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PREAMBLE

The Finnish education and science policy emphasises quality XE "quality" , efficiency and equality, based on empowerment. It is flexible and the administration is strongly based on delegation and support. The Centralised management is conducted through the aims set by laws and decrees as well as by the national core curriculum. Municipalities are responsible for the organisation of education and the implementation of the aims. Schools and teachers XE "teachers"  have a great deal of  independent autonomy in the provision and the contents of education. It is the statutory duty of the local authorities to provide education for children of compulsory school age living in their areas. The local school curriculum is based on the national core curriculum. Practical teaching arrangements are the responsibility of the education provider, who is generally the local authority or a municipal education consortium. Local schools have an important role in developing local educational provision. Every year each school prepares a work plan to structure its learning and teaching practices.

These are the key principles in Finnish basic education and it is according to these key principles that development work is implemented in Finnish schools. Developing educational practices requires efficient tools of assessment that cover the national and local level as well as the individual level of pupil assessment.  

The Finnish education system is composed of nine years of basic education (comprehensive school for 7- 16 year old pupils), preceded by one year of voluntary pre-primary education (6- years old); upper secondary education, comprising vocational and general education; and higher education, provided by universities and polytechnics. All children have the right to participate in voluntary pre-primary education during the year preceding compulsory schooling. Nearly all 6-year-olds do so (97 %). A Finnish child usually starts school at the age of seven. The nine-year basic schooling is free for all pupils. Compulsory schooling starts in the year when the child turns seven and ends when the basic education syllabus has been completed or after ten years in compulsory education.

If, because of a child’ s disability or illness the objectives set for basic education cannot be achieved in nine years, compulsory schooling must begin one year earlier than usually. In such a case the child begins her/ his compulsory education in pre-primary school at the age of 6. Compulsory schooling has a limit of eleven years.

Young people who have completed their compulsory schooling can opt for one extra year. This voluntary education is intended to help and encourage young people to continue their studies at the upper secondary level. Approximately 3 % of students take this opportunity.

In Finland, pre-primary education, basic education and upper secondary education and training, complemented by early childhood education and before and after school activities, form a coherent learning pathway that supports children’s growth, development and well-being.

ASSESSMENT WITHIN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM IN FINLAND

1. Descriptions of the Legal Systems for Assessment and Implementation of Assessment Policy

1.1 The Official Norms and Strategies of Assessment and Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  in Finnish Basic Education

Fundamental educational rights are enshrined in the Constitution of Finland. The parliament passes legislation governing education and determines the basic principles underpinning education policy. The Government and the Ministry of Education are jointly responsible for preparing and implementing education policy. The Ministry of Education is responsible for education funded from the state budget. 

The government determines the general objectives of basic education and the division of classroom hours between different subjects (Basic Education Act 628/1998, Basic Education Degree 652/1998, Government Degree of General objectives and distribution of lesson hours 20.12.2001/1435). The National Board of Education decides on the aims and core contents of teaching in different subjects, recording them in a national core curriculum (National Core Curriculum 2004), which education providers and schools use as the basis for their curricula. The National Board of Education, which is subordinate to the Ministry, is responsible for developing education, enhancing its effectiveness and monitoring XE "monitoring"  education provision. 

The Ministry of Education drafts legislation and government decisions pertaining to general education and steers activities in the sector according to policy outlined in the Government Programme and the development plan. The Government adopts a development plan for education and science every four years. The current development plan for education concerns 2003 - 2008. Preparation of a new development plan for 2007 - 2012 has already begun. The work demands the systematic and effective gathering of assessment information from national education. The policy outlined in the development plan for education and research influences the quality XE "quality" , quantity and structure of education, notably target numbers, for the following four years and beyond.

The evaluation XE "evaluation"  of education is compulsory by law and concerns all areas of education. It is stipulated in the Basic Education Act, General Upper Secondary Schools Act, Vocational Education and Training Act, Liberal Adult Education Act and Act on Basic Education in the Arts enforced 1 January 1999. In 2003 a Government decree on the evaluation of education was issued. The Act on Higher Education Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  Council was issued in 1995.

Education providers have a statutory duty to evaluate their own activities and participate in external evaluations. Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  is used to collect data in support of education policy decisions and as a background for information and performance-based steering. Education is evaluated locally, regionally and nationally. Finland also takes part in international reviews.

Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  findings are used in the development of the education system, the core curricula and in teaching. These findings and international comparative data also provide a tool for monitoring XE "monitoring"  the realisation of equality and equity in education.

Quantitative and content development in education entails estimates of future educational and labour needs. These education foresights form part of education policy steering and decision-making, which influence matters far into the future. One important on-going development is the change in the age structure of the population and work force. At present the annual exit from the labour force exceeds the entry.

In administrative terms, the Ministry is responsible for quantitative foresight and the National Board of Education and the higher education institutions for qualitative foresight.

1.2 Central Features of Educational Assessment and Evaluation XE "Evaluation" 
Finnish education policy aims for flexibility in administration. The administration of education is strongly based on delegation and support. Centralised steering and guiding is based on the national norms of education, laws and decrees as well as the national core curriculum. There is no longer any inspection system in Finland; these activities were discontinued in Finland in the early 1990s. This means that central guidelines and steering is provided at central administrative level and the implementation of the norms is carried out at local level. The central feature of administration is the spirit of trust between the administrative and the local levels. The interaction between national and municipal authorities and schools is also good. The local municipalities have a strong role and  responsibility in planning, arranging and assessing the lessons. 

1.2.1 General Educational Assessment

Schools are themselves responsible for evaluating the education and/or training that they provide and for participating in national or international evaluation XE "evaluation"  work. Instead of specialised staff, evaluation is carried out jointly by school management and teaching staff.

National evaluation XE "evaluation"  consists of a sample-based national testing XE "testing"  of learning results and analysis of the local curriculum. The main actors in national educational assessing are The Finnish National Board of Education and The Finnish Education Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  Council. 

In general, there is vocational and adult education - Education Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  Council - which is an independent body evaluating education and learning, developing evaluation XE "evaluation"  and promoting research into evaluation. It serves the Ministry of Education, education and training providers and educational institutions.

The Academy of Finland, operating under the auspices of the Ministry of Education also plays an important role in the production of educational research. In 1995, it launched an extensive research programme on the effectiveness of education, which is being co-financed by the educational and labour administrations. In this programme, individual research projects usually last several years and employs a number of researchers.

1.2.2 National Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  of Primary and Secondary Education

A further aim of the national evaluation XE "evaluation"  system is to support educational institutions and teachers XE "teachers"  in the continuous reform of education on one hand, and to produce and convey diverse, up-to-date and reliable information on the functionality and results of the institutions and the entire education system, on the other. Internationalisation makes it all the more important to compare Finnish education with developments in other countries. Information obtained through evaluation is needed as a basis for making decisions on the solutions that will direct the future of education.

The principles and targets of the national evaluation XE "evaluation"  of education are as determined by the Ministry of Education. The evaluations conducted by the National Board of Education primarily concentrate on educational results and mainly aim to serve the national education policy decision-making and the development of education at all levels. The evaluation of the education sector is based on follow-up, research and expert information, as well as on international comparisons.

The national evaluation XE "evaluation"  system of education consists of three sections:

1. evaluation XE "evaluation"  system of learning results 

2. production of indicators 

3. evaluation XE "evaluation"  projects with varying topics (situational or thematic evaluations) 

The indicators are created so as to produce long-term information on educational trends and the operational capacity of the education system. Two types of indicators are being produced. Firstly, there are annual indicators, which are fewer in number and aim to cover the continuous production of the most significant numerical monitoring XE "monitoring"  data on educational results. Secondly, for more detailed reviews on the state of education produced regularly every few years, extensive periodic indicator data is compiled from the various sectors of educational results. 

Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  studies investigate educational results, factors influencing them and the effects of the development work, using scientific methods.

The evaluation XE "evaluation"  of educational results concentrates on comparative evaluation at the national and international levels, evaluation of the state of education in individual fields of education and types of institution, as well as thematic evaluation. Comparative evaluation means that the main educational results are compared with national and international information, changes that have occurred or objectives that have been set. Evaluations of the state of education and thematic evaluations mean the diverse evaluation of a certain sector (such as comprehensive school or SNE) or an educational subject field (such as lessons in natural sciences).

The planning and implementation of national evaluation XE "evaluation"  are based on transparency and network co-operation with educational institutions and their maintaining bodies. The organisations to be evaluated and the individuals working within them must be duly informed about the purpose, timing and consequences of the evaluation. Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  must give space to local objectives, interpretations and expectations. The underlying principle is that those being evaluated are aware of the evaluation criteria and have the opportunity to present their own views concerning the evaluation and its results. Furthermore, it is also important to ensure student involvement in the evaluation of education.

The results of the evaluation XE "evaluation"  and the methods and materials applied are public. Educational evaluation information is produced for use by education authorities, political decision-makers, educational institutions and their maintaining bodies. Naturally, the members of the general public are also interested in how the education system works and the kind of results achieved.

Targets of national evaluation XE "evaluation"  include:

· demand for and supply of education, access to education and student flows

· the structures and operations of the education system and its constituent parts 

· the connection between the quality XE "quality"  and resources of education 

· education policy development trends and changes in education services 

· the relations between education and other sectors of society 

· the curricula and lessons 

· learning results and effectiveness of education. 

The system to evaluate learning results covers basic education and vocational education and training. The system includes the preparation of tests XE "tests"  and their pilot testing XE "testing" , their organisation, analysis of results and making conclusions. The evaluation XE "evaluation"  of learning results in basic education is carried out regularly in main subjects on a sample basis.

The purpose of the national evaluation XE "evaluation"  system of learning results is to produce information on the quality XE "quality"  of these results. The results of these evaluations are utilised in the development of the education system and national core curricula as well as in practical teaching work. The results are also used to monitor the achievement of equality in education.

A separate Finnish Education Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  Council in connection with the Ministry of Education has been acting since August 2003. It is responsible for planning, co-ordinating, managing and developing the evaluation XE "evaluation"  of education.

1.3 The System of Self-Evaluation XE "Evaluation" 
Education providers are responsible for self-evaluation XE "evaluation"  of the education they provide and they are expected to participate in national and international evaluations. As the decision-making powers and responsibilities of educational institutions increase, their need for self-evaluation is becoming all the more important. In addition, administrative norms and criteria for funding have recently been applied to steering institutions towards paying more attention to the self-motivated evaluation of their own organisation. The state budget and the national core curricula have been the strongest methods of steering self-evaluation. Since the educational legislation, introduced 1 January 1999, educational institutions have been obligated to evaluate their own operations and effectiveness. The national evaluation of educational results is also partially carried out on the basis of the institutions’ self-evaluation.

In 1993, the Finnish National Board of Education launched a project to develop self-evaluation XE "evaluation"  practices and evaluation culture. The aim of the project was to develop suitable self-evaluation models for different types of educational institutions. Models were developed for basic education, general upper secondary school and vocational and adult education and training. The development of the models endeavoured to allow for the diversity of educational institutions and school forms, alternative approaches, strategic priorities in the evaluation of educational results as well as international development trends. The result was an evaluation model of educational results which is primarily used in national evaluation but which also functions in self-evaluation.

The starting point of self-evaluation XE "evaluation"  is that it supports learning and the development of operations both at the individual and community levels, whilst also providing help in management. The aim of self-evaluation is to help individuals at institutions to form an integrated idea of the operations and to make the activities transparent to external interest groups. Knowledge of one’s own situation provides better opportunities to face the challenges coming from the surrounding environment.

The development and evaluation XE "evaluation"  of operations require consideration and definition of common values, visions and ideas, knowledge of one’s own resources as well as awareness of expectations and requirements of external interest groups. Together with mutual agreements this knowledge provides the foundation for the elaboration of detailed development strategies, objectives and evaluation criteria. Self-evaluation can be used to establish whether the operations have conformed to the objectives and the measures to take in order to maintain or further improve the quality XE "quality"  and educational results of operations.

1.4. Two Paradigms of Pupil Assessment

Broadly speaking there are two different paradigms of assessment in educational systems: examination-based and school-based student assessment. The national examination is taken after general upper secondary school. The purpose of this examination is to discover whether students have assimilated the knowledge and skills required by the curriculum and whether they have reached an adequate level of maturity in line with the goals of the general upper secondary school. Passing the Matriculation Examination entitles the candidate to continue his or her studies at university. The examination is arranged twice a year in upper secondary schools.

There is no examination or compulsory national test for students after the 9 year comprehensive basic school. Instead, school and sample-based student assessment procedures are used. These procedures enable schools to use a larger variety of assessment tools, aid teachers XE "teachers"  in diagnosing low performance students enabling them to help these students during their school years. It also becomes possible to apply sample-based methods in the national evaluation XE "evaluation"  of school performance and expands the possibility to assess and to evaluate the progress of the students.

Since there is no school inspection in Finland, both the local authorities and the National Board of Education have the obligation to evaluate the efficiency of education and produce information about learning results, the purpose of this being to monitor the quality XE "quality"  of education at the national level and the adaptation XE "adaptation"  of the national core curriculum, as well as to collect background information and to provide information on the achievement levels to the education providers, subject teachers XE "teachers"  and to the government.

The aim of this national evaluation XE "evaluation"  system is to support the local/municipal education administration and the development of schools as goal-oriented and open units and to produce and provide comprehensive up-to-date and reliable information on the operational context, functioning, results and effects of the education system in the central target areas within the national frameworks. 

External evaluations within the education system are implemented in such a way that achievement of the objectives for the target activity is evaluated on the basis of predefined criteria. The purpose is to yield information about the state of the school for the needs of decision-making concerning the development of education at the municipal, regional or national level. The data from external evaluations are needed both for national development schemes and for international comparisons. Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  data may also serve as a basis when applying funding based on results and when granting rewards for good educational quality XE "quality" . 

From the point of view of education providers - who are mostly the local municipalities - and schools, the National Board of Education is an external evaluator. The Ministry of Education emphasises that education must be evaluated regularly and the volume of evaluation XE "evaluation"  must be in balance with the educational targets. Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  must be done independently e.g. the persons responsible for the preparation of the targets and contents of education are not allowed to be evaluators at the same time.

The information sources, compilation procedures and analysis methods used in evaluation XE "evaluation"  are to be recorded and justified. The aim is that the information used shall be qualitative and quantitative, as reliable, comparable and valid as possible, timely and compiled from a variety of sources in a systematic fashion, economical and analysed through methods justified and explored as well as possible. 

National-level evaluations of educational results are carried out by a unit with broad and versatile expertise which is reliable, neutral, autonomous and customer oriented in its work and also involved in international co-operation. The autonomy of these operations refers to the fact that the work is funded entirely by the state and that the evaluators are independent experts and civil servants. Large scale policy or system evaluations are the responsibility of the Education Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  Council.

1.5 Curriculum Based Pupil Assessment

The national core curriculum is the national framework on which the local curriculum is formulated. In the local curriculum, decisions are made regarding the educational and teaching task of basic education. The objectives and contents are specified according to the national core curriculum as well as other factors bearing on provision of the education. In formulating a curriculum for basic education attention is to be given to the coherence of basic education. The coherence of the curriculum requires co-operation among the different teacher groups in drafting it. Particularly, the pupils’ parents XE "parents"  and guardians must be able to influence the contents as also the pupils may be involved in the curriculum work. As it concerns pupil welfare and home-school co-operation the curriculum must be drafted in collaboration with the authorities charged with the tasks that are part of the implementation of the local authority’s social and health services. 

1.5.1 Underlying Values of the Curriculum

The underlying values of basic education are human rights, equality, democracy, natural diversity and the endorsement of multiculturalism. Basic education must provide an opportunity for diversified growth, learning and development of a healthy sense of self-esteem. Pupils must be given the opportunity to acquire a general education and complete their educational obligations so that they can obtain the knowledge and skills they need in future life. To guarantee that these goals are achieved, the school system has to be flexible in its provision of lessons and support of studies. In Finnish basic education, supporting studies is divided into general and special support. General support includes co-operation between home and school, the learning plan, provision of educational guidance, remedial teaching, pupil welfare and club activities. Special support includes part-time special needs education and the lessons of pupils who are enrolled in or transferred into special needs education (an official decision).

1.5.2 The Tasks and Principles of Pupil Assessment

The tasks of the assessment of studies are to guide and encourage studying and provide information on how well the pupil has met the objectives established for growth and learning. Assessment is to help the pupil to form a realistic image of her/his learning and development and to support the pupil’s personal growth. Therefore self-assessment by the pupil is very important. With the development of self-assessment skills the pupils learn to be aware of their own progress and learning objectives, establish objectives for their studies themselves, and regulate their learning process.  This process will reinforce the pupils’ self-esteem, their self-image as a learner, and sense of involvement. 

Pupil assessment during the first seven years in basic education is very important. It is called “assessment during the course of studies”. During the last two years at comprehensive school, years 8 and 9, the assessment is called “final assessment”. At this point in basic education it is important that the assessment is nationally comparable and treats pupils equally. The criteria for final assessment in basic education are prepared for all core subjects. During the final phase of basic education the performance of the pupil is the main area to be assessed instead of the pupil’s progress.

The subjects, subject groups and behaviour are evaluated numerically or by verbal summaries, or by a combination of the two. The pupil and her/his parents XE "parents"  or other guardians are to be informed in advance of the grounds for assessment.

The learning difficulties of a pupil are always to be taken into consideration in the pupil’s assessment. The assessment is seen as a process which begins with formative assessment XE "formative assessment"  and goal setting, continues during the learning process and ends with summative assessment XE "summative assessment" . When there is a pupil with SEN the assessment process requires on-going assessment XE "on-going assessment"  of the pupil’s learning difficulties and learning potential as well as assessment of the pupil’s progress, work skills and behaviour in relation to the curriculum’s objectives and descriptions of good performance. In making this assessment, methods are to be used by which the pupil is capable of demonstrating her/his performance as well as possible. Early recognition of learning difficulties and early commencement of support are crucial.

2. Challenges and Tendencies 

2.1. National Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  and Equality 

The tendency in Finnish Basic Education is to implement inclusive settings as broadly as possible. It requires an extensive support system in schools to provide adequate help for diverse learners. According to the results of PISA XE "PISA" -investigations, the Finnish educational system has succeeded to support the weakest pupils very well in basic education. It seems that the support has been provided mostly in the form of special needs education. 22% of the pupils in basic education participated in part-time SNE in the school year 2004- 2005. In the school year 2005-2006 7, 3 % of the pupils had an official decision concerning SNE (Finnish Statistics). There is no extensive statistical information about remedial lessons. About 15 % of the pupils received remedial lessons during the autumn season 2004 (The Finnish Education Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  Council). When interpreting the statistics, please take into account that it is possible for a single pupil to be enrolled in or transferred into SNE, achieve part-time special education and also receive remedial lessons during the same school year. In other words the statistical figures presented above are partly overlapping.

The amount of pupils with SEN receiving lessons in mainstream settings has increased during recent years. The mode of part-time SNE is very inclusive in its practises. Also the decreased number of special schools relates the tendency of inclusion. The provision of special needs education in Finnish schools is adequate with a large participation of pupils. One could perhaps ask, are all the pupils receiving SNE in actual need of it? Could some of them gain adequate help by remedial lessons or differentiated lessons in mainstream settings instead of SNE? 

We need more scientific data about the actual special educational needs of the pupils in basic education. The information we have is about pupils’ participation in SNE. According to the latest reviews (Kuusela, J. 2006) concerning support for studies in Finnish basic education, the provision of support varies remarkably between different municipalities. This means that the system has not fully achieved a state of educational equality. Pupils with the same educational needs are supported in different ways and to a different extent depending on their place of residence. We need to know more about the adequacy and extent of the provision of SNE. We also need more precise information on the adequacy and the quality XE "quality"  of support services for different groups of pupils with SEN.

3. Innovations and Development

3.1 The Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  of Quality and Processes in Special Needs Education 

The Finnish policy of education stresses that the idea of inclusion is important and believes that every pupil must have the opportunity to go to his/her own neighbourhood school. Every school is consequently expected to provide an adequate learning environment for every pupil and it is therefore a big challenge for an individual school to build a full functioning support system for a very heterogeneous group of pupils. It will require a great deal of development work if inclusion is to be incorporated into Finnish schools. In development work we also need tools for internal and external evaluation XE "evaluation" . Self- evaluation and audition have become common as an apparatus of evaluation in Finnish schools but they must be used systematically and regularly to provide useful information on the quality XE "quality"  and content of the basic processes and procedures in school.  By implementing this type of evaluation the opportunity to examine potential and resources during development are provided.

Since January 1999 the Educational Institutions have been obliged to assess their own operations and have been seeking good practices and forms of self-assessment. Some schools have created their own models of assessment and some schools have chosen a standardised model. Standardised models have become more popular because of the possibility of comparing the practices between different schools. 

The EFQM Excellence Model is a very commonly used model in the field of education and also the Unit of Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  in The Finnish National Board of Education implements it in school auditions. The EFQM- model is based on features of effectiveness, good quality XE "quality"  in leadership of and in custom services, strong intention of operations, functions based on facts, intense staff development and participation. It also emphasises life long learning, innovating, enhancing operations, developing companionships and social responsibility. 

By implementing the EFQM a school can carefully examine and clarify its own activities. A school has to describe its functions as processes and it has to name the main actors of every process - the owners of the process. These descriptions help the school community to assess if whether or not they are successful. The model is quite laborious to use but by implementing the EFQM the school community supports future development work. When the economical situation in a municipality is difficult a school has to show its value and effectiveness to keep its position. It is not unusual to shut down a school with insignificant results in Finland nowadays. Evaluation XE "Evaluation" -based development strengthens a schools’ profile against other schools. 

In SNE there are plenty of processes to assess. For example teaching, learning, rehabilitation services, assisting, day care, morning and afternoon activities and possible residential services are typical processes of a special school. There are state owned special schools and special schools owned by municipalities in Finland. They function as resource centres and support single schools, pupils and their families by providing them information, consultation, special equipment and special learning materials. It is very important to evaluate and develop these processes. 

Schools that have implemented standardised models in self-evaluation XE "evaluation"  and have also participated in external evaluations experience that these measurements give the following benefits:


- the school community gets into the heart of the process in a neutral way


- much more consideration is given to pupils


- false criticism can be disproved and constructive criticism can be taken in use


- relevant and appropriate practices can be found

- the school community learns how to use a holistic perspective with development


- the collaboration between colleagues becomes more concrete


- a mutual strategy can be found and everyone can easily commit to it

- a clear policy increases individual freedom and makes the use of innovative 

solutions possible

- responsibility for ones own work and responsibility in leadership becomes 


much clearer


- the school can create its own system of on-going self-evaluation XE "evaluation" .

Different kinds of tools for evaluating quality XE "quality" , efficiency and processes serve assessment practices in individual schools. This kind of analysis points out the most challenging and demanding situations in every day school life and especially discovering the circumstances which need to be improved concerning pupils with special needs is valuable. The tools of evaluation XE "evaluation"  presented earlier in the text also include features of assessment such as assessment of teachers XE "teachers" ’ and assistants’ work in the schools. Evaluation XE "Evaluation"  builds a basis and framework for the assessment processes in schools. To create effective pupil assessment and the assessment of learning difficulties as efficiently as possible we have to be aware of how to implement assessment as an organisation and as individual workers.

3.1.1 An Example of an Organisational Project in a Finnish Special School 

The leadership of this special school was earlier divided up into different operations. It was decided to replace this type of leadership with a management style of process leadership. This decision was an fundamental part of the school’ s on-going project of developing leadership in a multi-professional working community. 

The main goal of the project is to integrate a pupils’ school day. Pupils with special educational needs need to have a school day which constitutes a continuum of learning, training, rehabilitation, rest and activities. Every school class has a multi-professional team of different therapists and teachers XE "teachers" . The leaders of the developing project are collaborating intensively with these school class teams. They discuss the problems which rise from every day practices and they also work together to find solutions to various challenging situations. The discussion has also included evaluating in a form of analysing team processes and naming the owners of those processes. In other words this is ‘process evaluation XE "evaluation" ’. 

To begin with it is useful to analyse the process in question. What kind of operations does it include? Where and when does the process start, how does it continue, what kind of periods does it have and where does it end? Then it is important to differentiate the duties the process owners have in the process. A process can for example be the transportation of pupils from a school class by the school.

The owner of a process is the worker who is involved in it. There are different kinds of process owners in a team, those who have more responsibility and those who have less. It is useful to make a hierarchy of process owners in a team. Usually one worker takes part in many processes in school and he/she has different roles in different processes. It clarifies the process for each worker if their duties are written down and available. It is also helpful for the community to be able to see the whole organisation and its processes.

Every member of  staff tries “to make it as good as possible for the pupils”. This is not only a slogan but the starting point and the basic target in the development of the school. To ensure adequate support services and a high quality XE "quality"  of education it is important that every member of the school staff analyses his/her own potential and capacity which could be used broadly. On-going development requires that staff are committed to going through process evaluation XE "evaluation"  regularly. One evaluation is not enough. On-going evaluation is definitely necessary when an organisation wants to improve its practices.

The ideal situation is that the school is able to use its full potential. The special school in question evaluates its process regularly with the school management and all of the staff being involved in the evaluation XE "evaluation" . It is a collective process where the whole of the school community is involved.

4. Conclusion

 

The task of basic education is to e.g. enhance a sense of community and equality, develop skills for critical assessment and renew outlooks as well as modes of action. Basic education must provide an opportunity for diversified growth, learning and the development of a healthy sense of self-esteem, so that the pupils can obtain the knowledge and skills they need in life, become capable of further study and, as involved citizens, develop a democratic society. Also, basic education aims at increasing an awareness of the values and ways of acting that form the foundation of society and awaken desire for lifelong learning.

These basic tasks of education are challenging the system of assessment in education. To develop something better we need to know the critical points to focus on. The Finnish administration based on delegation gives local authorities the freedom to make plans and decisions concerning educational provision in basic education. The flexibility of educational legislation also gives local authorities the chance to independently create innovative educational solutions. The statutory framework comes from the national educational norms and legislation. The ministry of Education and the Finnish National Board of Education are supporting the municipalities by giving information on the educational basic guidelines. In such a system there could be a risk of missing the guarantee of educational equality. For example, according to the latest reports the pupils in basic education do not have equal opportunities in receiving support with their studies. To steer and control the quality XE "quality"  and equality of education the local authorities are obliged to assess their own operations and take part in external assessments. 

Both internal and external assessment needs to be developed further. We need to have more in quantity and more precise information about the pupils with SEN. The statistics tell us about the number of pupils that have participated in different modes of SNE, but there is a lack of knowledge on the actual extent of the educational needs of the pupils. The service system of educational support for studies has to be very diverse to meet the needs of the many different learners. The “excellence” of Finnish the educational support system is mostly based on the large provision of SNE. New modes of support (in addition to SNE) need to be applied in mainstream settings. To develop the national system of educational support services we need to assess both the actual needs of the pupils and the functional efficiency of current networks of support services. 

ASSESSMENT PRACTICE IN FINLAND

1. Assessment in the Inclusive Classroom

It is written in the national core curriculum that even minor learning difficulties should be taken in consideration in pupil assessment. This means that the whole process of assessment should be prepared carefully from the beginning to the end. The lessons and assessment of a pupil with SEN requires detailed planning which is based on formative assessment XE "formative assessment" , on- going and summative assessment XE "summative assessment" . The lessons have to be flexible according to pupils’ needs during the learning process. An inclusive educational classroom needs to be diverse as a learning environment and the lessons have to be differentiated. As there are different kind of needs in learning among the pupils there needs to be a multiple choice of methods and materials in use. The systematic and careful implementation of planning the lessons guarantees that the support for studies will be adequate and the possible learning difficulties are taken in consideration during the learning process. A group of pupils can be very heterogeneous in its prerequisites so therefore it is necessary to have the tools to meet every pupil’s needs in learning. By a functional and dynamic assessment we are able to adjust the lessons appropriately for all.

Individual plans are educational tools to help provide lessons to learners with different kinds of needs and are developed according to the objectives and contents of the local curriculum. There are two kinds of individual plans in use in basic education: the learning plan and the individual educational plan (IEP XE "IEP" ). An individual plan helps in supporting a pupil to learn and it makes it easier for a teacher to differentiate the lessons. It also helps by providing the parents XE "parents"  with information so that they can better support the pupil’s studies. This learning plan can be developed for any pupil. A learning plan is developed individually for each pupil with SEN and for pupils receiving part-time SNE. It can also be developed for immigrant pupils or for gifted pupils. The IEP is obliged to develop a plan for every pupil who has officially been granted SNE. The individual plans are very similar in their structure and content, but the IEP is a more official educational document. 

The pupil’s strengths, personal learning and developmental needs constitute the starting point in supporting her/him. The foremost objective is to support the pupil so that she/he can attain the objectives according to the general syllabus. The syllabus is individualised if the pupil does not meet these objectives in spite of support measures. An Individualised syllabus means that the curriculum is developed especially to meet the individual pupil’s needs. The pupil’s assessment is based on their IEP XE "IEP"  in individualised subjects. The importance of the IEP is especially remarkable when a pupil is studying according to an individualised syllabus. 

The principles for the assessment of a pupil who has officially been granted SNE are defined in the individual educational plan, IEP XE "IEP" . The pupil can study according to the general syllabus when her/his progress and performance have been assessed in relation to the objectives and descriptions of good performance described in the general syllabus. The pupil who has been granted SNE can also study according to her/his individual syllabus which can be individualised partly or entirely. 

If it has been decided in the IEP XE "IEP"  that the pupil will study according to an individualised syllabus, the pupil’s performances will be assessed on the basis of the objectives established for her/him personally and defined in the IEP. In this case the pupil’s performance and progress is not assessed in relation to the descriptions of good performance given in the national core curriculum. The performance and progress in an individualised syllabus can be assessed by verbal summaries during the course of studies and also in the final assessment.

The lessons can be organised as activities for pupils with severe disabilities or illness. The subjects covered by activities are motor co-ordination, language and communication, social skills, skills in daily functions and cognitive skills. When the lesson is organised as an activity the assessment is based on the progress made in the subject of the activity. The assessment is based on the individualised objectives established in the IEP XE "IEP" .

The structure of an individual plan:

· a description of the pupil’s learning abilities and strengths, and her/his learning related needs

· the short and long term objectives

· the number of weekly lessons per year in the subjects

· a list of the subjects in which the pupil has individualised syllabus

· the objectives and core contents of those subjects in which the pupil has individualised syllabus

· the principles for monitoring XE "monitoring"  and assessing the pupil’s progress

· assistance and interpreter services, other educational services and pupil welfare, communication techniques, special aids and equipment

· description of how the pupil’s education is to be provided, i.e. through participation in general lessons and/or in a group of pupils with SEN

· the persons participating in providing the pupil’s education and support services

· monitoring XE "monitoring"  of the implementation of support services

2. People Involved in Assessment

The key participants in pupil assessment is the pupil her/himself, the teacher responsible for the group and the pupil’s parents XE "parents" . All the teachers XE "teachers"  who are involved in teaching the pupil also take part in the assessment process. It is important that the pupil’s parents participate in the assessment process as they continually need updated information about the pupil’s objectives, progress and performance. 

Sometimes pedagogical assessment is adequate to differentiate the possible special educational needs of a pupil, but often different specialists (a psychologist, a social worker, a doctor, different kinds of therapists) are also needed in assessing the pupil’s learning capability and in planning appropriate support for her/his studies. An individual plan is drafted and followed up in collaboration with different actors needed in addition to the key participants. 

Pupil assessment forms a whole, in which on-going feedback from the teacher plays an important part. Supporting the pupil’s capability to assess her/himself is even more significant. The capability for self-assessment helps a pupil to be aware of her/his own learning processes and learning objectives and in this way a pupil learns to regulate her/his own learning processes. This is important for every pupil but especially pupils with SEN benefit from using these methods of self-assessment. 

3. Learning and Teaching

It is the responsibility of every teacher to support their pupils. All pupils have different needs and require individual pedagogical solutions. Below are the starting points for deciding upon how and where pupil’s are given learning support:
- Education is provided in local schools or other suitable schools where school travel is as short and safe as possible. 

- A pupil who has minor learning or adjustment problems is entitled to remedial teaching in addition to mainstream education. 

- Part-time SNE is to be given, in addition to other lessons, to pupils who have mild learning or adjustment difficulties and who need special support.

- Whenever possible, a pupil receives SNE within a mainstream class although it is possible to study in a special class or in a special school.

- A pupil is entitled to SNE when necessary. A pupil who cannot follow their education owing to a disability, illness, delayed development or some other reason, can be admitted or transferred to SNE. 

- Each pupil with special learning needs has an individual educational plan (IEP XE "IEP" ).

- The pupil receives help in overcoming learning difficulties by means of the different models of support available which are determined according to the quality XE "quality"  and extent of the difficulties. The difficulties can arise from disabilities, illness, deficits or psychological and social problems. The current tendency is that the problems are overlapping when the differentiating of the core problem in learning is difficult. The assessment has to be based on a holistic and systemic perspective, where cognitive, physical, emotional and social aspects are taken in consideration at the same time.

Assessment information helps the teacher to provide lessons in a form which supports the pupil best. This can mean, for example, the modification XE "modification"  of the physical and social learning environment based on the individual ways of learning. Some pupils benefit from studying in a quiet and shady area, whilst other pupils prefer to study where there are many voices and brighter lights. Some pupils work happily in a team whereas other pupils prefer to study alone. 

The assessment information on a pupils’ level of progress, performance and possible obstacles in learning, helps to provide education according to the capabilities of a pupil. To gather the required data it is necessary to use a variety of tests XE "tests" . The tests can measure performance as well as possible learning difficulties. According to the results the teacher can temporarily divide the class into smaller and more homogeneous groups where the lessons meet the capabilities of the pupils. Teaching methods, materials and support services can also be arranged differently in different groups. These arrangements sometimes require extra resources such as assistants and/or teachers XE "teachers" .

The individual plan, IEP XE "IEP" , is to be updated by using on-going assessment XE "on-going assessment"  tools such as observation, questionnaires etc. A pedagogical log-book can be used along with the individual plan. The teacher follows the pupil’s progression and perfomance and writes her/his observations down. In this way the changes required in the individual objectives and/or teaching methods are undertaken in time. It helps also to look retrospectively into the pupil’s learning history.

The teacher also needs assessment information when a pupil does not seem to achieve the objectives of the general syllabus. The individualisation of a syllabus requires valid and reliable knowledge of the pupil’s prerequisites in learning as well as an official decision to provide special needs education which requires trustworthy investigations, the law states that “The decision should be motivated by an official statement of a psychologist, a doctor or a social worker”. Sometimes the statement includes a diagnosis XE "diagnosis" , but the decision does not need to be based on a diagnosis. The pedagogical statements which are based on a teacher’s careful pedagogical assessment have currently become more important in decision-making concerning SNE. 

4. Innovative Assessment Tools and Methods

Early prevention and intervention are based on the efficient identifying of the risks in the learning and schooling of a child. The perspective is to be holistic which means assessment of different areas of development - the prerequisites concerning academic skills as well as the pupil’s developmental level in emotional and social areas. Systematic and regular health examinations are provided to children by local health centres. Particularly the health examination at five years old is important concerning the early identification of the possible risks in learning. The health examination at the age of five usually consists of a test on the basic skills needed in primary school. The test also gives very important data of how mature the child is in preparation for starting school at the age of seven. The quality XE "quality"  and the contents of the early childhood health examination vary between different municipalities; consequently this means that the service is not equal for every child. Therefore the Ministry of Social and Health Affaires and the Ministry of Education have been planning a national uniform test for measuring the children’s risk-factors and difficulties in learning before school start.

Pupil welfare plays an important role in assessing and identifying difficulties in learning at school. Pupil welfare usually means services provided by a team of different experts and professionals at school; a psychologist, a nurse, a social worker and teachers XE "teachers" . This teamwork is crucial in assessing pupils’ difficulties in learning and also assessing the possibilities concerning the support of the pupil. It also helps to draw a holistic and systematic picture of the prerequisites of the pupil. A teacher benefits from a multi-professional perspective from arranging the appropriate learning environment for a pupil with SEN. There is not a pupil welfare team in every municipality and every school. 

The most common assessment tool in Finnish SNE is the IEP XE "IEP"  which is implemented with every pupil who has an official diagnosis XE "diagnosis"  of having SEN. Together with an individual plan the teachers XE "teachers"  use initial and on-going assessment XE "on-going assessment"  tools and pedagogical log-books for gathering follow-up data. A larger range of small tests XE "tests"  that every teacher could use when required would be ideal along with tests that are user-friendly and tests that provide adequate information to assess pupils’ abilities and progress. The Teachers also have to be encouraged to use these tests. 

The idea of differentiating the lessons has recently been come more common. The question is how a class teacher or subject teacher can handle it in a large and heterogeneous group of pupils. Initial and in-service teacher training does its best to offer teachers XE "teachers"  ideas for differentiating the lessons. To make differentiating function well there has to be flexible timetables and team-work between the teachers in a school. Furthermore, by increasing the use of models in differentiating the lessons it is possible to decrease the need for segregated lessons.

In some schools it is possible to bring, for example, a speech therapist, an occupational therapist or a physiotherapist into the lessons. A therapist can observe a child and also help her/him during lessons. This kind of operation means integration of rehabilitation and assessment and has been very effective and helpful.

There are different kinds of standardised tests XE "tests"  in use among special needs teachers XE "teachers"  in Finland. The tests are for identifying learning difficulties. Most of the tests are measuring linguistic and mathematical abilities and difficulties. There are also new tests in use which correspond better to the qualities of the school and pupils of today. One of the most popular tests in Finland is designed for the early years of schooling and which examines the maturity of the children in pre- primary school. It is a group test where the social skills of the pupil can be assessed as well as the basic academic skills.

Special schools are very important in helping local schools to assess and support pupils with SEN. They operate as resource centres, giving advice to teachers XE "teachers"  and parents XE "parents"  on the practical issues with learning difficulties. They help in recognising learning problems and produce special learning and assessment material. The experts of the resource centres visit the local schools if needed. A pupil with SEN can also study in a special school for a period of time. The period of assessment consists of precise analysis of the pupil’s learning difficulties. 

In different projects specialists of SNE have produced standardised computer-based programmes for assessing and training basic linguistic and mathematical skills. These programmes are for use of pupils in pre-primary and primary school.

A network of SNE has been put onto the national web sites. These sites are designed to aid people with learning problems, provide information concerning learning difficulties and assessment and the interventions concerning them. There is also a lot of material and tools produced for virtual learning for pupils with SEN. This service is addressed to teachers XE "teachers"  and parents XE "parents" .

5. Conclusions

The National Core Curriculum of Basic Education gives a flexible framework in which to apply innovative educational practices. There is one core curriculum which is common for all pupils regardless of their learning difficulties. When a pupil cannot achieve the objectives of the general syllabus the syllabus can be individualised. It is also possible for pupils who are severely disabled or ill to study according to their needs. When the pupil has milder or more severe difficulties or needs in learning it is recommended to use an individual learning plan. Learning difficulties are always to be taken in consideration with pupil assessment. Every pupil who has an official letter granting SNE has an individual educational plan (IEP XE "IEP" ).

There are many old and new forms of initial, on-going and summative assessment XE "summative assessment"  tools in use in the field of education. However, new forms of assessment need to be developed. It is also necessary for teachers XE "teachers"  to broaden the use of the assessment tools that we already have.

OVERALL CONCLUSION

It is important for the evaluation XE "evaluation"  and assessment practices to function properly in the different dimensions and levels of the educational system. International, national, regional, local, communal and individual evaluations and assessments are equally valuable in developing the process of inclusive education. The various levels of assessment need to be collated and to interact in order for the information to be integrated and used extensively among the different agents of education. 

The theoretical framework of education consists of various scientific perspectives. A holistic point of view is always the starting point in educational assessment. The systemic approach is reasonable especially when the assessment applies to pupils with SEN. The tendency of overlapping problems has become more common. 

Inclusion is about the educational equity and equality. Every pupil in the country should be able to receive support with their studies equally, regardless of where she/he lives, the school she/he goes to etc. To guarantee equal opportunities for all pupils in education we need effective agents in the different levels of the educational system. The fundamental agents in the educational system are policy makers (legislative framework and steering), municipalities (local strategies and models) and teachers XE "teachers"  (attitude and competence to meet different kinds of learners). Inclusion is also a matter of life long learning. The appropriate individual support has to be achieved in all levels of education: from pre- primary school to adult education. It is crucial that evaluation XE "evaluation"  and assessment functions effectively at all levels in order to achieve positive changes in educational practice. It is important that both external and internal evaluation function well and equally important, the tools of self-evaluation.

The development of inclusive practices has been going on for many years in Finnish schools. Positive results have been reached but there are still many steps to be taken in guaranteeing well functioning learning environments for all. Below is a list of some areas that need to be looked at in the future:

· How we assess/evaluate the effectiveness and efficiency of special educational intervention.

· How we can produce precise national and regional information on the actual educational needs of the pupils. (to develop appropriate services for pupils with SEN)

· How we can use the different kinds of assessment tools we already have more extensively especially in initial and on-going assessment XE "on-going assessment" .

· How we can create new diagnostic XE "diagnostic"  tools to recognise the risk factors of learning difficulties and to prevent pupils dropping out of school.

· How we can provide appropriate and immediate support on the basis of the assessment information we have produced.

· How we can develop multi-professional team work in assessment
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