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Summary
In April 2014, the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) assessed learning outcomes 
in mother tongue and literature at the end of basic education. The purpose of the assessment was 
to produce reliable information on how well the objectives of the 2004 national core curriculum 
for basic education have been met, on the level of mother tongue and literature skills in terms of 
linguistic knowledge and writing, and success in promoting educational equality. An electronic 
assessment was also trialled, the results of which will be presented after the main results of the 
printed assessment. 

Data was gathered from 149 comprehensive schools, broadly representing various areas and mu-
nicipal groups. Data was collected from a total sample of 5,144 pupils, 3,345 of whom participated 
in the printed assessment and 1,799 in the electronic one. Even pupils subject to a decision on the 
need for special or enhanced support, or a corresponding previous decision on admittance for special 
needs education, participated in the assessment.  

The national assessment consisted of linguistic knowledge and writing assignments. The concept of
linguistic knowledge refers to language-related content in the national core curriculum. The assign-
ments required that the pupils have a fi rm grasp of the linguistic knowledge and writing skills and 
expertise included in the ’Finnish as a mother tongue’ syllabus, and in the fi nal assessment criteria 
for achieving a grade of eight (8) (National core curriculum for basic education 2004). When the 
assessment assignments were prepared, account was taken of the variability of the assignments, 
both in terms of the assignment type and level of diffi culty. Linguistic knowledge assignments were 
connected to language use scenarios, and writing assignments to interaction scenarios.  Linguistic 
knowledge was also further linked to writing: the grounds for writing a job application were, for 
example, already laid down in the linguistic knowledge assignments. In addition, data was collected 
by means of questionnaires for pupils, teachers and principals.

In the printed assignment, the pupil sample achieved an average of 56% of the maximum linguistic 
knowledge score and 59% of the maximum writing score. There was a large difference between the 
competences displayed by girls and boys, and boys displayed a slightly greater variation in their 
competencies than girls. These fi ndings are in line with previous assessments of learning outcomes 
for the subject in the ninth grade.

In linguistic knowledge, girls had average competence (62.6%) and boys moderate competence 
(49.6%). About one in three girls and some 13% of boys clearly achieved high profi ciency, while 
over one fourth of the boys and one in ten girls achieved weak results. The more the pupils needed 
to verbalise their observations and justify their views, the more diffi cult the assignments were for 
them and the larger a gap was observed in the levels of competence between the genders. Both 
girls’ and boys’ competencies were slightly polarised in assignments in which they were asked to 
recognise different expressions (e.g. verbs in the passive voice) and, in particular, their meanings 
within their contexts. The greatest difference between the genders was observed in the command 
of standard language norms, where boys’ competencies also showed slight signs of polarisation. 
In these assignments, the pupils found it easier to recognise errors and select the correct alterna-
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tive in multiple-choice questions only focusing on a single error type than when applying their 
knowledge to correcting errors within a text. 

In writing, girls displayed average competence (almost good) (68.2%) and boys moderate competence 
(50.5%). The competence gap between girls and boys was large, and boys’ competence levels varied 
slightly more than those of girls. About one in two girls and one in fi ve boys clearly achieved at 
least a high profi ciency, although up to one in four boys and 6% of girls achieved only weak results.

 The greatest differences between girls and boys were observed in the writing assignment in which 
they attained the highest scores, namely the summer job application. About one in fi ve applications 
written by boys were poor, indicating that the competence they demonstrated would not have 
been suffi cient for an actual job application process (the corresponding fi gure for girls was 3.7%). 
Meanwhile, almost one in two girls and fewer than one in fi ve boys achieved high grades in this 
assignment.  The pupils were able to express their opinions well (even very well in the case of girls) 
when they were asked to write a rejoinder, but they had more diffi culties in justifying their opinion. 
Furthermore, expressing opinions that differed from their own, by using and referring to source 
texts, yielded poor, adequate or moderate grades on average. Girls clearly had a good command of 
standard language norms in written assignments, while boys had a moderate command of these. 

Most of the sample pupils entitled to support achieved poor results in terms of both linguistic 
knowledge and writing. They accounted for around 7% of all pupils, around 4% of girls and around 
11% of boys. If the sample had only included pupils who mainly studied in mainstream education 
groups, the average scores for linguistic knowledge and writing would have been one percentage 
point higher. If pupils receiving special or enhanced support in mother tongue and literature had 
been excluded from the sample, the results would have been some two percentage points higher.

Approximately 12% of the teachers who participated in the assessment were not formally quali-
fi ed as mother tongue and literature teachers. The pupils of these teachers had lower writing and 
linguistic knowledge scores than the average scores of all sample pupils (5–6 percentage points’ 
difference). Special needs teachers are not included in this comparison. 

Competence was fairly evenly distributed across Finland. Regional differences were minor. Variation 
between schools was also small, although writing scores varied slightly more than linguistic knowl-
edge scores. Some 9% of the differences in writing were explained by differences between schools, 
while the corresponding fi gure for linguistic knowledge was 6%. 

In terms of learning outcomes, there was a major difference between pupils applying to upper secondary 
school and vocational education and training. Pupils aiming to pursue upper secondary schooling clearly 
had better learning outcomes than those planning to attend vocational education and training.

On average, pupils had a neutral opinion of the subject. Girls found the subject more useful than 
boys and also enjoyed studying it more. It was notable that, in comparison to pupils applying to 
upper secondary school, those applying to vocational education and training had less confi dence 
in their mother tongue and literature competencies and did not consider the subject as useful. Ad-
ditionally, boys who trusted their competence as much as girls had less success in both linguistic 
knowledge and writing assignments. 
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Background variables mostly had weak or moderate links to learning outcomes. Learning outcomes 
were clearly connected to confi dence in one’s competence and to whether the pupil considered the 
subject useful.  Regular homework, a reading habit, the parents’ education (matriculation examina-
tion) and an interest in the child’s education were also connected to learning outcomes. 

The results of the assessment of learning outcomes suggests that competence in writing and lin-
guistic knowledge weighed somewhat heavier in girls’ grades than in those of boys. The results 
indicate that girls and boys do not receive grades on similar grounds. 

In the electronic assignment, the pupil sample achieved an average of 51% of the maximum linguis-
tic knowledge score and 57% of the maximum writing score. Girls’ scores for linguistic knowledge 
were 6 and those of boys 5 percentage points lower than the corresponding fi gures for the printed 
assessment. The largest differences were observed in the focus area “Standard language norms” 
where girls scored 8 and boys 6 percentage points lower than in the printed assessment. The writing 
results were some 3 percentage points lower overall than the results of the printed assessment. In 
writing assignments, girls’ command of standard language norms was 6 percentage points lower 
and the boys score was 2 percentage points lower than in the printed assessment. 

When compared to the linguistic knowledge and writing scores for the printed assessment, fewer 
girls achieved the highest and average scores in the electronic assessment. Correspondingly, lower 
scores were more common. Almost as many boys achieved the highest scores, but there were fewer 
average scores and more poor scores than in the printed assessment.

The differences between printed and electronic assessments among both girls and boys were great-
est in Eastern Finland among all AVI areas (the Regional State Administrative Agencies). The AVI 
area scored particularly well in the printed assessment of writing, but had the poorest performance 
in the electronic assessment: the writing scores for boys in Eastern Finland were some 10 and for 
girls some 8 percentage points lower than for those who participated in the printed assessment. 
The score for linguistic knowledge was some 7 percentage points lower. 

Since there were major differences in the quality and availability of ICT equipment between the 
sample schools that took the printed and the electronic assessment, the schools were not necessar-
ily able to counterbalance differences in home equipment. Teachers in the sample schools chiefl y 
used ICT equipment in the classroom for information retrieval and the editing and layout of texts.

Teachers reported the use of textbooks and workbooks, discussions, writing and research as the 
main methods of teaching linguistic knowledge. Teachers and pupils reported that the most com-
monly taught topics in secondary education included the basic concepts of grammar, developing 
the comprehension of clauses and sentences in written language, and correct spelling. Both teach-
ers and pupils reported that the most common method of studying writing in secondary school 
was based on independent writing by the pupils, followed by a numerical grade from the teacher. 
The teachers also reported giving written feedback on the completed texts. Teachers felt that the 
planning and drafting of texts and producing different types of text was also common.
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Based on this assessment, it is proposed that the learning process and materials and learning ma-
terials for the subject be developed so that more pupils would regard the subject and the study of 
writing and linguistic knowledge as useful, meaningful and relevant. The study of writing should 
focus not only on individual writing, but also on communicative writing situations and cooperative 
writing. Pupils must be guaranteed uniform opportunities to use ICT equipment across Finland, in 
different types of municipalities and in all schools. Teachers should meet the formal requirements 
laid down for the recruitment of new teachers in mother tongue and literature, in order to ensure 
learning. Students are entitled to a realistic notion of their personal competence and skills during 
their studies;, in particular they are entitled to a fi nal grading on an equal basis, regardless of their 
gender, teacher and school.




