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Per aspera ad astra - a story of Finnish school libraries

Finland, education, libraries and school libraries

Finland is situated in Europe between Sweden and Russia. It has about 5,12 million inhabitants. The Finnish educational system comprises of 

1) about 4300 comprehensive schools (grades 1-9) with 40000 teachers and 600 000 pupils, 

2) about 450 upper secondary schools with  6500 teachers and 115 000 students and

3) vocational schools, with annual intake of 100 000 students.

Since the early 1980s, educational planning in Finland has been based on the principle of offering either vocational or higher education to the entire age group. On entering the 21st century, the policy will be to provide upper secondary education, either general or vocational, to the entire age group, and further higher education to 60-65 per cent of the age group. The education is free of charge.

In Finland there are public libraries in every municipality, about 440 main libraries and also 200 mobile libraries. Finnish libraries are known as public living rooms, due to their modern and practical buildings, their high number of acquisition, lending and visits, and their technical and Internet expertise. 

There are no statistics or surveys of Finnish school libraries. A recent study shows  the overall picture.

1. A school library is divided into subject classrooms. The school librarian is a mother tongue teacher with help from a team of subject teachers. The library's emphasis is on supporting subject areas and their teaching. The librarian's main task is to order books. The principal's support and co-operation with the school librarian is minimal.

2. A traditional school library is like a warehouse of old books in most schools. There is no information technology. The school librarian is a mother tongue teacher with max. five hours / week in the school library. The school library is always open during school days. The main focus of the school library is in supporting reading and the students' independent information seeking. The principal's support and co-operation with the school librarian is insignificant. Both teachers taking care of the school library and qualified school librarians feel that they need more principal's support. There are pressures to have a better school library, but the freedom towards improvement is so far limited. 

3. A modern learning resource centre, with a good material collection and with computers and Internet network connected  to other libraries, schools and enterprises. The school librarian is a qualified professional librarian or a teacher-librarian. The emphasis of the learning resource centre is on supporting students' independent learning and teachers' teaching. The principal supports the development of the learning resource centre. The school librarian and principal communicate on an open and honest basis. They have a shared vision of the learning process and its future.

The weaknesses of Finnish school libraries: The lack of school library vision and competence at all levels. There are limited resources inside the school, lack of space, lack of materials, lack of information technology. The traditional vision of the school library is linked only with books and promoting reading. The school librarian is struggling without any support. Inside the school there are rigid subject areas. Teaching is based traditionally on textbooks and thus there is no need for a learning resource centre. All this reflects the difficulties in defining the school library's essential  role in learning and teaching.

Educational background

School library issues have been controversial in Finland. School libraries have reflected the hierarchical top -down educational policy. They added no or little value to the teacher-centred instruction and the habit of using one textbook as the only source of information. Public librarians have a strong idea that the excellent network of public libraries is sufficient for the needs of school children. During the last decade rapid changes in 

* the educational thinking towards more independent learning, in 

* the educational policy to more autonomous schools, in 

* the global information society in considering information as the tool for common and  national welfare, in 

* the globalisation and the European Union's tendency towards the harmonisation of the educational systems

 and in

* the information and communication technology, like the Internet, and two national  Finnish Information Society programs

have added value to the Finnish school libraries and also to the use of public libraries as pedagogical tools.

What is the vision of the new Finnish school library?  How are the school libraries advancing?

The vision of the new Finnish school library:

1. It is integrated in learning and teaching processes of the school.

2. It is a part of the curriculum.

3. It is a window to the future: A mix of computers & CD-ROMs & printed materials & newspapers etc.

4. It is centrally located at school or very close to the school. It offers space and equipment.

5. Its processes are cost-efficient & modern.

6. It promotes reading.

7. It supports information skills learning.

8. It offers materials for independent study.

9. It provides guidance in information seeking and learning process.

The challenges of the Finnish school libraries are:

1. The enthusiastic spirit and will to develop the school library is strong in a growing number of schools where student-centred learning is not only a possibility but  also a living fact. The changing curriculum, emphasis on student's independent work and the presence of the Internet at school are main promoters of this development..

2. There are good examples of modern learning support centres with all possible information technology supporting reading, students' independent learning and teachers' work. They are most common in private schools, in big schools in Helsinki metropolitan area and in other cities and in vocational schools where fundamental changes in pedagogy have taken place.

3. There are also examples in co-operation between schools and public libraries which support mainly students' reading achievement. Since Finland is a relatively big country with a sparse population, small schools, extensive public library network and good Internet connections, this seems to be a main tendency especially in the countryside.

How are Finnish school libraries being supported to reach their target?

1. At national level: Promoting the idea:

* Educational legislation and National educational strategies.

2. At national level: Strategic guidance:

* Educational and library legislation and National educational strategies

3. At national level: Setting priorities to actions

* Working groups of the Ministry of Education

4. At national level: Allocating money

* National Board of Education

- For buying new books to schools - 1995

- Joint projects between public libraries and schools

- For training teachers and librarians

- Supporting a visionary book about Finnish school libraries

- Supporting research

5. At local level: Implementation

