
An ongoing public campaign to raise awareness of the daily

hardships of the disabled while travelling should prompt a

closer look at just how inclusive public transport is in terms

of accessibility. The disabled make up 3 per cent of the

population here but the proportion of seniors, now at

almost 12 per cent, is expected to grow considerably. To

help them lead active, reasonably independent and

productive lives, they must be able to move about and use

public transport without facing constant obstacles.

The number of wheelchair-accessible bus services here

has improved markedly. However, those who are blind or

deaf still struggle when using public transport.

Announcements (relating to upcoming stops, delays and

disruptions) can alert the blind and the visually impaired

but are of no help to the deaf. So, service providers need to

take a holistic approach in coming up with solutions.

Certainly, they can only do so much in balancing

efficiency of traffic flow and the needs of special users; fare

affordability and the extra costs of retrofitting plus

additional services for a minority. Ideally, the old and

disabled should be borne in mind when public transport

infrastructure is being planned and designed. The train

network put up in the 1980s did not have sufficient

facilities like ramps and lifts. Installing these subsequently

incurred extra costs and public inconvenience.

Sometimes, technology can come to the rescue, like a

public transit tool that allows a smartphone to connect to

Wi-Fi-enabled braille displays or other devices. Often, all it

might take is some affordable modifications to hardware,

procedures and policies. One change that can be highly

effective is help offered by able-bodied commuters.

Singaporeans are “generally more understanding and

accepting of people with disabilities”, as a Society for the

Physically Disabled spokesman noted. More can be done, of

course. One mark of a civilised and gracious society is the

way it treats its less able.

Sandra Davie
Senior Education Correspondent

L
ike Singapore, Finland,
which has a population of
5.4 million, is an educa-
tion superstar.

Its students consistent-
ly do as well as top-performing Sin-
gapore pupils in international
maths and science tests.

But a recent study trip by The
Sunday Times sponsored by Lien
Foundation found that Finnish stu-
dents take a completely different
route to academic excellence.

Before going to Primary 1 at age
seven, all that Finnish children in
pre-schools seem to do is play.

And once in school, they do not
undergo formal assessments or ex-
aminations until they are 18, when
they sit for a matriculation exami-
nation to enter university.

There is also little homework for
primary and lower secondary stu-
dents, and no nationwide standard-
ised testing.

And tuition? That is a concept
foreign to most Finnish parents.

Teachers say the equivalent of
Singapore’s gifted education
scheme or Normal or Express
streams would be illegal in Finland
because its education policy calls
for all children to be given the
same opportunities.

The only “streaming” allowed
occurs at age 16, when students, af-
ter being graded by teachers, get to
choose whether to take the voca-
tional or academic route.

And yet, the Finns have consist-
ently performed in the top tier
since the first Programme for Inter-
national Student Assessment (Pisa)
survey was conducted in 2000.

This study compares 15-year-
olds in different countries in read-
ing, mathematics and science.

So how does Finland do it with-
out the intense pressure and compe-
tition that are so much a part of Sin-
gapore’s system?

Finnish educators list a combina-
tion of factors, from the strong read-
ing culture – Finnish people borrow
more books from libraries than any-
one else in the world – to highly ed-
ucated and well-trained teachers.

Many also attribute the success
of the Finnish education system to
the strong foundation in learning
laid in pre-school, where the focus
is on cultivating intellectual curiosi-
ty and a love of learning in the
young.

The emphasis is on learning
through collaboration, not compe-
tition.

“All children are given equal op-
portunities. We put equity ahead of
producing top students,” says Dr Pa-
si Sahlberg, who wrote the
much-talked-about book, Finnish
Lessons, which details how the
country improved its mediocre aca-
demic results and produced top-per-
forming students.

The 53-year-old director-general
of CIMO (National Centre for Inter-
national Mobility and Coopera-
tion) at the Finnish Ministry of Edu-
cation explains how Finns aim to
have good schools for all students,
echoing the Singapore Education

Ministry’s (MOE) recent slogan that
“every school is a good school”.

Dr Sahlberg says Finnish parents
really do believe that all Finnish
schools are equal. That would ex-
plain the puzzled looks given by
Finnish parents when The Sunday
Times asked how they select a
school for their children. The an-
swer: They pick the one closest to
home.

Dr Sahlberg points out that the
Pisa results show that the gap be-
tween high and low achievers in
Finland is the smallest in the world.

The main aim of its policymak-
ers since the 1980s has been to en-
sure that every child should be giv-
en the same opportunity to learn,
regardless of family background or
income.

In Finland, education is free
from pre-school to university level.
Government spending on educa-
tion makes up 6.8 per cent of gross
domestic product (GDP).

All Finnish schools offer free
meals, free health care, free psycho-
logical counselling and free individ-
ualised student guidance.

The country’s education system
did not start out this way. Back in
the 1960s, less than 10 per cent of
students continued their education
until the age of 18. There was na-
tionwide standardised testing for
children at age 11. Children who
scored in the top 25 per cent went
to private schools that charged
high fees.

But starting in the mid-1970s,
education reforms were intro-
duced. Private schools were
scrapped and all schools became
publicly funded. Pre-school teach-
ers attended a three-year degree
course, while those heading to
teach in primary and secondary
schools studied for five years up to
master’s level.

Streaming of students to put
them on either the vocational or ac-
ademic tracks was pushed to a later
stage, at age 16.

Class sizes were kept to an aver-
age of 25 students. Teachers were al-
lowed to design their own lessons.

Instead of examinations, teachers
assessed students using tests they
designed themselves. Grades in re-
port cards were based not just on
test scores, but also on projects and
class participation.

Periodically, the Education Min-
istry would track a few sample
groups of children across a range of
schools to make sure the system
was working.

There was opposition to the re-
forms at first, with some groups call-
ing for a return to examinations
and streaming.

But the results of the first Pisa
studies in 2000 and the second in
2003 changed people’s minds. Finn-
ish children were among the top
performers in mathematics, science
and literacy.

Soon, educators from around
the world were flocking to Fin-
land, hoping to learn the secret to

its success.
“Once, people used to come to

Finland to learn about Nokia. Now,
they come here to learn about our
school system,” says Dr Sahlberg,
who receives numerous invitations
from around the world to give talks
and attend education conferences.

Dr Sahlberg, who has been ap-
pointed visiting professor by Har-
vard University, says: “When the
first Pisa study came out, most
Finns didn’t believe it. But we came
out tops again in the second sur-
vey. The best thing that Pisa did
was that it silenced those who want-
ed to go back to having private
schools and national examina-
tions.”

But he is quick to correct any
misconceptions among visiting ed-
ucators that the system, from
pre-school to university, is
laid-back. He notes that although

examinations and streaming do
not exist in the lower levels, stu-
dents have to sit examinations at
age 18.

At 16, more than 90 per cent of
students choose to further their ed-
ucation through either “general” or
“vocational” upper secondary
schools.

Vocational students usually
head to polytechnics or enter the
job market. Those in the academic
general stream have to sit a nation-
al examination to get a place in uni-
versity.

Universities also set their own
entrance tests to select students for
specific courses.

However, there are those who be-
lieve the Finnish system is not suita-
ble for all countries, including Sin-
gapore.

While Finland’s population is
similar in size to Singapore’s, it is

largely homogeneous, with people
speaking the same language, Finn-
ish.

Also, Finland has a generous so-
cial welfare system where educa-
tion and health care are free. But
Finnish taxes are among the high-
est in the world at 44 per cent of
GDP, reported Reuters. The income
tax rate ranges from 6.5 per cent to
31.75 per cent. On top of that,
Finns pay municipal tax ranging
from 16.25 per cent to 22 per cent.

Dr Sahlberg says Singapore is ad-
mired for the way it teaches mathe-
matics and science, and for its re-
cruitment and training of teachers.

But one thing that Singapore
should consider doing away with is
the Primary School Leaving Exami-
nation, he says, echoing the views
expressed by Stanford University
professor Linda Darling-Hammond
in a recent interview with The Sun-
day Times.

“Singapore is one of the few
countries in the world to have a
high-stakes examination for
12-year-olds,” says Dr Sahlberg. “So
I wonder why Singaporeans are ar-
guing over scores or bands.
Shouldn’t the debate be about whe-
ther the exams are appropriate for
children at such a young age?”

He is aware of the anxiety felt by
Singapore educators over the widen-
ing gap in school performance be-
tween children from disadvantaged
homes and those from privileged
backgrounds.

Stressing that many elements of
the Finnish school system are inter-
woven with the country’s social
welfare policies, he says: “As the
OECD (Pisa) report stated, the high-
est-performing education systems
are those that are able to combine
quality with equity.

“And if there is something that
Finland can show others, it is what
equity and equal opportunity in ed-
ucation look like. And it is possible
to achieve excellence along with
equity.”

sandra@sph.com.sg
See facing page for more
reports
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Children playing outdoors at the Takatasku childcare centre in Malmi, Helsinki. In Finnish pre-schools, the focus is on cultivating intellectual curiosity and a love of learning in the young.

[ EDITORIAL ]

Making travel inclusive

No exams, no tuition, no streaming, minimal homework and lots of play.
Yet Finland consistently produces top students in mathematics, science and literacy. How does the country do it?

Learning – the Finnish way

PSLE revisited
“Singapore is
one of the few
countries in the
world to have a
high-stakes
examination for
12-year-olds.
So I wonder why
Singaporeans
are arguing over
scores or bands.
Shouldn’t the
debate be about
whether the
exams are
appropriate for
children at such
a young age?”
Dr Pasi Sahlberg (left),
director-general of the
National Centre for
International Mobility and
Cooperation at the Finnish
Ministry of Education.
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Denise Chong

The relentless high-pitched whine
– like twitchy mosquitoes revving
furiously in your ear – rattles the
nerves.

The race is on. Not the recent
Formula 1 SingTel Singapore Grand
Prix, but the race for top grades in
schools.

I have loads of sympathy for the
families but I have been covering
my ears to block out the stressed pa-
rental sounds bouncing off the
walls in Singapore even as primary
school pupils have started their en-
gines for the dreaded Primary
School Leaving Examination
(PSLE).

Schoolchildren seem, at first

glance, to be having it so much
worse than a generation ago; driv-
en – hear the screeching tyres,
smell the smoke rising – by parents
from school to enrichment class to
tuition class and back again the
next day.

But even as I reel from the
mind-boggling primary school
maths problems posted by frustrat-
ed parents on social media, I some-
times wonder if children today are
really suffering more stress than pre-
vious generations.

There is that seductive school of
thought that times and things were
simpler and better in the past.

I am not seduced by this school
of thought as I like the present. I re-
member the nasty stuff from the
past – being at the mercy of
grown-ups, the spit-covered broken
sidewalks, not much air-condition-
ing and no Wi-Fi.

Look, I remember flipping
through dog-eared catalogue cards,
then trying to hunt down dusty li-
brary books just to get one piece of
information. Google? What Goog-
le? A random goo-goo sound made
by a baby?

The present feels good with my
own money and independence; the
present feels like a gift.

Yet my memories of school in
the 1980s and 1990s are of me

laughing my head off on the net-
ball court; the satisfaction of raising
the flag in the morning and shoot-
ing silencing death-ray looks at
noisy girls I was in charge of; the
adrenaline-kick of competing in
track-and-field events; the fun of
singing, skits, marching and bellow-
ing Malay drill commands.

While there was some “suffer-
ing” in the form of maths home-
work – the formulas looked like
m y s t i c a l , c u r l y t o w g a y
(beansprouts) – and Chinese home-
work – looking less mystical but
curlier, prettier towgay – I don’t re-
member the sense of battling for
pole position in school.

Even the desperation of strug-
gling with certain subjects was tem-
pered by the hilarious absurdity of
how I coped: I once drew graphs
while on a moving bus.

So I did think that school was
less of a pain in the past, until I re-
cently read a newspaper column
published in the 1970s about the

horrible pressure of passing exami-
nations, no thanks to a parent who
exerted it fiercely.

It was horrible in the past for
some students, it is horrible in the
present for some students, and it
will be horrible in the future for
some students.

Maybe the cries of suffering to-
day are amplified by the mega-
phone that is social media.

Mashing up that old philosophi-
cal chestnut, “If a tree falls in a for-
est, and there’s nobody to hear it,
does it still make a sound?”, one
wonders: If a student fell over from
overwork in her or his room, and
there was no one to snap a photo
and post it on Facebook, Twitter et
cetera because there was no such
thing as social media a generation
ago, did the suffering exist then?

Is suffering writ large because
you are more skilled in tweeting
about pain in fewer than 140 char-
acters?

For the bulk of each cohort, I
wonder if the stress they feel is just
what is normal to them. Unlike
their parents, the kids don’t have
anything else in their life experi-
ence to compare what they are go-
ing through to. So I wonder if chil-
dren think grown-ups who rail
against tuition are being as quaint
as, let’s say, someone who blames
the Internet for all things evil.

And as the syllabus grows tough-
er, the resources and tools at stu-
dents’ fingertips are more pimped
out. Perhaps we will reach a break-
ing point one day when no amount
of pimped out tools can help stu-
dents. But not today. Today, at
least for those in the PSLE race, the
chequered flag is at last in sight.

denise@sph.com.sg

No gain in
students’ pain?

At first glance, Finnish pre-schools
do not look that much different
from those in Singapore.

The classrooms are spacious and
open to allow children to move
around easily and freely. The walls
are plastered with children’s draw-
ings and numbers and letters of the
alphabet.

But one thing that surprises visi-
tors, especially those from Singa-
pore, is how much the children
play and how little they are drilled
in the alphabet and numbers.

Dr Christine Chen, president of
the Association for Early Child-
hood Educators ( Singapore), recent-
ly led a group of teachers on a visit
to Finnish pre-schools and recalls:
“We would enter a kindergarten
and most of the classrooms would
be empty. The kids would be play-
ing in the playground, in the sand-
pit and so on.

“They also have what they call a
forest kindergarten where
pre-schools regularly take children
to the forest for activities.”

Education professor Lasse Lippo-
nen, who heads pre-school teacher
training at Helsinki University, says
pre-school years, from three to sev-
en, emphasise play, and free play at
that. This is unlike Singapore’s em-
phasis on purposeful play which in-
volves teachers guiding children to
make meaning out of their experi-
ences.

“In the Finnish formal school-
ing system, the teaching of the al-
phabet and numbers starts at sev-
en. Before that, it is all about sociali-

sation and play to give children the
foundation for learning.

“A play-based curriculum stimu-
lates physical, social-emotional,
and creative development and lays
the basis for cognitive develop-
ment.”

He also defends the use of more
free play as opposed to structured
play or purposeful play.

“We believe strongly that free
play nurtures creativity and inde-
pendence.

“Children must decide which
game to play, what the rules should
be, and wait to take turns.

“This builds qualities such as
self-awareness, self-regulation, and
flexibility,” he says.

He adds that Finnish children
under age seven have, by law, a
“subjective right to childcare”, re-
gardless of family income or paren-
tal employment.

If a child’s parents want him or
her to attend a childcare centre, the
municipality in which they live is
obligated to provide them with a
slot in either one of its public kin-
dergartens or a private childcare
programme.

Childcare is not free, but is heavi-
ly subsidised. Fees are charged on a
sliding scale based on income, with
a maximum monthly payment of
over 200 euros (S$338) a month.

Pre-school teachers are required
to have a basic three-year degree
and many go beyond that to mas-
ter’s level. They are supported by al-
lied educators who hold credentials
as “licensed practical nurses”, a vo-

cational degree roughly equivalent
to a high school diploma with spe-
cialised education and training to
work with young children.

The teacher-student ratio for pu-
pils between three and six years old
is 1:7. So for every 21 children there
are three teachers who each boast a
university degree in early child-
hood instruction.

Pre-school teachers’ salaries lag
behind those of primary and sec-
ondary school teachers by about 20
per cent, but about 10 applicants
vie for every place in the pre-school
teacher training programme.

“There is a push now in some

quarters to raise the minimum qual-
ifications to a master’s level,” says
Professor Lipponen.

Principal Malla Antilla, who
heads a 24-hour childcare centre in
Malmi, a half-hour drive from Hel-
sinki city centre, agrees that teach-
ers need to be highly trained to do
the difficult job of caring for young-
sters from nine months right up to
six.

Her 24-hour centre caters to par-
ents on shift jobs, such as nurses
and policemen.

“I have mothers who work as
stewardesses and tour conductors
and sometimes they are gone for

two, three days. We are very flexi-
ble and cater to their needs.”

As with other pre-schools, play
dominates the curriculum and
most of it is outdoors in the cen-
tre’s sprawling grounds.

Ms Antilla says parents never
raise concerns about whether their
children will be ready for learning
mathematics and the languages in
primary school.

“There is no rush for formal
schooling. We believe that it will
come naturally when they are of
the right age. Meanwhile, we focus
on helping a child discover the joy
of learning.”

Sandra Davie

Some top scholars in Singapore
would find it an unconventional ca-
reer path but Finnish high-scorers
Aurora Ojamaki, 21, and Aleksi
Lindberg, 23, chose teaching over
law.

They graduated among the top
10 per cent of their cohort in high
school, and could have easily gone
on to law school.

Instead, both applied several
times before landing a place in a
teacher-education degree course at
Helsinki University, one of eight
universities in Finland offering
such a course of study.

Ms Ojamaki said: “The first year
I applied for a place in law, I got it
but I turned it down as in my heart
I wanted to become a teacher.”

Mr Lindberg, whose mother
runs a day-care centre at home, on
the other hand, has wanted to be a
teacher since high school.

Education Professor Lasse Lippo-
nen from Helsinki University is not
surprised to hear of the difficulties

teacher trainees face in getting into
the degree course he teaches.

“It’s common for my students to
try several times before they are ac-
cepted,” he says matter of factly,
adding that the university received
over 2,000 applicants this year for
the 100 spots in its
primary school
teacher-education
programme.

Besides having
top grades in the ma-
triculation examina-
tion, hopefuls must
sit an entrance test
and pass a personal
interview.

Teachers are high-
ly regarded in Fin-
land and go through
rigorous training. It
takes five years of study, up to mas-
ter’s level, to become a school
teacher.

During the five years, teacher
trainees learn how to design a cur-
riculum, assess pupils’ progress and

to conduct research to continually
improve their teaching skills.

They also do teaching attach-
ments in a school associated with
the university, where they plan,
teach and observe lessons.

Because of this rigorous train-
ing, parents and poli-
cymakers have full
confidence in them
and they have auton-
omy in the class-
room. There is no
yearly appraisal or
grading of a teach-
er’s performance, or
external inspection
of schools.

Periodically, the
Ministry of Educa-
tion tracks national
progress by testing a

few sample groups.
When asked about accountabili-

ty, Professor Lipponen replies:
“Our teachers are well-educated
and trained, so we leave them to do
their jobs.”

What happens if a teacher is not
doing his job?

“The head teacher will have to
deal with him or her.”

According to data compiled last
year by the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Develop-
ment, starting salaries for Finnish
primary school teachers average
US$30,500 (S$38,300) a year. After
15 years in the service, they rise to
US$40,000 a year.

Ms Merja Auvinen, who teaches
English at the Viikki Teacher Train-
ing School in Helsinki and is
vice-principal for the upper second-
ary level, describes her typical day.

She spends about four hours in
the classroom. The rest of the time,
she meets colleagues to share ideas,
conduct research, plan multidisci-
plinary lessons or discuss students’
progress.

The English major, who has
been teaching for over two dec-
ades, says: “It is very satisfying be-
ing a teacher. There’s nothing like
nurturing young people.”

Sandra Davie
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In Finland, pre-school kids are taken to the forest regularly for learning activities. Pre-schools emphasise free play, unlike
Singapore’s focus on purposeful play, which involves teachers guiding children to make meaning out of experiences.

Only Finland’s best become teachers

Free to play and
free to learn at
Finnish pre-schools
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High-scorer Aurora Ojamaki, 21, has
chosen teaching over law.

Socialisation first
“In the Finnish
formal schooling
system, the
teaching of the
alphabet and
numbers starts at
seven. Before that it
is all about
socialisation and
play to give them
the foundations for
learning.

A play-based
curriculum
stimulates physical,
social-emotional,
and creative
development and
lays the basis for
cognitive
development.

We believe
strongly that free
play nurtures
creativity and
independence.
Children must
decide which game
to play, what the
rules should be, and
wait to take turns.

This builds
qualities such as
self-awareness,
self-regulation,
and flexibility.”
EDUCATION PROFESSOR LASSE
LIPPONEN, who heads
pre-school teacher training at
Helsinki University
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Teachers are
highly regarded
in Finland and go
through rigorous
training. It takes

five years of study,
up to master’s

level, to become
a school teacher.

Top student Aleksi Lindberg applied
several times before getting a place
in a teacher-training degree course.
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