;
Bergem, Bjorkqgvist, Hansén, Carlgren, & Hauge, 1997).

Besidestherole of providing opportunitiesfor asystematic way of achieving knowledge, thethesis
writing also formsacentral part of student teachers’ processof learning to reflect, and thus prepares
them for action guided by agradually elaborated practical theory.

Since teacher education in Finland is firmly set within an academic framework, it is quite natural
that theresearch interests of that academic community should include, to alarge extent, the processes
and problems associated with teacher education and teachers. A short look at some identifiable
fieldsof research relating to teachers and teacher education reveals some areaswhereamore distinct
profile has emerged during the last years (cf. Bergem, Bjorkqvist, Hansén, Carlgren, & Hauge,
1997):

. Research into teachers' thinking, besides being an internationally viable field of research,
serves as a base of knowledge for teacher education itself. The concept of a*“reflective teacher”
includes a focus on pre-service as well as on in-service education. Concerning this field of
research, researchers have been accused of neglecting the influence of the context on teacher’s
thinking.

. Another field of educational research directly relating to teacher education has concerned
the concept of professionalism. The current focus of interest is related to two processes. the
academisation of teacher education and the decentralisation of educational decision-making.
This culture of new professionalism, which particularly values cooperation, interaction and
communication aswell asactive personal learning asaprofessional tool, differsmanifestly from
a culture in which professionalism is defined in terms of teachers' individual actions directed
mainly to classroom problems and tasks.

. The third field deals with interaction in the classroom and can be seen as a call for more
systematic research efforts. The research on teacher behaviour isone of diminishing importance,
at least temporarily. This can be seen as a consequence of a paradigmatic shift towards
constructivist views of learning, that place the learner in the spotlight. Research on teacher
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behaviour tendsto focus on the teacher-learner interaction. There existstoday aneed for research
which focuses on classroom interactions from a broad contextual perspective.

. A fourth field of research relates to the periodic renewal of national curriculawhich plays
an important role in any country. This has been the case in Finland, and such research often
includesadiscussion of therole of the teacher in theimplementation of the curriculum (Atjonen,
1993; Syrjdainen, 1994). The newest Finnish curricula date from 1994. They reflect the clear
transition to decentralised educational decision-making, being much less prescriptive than the
previous ones. Formally, they give teachers considerable freedom in action, but the lack of even
non-statutory guidance leadsto the paradox that someteachersturnto traditional ways of teaching
rather than make use of the acquired freedom. Teacher education needsto givepriority to research
related to thisareain order to deepen the understanding about the conditions directing teachers
school-based curriculum work, and the tranglation of the curriculum objectivesinto practice.

2. Evaluation of Finnish teacher education

Thelatest evaluation of Finnish teacher education was carried out in 1992-94. In the national reports
of thefifteen member states (Hansén, in Sander, Buchberger, Greaves & Kallds, 1996) | have aready
discussed the outcome of the evaluation. In this context | therefore only touch upon some of the
discussed issues as a basis for the discussion about current plans to re-evaluate Finnish teacher
education.

The evaluation 1992-94 was ambitious and consisted of four phases. self-evaluation of the
departments of teacher education, site visits by the appointed evaluation team to the departments,
international evaluation and anational evaluation seminar. Theresultswere published in two reports
(Kasvatusalakohti tulevaisuutta, 1994 and Buchberger et a., 1994). Thefirst report emphasizesthe
importance of preserving and further elaborating a university based teacher education. The report
accentuatesthe need of devel oping the curriculum, elaborating criteriafor the recruitment of student
teachers, and further devel oping the eval uation of teacher education. Theinternational review team
focusedinitsreport on anumber of problems: for instance, on the need for improving theintegration
of different elements constituting the content and structure of teacher education, on different problems
concerning therel ationshi p between subject studies and educational studiesfor subject matter student
teachers, and on what is considered as a proportionally low share of subjects like psychology and
political science in teacher education programmes.

Teacher education has a so been paid attention to in the evaluation of the disciplinesof the humanities
and science. Among other issues, claims have been made to move part of teaching and posts from
the departments of teacher education to departments of different disciplines. Another intention
mentioned isthat of elaborating a more flexible connection between theoretical studiesand teacher
practice, and to develop in-service training.

Also the Committee of Culture within the Finnish Parliament has expressed the needs of developing
teacher education. The Committee has for instance called for the development of more reflective
and critical practitioners, and for the improvement of teachers' readiness to cooperate with other
teachers outside the classroom, with parents and other actors and actor groups outside the school.

Evaluation is seen as a topic of general importance at Finnish universities at the moment. The
Government has stated in its developmental plan that al universities are to be evaluated between
the years 1995-2000. The Finnish higher education evaluation council has in 1998 appointed a
committee to plan a re-evaluation of Finnish teacher education during the years 1998-99 (Pro
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Memoria 10/6/1998). The aim is to evaluate how the results of the previous evaluation (1992-94)
have affected the devel opment of teacher education. Subjects mathematics and science will also be
included in the evaluation. The focus of the re-evaluation will be put on the programme which
includes areas such asteaching, learning, studies, examinations, the recruitment of student teachers,
the qualification of teacher educators, and educational structures. The overall aim of the evaluation
is directed to the improvement of university evaluation in general. The attention will furthermore
bedirected towardsthe position of teacher education within the structure of the university’ s budgeting
by results, and to the inner structures of the university which affect the development of teacher
education as a part of the university.

Theevauation will be conducted by asteering group and organized into different phases consisting
for instance of 1) document analysis, like previous evaluations, research about teacher education,
the legislation, teacher education programmes etc.; 2) departments’ internal evaluation; 3) external
evaluation carried out through site visits, and finally 4) reporting.

The challengefor thiskind of ambitious and large-scal e eval uation approach isthe question of how
to carry out the evaluation in only approximately oneyear. On the other hand theideaof thiskind of
evaluation is to get the results in a reasonable time. Another demand is the problem of how to
encourage the departmentsto cooperate, to harmonize and to make different kinds of datacomparable.
The most demanding challenge, though, is the problem of how to make sense of the results. An
evaluation is only a diagnosis which itself does not contribute to the solution of problems within
different institutional settings.

3. Concluding remarks

In my up-dateto the SIGMA-report, certain aspects of the present state of affairs of Finnish teacher
education have been described and analysed. | have concentrated on two issues. changes and
evaluation. The current changes discussed are not of astructural character. They are basically content
oriented and aimed at further improving the quality of Finnish teacher education and, thus,
contributing to teachers further professional development. As earlier mentioned, a number of
important areas have been left out, for instance, the actual debate about the enhancement of in-
service education within the conception of life-long learning and various specificities. Oneis the
expanding quest for the small country’s need to offer a broad programme of language studies.
Today there is a discussion going on about how to qualify teachers for immersion programmes
where the target language is the language of instruction.

With the stabilisation of teacher education as an integrated part of the university, the scope of
research gradually has become more global. The awareness of international research on teachers
and teacher education has spread to large sections of the Finnish academic community, particularly
as aresult of the great number of master’s theses produced each year. The intention here has not
been to cover the topic fully but rather to give a subjective illustration of current trends in the
devel opment of Finnish teacher education. Beside the presented research areasremainsafair amount
of research directed towards different educational areas, for instance, towards the sol ution of specific
problems that might emerge in the developmental process at the local level.
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