
Finnish Schools Have a Lot to Teach Us. 
Here’s One More Lesson to Be Learned

 

Finland is a longstanding poster child for educational success. The nation has been earning 
kudos for years for its performance on international assessments. Its “secret sauce” has var-
iously been credited to factors such as smaller class sizes, a lack of emphasis on standard-
ized testing, and high levels of teacher preparation and professionalism. 

In a recent piece in the Fulbright Finland News Magazine, NEPC fellow Samuel E. Abrams 
of Teachers’ College, Columbia University, offers another lesson that other nations might 
learn from the nation’s approach to schooling: its thoughtful use of vocational education, 
paired with a national approach to vocations that makes this education valuable.

Relative to U.S. students, Finnish students are much more likely to attend vocational schools. 
Nearly half do, as compared to five percent in the United States, Abrams writes. Finland also 
devotes a higher portion of its Gross Domestic Product to job training—one percent as com-
pared to .1 percent in the United States.

In his commentary, Abrams describes the “sparkling” equipment of the Finnish vocational 
programs he visited as well as the apprenticeships that students participate in as part of 
their learning process.

“The world has as much to learn from Finland’s robust vocational system as it does from 
the country’s progressive pedagogical philosophy and rigorous approach to teacher prepa-
ration,” he writes.
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In the United States, however, Abrams concedes that this could be a tough task, due to dif-
ferences between the two nations that transcend education:

The wage and benefit penalties for someone in the U.S. with a diploma in auto 
maintenance or culinary arts, for example, can be severe. Not so in Finland. 
Because of income compression, the salary of a garage mechanic or baker will 
not, as in the U.S., be dwarfed by that of a doctor, lawyer, or engineer. Because 
of everyday equity, the garage mechanic or baker will not, as in the U.S., have 
to worry about maternity/paternity leave, solid health-care coverage, affordable 
daycare, paid vacation, and decent retirement funding.

While Abrams’ commentary implicates major changes to formal schooling as well as the na-
tional economy, it also points to the consequences of ignoring the need for change. Abrams 
writes: 

[W]hile the passage of a trillion-dollar infrastructure bill in 2021 marked an im-
portant victory for President Joe Biden, we don’t have the skilled labor to meet 
the bill’s goals to build solar and wind farms, expand broadband, and upgrade 
mass transit. . . . More fundamentally, without a strong vocational school sys-
tem, we don’t have the foundation for a healthy middle class.

In a 2020 NEPC policy brief, Emily Hodge, Shaun Dougherty, and Carol Burris took a fresh-
eyed look at the nation’s troubled history with vocational education as well as its importance 
and potential (now generally framed as Career and Technical Education). One of the possi-
bilities they explain is Linked Learning, an approach that was also explored in a 2011 NEPC 
policy brief. The Linked Learning approach is grounded on the key understanding that ca-
reer and technical education can and should be academically rigorous. It then proceeds with 
three research-based propositions:

•	 Learning both academic and technical knowledge is enhanced when the two are com-
bined and contextualized in real-world situations;

•	 Connecting academics to such real-world contexts promotes student interest and en-
gagement; and

•	 Students provided with both academic and career education are more likely to be able 
to later choose from the full range of postsecondary options.

Even Finland might find this approach something to learn from.

This newsletter is made possible in part by support provided by the Great Lakes Center for 
Education Research and Practice: http://www.greatlakescenter.org

The National Education Policy Center (NEPC), a university research center housed at the 
University of Colorado Boulder School of Education, sponsors research, produces policy 
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briefs, and publishes expert third-party reviews of think tank reports. NEPC publications are 
written in accessible language and are intended for a broad audience that includes academic 
experts, policymakers, the media, and the general public. Our  mission  is to provide high-
quality information in support of democratic deliberation about education policy.  We are 
guided by the belief that the democratic governance of public education is strengthened 
when policies are based on sound evidence and support a multiracial society that is 
inclusive, kind, and just. Visit us at: http://nepc.colorado.edu
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