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Abstract 

 Learning outcomes in mother tongue and literature in Swedish-language schools in Finland 
were assessed in spring 2014. It was the sixth assessment of ninth-graders’ skills in their mother 
tongue. The purpose of all learning outcome assessments is to produce reliable information on 
the pupils’ skills in relation to the objectives of the 2004 national core curriculum as well as on 
educational equality.

A total of 1,673 pupils in 30 schools participated in the assessment. They represent approxima-
tely half of the cohort of ninth graders in the Swedish-language schools. Twenty of the schools                  
participated in the printed assessment and ten in the electronic one. The corresponding numbers 
of pupils were 1,357 and 316, respectively. This report is primarily based on the results of the 
printed assessment, where the number of participants was bigger.

In linguistic knowledge, the pupils participating in the printed assessment achieved an average 
of 58% of the maximum score (girls 65%; boys 52%). The tasks were divided into three focus areas: 
Effects of context on the choice of expression; Form and meaning and Standard language norms. 
The best results were achieved within effects of context on the choice of expression, which tested 
the choice of linguistic expressions depending on the situation and purpose. The average score was 
62%. Within form and meaning, the assignment was to recognise various structures and expres-
sions and to understand the variation in meaning depending on their context. In this section, the 
average score was lower (55%). There was great variation between pupils in these assignments. A 
quarter of the pupils, most of them boys, scored poorly (less than 40% of the maximum score). The 
most diffi cult tasks were the ones where the pupils were asked to explain the meaning of a word 
with various meanings in a certain context, to identify the predicate and to make observations on 
the clause and sentence structure. 

Even within standard language norms, there was a large group of boys (one third of the pupils) 
with weak results. The average score in this section was 58%. This focal area demonstrated the 
biggest gap between the average scores of girls and boys, which was 14 percentage points to the 
girls’ advantage. The most diffi cult assignments included putting together a short text by arranging 
a few given sentences in the correct order and placing words in the correct order in a sentence 
bearing in mind word order and meaning. Generally, in the linguistic knowledge assignments 
where the pupils were to analyse and assess linguistic phenomena, the scores were clearly lower 
than in the assignments testing the pupils’ understanding of linguistic phenomena and how they 
applied their linguistic knowledge.
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In writing, the average score was 60% in the printed assessment (girls 69%; boys 51%). The 
difference between girls and boys was greater throughout than in linguistic knowledge. The                       
assessment used three writing assignments, of which the easiest was to write a letter to a Swedish-
speaking Finn (score 66%). Both boys and girls achieved the best scores in this assignment, but the                       
difference between the gender groups was great. More than half of the participating girls achieved 
a high level (more than 80% of the maximum score). A genre-competence analysis showed that 
the pupils were more confi dent writing letters than other genres of writing.

The most diffi cult writing assignment dealt with writing a rejoinder based on a newspaper column.  
The average score was only 54%. Of the boys, 40% wrote a piece that manifested poor compe-
tence (less than 40% of the maximum score). Some 20% of the girls and 5% of the boys achieved 
a high level (more than 80%). Most of the writers did not have any diffi culties with expressing 
their opinions on the subject. However, they fell short in paying attention to opinions that were 
contrary to their own ideas; there were also many who had trouble with explaining their views 
from different angles. Furthermore, many pupils did not use the source text in the manner they 
were expected to. The rejoinder was the longest of the writing assignments. Especially in that 
assignment many boys achieved poor marks on the structure of the text as well as on correct and 
versatile use of the language. 

In the third writing assignment, the pupils could choose to write either a news item or a description 
based on a photo. The scores were 65% (news item) and 62% (description). The assignment was 
also part of an assessment carried out in 2001. The scores were roughly the same in 2001 and 2014. 

Based on the assessment, the average score for writing competence was the same in all parts of 
the Swedish-speaking region of Finland, including various types of municipalities. South-western 
Finland achieved a better result in linguistic knowledge compared to Southern, Western or Inner 
Finland, but the difference was of little signifi cance. In linguistic knowledge, schools in cities and 
larger towns achieved a slightly better result than schools in the countryside or in smaller towns. 
More signifi cant, however, was the difference of 20 percentage points in the linguistic knowledge 
between pupils applying for upper secondary school and for vocational education and training. 
In the writing assignments, the pupils applying for upper secondary schooling achieved a better 
score by 17 percentage points compared to those planning to attend vocational education and 
training. It was also evident that pupils whose both parents had taken the matriculation exam 
achieved better results than pupils whose parents had not. 

The language setting in the families was as follows: always Swedish, 50%; mostly Swedish, 18%; 
equal proportions of Swedish and another language, 23%; rarely Swedish, 6%; and never Swedish, 
3%. There were no signifi cant differences in the overall learning outcomes for linguistic knowledge 
and writing corresponding to the language use of the families. A closer analysis revealed, how-
ever, that the group of pupils who only rarely use Swedish in the family achieved poorer results in 
certain assignments than the pupils who always used Swedish at home. The affected assignments 
assessed sentence structure, word order and using verbs in abstract vs. concrete contexts. In the 
writing assignments, the same group of pupils were given poor marks for correct language.
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The results of the electronic assessment followed the same trend as the printed assessment, but 
the results in linguistic knowledge were poorer for the students who answered using the digital 
platform compared to those who answered on paper. In the electronic assessment, the score was 
54% (cf. 61% in the printed assessment). In writing, the result was identical to the one in the prin-
ted assessment for the letter and the rejoinder, while the text based on a photo resulted in lower 
scores in the electronic assessment. It should be noted that the boys’ score for the rejoinder was 
the same in both types of assessment. A signifi cantly smaller share of girls achieved relatively high 
scores in the electronic assessment than in the printed one. However, the results of the electronic 
and printed assessments are not directly comparable, as the assignments were somewhat different. 
Furthermore, both teachers and pupils might yet be inexperienced in utilizing electronic platforms. 

Teachers reported that language norms and rules of writing, basic concepts of grammar as well as 
the differences between spoken and written language were the most common elements of teaching 
Swedish. According to the pupils, the most commonly taught topic was basic concepts of gram-
mar. Common elements in teaching writing, according to the teachers, were that the pupils wrote 
texts of different types and that they were given written feedback and numerical marks on the 
completed texts. Pupils discussing ideas for texts, commenting on each other’s texts, co-writing 
and publishing texts were less common elements in the teaching of writing. 

There was a relatively clear link between the pupils’ learning outcomes and how much they did their 
homework and read books in their leisure time. On the other hand, there was no correspondence 
between the results and the pupils’ writing habits in their leisure time. Pupils whose teachers were 
formally qualifi ed achieved better scores for writing than other pupils. 

According to the teachers of mother tongue, ICT was useful for the pupils, and many of them 
liked using ICT. However, almost half of the teachers felt that they lacked ICT skills and know-
ledge. Approximately two out of three pupils liked using computers and tablets when learning 
mother tongue and literature. During the lessons, computers were mainly used for searching for 
information and producing text. One out of three girls and 44% of the boys felt that they had not 
been given enough time for using computers and tablets during lesson time. Most of the teachers 
had access to a computer at all times in the classroom where the teaching took place and even to 
several computers if necessary, although the number of available units varied. 

Based on the assessment results, the conclusion is that there is a great need for further training 
offered to teachers in teaching writing skills. It is important that the focus of teaching on sup-
porting language awareness – which is an important element of the new national curriculum – 
will be implemented, as the assessment shows that a signifi cant number of pupils need support 
to learn to express themselves in writing using varied and correct language. Reading long texts in 
leisure time plays an important role in the development of linguistic and writing skills, wherefore 
it should be encouraged as much as possible. On the whole, the benefi ts of learning the mother 
tongue as a school subject need to be emphasised, as those pupils recognising its uses achieved 
better results in the assessment.  




