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Executive Summary

1. Introduction
The focus of the ICT Group’s peer learning activity (PLA) to Finland from 25 to 27th January 2006 was Finnish digital content production and use. In preparation for the visit each country responded to a questionnaire about the development, distribution and use of digital content. The group received background papers to prepare the PLA provided by the host, Jouni Kangasniemi, (Finnish Ministry of Education) and the adviser to the ICT cluster (European Schoolnet). 

21 persons including ICT Cluster members and invited content experts, representing 14 countries, took part in the PLA. The programme provided three days of varied inputs on a range of themes and included visits to the Finnish Ministry of Education, Helsinki University, WSOY (a commercial supplier), a media centre, a high school, a library and an open access learning centre.

This report is written by the adviser to the ICT cluster and aims to give an objective view of what was seen and learnt. It is in six sections:

· A brief introduction to the Finnish education system

· A summary of prior contributions by country on content development issues
· Reporting on peer learning visits and discussions

· Conclusions and recommendations

· Evaluation of the Peer Learning Activity

2. The Education system
The Finnish education policy is based on providing all citizens with equal opportunities to receive education, irrespective of age, domicile, economic situation, sex or mother tongue. Public authorities are obligated to provide for the educational and cultural needs of the Finnish- and Swedish-speaking populations of the country according to similar principles which means that all teaching materials and documents from the ministry need to be provided also in these languages. 
Other basic principles characteristic for the Finnish system are a strong nationally steered core curriculum which gives a lot of room for schools to develop their own curricula, partnership approaches in the education sector and providing everyone with an opportunity to obtain secondary vocational education or higher education.


All children in Finland undergo a nine year compulsory education or leave when they have completed the comprehensive school syllabus, mostly at the age of 16. 
Upper secondary education (lasting two to three years) comprises general upper secondary education and initial vocational study programmes. The first leads to a matriculation examination, vocational programmes offer a form of apprenticeship training in virtually all fields of working life.

Quite specific to the Finnish Education system is that education institutions have the freedom of organisation and obligation to co-operate. At the same time, students have been granted more opportunities to choose study modules from another form of education, within the framework of the study programme or syllabus, and the right to get credit for previous studies and for those completed elsewhere.  
The Finnish higher education system comprises two parallel sectors: universities and polytechnics, which are financed by the state and regional development. Universities are characterised by scientific research, polytechnics are oriented towards working life. 

The administration of the education system can be characterised by centralised steering of the whole and municipal implementation. The government in Finland draws up the educational development plans, which are adopted by the Parliament.  Other main central actors are the Finnish Ministry of Education and the Finnish National Board of Education which are responsible respectively, for policy development and implementation. The education system is evaluated by an independent evaluation organisation, the Education Evaluation council. It is worth noting that there is no inspectorate for education in Finland.
Municipalities (431 altogether) play an important role for education as they are quite autonomous (receive lump sums for education), are self governed and have the right to levy taxes. They vary considerably in size; the smallest municipality only has 700 inhabitants, whereas the population of the largest, City of Helsinki, exceeds half a million inhabitants. Some municipalities are facing the problem of not having enough children for a school or in terms of maintaining small and remote schools.
3. Digital content and services for schools
The following section summarises the input of the ICT cluster to a questionnaire on content and services for schools and the follow up discussions during the PLA discussing various aspects of the content value chain, content development, content sharing and use. National experiences were shared between ICT cluster members, common issues and best practices identified and reflected upon in the light of the Finnish presentations. At the end of the PLA recommendations for content were given. 

Key issues about content development highlighted by cluster members were high costs for quality material, the lack of return on investment, a small market size, Intellectual Property Rights, privacy and ownership. The lack of national content development units – a greenhouse for best product development was discussed, but the counter argument is that they take teachers out of schools. 
Group members underlined the different roles of the commercial sector, teachers, learners (creating knowledge rather than consuming it), creative citizens and the heritage sector. Development bottlenecks included quality issues and understanding where central intervention is most effective. 

The Finnish government takes an open and neutral approach towards open source developments and seems to  have a fine balance as when to interfere in the market and when not. The exchange between the group has shown that countries are currently facing a controversy between proprietary and open software developments and look for ways to deal with both. 
Key issues related to content sharing were the need for but low use of meta-data, the lack of common standards, of efficient distribution channels. Distribution of e-content and e-services was still fragmented and disorganised. Users found it difficult to obtain digital content and sharing content between countries by federating repositories was in its infancy. Meta data and standards are lagging behind technological developments and the developments (e.g. content adapting to the learner’s profile) are getting more complex.
For the use of e-content in teaching and learning, the main obstacles were the low levels of ICT integration into education and low use in classrooms as well as language and cultural differences ( dominance of English and different curricula, pedagogies and educational cultures). There is need for innovation and inspiration.

Members mentioned that increasing the uptake of ICT in schools beyond the early adopters was becoming a priority, as was some sort of evaluation and possibly quality labelling to identify what was most useful for schools and higher education. 
4.  Peer learning visits and discussions

4.1. Policy
The first morning of the PLA tackled the Information Society programmes of the Finnish government: The information society programme for Education, Training and Research 2004-2006 and the Information society policy programme led by the Prime Minister’s Office.
An overriding principle of the government in Finland is to advise and give support. The government sets the framework and gives financial support within national programmes such as the virtual school, or virtual polytechnic and university. 
The government has also chosen the Information society as an overriding topic for one of its latest policy programmes on education, training and Research 2004-2006 with a focus on three key areas knowledge, content and operating environment.  The programme gives high emphasis to the citizen as a user of electronic transactions and content services, to develop an open, secure and networked society where ICT is part of everyday school life and research. Concerning content the aim is to develop material that is of high quality, pedagogically justified, serves different user groups and is openly available. Finland, which is preparing content in its own language, needs to develop skills to use, gain access to and produce information society services. The challenges, as pointed out by Directorate General M. Arvo Jaeppinen, will be to link these areas into a single vision.

The strategy emphasises likewise measures for partnership approaches within the education sector but also with partners outside the educational administration. Moreover, the preparation of the strategy including all stakeholders is seen as a necessary tool to come to a holistic picture of the policy, to detect needs and develop a vision of the future. 

Finland ranks high as an Information Society in terms of providing e-services to its citizens, a high investment in research, broadband access and Internet use. Trust in e-services and various possibilities to access the Internet via a well developed network of public libraries, public internet access points, in schools or at universities show the results of a strong political commitment in the field. 

The current Government Information Society Policy Programme, which was developed in 2003, initiated projects in the field of increasing broadband connections for the whole of Finland, and cooperation projects between the municipalities and the state. A major Information Society campaign carried out in 2005 additionally boosted the participation in the Information society and the use of public and private electronic services. The overall aim was to give more information concerning electronic services and contents, make people more familiar with them and thus reduce fears and prejudices. Via a large media campaign people were encouraged to go to the library, to use online services and public internet access points. Other elements of the campaign comprise the training of staff in libraries, public Internet access points and in governmental offices. 

Activities in 2006, where Finland holds the presidency in the second half of the year, include a new Information society strategy for Finland, a continuation of the reform of the public sector IT functions, new funding tools for eGovernment services and the introduction of new nation wide services and platforms.

Main points of the follow up discussion included the focus of the ICT in education strategy, the role of the teacher in Finland, and the demand for national evidence for the added value of ICT in education. 

4.2. Higher education

In the afternoon of the first day the group visited the University of Helsinki and got an insight into three key services for teachers and students, the Educational Centre for ICT (Alekandria), the universities’ library services and the Finnish Virtual University of which Helsinki University is a member of.


The Alekandria Educational Centre is a centre for both students and teachers at the University of Helsinki. It offers support services and coordinates all the virtual courses within the university and within the network of universities. Support services include help for teachers using the two learning management systems, videoconferencing facilities and other IT support. The centre also trains more than 500 university teachers each year in the use of ICT in teaching. The training covers short courses in educational technology, e.g. the use of particular software, in the educational use of ICT as part of the “Ope.fi” programme and providing expert ICT skills within the “TieVie” training programme.

The teacher training is voluntarily and participation in the training provided has declined in the last year. This has various reasons such as the provision of more local support for teachers, the increasing workload of teachers in general but also by the use of ICT in the provision of online services for students. Other reasons are that some teachers are still resistant or others have already received basic training.

The University of Helsinki, via its educational centre for ICT, also actively coordinates the developments of the Finnish virtual university, by providing educational support services, especially the online service and portal used for virtual university operations. The Finnish virtual university operates as a network of 21 Finnish universities. Depending on what courses are offered by the organising university, students take part in virtual courses or sometimes blended learning courses. Usually the coordinating university also provides an online learning environment. The Virtual University is not an open university; students have to be member of a participating university and teachers can also restrict access to courses. The virtual university offers a lot of flexibility to Finnish students who work next to their studies. 

The presentation on the university of Helsinki libraries focused on the provision of electronic services for education and research and the changing role of the library as a consequence of this. The university of Helsinki library acts as an information broker and also as an information literacy unit by providing training to each new student in using the library services, which is mandatory. Moreover, libraries have become more involved in setting up and maintaining the infrastructure. 

This calls for organisational development and the development of new indicators of library use revealing not only how much licensed content is used but also what has been used by students.

Moreover, the changing landscape of electronic resources as reflected in the rise of open content, such as e-print archives or wikis, makes it more difficult to know how much the open licensing content is actually used. The University of Helsinki buys licences for e.g. the Britannica or scientific journals which students and researchers then can use. It also offers an open access repository service containing e-Thesis and a specific research repository. A repository service for the whole university is planned by the end of 2006. 

Participants found the development of the library services and the development of the content repository remarkably. More specifically, Greece sees the publishing of thesis abstracts as a means of strengthening collaboration between universities. As for the general impression of the ICT centre, it was mentioned that little space seemed to be available for students’ social interaction. 

4.3. WSOY
The biggest Finnish commercial supplier, WSOY, presented its main educational e-content services in the afternoon session of the first day. A main focus of the presentation was their OpIT LMS for education. The elearning environment consists of basic content, exercises based on the curricula and plenty of referential material.  It also includes tools for communication and collaboration. Training in how to use the system and user support is a key service WSOY offers. The elearning content provided is independent from books as municipalities in Finland can shape their own curriculum and will want to choose the textbooks from other publishers. However, WSOY works in both value chains producing standalone elearning content and elearning content connected to a textbook. Content related to a book is related to a fee. Currently a licence costs 17 Euro per year per pupil. Licences can be taken with when changing a school. 

The elearning material developed is oriented towards the targets set by the national curriculum. Content that is created by teachers or students on the platform can only be shared within one school. WSOY sees the role of the government to fund the demand side, set standards to which the material should comply and positions its strength in taking responsibility for the final product as opposed to open content developments. 

IPR issues are tackled by rights management, the content author decides who else can see the content, the content produced by teachers is under the responsibility of those who have produced it.  The services can be introduced according to municipalities needs. Currently 360 schools use the service. 

Questions were raised by ICT cluster members on the actual use of the learning environment by schools, how its use affects learning outcomes and how the data produced in the system is used for monitoring purposes. 
4.4. School use of ICT
The second day of the visit was dedicated to visit the Helsinki Media Centre offering elearning media services to schools and an upper secondary school specialised in science education. 

The media centre, funded by the City of Helsinki, is a service for all its 160 schools and 4000 teachers. It is highly equipped with different kinds of technology, both digital and analogue, including high-end professional audio-visual equipment and tools.

The centre’s aims to develop media skills in learners with an emphasis on improving results of how teachers work with students in schools and thus also to support institutional change. The philosophy behind skill’s development lies in the formula: Using ICT= Access + Skills+ Motivation.  The integration of ICT in the curriculum has been seen the most difficult task in the past. The new national curriculum helps this. There is still not so much elearning content in the learning platform they use, the centre offers a variety of other resources, libraries, the web, peers. The role of the teachers is to make students to find and evaluate information. They are not seen as the producer of learning material but as coaches and guides. Examples of content used came from reusing old material such as archive film, old maps or artist work from 90 years ago. Teachers make use of the possibilities offered in different ways, some are independent learners others need more guidance. Constraints for teachers are time, lack of content, own teaching skills and motivation, technical constraints and content. 

Luonnontiedelukio school is located in the suburbs of Helsinki, it has 40 teachers and 700 students aged 16 to 19. It is the only school in Helsinki specialising in science. Particular of the school visit was to see the freedom students have in organising their own study pace according to their needs. They have a big choice in selecting subjects according to their preferences. Within the national matriculation examination, which takes place twice a year, students can also chose which courses to complete and when. The curriculum consists of 75 courses each of 38 hours of study. Lessons last 75 minutes and usually students have three per day. On average it takes three years to complete upper secondary school. A strong language focus is a natural approach for Finnish students, with all also studying Swedish and a third language with English as the most popular and other languages such as German and French.

Concerning the use of ICT students are using a learning environment to choose their courses. The environment also shows the grades, teachers’ email and messages can be sent to parents. Some special courses can be done via the Internet. There are no ICT examinations and no use of ICT in examinations. Homework is not mandatory but seen as a normal task for students to help their learning. 

Important points were shared commonly among the ICT cluster members, such as the high professionalism of teachers and that the education system is based on trust, freedom and responsibility likewise for teachers and students. As for ICT use in the school participants felt that this was not dominating, more so it was the approach to learning and independency that was striking. 

4.5. Promoting Information society skills for all

During the afternoon of the second day the group could see in practice how Information society services are being provided for Finnish citizens. The library 10 offers a wide collection of books, videos, DVD’s, tapes and CD ROMs grouped by themes, not by medium. A library card is needed for all facilities and is being expanded as a brand (a membership card for the Information Society). In the future more content will be digital and online, with less need for physical material. The future role of the library will be more towards a hybrid library offering a mixture of traditional prints and electronic resources and to help people to produce knowledge and content as well as to consume it. The library helps in using ICT but leaves it to their users to learn by making their own experience. The Information society meeting place (Lasipalatsi) promotes e-skills for all. Here everybody has access to use the Internet and benefit from the guidance provided within the centre. It is also a meeting point for freelancers and small businesses to use the centre’s facilities. 

The Finnish achievements were highly appreciated, in particular the provision of access for all citizens by the media centre and the library, as open and flexible models, and a high motivation towards learning. ” Being computer literate is considered as a natural skill”, which is not only acquired in school but at many other occasions and places. According to the OECD, Finnish students use ICT more often outside school than at school. High costs of these investments were discussed too, but achievements will depend on where countries set priorities. On the other hand, small amount of staff and the low costs for the setting up of the library was astonishing for members. 

5. Conclusions and recommendations

This section brings together some overall reflections and possibilities for future directions from the peer learning activity group and the consultants, written from a more personal point of view. It should be read in conjunction with the rest of the report as it does not do justice to the richness and complexity of what was seen and discussed during the visit. Nevertheless the remarks may be helpful for engaging debate ‘back home’.

5.1. What was learnt from the visit?

As in other countries there are many subtle factors that shape what takes place in schools, how students behave and how the community views the school. A school is a finely balanced institution that can be said to exemplify a national spirit and will. In Finland the peer learning group were struck by a common national ambition, voiced at all levels, children and adults alike, to flourish in the global information society – not simply to profit economically but to enjoy the progress and benefits it can bring. There was also pride in Finland’s achievements in this respect, which creates a self-perpetuating mechanism: success breeds success. The country enjoys strong social cohesion at all levels, possibly linked to factors like history, geography, climate, population size, taxation levels, language and low immigration, creating a culture in which everyone is part of a whole in which all are encouraged to achieve their potential. Finland also has good basic, inclusive education, a tradition of lifelong learning and high levels of literacy, thanks to the public library network and drop-in centres, for example. The changing role of libraries as multi media literacy units became most apparent, where the provision of electronic services is also seen as part of a wider organisational development and in strong conjunction with support and guidance.
Factors like these play a part in education policy and enables aspects of it to succeed that might not work in other countries. For example, there is a strong notion of trust in teachers running through the system, and the profession is highly regarded by the public. Teachers are seen as holding the country’s future in their hands and, more important, the future of its cherished children, who, one feels, are loved and respected as individuals. In other countries lip service is paid to schooling built around young people, but in Finland the group felt that learners were at the heart of the system, not the school: form follows function. The system is built around consistency of the learning offer and is subservient to enabling the child to flourish and prosper; a recent OECD study showed that, in Finland, the school attended has less effect on a young person’s examination performance than in other countries. When one of the students said that he could do as well in either of the schools he had attended, one in an area of social deprivation and one specialist, the visitors were tempted to be sceptical, but he was right. Given this trust and consistency, the loose curriculum framework is effective. It is not content-heavy and supports skills development, learner autonomy and self-responsibility, and, as such, is effective in preparing young people for life in an uncertain future. 
The notion of trust is also reflected in the fact that the performance of the system is not checked or controlled nationally in a systemic way. There is for example no inspectorate for education and evidence for certain areas, so much asked for by participants, can not be provided. On the other hand the system ensures partnership approaches, the sharing of knowledge and networking at all levels (between and within institutions and sectors) to develop a coherent vision of the Information society and an education system where learning is at the centre with ICT as one means supporting the process.
Finland has been building the Information Society with dedicated policy programmes since 1994. It is evident that there is a strong visionary and holistic approach towards developments in this area. Moreover, a strong leadership approach is reflected in the fact that the current Information Society programme is led by the Prime Minister and a  best practice award given by the Prime minister in 2006.

Finally, without being heavy handed, the policy has resulted in a shared pedagogical model of social constructivism visible in the day-today life of the school.

As for digital content development in this wider context, Finland’s linguistic position means that content must be locally produced by the public and private sector. The two strong commercial suppliers compete in a small market place using a viable business model of e-content linked to printed text-books or separate material. However, the market does not produce content for minorities and subjects with low numbers of students; in such cases government intervention and support are necessary.

In a system where teachers are highly valued and the pervading pedagogical model is social constructivism, mechanisms to enable the development of non-commercial e-content need to be in place. This is so in Finland: teachers are recognised as e-content producers and media centres positively influence innovation and e-content development. Archive material is a valuable assert and can be re-used in imaginative ways and digitising collections is especially valuable with pedagogical models that encourage project-based learning.

Quality is always an issue where content development is in the hands of many people. An organisation like the National Board of Education is well placed to handle many of the issues arising from e-learning and e-content, e.g. Intellectual Property Rights, quality assurance approaches and adoption of Creative Commons. The fact that teachers expect to see pedagogical models behind e-content helps to drive up quality. However, the issue of ensuring quality assurance is built into a trust-based not-for-profit system remains. 

As for e-content distribution in Finland the group noted a move to adopting common standards to ensure the flow of content from author to end user through the system, and recognition that the national system should enable international sharing of e-content. However, in practice, as in other countries, it is difficult to see how teacher X can locate and use good content produced by teacher Y. The growth of learning platforms and interoperability will no doubt facilitate this, but the problem is as much about people and attitudes as about technological solutions.

In Finland extensive e-content use is still an ‘early adopter’ phenomenon, partly because of its need for reliable broadband and pervasive equipment and tools. There are also other, more mundane, inhibiting factors like the timetable and room size. As one might expect in a country with a clear future vision, schools have ICT strategies and development plans to address this.

5.2. Recommendations

The observations above might call for unrealisable changes and major rethinking of education systems in other countries. The following recommendations from the ICT Cluster are rather more pragmatic:
1. The Finland visit showed, once again, that investment in ICT pays dividends. Countries should continue to improve the technical infrastructure and provision in schools, a pre-requisite for the use of digital content. Provide tax benefits and incentives for the purchase of ICT equipment and home use of it.
2. More work is needed to map and disseminate the issues related to digital content development, distribution and use. The results should serve as a background to the European Commission programme calls and tenders.
3. Identify across the EU the existence and functionality of learning platforms and learning management systems and ensure that developers listen to the voice of teachers and learners. Such systems play a key role in underpinning large-scale use of digital content.
4. Purchase the rights for educational use of content and negotiate specific licences at national or regional level to maximise economies of scale.
5. Develop a reward system to encourage uptake of e-content in schools, but recognise that this is a change management issue. Stress the innovative aspects of school development and how digital resources can support change.
6. Educate teachers in the use of e-content, e.g. the use of metadata, and produce guidelines on how to use digital learning resources. 
7. The eTwinning initiative is a good example of teachers co-operating and or peer learning. It should be widened to encourage more development and sharing of e-content.
8. Rights issues need to be cleared at an early stage with all stakeholders. Consider the Creative Commons approach in some cases.
9. The peer learning visit to Finland was valued by both visitors and hosts. The peer learning activity model is successful and effective in the short-term. They should be continued, and linked to other peer learning projects like P2P (http://p2p.eun.org). Time is needed to assess the benefits of closer understanding between peers in different countries over the longer-term.







































Page 3


Page 4



