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Educating Student Teachers to Become High 
Quality Professionals – A Finnish Case

Hannele Niemi1

•	 For decades, the Finnish orientation toward teacher education 
has committed itself to the development of an inquiry oriented 
and research-based professional culture. The aims of teacher 
education are to train students to find and analyse problems 
they may expect to face in their future work. This study consists 
of a survey of student teachers (n=545) in two universities in 
Finland. Web-based surveys with quantitative and qualitative 
questions were sent to all student teachers in the beginning of 
May 2010. Students assessed how teacher education had pro-
vided them with the competences they need in a high standard 
profession, what kinds of active learning experiences they had 
in their TE studies, and how research studies of teacher edu-
cation had contributed to their professional development. The 
participants of the study assessed that they had achieved good 
skills in planning teaching and curricula. They were capable of 
using different teaching methods. They were aware of their own 
teaching philosophy and their responsibilities as professionals 
and life-long learners. They consider the research component 
of TE valuable to their independent and critical thinking. They 
were very engaged in studies. Finnish pre-service teacher edu-
cation seems to function very well and to be effective in pro-
viding the skills teachers need to work as independent profes-
sionals. The results of the study show, however, that students 
also need more supervision and guidance on how to collaborate 
with parents and other stakeholders outside school, such as rep-
resentatives of working life as well as partners in business life 
and culture. 
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Introduction 

Finnish teacher education has received a great deal of attention 
because of the high learning outcomes of Finnish 15-year-old students 
in Pisa achievement testing. Finland was in the highest position or 
among the three best countries in 2000, 2003, 2006 and 2009 (OECD). 
Many researchers, as well as Finnish policy makers, regard high qual-
ity teachers and teacher education as one of the major factors in good 
learning outcomes. 

During the last twenty years, Finnish teacher education has 
been evaluated systematically in many national and international 
evaluations. Many research projects and doctoral dissertations on 
some components of teacher education have also provided important 
knowledge for further development (e.g., Buchberger et al., 1994; The 
Committee Report, 1994; Finnish Higher Education Evaluation Coun-
cil, 2011; Jussila & Saari, 1999; Ministry of Education, 2007; Niemi, 
1996; Niemi, 1999; Niemi & Kemmis, 1999; Niemi & Kohonen, 1995).

Some of the evaluations have focused on structural and higher 
education policy issues, while some have concentrated on themes of 
teachers’ professional development in teacher education. The present 
study belongs to the latter evaluations. 

This study aims to investigate how student teachers in two uni-
versities assess their experiences and learning outcomes in teacher 
education.

Because there are both structural and content-based differences 
between elementary and secondary teacher education, one of the aims 
of the study is to investigate what the major differences between as-
sessments of primary and secondary school student teachers in profes-
sional competences and skills are. 

According to decrees issued in 1979 and 1995, all prospective 
teachers in Finland have to attain a master’s degree as a teacher quali-
fication. In terms of the Bologna process, the qualified teachers’ degree 
is equivalent to the second cycle degree in the European higher edu-
cation area (Niemi & Jakku-Sihvonen, 2006). In the Finnish educa-
tional system, the combination of a three-year bachelor’s degree and a 
two-year master’s degree in appropriate subjects qualifies teachers to 
teach subjects in primary and secondary schools or general subjects in 
vocational institutions. This means that all other teachers must attain 
a master’s degree (BA 180 European credits (ECTS) + MA 120 = 300 
ECTS; 1 ECTS is about 27 hours’ work). 
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Primary teachers, also called class teachers, have educational 
science as their major, and this degree requires the completion of a 
master’s thesis. The topics of the theses can be highly school-relat-
ed, and the theses are very often action research projects. Second-
ary school teachers, also called subject teachers, complete a major in 
their academic teaching subject and a substantial minor in pedagogy. 
Teacher education in universities does not follow any strictly defined 
programmes. Students have opportunities to create their own study 
plan selecting those modules required for teacher qualifications for 
different levels of the educational system. Nonetheless, teacher educa-
tion departments offer certain study schedules in order to make stud-
ies effective and efficient.

Finland does not have any common national standards for 
teacher education. Each university is responsible for the quality of 
the programmes and studies they provide. The Teacher Education 
Act and relevant decrees provide frameworks and common guide-
lines; however, universities are free to modify their own courses and 
programmes. Even though there are no national standards there are 
many unofficial common principles and recommendations on which 
national TE working groups and Deans of TE educational departments 
have agreed. The following main structural guidelines were accepted 
in 2006: 

The main elements of all teacher education curricula consist of 
studies in:
•	 Academic disciplines. These can be whichever disciplines are 

taught in schools or educational institutions or in the science 
of education. Academic studies can be a major or minors 
depending on the qualification being sought. Class teachers 
have a major in educational sciences and minors in other 
disciplines. 

•	 Research studies consist of methodological studies, a BA 
thesis and a MA thesis. 

•	 Pedagogical studies (min. 60 ECTS) are obligatory for all 
teachers. They also include teaching practice.

•	 Communication, language and ICT studies are obligatory. 
•	 The preparation of a personal study plan is a new element 

in university studies in Finland. Its main function is to guide 
students to develop their own effective programmes and career 
plans, and to tutor them in achieving their goals. 
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•	 Optional studies may cover a variety of different courses 
through which students seek to profile their studies and 
qualifications.

Pedagogical studies
The traditional distinction between class teachers and subject 

teachers has been retained, but the structures of the respective degree 
programmes allow students to take very flexible routes, to include both 
in the same programme or permit later qualification in either direc-
tion. Pedagogical studies (60 ECTS) are obligatory for qualification as 
a teacher and are approximately the same for both primary and sec-
ondary teachers. These studies give a formal pedagogical qualification 
to teachers of all levels in the Finnish educational system regardless of 
the programmes in which they are provided. They provide teachers’ 
general competences with an emphasis on a reflective and research-
based orientation in the teaching profession. According to the law, 
pedagogical studies must be studies in the science of education. Peda-
gogical studies can be part of degree studies or they can be taken sepa-
rately after the completion of a master’s degree. 

The goal of pedagogical studies is to create opportunities to 
learn pedagogical interaction, to learn how to develop one’s own teach-
ing skills, and how to plan, teach and evaluate teaching in terms of the 
curriculum, the school community, and the age and learning capacity 
of the pupils. Students should also learn how to cooperate with other 
teachers, parents and other stakeholders and representatives of the 
welfare society. (www.helsinki.fi/vokke)

Teachers’ pedagogical studies also include guided teaching 
practice (approx. 20 ECTS). The aim of guided practical studies is to 
support students in their efforts to acquire professional skills in re-
searching, developing and evaluating teaching and learning processes. 
In addition, students should be able to reflect critically on their own 
practices and social skills in teaching and learning situations. During 
guided practical studies, students should meet pupils and students 
from various different social backgrounds and learning orientations 
and have opportunities to teach them according to the curriculum. 

An important aim of pedagogically oriented studies is also 
to educate teachers who are able to study and develop their own re-
searched-based practices. For this reason, the modules on behavioural 
research methods are also obligatory for subject teachers. 
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Perspective and theoretical framework

For decades, the Finnish orientation toward teacher education 
has committed itself to the development of a research-based profes-
sional culture (Niemi & Jakku-Sihvonen, 2006). The aim of TE studies 
is to train students to find and analyse problems they may expect to 
face in their future work.

Professional skills
The measurements of professional skills are based on the para-

digms of the reflective teacher, the teacher as a researcher, and inquiry-
oriented teacher education (e.g., Darling-Hammond, 2005, 2010; Nie-
mi, 2002; Scardamalia, 2000; Smyth, 1995; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 
1991). The theoretical framework of professional skills also consists of a 
concept that takes a broad view of teachers’ professional role in schools 
and society. 

There are tensions in many countries on how the practical com-
ponent of teacher education, e.g., teaching practice, should be integrat-
ed and implemented in teacher education programmes. As profession-
als, teachers need many practical skills that enable them to mediate 
academic subject knowledge, values and attitudes to individuals or 
groups. Teachers need the confidence to work with learners in real 
situations, and student teachers often ask for very practical advice on 
their teaching practice. Recent research on expertise has revealed that 
there are different phases in the development of individual expertise 
(Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1986). Student teachers also need different kinds 
of support in the different phases of their development. 

In Finnish teacher education the aim is for teachers to be able 
to work as independent professionals in schools and to make an ac-
tive contribution to educational issues including the development of 
school curricula, as well as formative and summative assessments of 
students’ learning. These competences require strong expertise and 
the integration of different kinds of knowledge. Davenport and Pru-
sak (1998) have found that an expert needs codified knowledge and 
organised official and literally transferable knowledge. In addition, the 
development of expertise requires role models, observing experts, tacit 
knowledge, a social network and even good stories of successful prac-
tice. Davenport and Prusak (1998) point out that experts’ knowledge is 
deep personal knowledge that has been tested in practical situations.

According to Schön (1991), experts always face problems in 
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situations that are unique and consist of uncertainties, value conflicts 
and other tensions because of complexity. They work in complex situ-
ations. This establishes special requirements for their knowledge base. 
Experts’ knowledge is rational in nature, but this is not sufficient. They 
also need principles, rules and models, and they need to know how to 
apply scientific theories and techniques to complex problems.

Working as an expert means that one has the knowledge and 
practical abilities to work in complex situations. In addition, experts 
need confidence in two complementary ways (Isopahkala-Brunet, 
2004): they need the self-confidence to carry out their expertise in de-
manding unique situations, and they also need to implement their ex-
pertise in such a way that their customers, stakeholders and colleagues 
trust them. In the teaching profession this means that students and 
parents, and even society at large, need to be able to trust teachers’ 
expertise. 

Although teachers need many specific skills they also need a 
comprehensive idea or vision of what their work as an educational 
expert means. Teachers need to understand the complexity of educa-
tional processes and see evidence that comes from different sources. 
They need research-based and research-informed knowledge, but they 
also need to be open to acquiring and assessing local evidence. Scarda-
malia and Bereiter (2003) have examined the behaviour of experts. The 
feature that really distinguishes experts from others is their approach 
to new problems. The pattern recognition and learned procedures that 
lead to intuitive problem solving are only the beginning. The expert in-
vests in what Bereiter and Scardamalia call progressive problem solv-
ing, that is, tackling problems. Unlike reducing problems to previously 
learned routines, this increases expertise.

Active learning
How to get students to become more active learners is a very 

common problem in many countries. Active Learning research has 
revealed that teachers who seek to tutor their pupils to become active 
learners gain a new pedagogical role. They become facilitators who give 
more responsibility to students. They are more democratic; they nego-
tiate more with students about aims, methods and control of learning. 
They see, more than before, all learners as resources for one another. 
New teaching methods, which consists of more independent learning, 
more collaborative arrangements, more open tasks and projects, ena-
bles students to collaborate with one another, but very often a teacher 
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is also a partner in a learning team. A teacher’s position is no longer 
at the front of the classroom, nor in the centre of the classroom, but s/
he is a circulating expert, learning together with students and trying to 
give as much space as possible to his/her students. To promote active 
learning, the teacher should be a tutor. In addition to the teacher, other 
partners (e.g., peers, parents, employers) in networks and co-operative 
projects should have a tutoring and supporting role. These scenarios of 
teachers’ work create new demands on teacher education. 

Hannele Niemi has investigated active learning in schools and 
teacher education (e.g., Niemi, 2002). The research focused on the 
Finnish case of active learning in teacher education and found that 
there are many factors that are obstacles to active learning. Schools, as 
well as teacher education institutions, change very slowly. We carry our 
learning culture from the early days of our own school life, and it forms 
our concepts and ideals as to what we regard as the aims of learning. 

The framework of active learning assessment in this study is 
based on theories that consider learning as a constructivist and col-
laborative process. Active learning consists of independent inquiry, the 
structuring and restructuring of knowledge, a problem solving orien-
tation, a critical approach and the evaluation of knowledge. The goals 
of learning are that the learner can elaborate on applications of knowl-
edge and s/he is capable of producing new knowledge individually 
and collaboratively (e.g., Nonaka & Toyama, 2003; Scardamalia, 2002; 
Sfard, 1998). Active learners develop their skills of inquiry and learn 
to reflect on and control their own learning processes (e.g., Pintrich & 
McKeachie, 2003). Knowledge is not just an individual possession but 
is socially shared and emerges from participation in sociocultural ac-
tivities. Learning is increasingly seen as building knowledge together. 
When seeking new ways for knowledge creation as an interactive pro-
cess we see that all educational settings, including schools, should pre-
pare students for ‘virtuous knowledge sharing’ (European University 
Association, 2007, p. 21).

Research studies in teacher education 
An important aim of research oriented studies is also to educate 

teachers who are able to study and develop their own research-based 
practices. For this reason, modules on behavioural research methods 
are also obligatory for all TE students in Finland. The critical scientific 
literacy of teachers and their ability to use research methods are con-
sidered crucial. The goal of these studies is to train students to find and 
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analyse problems that they may expect to face in their future work. 
Research studies provide students with an opportunity to complete an 
authentic project in which students must formulate a problem in an 
educational field, be able to search independently for information and 
data related to the problem, elaborate on them in the context of recent 
research in the area and synthesise the results in the form of a written 
thesis. They learn to study actively and to internalise the behaviour of 
how teachers may act like researchers in their work.

The research component is an essential part of Finnish teacher 
education. It comprises approximately 20% of the entire TE studies of 
both elementary teachers (major in Education) and secondary school 
teachers (major in Academic Subject). Despite initial difficulties in in-
tegrating research studies with other components of TE in the 1980s, 
research methods and the writing of a master’s thesis are now among 
the best segments of elementary school teacher education (e.g., Niemi 
2002; Niemi & Kohonen 1995;). The general result of evaluations is that 
the more demanding the studies are, in terms of quality of learning, the 
more useful they are. 

The research
In this research we investigate:

•	 How well do teacher education studies provide wide and 
comprehensive professional competences to student teachers?

•	 How do teacher education studies steer student teachers to 
become active learners?

•	 What kind of contribution does a research component in 
teacher education bring to student teachers’ professional 
development?

Data collection
The study consists of a survey to student teachers with the fol-

lowing measures: 
•	 Teachers’ professional skills and competences needed in a high 

standard profession (40 questions)
•	 Student teachers’ experience of active and collaborative 

learning in TE (20 questions) and 5 open-ended questions. 
•	 Student teachers’ experiences of the research component 

in teacher education and how research studies of teacher 
education had contributed to their professional development 
(20 questions).
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Most of the questions were structured items using a 1-5 scale. 
There were also open answers for qualitative descriptions of their ex-
periences during TE. The questionnaires were based on the theoretical 
basis presented in the earlier chapter, on the guidelines and aims of the 
Act and Decrees of Finnish teacher education, as well as on national 
strategies, e.g., the use of ICT in schools. 

The questionnaires on professional skills and competences and 
active learning had many of the same questions that had appeared in 
earlier surveys of Finnish teacher education (Niemi, 1995).

The open-ended questions were: 
•	 Describe 1–3 learning situations or units in your university 

studies in which you experienced being a strongly active 
learner.

•	 What are the greatest obstacles to active learning in teacher 
education?

•	 How could teacher education give teachers the readiness to 
tutor pupils at schools for active and self-regulated learning? 

Analysis methods of the study were quantitative and qualita-
tive. The quantitative data has been analysed using descriptive statis-
tics: means and standard deviations. In addition, correlate and multi-
variate methods were applied. Data reduction methods, such as Factor 
Analysis, were used (Principal axel method with Varimax and Promax 
rotations) in the analysis of the Active Learning questionnaire. The 
qualitative data has been analysed using content analysis techniques. 
The categories that describe student teachers’ best active learning ex-
periences will be presented in this study.

Sample

The data of this study were collected among students of class 
teacher and subject teacher education programmes at the Universities 
of Helsinki and Oulu. These two universities offer both primary and 
secondary teacher education degrees, with the main structures of TE 
being the same in both universities. In terms of contextual differences 
between universities, we can find some special features. The Univer-
sity of Oulu is a more technology oriented university and has many 
regional responsibilities to the locality. The University of Helsinki is an 
internationally recognised comprehensive university with an emphasis 
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on basic research. Both universities have been actively involved in 
national cooperation to develop teacher education and follow joint 
agreed recommendations. Therefore, there is no hypothesis that these 
two universities would differ in assessments made by their student 
teachers. Both universities have a strong research oriented component 
in pedagogical studies as well as in subject matter studies. All students 
have to write both BA and MA theses in their major subject. Class 
teachers major in educational sciences whilst subject teachers major 
in academic subjects with a substantial minor in Education. Teaching 
practice is integrated with pedagogical studies from the beginning of 
the studies. (Jakku-Sihvonen & Niemi, 2006). 

Web-based surveys were sent to all student teachers in the 
beginning of May 2010 and the website was open until 4 June 2010. 
Departmental mailing lists were used in data gathering. The students 
could assess their TE studies anonymously. Two email reminders about 
the questionnaire were sent to the mailing lists. The official, total num-
ber of student teachers in both universities is approximately 1450, con-
sisting of 1000 class teachers (all students in 5 years programmes) and 
450 subject teachers undertaking one year pedagogical studies. The ex-
act numbers of students are very difficult to estimate because students 
have a lot of freedom to make their personal study plans, which can 
shorten or lengthen their study times. A total of 605 students visited 
the web-based interview sites, but the number of students who actually 
responded varies between sets of questionnaires and open ended ques-
tions. Around 30-42% of the total number of different student teachers’ 
groups responded to the questionnaires. In comparison to general an-
swer rates in web surveys we can view the achieved rate as good, or at 
least satisfactory. The background information about the respondents 
is outlined in Table 1. The total number of students in the survey is 
between 545-331, depending on the questionnaire. 
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Table 1. Students in the web-based survey. The average time taken to 
answer the study was 51 minutes, median 24 minutes. 

f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%) f (%)

University
University of Oulu 
223 (40.2%)

University of 
Helsinki
332 ( 59.8 %)

Gender 91 Males (16%) 464 Females (83,6%)

Programme
313 class teacher 
students (56.4%)

236 subject teacher 
students (42.5%)

Age
<25 years 
268 
(48.3%)

25-43 
235 
(42.3%)

35-44 
39
(7%)

45-55 
13
(2.3%)

Phase of studies
1 year
187 
(33.7%)

2 years 
128 
(23.1%)

3 years 
74 
(13.3%)

4 years 
69 
(12.4.%)

5 years 
55 
(9.9%)

6 years 
22
(4%)

>6years 
n = 20; 
(3.6%)

Representatives 
of different 
school subjects

Maths and 
Science 
212 
(21.8%)

Foreign 
languages 
81
(14.6%)

Mother 
tongue
 61
(11%)

History 
and Social 
sciences 
32
(5.8%)

Religion 
and 
Ethics 
33 
(5.9%)

All other major 
options 
112
(20.2%)

Results 

Professional skills and competences
The highest professional competences (Table 2) have been 

achieved in the following skills: (1) Designing of instruction, (2) Criti-
cal reflection on one’s own work, (3) Becoming aware of the ethical 
basis of the teaching profession, (4) Life-long professional growth, (5) 
Self-evaluation of one’s own teaching, (6) Using teaching methods, and 
(7 ) Development of one’s own educational philosophy. All of these 
have a mean value of at least 3.5 and standard deviation is less than 
1.00. These are all high level professional skills necessary for experts 
who develop their own work. Very close to these skills are the follow-
ing competences: Mastering academic contents of curriculum, Inde-
pendent management of teachers’ tasks, Commitment to teaching pro-
fession, Researching one’s own work, Education of a student’s whole 
personality, Critical assessment of teacher education, and Confronting 
multiculturalism. All of these have a mean value of at least 3.00.
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The weakest skills student teachers have achieved are in admin-
istrative tasks and management of tasks outside a classroom (keeping 
an eye on students during recess, school festivals, trips, morning as-
semblies, etc.). Cooperation with parents, representatives of work life 
and cultural partners is also weak, as is working in cooperative action 
research projects, student welfare groups and other school commu-
nity groups. Acting in conflict situations (as mobbing) was also a weak 
competence. All of these competences have a mean value under 2.5. A 
common feature of all of these skills is some kind of cooperation with 
partners outside the school community or tasks outside classrooms. 

Table 2. How well has the teacher education you have participated in 
so far provided you with a readiness for the teaching profession? (1 = 
very weakly, 2 = weakly, 3 = fairly, 4 = well, 5 =very well). The skills 
are set in a ranking order. (*** = < p 0. 001; ** = p <0.01; * = p< 0.05)

Professional 
competence

M
(n=455) SD

Differences 
between 
years in TE
df = 5, 449

Differences 
between 
class
and subject 
teachers
df = 1, 454

Correlation
with 
active 
learning
n = 317-345

1. 	 Designing of 
instruction	 3.92 .856 F=6.95 *** .14 **

2. 	 Critical reflection 
on own work	 3.76 .894 F=3.07 ** .37 ***

3. 	 Becoming aware 
of ethical basis 
of teaching 
profession	

3.71 .914 .21 **

4. 	 Life-long 
professional 
growth

3.69 .896 F=3.29 *** .23 **

5. 	 Self-evaluating of 
own teaching 3.67 .934 F=4.18 *** .25 ***

6. 	 Using teaching 
methods	 3.54 .764 .32 ***

7. 	 Development of 
own educational 
philosophy

3.46 .977 F=3.13 ** F=9.84 *** .29 ***

8. 	 Mastering 
academic contents 
of curriculum	

3.44 .926 .11 *

9. 	 Independent 
management 
of teachers’ 
tasks	

3.39 .926 F=6.66 *** .17 **
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10. 	Commitment 
to teaching 
profession	

3.39 .948 .24 ***

11. 	 Research of own 
work 3.29 1.031 F=2.13 * .26 ***

12. 	Education of a 
student’s whole 
personality	

3.23 .943 F=3.34 ** F=10.91 *** .29 ***

13. 	Critical assessment 
of teacher 
education	

3.23 1.153 .37 ***

14. 	Confronting 
multiculturalism 3.16 .985 F=6.80 *** .11 *

15. 	Confronting 
changing 
circumstances of a 
school

3.07 .914 F=3.99 *** .34 ***

16. 	Supporting a 
learner’s individual 
growth	

3.07 .917 F= 2.32 * .32 ***

17. 	 Management 
of classroom 
interaction	

3.03 .926 F=2.13 * .19 **

18. 	Self-regulated 
learning	  3.01 .922 F=3.67** .39 *** 

19. 	Differentiating of 
teaching	 3.00 .903 F=1.84 * F=13.38 *** .15 **

20. 	Intercultural 
education 3.00 1.001 F =2.13 * .24 ***

21. 	Developing 
applications 
of modern 
information 
technology

2.98 .956 F=2.21 * .34 ***

22. 	Preparing students 
for a future 
society	

2.95 .941 .32 ***

23. 	Promoting equity 
of sexes 2.95 1.054 .28 ***

24. 	Developing of 
school curriculum 2.94 .968 F=2.78 ** F=7.26 *** .30 ***

25. 	Evaluating 
and grading of 
students	

2.93 .927 F=231 * .19 **

26. 	Revising 
students’ learning 
environments	

2.90 .934 F=2.30 ** F=7.92 *** .40 ***

27. 	Readiness for 
media education 2.89 .906 .31 ***

28. 	Providing 
readiness for 
students for daily 
life

2.88 .897 .28 ***
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29. 	Working as a 
change agent in a 
society

2.81 1.023 F=4.78 *** .40 ***

30. 	Evaluating 
students’ learning 
capacity	

2.77 .852 .24 ***

31. 	Doctoral studies 
after MA in 
education

2.63 1.024 F=2.30 ** .26 ***

32. 	Cooperation with 
representative of 
cultural life

2.42 .976 F=2.9 ** F=4.96 *** .22 **

33. 	Acting in conflict 
situations (as 
mobbing)

2.37 .935 .23 **

34. 	Working in a 
school community 
( teaching staff 
and other school 
personnel)

2.28 .922 F=2.48 * .11 **

35. 	Working with a 
student welfare 
group

2.28 .877 .22 ***

36. 	Cooperative action 
research	 2.28 1.008 F=2.90 ** F=7.55 *** .32 ***

37. 	Cooperation with 
parents	 2.26 .898 .14 *

38. 	Cooperation with 
representatives of 
work life

1.85 .792 F=2.30 ** F=3.78 ** .29 ***

39. 	Management 
of tasks outside 
the classroom 
(keeping on 
eye on students 
during recess, 
school festivals, 
trips) morning 
assemblies, 
etc.)	

1.79 .813 F=685 *** .28 ***

40. 	Administrative 
tasks (information 
letters, reports, 
student transfers 
to other groups or 
schools) diaries)

1.67 .771 F=3.56 ** .04

Student teachers from different study phases were involved in 
the survey. When comparing differences using one-way ANOVA there 
were significant differences in 15 skills according to the number of years 
the students had participated in TE (Table 2): more years meant more 
competences. Professional competence areas such as Critical reflection 
on one’ own work (F=3.07 **), Life-long professional growth (F=3.29 
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***), Self-evaluating of one’s own teaching (F=4.18 ***), and Develop-
ment of one’s own educational philosophy (F=3.13 **) need more time 
and are better achieved in later years of study. Many practical skills, 
e.g., Using teaching methods and mastering academic contents of the 
curriculum, and even Independent management of teachers’ tasks, 
do not have effects caused by the number of years of study. There are 
neither significant differences caused by the number years of study in 
the following professional competences: Becoming aware of the ethi-
cal basis of the teaching profession and Commitment to the teaching 
profession. These qualities provide evidence that teacher education has 
succeeded in laying sustainable grounds for student teachers’ develop-
ment from the first years of teacher education.

Differences between class teachers 
and subject teachers
When comparing differences between class teachers and sub-

ject teachers using one-way ANOVA there were significant differences 
in 20 skills (Table 2). Subject teachers who teach mainly in lower and 
upper secondary schools (grade levels 7-12) have much fewer pedagog-
ical competences than class teachers. There are very strong differences 
in the following competences: Education of a student’s whole person-
ality (F=10.91 ***), Confronting multiculturalism (F=6.80 ***), Differ-
entiating of teaching (F=13.38 ***), Designing of instruction (F=6.95 
***), Developing of school curriculum (F=7.26 ***), Revising students’ 
learning environments (F=7.92 ***), and Development of one’s own 
educational philosophy (F=9.84 ***). As above, there are no significant 
differences in the professional competences of Becoming aware of the 
ethical basis of the teaching profession and Commitment to the teach-
ing profession. Even though there are also positive results in many fun-
damental basic skills of secondary student teachers, they differ in 20 
skills when compared to class teachers. The result highlights an urgent 
necessity to develop secondary school teacher education in many areas 
of teachers’ professional competences. 

Active learning
The students assessed that they had the following active learn-

ing experience the most often (Table 3): they worked intensively on 
their assignments, applied knowledge, and tried to understand mat-
ters and phenomena even though it required extra time. They were 
tutored if needed, but otherwise they worked independently or in peer 
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groups. They discussed the best solution for the assignments together 
and self-evaluated their own products. They also sought a great deal of 
additional knowledge. They had these experiences almost every week.

Almost the same questionnaire (18 of the same questions) was 
used in a Finnish study of student teachers at three universities in 1995 
(Niemi, 2002). We can see that in 15 years there has been a big shift 
towards more active learning in teacher education. In the mid 1990s, 
active learning methods were used once or twice a year and web en-
vironments almost never. Now, in 2010, students have active learning 
methods every month or every week. The scale was the same. In the 
earlier surveys there were only 5 active learning methods that were 
used about once in a month: Students worked intensively on their as-
signments (M=3.54), Students were tutored if needed, but otherwise 
they worked independently or in peer groups (M=3.12), Students dis-
cussed the best solution for the assignments together (M=3.08), Stu-
dents self-evaluated their own products (M=3.23), Students set objec-
tives for themselves and their learning (M=3.37), and Students worked 
in groups on problem-solving tasks (M=3.26). In 2010, almost all ac-
tive learning methods were used at least once a month or weekly.

Table 3. Active learning in teacher education. 1 = almost never, 2 = 
once or twice a year, 3 = about once a month, 4 = about once a week, 
5 = nearly daily. 

Active Learning methods M SD

1. 	 We work intensively on our assignments. 3.72 .95

2. 	 We have to apply knowledge. 3.60 1.12

3. 	 We try to understand matters and phenomena even though it 

takes time.

3.49 1.09

4. 	 We are tutored if needed, but otherwise we work 

independently or in peer groups.

3.48 1.05

5. 	 We discuss the best solution for the assignments together. (+) 3.44 1.10

6. 	 We self-evaluate our own products. 3.43 1.06

7. 	 We seek a lot of additional knowledge. 3.43 1.12

8. 	 We set objectives for ourselves and our learning. 3.41 1.05

9. 	 We know how to develop our own learning. 3.35 1.11

10. 	We work in groups on problem-solving tasks. (+) 3.25 1.12

11. 	 We independently produce, e.g., reviews, outlines of sessions, 

and presentations

3.24 .92
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12. 	We have to seek almost all knowledge independently from 

different information sources.

3.20 1.15

13. 	We use and apply knowledge very critically. 3.19 1.26

14. 	We experiment and elaborate on new solutions to roblems. 3.08 1.09

15. 	We independently plan and carry out learning contracts for 

which we are responsible.

3.02 .98

16. 	We use electronic databases and social media to seek 

knowledge for our assignments.

2.94 1.24

17. 	 We seek knowledge off campus. 2.92 1.12

18. 	We have to elaborate on our assignments independently or in 

peer groups only based on a general theme.

2.63 1.05

19. 	We have to take responsibility for planning and carrying out 

fairly large projects.

2.40 .99

20. 	We plan together the content and working methods of study 

unit.

2.39 1.30

The active learning scale was analysed using correlations and 
factor analysis with Varimax and Promax (oblique) rotations. Corre-
lations of all active learning items were significant (most over .30). It 
would have been possible to extract two dimensions of active learning: 
(1) Independent knowledge inquiry and creation individually and in 
groups and (2) Critical approach to knowledge and one’s own learn-
ing. However, these factors correlated very highly (>.70) and therefore 
only one combined variable was constructed containing all 20 items 
(alpha= .93). This variable is used when searching for relationships be-
tween active learning and professional competence.

Active learning is related to professional competences in a very 
interesting way (Table 2). The strongest relationships exist between ac-
tive learning and professional competences in tasks that require a strong 
reflective orientation and commitment to the teaching profession. Ac-
tive learning has the strongest correlations (.37 -.40) with the variables 
(27) Revising students’ learning environments, (25) Working as a change 
agent in a society, (34) Self-regulated learning, (35) Critical reflection on 
one’s own work, and (24) Critical assessment of teacher education. 

Students were asked to describe their best experiences in active 
learning. The writings of 253 students were analysed using content anal-
ysis techniques. Six main categories could be found. These are not sepa-
rate but integrated with each other in many ways. The categories are:
•	 Collaborative working culture, active discussions with peers 

and professor/supervisors, knowledge sharing in coursework, 
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examinations where a group is responsible for outcomes. (92 
notes, 36 % from 253)

•	 Teaching practice, to apply knowledge to teaching and 
learning, requiring one’s own engagement and commitment. 
This category also consisted of many notes about encouraging 
feedback from supervisors. The important features in teaching 
practice were opportunities to experiment and to work with 
pupils in schools. Many descriptions also consisted of an idea 
about collaboration with student teachers, supervisors and 
teachers responsible for theoretical studies of pedagogy. (76 
notes, 30% from 253)

•	 Opportunity to own applications, freedom to make one’s own 
plans, design or develop large units for one’s own or pupils’ 
learning. (48 notes, 19% from 253) 

•	 Research studies including writing BA and MA thesis, 
commitment to inquiry, learning a critical approach to 
knowledge. (35 notes, 13 % from 253)

•	 The large course units or programmes that had been 
implemented throughout with active learning methods 
focusing on understanding phenomena in life and connections 
between different disciplines in a new and deeper way. (14 
notes, 6 % from 253)

•	 Subject matter projects or subject matter pedagogy related 
to different school subjects (39 notes, 15 % from 253), requiring 
independent inquiry or collaborative knowledge creation. 

The students surveyed had a lot of active learning experience. 
The study provides evidence that there is a relationship between ac-
tive learning and high level professional competences: the more active 
learning, the higher the professional skills and vice versa. The best ac-
tive learning experiences emerge in collaborative work and study cul-
ture. Teaching practice is a very important forum for active learning. 
Students also appreciate the freedom to experiment and design their 
own learning paths. 

Research studies in teacher education
Student teachers were asked to assess how research studies 

had contributed to their professional development. The most impor-
tant abilities they had learnt through research studies were: Critical 
thinking, Independent thinking, Inquiring, Scientific literacy and 
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Questioning phenomena and knowledge. The general picture is very 
positive. Almost all of the variables have a mean >.3.00. Student teach-
ers see research studies as valuable for the teaching profession and see 
their future work in this as a continuous developmental task.

Table 4 Research studies in student teachers professional 
development. 
1= very little, 2= little, 3= somewhat, 4= much 5= very much (N= 328-
338, from which 51 students answered 0 = I have not yet had research 
studies - these students have been subtracted)

How research studies, including research methodological 

studies and BA/MA theses, have promoted teachers’ 

professional development

M

(N=277-288) SD

Development of readiness for inquiry 3.82 .91

Development of independent thinking 3.72 .90

Understanding research literature 3.67 .95

Questioning knowledge and phenomena 3.55 .95

Development of critical thinking 3.55 1.01

Development of methods for knowledge creation 3.45 1.02

Considering teaching profession of as continuous 

developmental task

3.43 1.12

Conscientiousness of error sources of research 3.37 1.03

Considering working as a teacher as continuous growth 3.27 1.18

Understanding significance of research in classrooms and 

schools

3.23 1.11

Becoming conscious of societal significance of teaching 

profession

3.19 1.14

Development of my own personality 3.13 1.16

Applying research knowledge to practice 3.14 1.08

Increasing societal consciousness 3.14 1.07

Increasing responsibility in teaching profession 3.11 1.17

Understanding students’ learning processes 3.09 1.17

Increasing a teacher’s ethical responsibility 3.00 1.16

Research-based development of schools 2.93 1.08

Clarification of significance of a teacher’s work 2.89 1.11

Development of educational responsibility 2.88 1.12

Students had an opportunity to give their additional com-
ments: What else would you like to say about research studies? Their 



62 a finnish case

comments were analysed with content analysis. 
Amongst class teachers (n = 88) comments in the following 

categories could be found: 1) Very important and useful for teaching 
profession (25 comments), 2) Too many research studies, they took 
time from other studies (22 comments), 3) Supervision was weak (14 
comments), 4) Weak quality of studies and problems in organising and 
scheduling them with other studies (14 comments), and 5) Too sepa-
rate from practice (9 comments).

Secondary school teachers (n = 50) did not criticise the quantity 
of studies and there were only 6 comments suggesting that research 
studies are too separate from practice. Instead, there were many (16) 
critical comments on the quality of studies and how they were organ-
ised. Some students felt that research studies in pedagogy had been 
very superficial. The major problem was that there was a lack of co-
operation between their subject matter faculty and the pedagogical 
faculty. This overloaded students and caused a lot of problems. There 
were also positive comments (12) in which students emphasised the 
importance of these studies for the teaching profession. 

Summary and conclusions 

Finnish teacher education has a long history in educating high 
standard professionals. Typical features have been commitment to a 
research-based orientation and promoting teachers’ work for contexts 
that require autonomous expertise. The present research provides 
important information about the strengths and weaknesses of cur-
rent Finnish teacher education. Finnish student teachers are commit-
ted to the teaching profession and are aware of the ethical grounds of 
teaching. Student teachers assess that they have high competences for 
their profession. They have good skills in planning teaching and us-
ing different teaching methods. They are aware of their own teaching 
philosophy and their professional responsibilities. They consider the 
research component of TE as valuable for their independent and criti-
cal thinking. They are very engaged in studies. More training for coop-
eration with parents, representatives of work life and cultural partners 
is also needed in teacher education, as well as for the preparation of 
teachers to act in conflict situations (such as mobbing). A common 
feature of all of these skills is cooperation with partners outside the 
school community or tasks outside classrooms.

Students have a lot of active learning experiences. The study 
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provides evidence that there is a strong relationship between active 
learning and high level professional competences: the more active 
learning, the higher professional skills and vice versa. The best active 
learning experiences emerge in collaborative working and study cul-
ture. Students appreciate having the freedom to experiment and design 
their own applications of active learning. 

The research component in teacher education is important to 
the majority of students, but there are also student teachers who are 
critical of these studies. Most critical voices are related to the quality of 
the studies or to practical arrangements (e.g., timing) and there is also 
a need to develop research studies in such a way that students can see 
their relevance to teachers’ professional work. 

Finnish pre-service teacher education seems to function very 
well and to be effective in training professionals. Finnish teacher edu-
cation has been assessed several times and its development is based 
on these reviews. The present study provides new information for fur-
ther development. This study also provides scenarios and evidence re-
garding what research based-teacher education is and how to develop 
teacher education by implementing the following principles: 
•	 Teachers need a profound knowledge of the most recent 

advances in research in the subjects they teach. In addition, 
they need to be familiar with the latest research on how 
something can be taught and learnt. 

•	 Teacher education in itself should also be an object of study 
and research. This research should provide knowledge about 
the effectiveness and quality of teacher education.

•	 The aim is for teachers to internalise a research-orientated 
attitude towards their work. This means that teachers learn 
to take an analytical and open-minded approach to their 
work and that they develop their teaching and learning 
environments in a systematic way. 
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