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The experiment for the distribution of lesson hours in general upper secondary education launched 
by the Ministry of Education and Culture concerned upper secondary pupils who had started their 
studies in autumn 2016 and 2017 in 28 upper secondary schools participating in the experiment. 
In the experiment, the students had the right to decide whether to study the syllabus of general 
upper secondary education according to the national or the experimental distribution of lesson 
hours. In the experimental distribution of lesson hours, the student had wider opportunities to 
choose the subjects they were going to study from the ”basket” of environmental and natural 
sciences and the ”basket” of humanities and social sciences. The minimum number of courses, 
75, remained unchanged in the experiment.

The evaluation of the experiment for the distribution of lesson hours in general upper secondary 
education was implemented at the Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) between 2020 
and 2021. The evaluation is based on surveys and interviews targeted at students and staff of the 
participating and the reference upper secondary schools and other upper secondary schools, and 
on data from different registers.

In most of the participating upper secondary schools, a majority of the students chose the 
experimental distribution of lesson hours. Of the students studying according to the experimental 
distribution of lesson hours, 89 per cent were fairly or completely satisfied with their choice, while 
the figure among those who had chosen the national distribution was 70 per cent. According 
to the evaluation, the experiment benefitted those studying mathematics and natural sciences 
whereas it provided very little benefit to those studying languages, social sciences or humanities. 
Therefore, the question is whether the framework was sufficiently flexible for these students or 
whether there should be an opportunity for wider optionality regarding different combinations 
of subjects.
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According to the students, the experiment did not improve their coping but increased the 
meaningfulness of studying. Four in five staff members believed that students’ coping, wellbeing, 
motivation and the meaningfulness of the studies had increased. On the other hand, the wider 
optionality was found to be reducing motivation for less liked subjects and the number of students 
studying them. The lack of interest was considered to lead to bad choices from the point of view 
of further studies and general knowledge and skills and make the completion of advanced courses 
more difficult as courses were completed less regularly. The ”picking and choosing” of courses 
was felt to have increased the differences in students’ competence in different subjects when the 
basic knowledge of some students had remained weak.

One in two students studying according to the experimental distribution of lesson hours left 
out one or more subjects from their studies. Of them, 34 per cent had left out one subject and 
18 per cent two or more subjects. If some of the upper secondary schools had not recommended 
that students study at least one course in all subjects, the number of subjects left out might have 
been higher.

In both distribution groups, students’ choices of subjects were most affected by how interested 
they were in the subjects, what information and skills they needed for further studies, and how 
they were expected to perform in the matriculation examination. In the upper secondary schools 
participating in the experiment, students in both distribution groups completed more than the 
maximum number of courses in the subjects they considered the most important. Approximately 
one quarter had selected courses that would provide them with the strongest possible general 
knowledge and ability, and approximately one third had intended to study a diverse range of 
different subjects. There were no significant differences in the answers received from the groups 
of upper secondary schools examined in the evaluation.

The experimental distribution of lesson hours did not improve or weaken students’ performance 
in their studies during general upper secondary education as the performance of the students who 
had chosen the experimental distribution was explained by differences in their starting levels. 
For the students who had chosen the experimental distribution of lesson hours, the final grades 
from comprehensive school were higher that the grades of the others, and in upper secondary 
school, their grades and performance in the matriculation examination were better than average.

As a rule, the students of the participating upper secondary schools graduated in three years and at 
the same pace as students in the reference and other upper secondary schools. As regards finding 
a study place in higher education, there were no significant differences between students in the 
participating, reference and other upper secondary schools when their grades from comprehensive 
school were taken into account. Periodising or not studying subjects did not seem to have benefitted 
students from the point of view of further studies.

The experiment for the distribution of lesson hours increased the need for guidance counselling 
and the workload of guidance counsellors. Greater optionality made drawing up the course selection 
more challenging than it had been before. In some of the smaller upper secondary schools, selecting 
courses had become more difficult and the role of guidance counselling had increased when the 
number and sizes of groups in humanities decreased and the number of advanced courses offered 
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increased in some subjects as a result of the experiment. Approximately one in four students had 
had problems with finding a place in courses. The implementation of courses had been more 
successful in large general upper secondary schools.

A majority of staff in the upper secondary schools participating in the experiment found that the 
meaningfulness of their work, the work atmosphere and the relationships between the staff had 
mainly remained the same. However, almost one quarter of the staff found that the experiment 
had weakened the work atmosphere or affected the relationships between staff. A decline in the 
number of hours was considered to have caused some confrontation between subjects, weakened 
equality between teachers and increased competition. In some subjects, dissatisfaction was also 
caused by the group sizes, which had increased as a result of the experiment. In spite of the 
tensions, hardly any monitoring related to the changes in staff ’s work, work atmosphere or 
practices had been carried out in the upper secondary schools participating in the experiment. 
The evaluation therefore recommends that, when developing general upper secondary education, 
more attention should be paid to listening to staff and students and to engaging them, and that 
sufficient resources for implementing the change should be ensured.

The second part of the evaluation report examines how well the experiment functioned and 
what its impacts were from the point of view of the objectives set for general upper secondary 
education, how wider optionality affected the general knowledge and ability of the students, and 
how the objectives related to teaching and education in general upper secondary education and 
the capacities it provides for further studies were met. According to the results, the students who 
had chosen the experimental distribution of lesson hours had a more positive view of how the 
objectives of general upper secondary education had been realised for them than students who 
followed the national distribution and students in the reference and other upper secondary schools. 
On the other hand, staff believed that the basic tasks of general upper secondary education had 
best been realised for those who studied according to the national distribution of lesson hours. 
However, the confidence students studying according to the national distribution of lesson hours 
had in their own competence was more modest in all of the statements than the staff ’s view of 
their competence or the views that students studying according to the experimental distribution 
of lesson hours had of their own competence 

Based on the recommendations given in the evaluation, successful experimenting and development 
requires thorough reflection on what the direction and purpose of the reform will be. The key to 
the implementation of wider optionality is to develop solutions related to securing equal study 
opportunities. In future, attention should be paid to developing the continuum from upper 
secondary education to higher education and developing the distribution of lesson hours in a 
direction that enables greater optionality. At the same time, it should be ensured that, in order to 
maintain its educational task, general upper secondary education will continue to provide diverse 
abilities for critical thinking in the different subjects. 
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