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Scenarios for China and Finland Cooperation in 

School Education: How We Can Benefit from 

Each Other? 

It has been recognized that there are extraordinary aspects of school 

education both in China and Finland and two countries can learn from 

each other and improve their weak points. The most efficient way 

would be establishing cooperation relationship and network between 

the two countries’ educational practitioners and then launching 

cooperation activities, through which both sides can benefit each other. 

However, in the recent years, the cooperation between two the 

countries has been increasingly developed but still in a very early stage. 

This study is aimed to understand what the two countries can learn 

from each other, how cooperation can be beneficial for both sides, and 

most importantly what kind of cooperation scenarios could be 

applicable in practice. Using a qualitative approach mainly based on 

open-ended feedbacks from 21 highly selected excellent Chinese 

upper-secondary school principals who participated in a three-week 

training organized by the Chinese Education Research and Exchange 

Centre (CEREC), University of Tampere in autumn 2011. The results of 

analysis highlighted a phenomenon: Chinese principals were generally 

in favor of getting in touch with their counterparts in Finland as much 

as possible. This article explores the reasons behind the principals’ 

preference. In this light, it initiates some cooperation scenarios for 

researchers and educational practitioners to study with a hope to make 

contribution in the field of education cooperation between the two 

countries by building more complete and efficient approaches. 
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China, Finland, PISA, scenario, challenge, cooperation, benefit, training 
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Introduction  

Finland started participating PISA test in year 2000, since then, it has been 

ranking consistently on the top in all PISA assessments over the past decade. 

Although Finland’s position in PISA ranking dropped down from the No. 1 in 2006 

to the third in 2009, the Finnish case still impress the world if the following two 

factors are taken into account. One is that Finnish teachers and students spend 

less time in schooling. The other is that Finnish costs on education are relatively 

lower than most of the other countries or regions. On the contrary, China’s first 

time participation only started in year 2009; students in Shanghai have outscored 

all their counterparts in dozens of other countries in reading as well as in math 

and science. And both countries’ top performances have been an astonishing 

surprise to the world. Therefore, the interests of learning from these two 

countries have been rising. The curiosity and learning interests between these 

two top performing countries have been also rising to a historically high level in 

recent years.  

There have been a lot of Chinese delegations in educational fields coming to 

Finland to seek for the secrets of success. In May 2012, the Deputy Principal at 

Peking University High School Mr. Jiang Xueqin told Helsinki Times that “I’ve just 

finished a week visiting Finnish schools, and on my last day, while touring 

Finland’s best high school, I ran into China’s vice minister of education, who was 

spending the day in Helsinki looking at what China can learn from the world’s 

best K-12 school system…” (Helsinki Times, 10-17 May 2012). The Chinese 

Education Research and Exchange Centre, University of Tampere has received 

four visiting requests from interested Chinese educational parties in the past one 

month alone--- May 2012.  

However, as Finnish culture is so modest, Finnish people are not used to tell or 

often not realize how good they themselves are. Educators from all over the 

world rush into Finland, Finnish counterparts do not really know yet what their 

own secrets of success are, let alone to have a systematic lesson to teach the 

others. Furthermore, even Finns have come to the understanding of their 

advantages and uniqueness, it doesn’t mean that everything could be learnt or 

applied to the other countries and educational systems. In autumn 2011, the 

Chinese Education Research and Exchange Centre (CEREC), University of Tampere 

coordinated one training for a group of Chinese upper-secondary school 

principals as requested by China’s Ministry of Education. The training experience 

concretely revealed these challenges. 
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Thus, this article is a response to the problem of lacking profound understanding 

between China and Finland and what the two countries can learn from each 

other and how. It tries particularly to identify the key areas where China and 

Finland can learn from each other and discuss the possible scenarios in future 

cooperation.  

What China can learn from Finland on school 

education? 

In year 2009, the PISA scores of Shanghai topped the world, even overtook the 

consistent educational strong performer, Finland (Table 1). As this is the first 

time for Shanghai to participate PISA test, the scores of Shanghai, as a new 

comer, have impressed the world. However, Shanghai as the advanced city in 

various aspects, can hardly represent the entire China. Chinese are eager to 

improve and learn from Finland. What China can learn and cannot copy from 

Finland and what are the challenges for China?  

Table 1. Mean scores of Finland and Shanghai on reading, mathematics and 

science in PISA in year 2009 

 Finland Shanghai 

Score Rank Score Rank 

Reading 536 3rd 556 1st 

Mathematics 541 6th 600 1st 

Science 554 2nd 575 1st 

Source: OECD (2011) 

The main merits of Finnish school education  

Equity----Inclusion of all students 

In Finland, education is viewed primarily as a public effort serving a public 

purpose. Therefore, no matter where the school locates, in the capital city 

Helsinki or in a village far away to the Arctic Circle; no matter how big the school 

is, a school of thousands students or a mini-school of 15 students; the country 
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guarantees each student gets similar-level education (The Washington Post, 

2012).   

More than just education 

Finnish schools are full-service schools (OECD, 2011); they offer more than just 

classroom and education. The ultimate goal of Finnish schools is the well-being of 

all children. For reaching this goal, the school system takes every student’s meal, 

transportation, health, dental services, psychological counseling into account, 

and even help available for the student’s family if needed. In May 2012, the 

Deputy Principal at Peking University High School Mr. Jiang Xueqin told Helsinki 

Times that “A focus on daycare rather than rote learning is why Finnish students 

have some of the best global test scores; Chinese students might be more 

creative if they took a leaf out of their book.” (Helsinki Times, 10-17 May 2012). 

Special teacher 

Specially trained teacher is assigned to each school to work closely with the class 

teachers to identify students in need of extra help and provide them extra help 

and support. In fact, every comprehensive school has a “pupils’ multi-

professional care group”. The group consists of the principal, the special 

education teacher, the school nurse, the school psychologist, a social worker, 

and the teachers whose students need help (OECD, 2011). Students can get help 

for any of their concerns, no matter it is physical, medical, psychological, social or 

family. If the needed help is beyond the school’s capability, the school will help 

seeking from outside for professional help.  

Excellent teacher quality 

By the end of 1970s, all teacher-education programs became a part of academic 

higher education, only offered by universities in Finland. In the Acts on Teacher 

Education in 1978-79, the minimum requirement for permanent employment as 

a teacher was raided to a master’s degree that includes an approved master’s 

thesis with scholarly requirements similar to those in any other academic field. 

The Finnish legislative policy served as the impetus to transfer all teacher-

education programs from colleges to Finnish universities. This means any teacher 

we encounter in Finnish schools at least possesses a Master Degree, no matter 

they are only in primary school teaching 7 years old children or teaching in 

universities. 
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Students’ own responsibility for learning 

If you ever get a chance to visit Finnish schools, the most essential element you 

could feel everywhere would be that the school infrastructure and curriculum 

are designed students-oriented. The role of school is not purely education 

provider in Finland, is rather a learning assistant to the student. Students all get a 

“student guidebook” in the beginning of each school year. The guidebook 

contains all necessary information with blank course schedules attached. 

Students design and fill in their own studying plan as they desire.  Everything and 

everybody else are designed and arranged to support and serve the students. 

The learning environment must support pupil’s growth and learning.  It must be 

physically, psychologically, and socially safe, and must support the pupil’s health. 

The objective is to increase pupils’ curiosity and motivation to learn, and to 

promote their activeness, self-direction, and creativity by offering interesting 

challenges and problems. The learning environment must guide pupils in setting 

their own objectives and evaluating their own actions. The pupils must be given 

the chance to participate in the creation and development of their own learning 

environment. (OECD 2011) 

The challenges of Chinese school education 

"We need to shift from a nation with large human resources to a nation with 

strong human resources” the China’s Deputy Director General of Basic Education 

Wang Dinghua gave remarks at the Learning with the World conference, 

organized by Asia Society and the Council of Chief State School Officers (Asia 

Society, 2012). In order to successfully make this transformation, China’s State 

Council issued the Outline of National Middle- and Long-term Educational 

Reform and Development (2010-2020), which is a comprehensive strategy 

including plans to expand pre-school and compulsory education; greater equity 

in access to a good education; enhanced quality of education; improved 

teachers’ professional development; sound special education system and renew 

the ideology of talent training etc. All in all, the entire country are making efforts 

to a better, more efficient, more fair and stronger performing educational 

system, which would come closer to Finnish one, one of the top strong-

performing educational systems. 

However, these reforms will not be painless given China’s challenges. Just to 

name a couple of them. First, China is experiencing the largest human migration 

in the world history: some 300 million people are moving from rural area to 

urban centers in search of better economic opportunities (Asia Society, 2012). 

Considering the entire population of Finland is about 5.5 million, China is already 
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having difficulties to ensure that urban and rural schools receive the resources 

they need to provide an excellent education for all students, let alone to reach 

the Finnish “full-service school”. Second, transforming from the earlier test-

oriented to Finnish students-oriented will not be easy either.  One core feature 

of the China’s educational reform strategy is updating curriculum to meet real-

world needs (Asia Society, 2012). It also means to reduce students’ work load 

and return them more freedom on deciding what to learn and more time to do 

what they enjoy doing. However, as long as the vicious competition exists in the 

society, students and their parents, teachers will not have enough power to 

make the transformation on their own. Many Chinese children and parents feel 

helpless in what to learn and how to allocate their time, mostly just follow the 

social trends. No matter how reluctant they are, students still have to memorize 

the complex and seldom-used formulas and go to extra courses after school day 

in order not to be left behind.  

While striving to find solutions to the challenges, China attaches great 

importance to international experiences and recently a particular attention is 

paid to Finnish experiences. However, while leaning from Finland, one should be 

cautious that some aspects of Finnish lessons cannot be immediately copied to 

China due to their different cultures and traditions.    

Uneasily copied parts from Finland? 

Pasi Sahlberg, the author of “Finnish Lessons: What Can the World Learn about 

Educational Change in Finland? ”, also director general of Finland’s Centre for 

International Mobility and Cooperation has been asked to tackle the subject 

“What the U.S. can’t learn from Finland about education reform?” in April 2012 

(The Washington Post, 2012). His answers could be of relevance to 

understanding the differences between Finland and China.  

The first aspect is concerned with equity. The Finnish equality of opportunity has 

been built up on three solid foundations, such as equal allocation of resources to 

each school, well-being of children and education as a human right and 

education is free in all levels. If one of these base stones is missing, the Finnish 

equity could never be implemented the same.  In China, it is still unrealistic that 

all schools regardless of their locations get equal funding support. There is still a 

long way to solve the problems regarding disparities between urban and rural 

schools and between eastern and western regions.  Moreover, expect the nine 

year compulsory education, the education in other levels are tuition fee based.  

Second, the autonomy of school and teachers in Finland can hardly be imitated in 

China. In Finland, there is no external inspection of schools, teachers or 

http://www.pasisahlberg.com/
http://www.finnishlessons.com/
http://www.finnishlessons.com/
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standardized testing of all students. “I am the Queen in my classroom”, English 

language teacher Ms. Pia at a high school in the City of Tampere proudly stated 

in front of a group of Chinese high school principals. Indeed, the Finnish teachers 

are the Kings or Queens in their classroom. They have full autonomy and 

authority on how to teach, what to teach and how to evaluate students etc. The 

teachers could enjoy this much trust from the students’ parents, the schools and 

the entire Finnish society, because they have got so high quality training. It is 

very hard to put China into the same situation in which schools and teachers 

design their own curriculum, choose or even make their own textbooks, evaluate 

each student individually by the teacher because there is not the similar strong 

trust in schools and teachers from the public and parents in China.  

The third unique characteristic of Finland is the relaxing learning environment 

guaranteed by the entire nation. Thousands of delegations from all over the 

world have visited Finland in the hope of seeing with their very own eyes Finnish 

schools filled with pedagogical innovation and state-of-the-art technology.  

However, what they see is not very much different from anywhere else in the 

world. Teacher teaches, students learn, only in a very relaxing way. In China, 

education is mostly viewed as a private effort leading to individual good. It is 

driven by excellence. Students compete, teachers compete, schools compete, 

and everyone tries his best to excel. In Finland, education is viewed as a public 

effort serving a public purpose. It is driven by equity. Student finds his own 

individual quality, teacher teaches in his best way and school emphasizes its own 

unique character. Therefore, “a relaxing learning environment” is not something 

that anybody can copy and implement in a short time period. It requires 

mentality changes from the root or gene of the country culture. 

In addition, school teacher is the most popular profession in Finland. Many gifted 

high school graduates want to become teachers. For instance, in 2010 there are 

more than 2000 candidates applied for teacher education program in the 

University of Tampere but only 45 were selected. In China, the status of school 

teacher has been largely improved in the recent three decades, but as a 

profession it is not among the top professions yet (Xu & Ren, 2009). Traditionally, 

China has the culture of respecting teachers and education, but such value was 

destroyed during the first 30 years of the People’s Republic of China by different 

political movements (Liu 2008). Yet teachers in Finland have always served as 

critical transmitters of culture. Through the centuries Finland has struggled for its 

national identity, mother tongue, and its own values from its former either 

Swedish or Russian patrons. This history has left a deep mark on Finns and their 

desire for personal development through education, reading, and self-

improvement. Literacy is the backbone of Finnish culture and has become an 
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integral part of the cultural DNA of all Finns. It is then no wonder that teachers 

and teaching are highly regarded in Finland. (Sahlberg 2011, p72)  The above 

mentioned social contexts and education traditions are fairly different between 

the two countries that make some aspects of Finnish education unlikely to be 

copied to China in a short period. However, all these Finnish characteristics are 

praised by Chinese and in a long run China may be desired to move towards 

similar directions. 

Finland’s gains from cooperation with China on 

school education? 

When cooperating with and learning from each other, as we just discussed, China 

certainly can learn more from Finnish on their advanced education system and 

approaches used in schools. We also want to stress that Finland can benefit from 

the cooperation with China too. 

Although it has not been apparent what aspects of Chinese education can 

directly help Finland, Finnish educational experts and stakeholders are beginning 

to drawn attention to the education in general and Shanghai in particular. This 

was witnessed by the Finland and Shanghai PISA seminar organized between 31st 

May and the 2nd Jun. in Shanghai.  Some international experts also assured that 

the stellar academic performance of students in Shanghai was noteworthy. After 

hearing the Shanghai PISA scores, Mr. Chester E. Finn Jr., who served in President 

Ronald Reagan’s Department of Education, has visited schools all across China, 

said, “Wow, I’m kind of stunned, I’m thinking Sputnik. I’ve seen how relentless 

the Chinese are at accomplishing goals, and if they can do this in Shanghai in 

2009, they can do it in 10 cities in 2019, and in 50 cities by 2029 (The New York 

Times, 2010). The impressive PISA scores of Shanghai must lie in the school 

system. But how the system helps is a black box to many outsiders. The only way 

for uncovering it is to study the Chinese education and work together with 

Chinese counterparts.  

Moreover, cooperating with Chinese on school education can benefit the Finnish 

education export to China in a Broad sense. Recently, the Finnish government 

just launched new strategies on exporting education. As regarding the Chinese 

market, Finland faces many challenges. Firstly, there is a lack of cultural 

awareness and understanding between people from both countries. Therefore, it 

is not clear for most Finns how to enter Chinese markets effectively and how to 

work with the Chinese. Secondly, Chinese institutions become increasingly 

selective in their choice of foreign partners, requiring far higher levels of 

commitment than hitherto. Finnish educational institutions, such as universities, 
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are not among the best known and the most natural partner for Chinese. They 

have to offer something special to be able to open the doors for cooperation. 

(Hölttä, Pekkola & Cai, 2009). 

Now Finland just meets the best opportunity to cooperate with Chinese and 

enter the Chinese market but mostly on school education. Due to the Finland’s 

success in PISA, both the Chinese government and educational institutions are 

eager to learn from Finland. Finland should grasp the opportunity quickly and 

smartly. On the one hand, practice in the sector of school education with Chinese 

can help Finns to get familiar with Chinese culture and learn how to work with 

Chinese. Such knowledge and skills will help Finns to operate both cooperation 

and commercial based activities with Chinese in other education sectors. On the 

other hand, the Finnish school education can serve as a big brand for Finland in 

China, which will facilitate other Finnish education services to be imported to 

China.  

Finally, one should be aware that China has recently become a priority in several 

aspects of Finnish international strategies, namely diplomatic, economic and 

educational. Cooperating with China in the field of education also serves national 

interest (Cai, Hölttä, Lindholm, 2012).   

While there can be many ways of cooperation between the two countries, this 

article draws attention to most promising scenarios on building up a functional 

China strategy based on our practice experience.  

Scenarios for China and Finland in educational 

cooperation: 

In order to illustrate better how China and Finland can cooperate in education, I 

shall introduce one recent small scale experiment of training Chinese upper-

secondary school principals at the University of Tampere (UTA) and City of 

Tampere coordinated by the Chinese Education Research and Exchange Centre 

(CEREC). 

The training was carried out during the period of the 2nd -22nd October 2011. The 

learners were a group of 21 highly selected Chinese middle school principals all 

over the country. Although the training program was organized by China’s 

Ministry of Education (specifically the Human Resource Department), two 

organizations were involved in practical arrangement. One is the National 

Training Centre for Secondary School Principals (NTCSSP), which is directly 

administrated by the Ministry of Education, but is located at the East China 

Normal University (ECNU), Shanghai, China. Its role was training middle school 
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principals. The training in Finland was one part of their entire training program. 

The other one is the China Education Association for International Exchange 

(CEAIE), affiliated to the Ministry of Education. Its responsibility was 

communicating and signing contract with the foreign training entities.  

The training program designed for the principal delegation covered a wide range 

of activities that consist of lectures, on-site learning at Finnish high schools and 

vocational schools, discussions with Finnish Ministry of Education and National 

Board of Education, City of Tampere etc. Lecture themes varied from general 

introduction of Finnish education system, high school curriculum design, 

teaching methods and students’ performance assessment to implementing ICT 

and web-based education on Finnish national level. 

After the training, CEREC has collected feedbacks from the participants, made 

comprehensive analysis from different perspectives, learnt further about the 

demands and interests from Chinese school principals in general, developed its 

first-hand experience and gained more confidence for future training.  Moreover, 

CEREC is also joining hands with another Finnish University, to carry out a Master 

thesis research on this case under the topic of “Effects of an International 

Principal Training Program on Educational Leadership of Upper Secondary School 

Principals in China---A Case Study on the University of Tampere Training 

Program” to investigate the long-term effect of the training.  

The concrete outcomes and extending development results of this training case 

are abundant, thus beneficial for all involved individuals and parties.  First of all, 

the learners got a comprehensive and systematic understanding of Finnish 

education system and features and the historical and cultural backgrounds 

through their very own eyes and feelings. Secondly, the trust, friendship and 

network among the organizers and participants are built up as a direct outcome 

and the cooperation among Finnish universities and other relevant agencies is 

developed as an extending one. Even within the University of Tampere, the 

training case has brought various schools together. Thirdly, the training case has 

triggered a series of following-up developments such as developing training 

curriculum as a product; training educational interpreters; educational 

dictionary; training textbook development and piloting Finnish-class in China.  

All the scenarios proposed as follows have been extracted and concluded out of 

this training case and the knowledge and experiences that Chinese Education 

Research and Exchange Centre has gained over years through the parent 

organization Higher Education Group, University of Tampere.  
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Academic cooperation 

To put academic cooperation prior to any other form of cooperation, there are 

two reasons for it.  First, as a comprehensive university, its priority is still 

academic activities. Especially in Finland, all teachers have to write a research-

based thesis before getting their Master degree. It is very natural for Finns to do 

any decisions or movements only after enough investigation and research.  

Second, from the Chinese principals training case, we could see if there had been 

more research done, the learners and lecturers could understand each other 

better and the training effects could be accordingly better. In addition, from the 

training case, we could also see that China needs more innovative teachers and 

practitioners in educational field to make break-through in current educational 

system and reform.  

Research on Chinese and Finnish school education and comparative studies 

While the Chinese upper-secondary principals were trained in Finland, there was 

clearly a lack of understanding between Chinese principal learners and Finnish 

counterparts and teaching professors over many aspects. For example, Chinese 

principals very often ask their Finnish counterparts, what their educational 

philosophy and concept of leadership are, and nobody in Finland actually had an 

answer to that. All Chinese principals were surprised that what they hold up high 

as their code of conduct everyday doesn’t even exist or has never been thought 

of by their counterparts in Finland. In order to understand both Chinese and 

Finnish school system from the very core and root to benefit from each other, it 

is necessary to undertake research on the past, current and future phenomenon 

in both countries’ educational sectors. 

The BBC News education correspondent Sean Coughlan reported on the 8th May, 

2012 that Mr. Andreas Schleicher, a German based in the OECD’s Paris 

headquarters, the godfather of global education comparison such as PISA tests, 

commented that China’s results in international education tests, which have 

never been published, are remarkable. He also said that “Education is a field 

dominated by beliefs and traditions, it’s inward looking” (BBC News, 2012). In 

China, the idea is so deeply rooted that education is the key to mobility and 

success. The goal of cooperative research on China would be finding out the 

Chinese beliefs and traditions so that Finland can benefit from the research 

result.  

The research cooperation would be happening mainly between or among higher 

education institutions. One or more universities can initiate a research theme 

and invite partner universities from the other country to do mostly comparative 
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studies on the same topic, but in different context. This kind of research will not 

only provide insight for these two concerned countries, but also to a large extent, 

will be beneficial to all nations and regions, who are searching for or have the 

urge of making changes and reforms in their current education system. 

Joint training Master’s and doctoral students on school education 

It is not a new model to have cooperative Master and PHD training for either 

China or Finland with other countries, but it is a rather new model specifically 

between Finland and China. There had not been any existing example to follow 

until now. European Union’s Erasmus Mundus, for example, is a cooperation and 

mobility program in the field of higher education that aims to enhance the 

quality of European higher education and to promote dialogue and 

understanding between people and cultures through cooperation with Third-

Countries. China is now for the first time as the Third-Country to be invited into a 

joint Erasmus Mundus Master program by the University of Tampere. In this 

case, Beijing Normal University is the chosen one from China, which will issue a 

joint-degree to the students together with three European universities. And the 

students will start their studies in one of the three European universities in Sep. 

2012.  

While Erasmus Mundus program can operate as pathfinder for the international 

recognisability of high quality Finnish higher education (Cai & Kivistö, 2011), we 

could also learn from its operational model to develop a functional and 

productive model.  

However, there is immediately an obstacle lying ahead before we go anywhere: 

the tuition fee problem. The current legislation in Finland has allowed HEIs to 

charge tuitions fees from international students for degree education only under 

two conditions. First, the fees are paid by a third organization rather than 

individual students, so called “made-to-order” model. Second, Finnish HEIs are 

able to charge tuition fees from international students from the beginning of 

2010 on a 5-year trial basis for separate master’s programs, provided that the 

arrangements including a scholarship scheme (Cai & Kivistö, 2011).  

Based on these limitations from Finnish law and the situations from Chinese 

reality, the most applicable solution would be the first one “made-to-order” 

model---to cooperate with Chinese educational institutions or governmental 

agencies and train students jointly. Finnish educational institutes can develop 

part of the Master or PHD students’ curriculum and sell course modules to the 

Chinese partners. In this way, both sides gain benefit, yet within the boundary of 

legislation.  
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Training based on academic cooperation  

Once academic research cooperation relationship is strongly constructed 

between two countries, research projects are launched, more versatile 

cooperation activities could be organized, such as training educational 

administrators, school principals; training teachers as well as pupils. Based on the 

Chinese principal training case, there is such a great demand from China on 

training Chinese principals and teachers. More importantly, from the feedback 

those Chinese principals gave, we can see that Finnish training on education 

system, leadership are very welcomed.  

Training educational administrators and school principals 

In the research report Training Chinese Administrative officials in Finland and its 

relevance to Finnish “China strategies”, it is claimed that training administrators 

will be beneficial to both the organizer and the Finnish society far beyond the 

direct economic rewards (Hölttä, Pekkola & Cai 2009). It is a research paper 

based on empirical training case. There are at least three listed benefits other 

than economic one in the paper.  

First of all, training is an effective approach to establish relationship with Chinese 

partners. Chinese officials and school principals in overseas training programs are 

usually decisions makers in China. While they are in China, they are not easily 

approached, let alone in-depth exchange of ideas. However, when they come to 

training programs abroad as students, they become much more modest and 

open to different cultures and ideas.  

Secondly, training is a direct contribution to Finnish tourist industry.  Apart from 

the direct consumption such as flight, accommodation, local transportation, 

living expenditures, cultural and scenery visits, luxury products shopping, big 

number of souvenir and gifts shopping that Chinese training participants 

themselves spend in Finland, they are excellent messengers after they go back to 

China. Once again to be noted, they are really influential people in China. 

Thirdly, training is a cost-effective promotion for Finnish industry. Unlike the 

popular industrial brand “Nokia”, other distinguished Finnish brands and 

technologies are less known in Finland. Training Chinese administrative officials 

in Finland may bring immediate opportunities for Finnish business, as those who 

come to Finland for training are already in important positions in China. Through 

the communication with these officials, who are usually senior in their own fields 

in China, Finns can also learn the practical information about China’s 
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development in relevant fields and what the Chinese demands and expectations 

are to Finland.  

The same theory applies to administrators in educational sector and schools 

principals. Only instead of promoting Finnish industry, they would promote 

Finnish education and schools. The Chinese upper-secondary principal training 

case in the autumn of 2011 has proved this.  With their first-hand experiences, 

after they go back to China, they definitely have something to tell to their peers.  

Some people sees that PISA is promoting the transmission of educational policies 

and practices that are not transferrable (Sahlberg 2011, p55-56). Direct 

educational policies and practices might not be possible, but training the 

educational policy decision makers and practitioners, educating them with a new 

way of thinking and practicing and broadening their eyesight would make a 

difference in their future work.   

Training teachers 

Many factors have contributed to Finland’s educational system’s current fame, 

such as its 9-year comprehensive school for all children, modern learning-focused 

curricular, systematic care for students with diverse special needs, and local 

autonomy and shared responsibility. However, research and experience suggest 

that one factor trumps all others: the daily contributions of excellent teachers. 

(Sahlberg 2011, p70) 

Teacher education system and culture in China and Finland are significantly 

different. For example, the Finnish education system lacks rigorous school 

inspection, and it does not employ external standardized student testing to 

inform the public about school performance or teacher effectiveness. Teachers 

have professional autonomy to create their own school-based work plan and 

curriculum. Teachers’ work in school is based on professional dignity and social 

respect so that they can fulfill their intention of selecting teaching as lifetime 

careers. (Sahlberg 2011, p70-71) 

The focus of training Chinese teachers in Finland will not be the teaching 

contents, teaching methods, but the way of thinking, attitudes towards teaching 

and students and teachers’ professional values. A student, Veera Salonen, was 

accepted to the University of Helsinki Teacher-Education, wrote in her 

application that: 

The well-known Finnish educator Matti Koskenniemi used the term “pedagogical 

love” that also a corner stone of my own theory-of-action as a teacher. Teaching 

is perhaps, more than any other job, a profession that you can successfully do 
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only if you put your heart and personality into play. Each teacher has her own 

style and philosophy of teaching. There may be many motives for becoming a 

teacher. My own is that I want to do good for other people, care and love them. I 

do love them and thus I will be a teacher. (Sahlberg 2011, p74) 

In Finland, the ones who can become a teacher are really extraordinary one way 

or the other. Apart from complete general upper-secondary school and pass the 

rigorous matriculation examination, successful teacher-education candidates 

must also possess high scores, positive personalities, excellent interpersonal 

skills, and commitment to work as a teacher in school. Annually, only about 1 of 

every 10 applicants will be accepted to prepare to become a teacher in Finnish 

primary schools (Sahlberg 2011, p73).  

Martti Ahtisaari, was a primary school teacher, later an international diplomat, 

the President of Finland (1994-2000), and now a Nobel Peace Prize laureate and 

praised global peacemaker. In Finland, many top directors were teachers and still 

teach or give guest lecture to share their knowledge and expertise whenever 

there is a chance. In Finnish schools, principals should all come among teachers 

and also continue teaching in principal’s position. Pasi Sahlberg, the director 

general of CIMO (Centre for International Mobility and Cooperation) at the 

Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture, has worked as a teacher and now 

continues to train teachers and leaders both in Finland and abroad.  

Without the “pedagogical love”, teacher could be misled or flow to a side track 

or even wrong direction. How to keep the passion for teaching career 

continuously has become the primary issue for teacher training. The macro social 

and school teaching environment have to be positive and encouraging; the 

personal values are more determinative in this matter. 

Joint school / class 

Based on the comments, reactions and reflections the Chinese principals gave in 

Finland, we could tell that it would be beneficial if we could establish joint school 

or class between a Chinese and a Finnish school either in Finland or China or half 

time in China and half time in Finland. Chinese principals admired Finnish 

students’ being casual and comfortable everywhere in the school, Finnish 

teachers’ having full freedom and authority.  Of course, there are also problems 

in Finnish schools that Chinese principals could not see only over a short stay.  

Because education in Finland is publicly financed and available to all, school life 

expectancy (primary to tertiary education) is one of highest in the world at over 

20 years in 2010 (Sahlberg 2011, p45). The current challenge in Finnish higher 
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education is to encourage students to complete their studies faster than before 

and thereby enroll in labor markets sooner. The government of Finland is 

introducing new conditions for student loans and carrots to those who graduate 

on time. For China, the school life expectancy is 11 years in 2006 (China 

Wikipedia 2012), almost half of the Finnish one. The government of Finland 

should have something to learn in this respect from China. 

As nowadays, Chinese schools are gradually realizing that it is more important to 

teach children learning-to-learn skills, social competencies, self-awareness and 

creativity than instill text book contents, they are eager to seek changes. Chinese 

pupils are talented and industrious as it has been proved in many ways and tests. 

There has been also empirical evidence that Chinese students attach lower 

importance to happiness than western students and they worry less often 

whether they are happy or satisfied with life (Lu & Gilmour, 2004).  And yet, 

Finland has just been judged to be the world’s second happiest country in the 

United Nations’ World Happiness Report, which was released on the 2nd April 

2012 (Helsinki Times, 2012), students’ capability of having a happy life comes 

under the limelight.  

These learning aspects are only examples here. There are much more to learn 

from each other than these listed two. Moreover, this kind of attitude towards 

studying, life and happiness cannot be changed over one night. They require 

much longer processing period. Among those trained Chinese principals, many 

have expressed their wishes of building up friendship with Finnish schools, so 

called sister-schools. In order really learn from one the other, we suggest to 

launch joint schools, or starting with joint classes between two sister-schools.  

For example, we could build up an experimental class in a Chinese upper-

secondary school, equip it with Finnish learning environment, teaching with 

Finnish methods and learning with Finnish curriculum under the Finnish 

educational framework and scheme with the supervision of both Finnish and 

Chinese teachers for the whole period of three years. Naturally, during the whole 

period, regular data and outcomes should be studied and compared with normal 

local class in order to improve continuously. The expected outcome would be 

healthy and happy students with hard-working attitudes. However, the students’ 

perception and reaction towards studying under different educational 

framework from their peers have to be also taken into account that it would not 

be an extra stress instead.  
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Conclusion 

This article has illustrated the scenarios for China and Finland cooperation in 

school education and how we can benefit from each other based on the 

knowledge of both countries’ education system and experiences from previous 

cooperation. Generally speaking, top performers in educational system can 

always provide some useful and beneficial experiences to other learners one way 

or the other, although not everything can be directly copied. Educational system 

has its deep roots from its own historical and cultural background. It will require 

the learner to identify what can be learned, analyze which part can be borrowed, 

and localize it into the version and format that can be implemented.  

This article has suggested a set of applicable cooperation scenarios for both 

countries. However, these should not be seen as prescriptions, but rather they 

serve as starting points to make further exploration. The models need to be 

tested and studied in practice.  

Fortunately, the increasing enthusiasm and ready-to-learn attitudes from both 

sides may ensure the cooperation and experiment taking place and proceeding 

forward. The Chinese Educational Research and Exchange Centre is expected to 

play a leading or coordinating role in realizing these cooperation scenarios 

between China and Finland in near future.  
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