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Summary and Recommendations

Introduction

In Finland, the numeracy and literacy skills of adults are among the highest in the
countries measured through the OECD’s 2012 Survey of Adult Skills. The Survey
assessed the skills of adults in literacy, numeracy and problem solving in technology-rich
environments in 24 countries and sub-national regions in the first round of the Survey.
But around 600 000 adults between the age of 16 and 65 still have low foundation skills
(literacy or numeracy below level 2 in the Survey). These are people who struggle with
basic quantitative reasoning or have difficulty with simple written information, and for
them, entering and progressing in working life, and engaging in civic life, is becoming
harder and harder. About half of them are over 55, many of them with more limited initial
education; the other half are those younger people who have slipped through the net of an
otherwise strong education system. This report looks at these issues and makes
recommendations on how Finland might build on its strong performance, and ensure
better levels of foundation skills for all.

Making learning meaningful for adults

Finland’s strong schools are complemented by a wide range of adult learning
opportunities, and fewer young adults have weak foundation skills than in many other
countries. Finland should build on these strengths and aspire to better levels of numeracy
and literacy for all, helping the weakest for sure, but also encouraging those with
intermediate skills to make further improvements. Adults with weak foundation skills are
often reluctant to identify themselves and seek help, and so a more explicit approach to
numeracy and literacy in adult programmes would make it easier to tackle weaknesses. A
‘contextual’ approach is recommended, in which the need for strengthened foundation
skills might be identified in the context of employment programmes or education courses,
and in which such skills might then be developed by embedding them in practical
vocational training or other educational programmes. This whole approach, involving the
adjustment of teaching to individual needs for better foundation skills, would be
consistent with Finland’s commendable emphasis on personalised learning.

OECD SKILLS STUDIES.BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL: AREVIEW OF FINLAND © OECD 2015
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Recommendation: increase the explicit attention given to literacy and numeracy

Give more explicit attention to literacy and numeracy skKills
throughout the different contexts of adult learning.

e Alongside attention to those with the weakest foundation skills (below level 2
in the Survey of Adult Skills) aim over time to realise level 3 foundation skills
for all Finnish adults

e  Pursuing the admirable Finnish principle of personalised learning, identify and
respond to diverse foundation skills requirements through tailored support and
remediation

e Pursue a contextualised approach to foundation skills, identifying them in the
context of employment and education programmes, and teaching and
developing them in the context of vocational and other learning programme

Evaluate existing policies and collect data more systematically

The transition from education to work

In Finland, although few young people lack foundation skills, those few face
significant disadvantages, often dropping out of education and having a weak attachment
to the labour market. Since most young people in Finland are well-educated and highly
skilled, young people without foundation skills face an increasing risk of marginalisation
into inactivity or unemployment, with lasting damage to their prospects. Upper secondary
vocational students face some particular obstacles in transitions, as tertiary programmes
are often over-subscribed and because Finland lacks the kind of short cycle postsecondary
vocational programmes found in many other countries. Strengthened literacy and
numeracy skills among vocational students would help, as these are fundamental both to
employability and further learning.

Recommendation: sustain foundation skills in vocational education and
improve pathways into higher education

e Ensure that all programmes, including vocational programmes, offer sufficient
attention to literacy and numeracy skills to support further learning and career
mobility.

e Improve transitions from education to meaningful employment, through good
quality apprenticeship and other quality vocational programmes.

e Continue the reforms of entrance into tertiary education, while developing
postsecondary vocational programmes.

¢ Maintain efforts to reach out to low-skilled young people through the Youth
Guarantee, and the Young Adults’ Skills programme in particular.

Programmes for migrants

Migrants are a small but growing group in Finland and, as in other countries, they
face integration challenges. They have high rates of unemployment, and 55% have low

OECD SKILLS STUDIES/BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL A REVIEW OF FINLAND © OECD 2015
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foundation skills, when tested in Finnish or Swedish. In Finland’s impressively
systematic approach, an integration plan, including a substantial training programme, is
prepared for each migrant. This approach could be enhanced through a more personalised
approach to training to take account of the diversity of needs, while giving more emphasis
to language learning and targeted vocational training. Part-time provision, particularly in
language skills could be developed. Language skills could also be developed in
combination with vocational skills, and through the workplace. Migrants might also be
assisted by better recognition of the skills and qualifications acquired abroad, and through
family literacy programmes.

Recommendation: personalise training for migrants, emphasising language and
vocational skills

e Personalise training programmes for adult migrants to reflect the
needs of individuals, allowing part-time provision, and
emphasising language provision and employability skills

Addressing the needs of older people

It can be estimated that more than 800 000 people in Finland over the age of 55
(including those over 65 who were not covered by the Survey) have low foundation skills,
potentially excluding them not only from the labour market, but also from civic
participation. In the face of a rapidly ageing population, Finland aims to increase the
labour market participation rate among older people. In support of this objective, both the
foundation and digital skills of older Finns need to be sustained and if possible enhanced.
The benefits would be, first, increased labour force participation, and second, better
access to public services, where online provision is of growing importance. The
workplace itself can be an important venue for the delivery of such training.

Recommendation: increase attention to digital and foundation skills among
older people

e Modify government-supported labour market training so that it
more effectively meets the individual needs of older workers,
focusing when needed on digital and foundation skills,
sustaining participation in the labour market.

e Encourage adult education providers to provide support in
foundation and digital skills to older people, especially to those
out of the labour market, particularly given the role played by
digital skills in accessing public services online.

OECD SKILLS STUDIES.BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL: AREVIEW OF FINLAND © OECD 2015
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Chapter 1

Introduction — defining the challenge

In Finland, the numeracy and literacy skills of adults are among the highest in the
countries measured through the OECD’s 2012 Survey of Adult Skills. But around 600 000
adults between the age of 16 and 65 still have low foundation skills (literacy or numeracy
below level 2 in the Survey). These are people who struggle with basic quantitative
reasoning or have difficulty with simple written information, and for them, entering and
progressing in working life, and engagement as citizens, is becoming harder and harder.
About half of them are over 55, many of them with more limited initial education; the
other half are those younger people who have slipped through the net of an otherwise
strong education system. This report looks at these issues and makes recommendations on
how Finland might build on its strong performance, and ensure better levels of
foundation skills for all.

OECD SKILLS STUDIES.BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL: AREVIEW OF FINLAND © OECD 2015
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Why low literacy and numeracy are a challenge

Finland’s outstanding levels of foundation skills still leave some behind

By most standards the results for Finland from the Survey of Adult Skills were
outstanding (see Box 1.1). But the dominant feeling in Finland — reflected by newspapers
headlines — was that there were still too many adults with weak foundation skills'. Almost
one in six adults between the ages of 16 and 65, or around 600 0000 persons, have low
foundation skills (under Level 2 in literacy, humeracy or both), as shown by Figure 1.1.
About 100 000 have weak literacy skills, 200 000 are weak in numeracy and, about 300
000 lack both types of skills (see Fridberg et al., 2015 for comparisons of Finland with
other Nordic countries). Many older people (over 65 and not directly covered by the
survey) also lack foundation skills.

Figure 1.1 In Finland, a relatively small proportion of the population lack foundation skills
Percentage of all adults aged 16-65

Japan I
Finland %_
Netherlands |
Slovak Republic I
Norway |
Czech Republic |
Flanders (Belgium) ||

Sweden ]
Estonia . those with low literacy but numeracy
above level 2

= both low numeracy and literacy

= those with low numeracy but literacy
above level 2

Austria | |
Denmark I
Korea |
Australia |
OECD Average |
Germany ]
Canada |
England |
Northern Ireland |
Poland |
Ireland |
United States .|
France |
Spain |
Italy |

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40%

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (link to database).
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Box 1.1 The OECD Survey of Adult Skills

The Survey, a product of the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult
Competencies (PIAAC), assesses the skills of adults in literacy, numeracy and problem solving
in technology-rich environments.

The literacy assessment covers a range of skills from the decoding of written words and
sentences to the comprehension, interpretation and evaluation of complex texts (but not writing).

The numeracy assessment involves managing a situation or solving a problem in a real
context, by responding to mathematical content/information/ideas represented in multiple ways.

The problem solving in technology-rich environments assessment focuses on the abilities to
solve problems for personal, work and civic purposes by setting up appropriate goals, and
accessing and making use of information through computers.

Each of the three assessments yields results scaled from 0 to 500 points. The scales are
divided into six levels in literacy and numeracy (Levels 1 through 5 plus below Level 1) and
four for problem solving in technology-rich environments (Levels 1 through 3 plus below
Level 1). The purpose of skill levels is to facilitate the interpretation of the results, and not as
standards defining levels of skill required for particular purposes.

In addition, the Survey collected information about a number of factors in each respondent’s
background and context. This information includes participation in activities that use the
competencies assessed in the three domains, such as the frequency of reading different kinds of
material or using different types of ICT. The Survey includes questions about the use of various
generic skills at work, such as collaborating with others and organising one’s time. Respondents
are also asked whether their skills and qualifications match their work requirements and whether
they have autonomy with respect to key aspects of their work.

The Survey is administered under the supervision of trained interviewers, most often in the
respondent’s home. It starts with a background questionnaire, delivered in Computer-Aided
Personal Interview format by the interviewer, and typically takes 30-45 minutes to complete.
The assessment of the domain competencies is conducted either on a laptop computer or by
completing a paper version, depending on the respondent’s computer skills. To reduce the time
required for the Survey, respondents are assessed in only one or two of the three domains, not in
all of them.

More than 160 000 adults aged 16 to 65 were surveyed in 24 countries and sub-national
regions: 22 OECD member countries — Australia, Austria, Belgium (Flanders), Canada, the
Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Japan, Korea, the
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, the Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden, the United Kingdom
(England and Northern Ireland), and the United States; and two partner countries — Cyprus**
and the Russian Federation (**see notes A and B in OECD, 2013a). Data collection took place
from August 2011 to March 2012 in most participating countries. The Survey was conducted in
nine additional countries in 2012 (Chile, Greece, Indonesia, Israel, Lithuania, New Zealand,
Singapore, Slovenia and Turkey), and the results will be released in 2016. A third round of the
Survey, with additional countries, is planned for the 2015-19 period.

Source: OECD (2013a), OECD Skills Outlook 2013: First Results from the Survey of Adult Skills, OECD
Publishing. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264204256-en

Footnote by Turkey The information in this document with reference to « Cyprus » relates to the southern
part of the Island. There is no single authority representing both Turkish and Greek Cypriot people on the
Island. Turkey recognizes the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and equitable
solution is found within the context of the United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the
“Cyprus issue”.

Footnote by all the European Union Member States of the OECD and the European Union The Republic of
Cyprus is recognised by all members of the United Nations with the exception of Turkey. The information
in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of Cyprus
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What does it mean to lack foundation skills?

The 600 000 Finns who struggle with basic quantitative reasoning or have difficulty
with simple written information (see Box 1.2) are here referred to as having ‘low
foundation skills’, recognising that some will have good occupational skills, and others
will have strong foundation skills in a language other than Finnish or Swedish. Weak
foundation skills reduce productivity and employability, and, as work becomes more
technical and information-based, it will become harder to get by in working life with poor
literacy and numeracy skills. Skills deteriorate when not used, and with ageing. Adults
with poor literacy and numeracy skills tend also to have poor problem solving skills, and
they may have difficulties in using computers, using email or getting access to public
information. The aim of this study is to examine the evidence bearing on this population,
and make recommendations to address the challenge.

Box 1.2 How low foundation skills are measured in the Survey of Adult Skills

Individuals are classified at different levels of numeracy and literacy based on their
probability of responding to tasks of different difficulty levels (see Chapter 18 in OECD, 2013b).
At each point of the scale an individual with a score of that particular value has a 67% chance of
successfully completing items located at that point. ‘Low-skilled’ (below level 2 on our
definition) adults would, more often than not, be unable to perform these tasks.

MEDCO ASPIRIN 500

INDICATIONS: Headaches, muscle pains, rheumatic pains, tooth-
aches, earaches, RELIEVES COMMON COLD 8YMPTOMS,

DOSAGE: ORAL. 1or 2 tablets every 8 hours, preferably accompa-
nied by food, for not longer than 7 days. Store in a cool, dry place.

CAUTION: Donotuse for gastritis or peptic ulcer. Do notuseiftaking
anticoagulant drugs, Do not use for serious liver illness or bronchial
asthma. Iftaken in large doses and foranextended period, maycause
harm to kidneys. Before using this medication for chicken pox or
influenza in children, consult with a doctor about Reyes Syndrome,
a rare but serious iliness. During lactation and pregnancy, consult
with adoctor before using this product, especiallyinthe last trimester
of pregnancy. If symptoms persist, or in case of an accidental
overdose, consult a doctor. Keep out of reach of children,

11079

INGREDIENTS: Eachtablet contains

500 myg acetylsalicicylic acid. g
Excipient c.b.p. 1 tablet.

Reg. No. 88246 7738

Hady in Canacs by STERLING PROCEKTS, INC
1600 Inairi Bvd, Morréd, Dhusbeo HAJ 991

Reprinted by pemission

Literacy level 2/3 Numeracy level 2

Q: What is the maximum number of Q: The petrol tank in this truck holds 120
days you should take this medicine? List litres. About how many litres of petrol remain in the
three situations for which you should tank? (Assume the gauge is accurate.)

consult a doctor.

Source: National Centre for Education Statistics (2015), “Sample Items”,
https://nces.ed.qgov/surveys/all/ltems.asp?sub=yes&Section|D=2&CatlD=2, accessed on 14 October 2015,
OECD(2013b),Technical Report of the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC),http://www.oecd.org/site/piaac/_Te
chnical%20Report 170CT13.pdf
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The Survey measures look at the capacity to undertake everyday tasks

‘Low foundation skills’ is a very abstract measure, and doubly so when it depends on
an arbitrary cut-off point marking out those who are below level 2 on either literacy or
numeracy in the Survey. Box 1.2 therefore gives examples of the instruments used to test
whether individuals are at or below level 2. The skills measured are those of everyday life
— reading a petrol gauge and understanding how to take painkillers in a sensible way. The
numeracy skills do not require specific technical capacities like algebra, but they are
mediated by literacy.

Foundation skills are fundamental to life chances

Foundation skills of literacy and numeracy lie at the root of our capacity to
communicate and live and work together, to develop and share knowledge, science and
culture. Their contribution to workforce skills has increasingly been recognised as critical
to economic success, while evidence on gaps in adult foundation skills and the link with
economic and social outcomes has also been growing, both at national and international
level (e.g. through the International Survey of Adult Skills of 1994-98 and Adult Literacy
and Life Skills Survey of 2003-2007). Most tellingly, there has been a belated realization
that despite universal basic education in advanced countries, some adults have slipped
through the net, leaving them with very weak literacy and numeracy. Numeracy and
literacy are also more easily measurable than many other skills that are either highly
context-dependent (like social skills) or highly specific (like playing the piano) or both.
This means that they provide one of the few standardised ways of comparing skills across
countries, recognising that they are just a subset, but a critical subset of the full skills
package.

Foundation skills are linked to productivity and economic growth

While low-skilled jobs will remain in advanced economies, they will not be abundant,
and they will often be insecure jobs, with low wages and poor conditions. Low skills will
also limit the capacity of individuals to act as effective citizens and look after their own
health. In Finland, as the share of older workers, whose labour force participation is low,
grows, the overall participation rate tends to decline. Falling labour supply will reduce
growth, but better skills can help increase productivity to compensate.

Strong basic schooling underpins foundation skills.

Finland has an impressive basic schooling system complemented by a wide range of
adult learning opportunities, and few young adults have weak foundation skills. This
report argues that Finland should increase the explicit attention given to low foundation
skills, but in addition, it should build on its strengths and aspire to higher levels of
numeracy and literacy for all. With this purpose in mind, Chapter 2 will argue for a more
explicit approach to numeracy and literacy in all adult programmes, on the grounds that
this will in itself make it easier to tackle low skills. Chapter 3 will look at the transition
from education to work, for young people, and the role of foundation skills and
vocational education and training. Chapter 4 will look at migrants, a diversely-skilled
group that is on average disadvantaged relative to the Finnish-born population. This
chapter will look at ways of investing in foundation skills to improve labour market
integration. Chapter 5 will look at older adults lacking foundation skills — and the
different challenges they face. Targeted interventions can increase their skills levels, and
extend their working lives.

OECD SKILLS STUDIES.BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL: AREVIEW OF FINLAND © OECD 2015
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Understanding the main results of the Survey of Adult Skills for Finland: challenges

and trends

There is a strong performance at the highest levels

Figure 1.2 shows that about 22% of adults in Finland perform at the highest levels
(Level 4/5) on literacy compared to the average of 12% of adults aged 16-65 in all
participating countries. In numeracy, 20% of adults scored at the highest levels, compared
to the average of 12%. At the other end of the spectrum, 15% of adults in Finland have
poor literacy or numeracy skills (below level 2).

Figure 1.2 In Finland, many adults have very strong foundation skills, and a minority have weak ones

Percentage of adults scoring at each proficiency level in numeracy and literacy

W Missing W Below Level 1 m Level 1 Level 2 W Level 3 Level 4/5
Japan | 12 o j— Japan |12 I |—
Finland 0.0 [T o | | Finland 00 T _ |
Sweden 00 [ Netherlands |23 [
MNetherlands 2.3 (] Sweden 0.0 [
Norway | 2.2 [ ] Australia 1.9 (]
Denmark [0.4 [ MNorway [2.2 ]
Slovak Republic | 0.3 [ Estonia | 04 =
Flanders (Belgium) JJ5.-2 [ Slovak Republic |03 [ |
Czech Republic |0.6 = Flanders (Belgium) .2 [
Austria | 1.8 [ Canada 09 [
Germany | 1.5 | Czech Republic | 0.6 [ |
Estonia | 0.4 [ Average | 1.2 (]
Average | 1.2 | Denmark | 0.4 [
Australia | 1.9 | Korea | 03 (]
Canada | 0.9 | England | 14 [
Korea | 0.3 [ Germany | 1.5 [
England | 14 [ United States 4.2 [
Poland o0 [N Austria |18 [
Northern Ireland 2.2 [ Poland 00 [
France | 0.8 s Ireland |g g [
Ireland | 0.5 [ ] Northern Ireland | 2.2 [
United States 4.2 Haa France | 08 [
italy | 0.7 [N Spain | 0.8 N
Spain | 05 [N ltaly | 0.7 [

100 80 60 40 20 O 20 40 &0
Numeracy

Percent

Literacy

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).
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PISA and the Adult Skills Survey give contrasting results about literacy and
gender

The numeracy skills of women are lower than those for men, while literacy skills are
more or less equal between the sexes, according to the Survey (see Figure 3.4 in OECD,
2013a). PISA data shows (differently) that girls read better than boys in school?: in
reading literacy, gender differences in PISA were considerably larger than in PIAAC, and
they have widened in the more recent PISA cycles (2000, 2003 and 2009). In the
corresponding age groups in PIAAC, the gender differences were small, disappearing, or
being reduced significantly. These differences are probably linked to what happens in
working life, and how women and men choose different occupations (Malin, 2015).
Proficiency in literacy and numeracy are very highly correlated in Finland, as in the other
countries that took part in the Survey (see Figure 2.9 in OECD, 2013a). This may also
reflect the fact that the tests of numeracy are mediated through comprehension of written
text.

In Finland, older people are much more likely to have weak foundation skills than
younger ones

Fully half of the low skilled (aged 16-65) are between 55 and 65 — this means 300 000
individuals. Whereas only about 10% of 25-34 year olds have low foundation skills,
almost 30% of those aged 55-65 are in the same position (see Figure 1.3. More than half
of those with low foundation skills are over 45 (see Figure 1.4). Comparison of literacy
skills of cohorts® assessed in 1998 in IALS and in 2012 in PIAAC shows that in Finland,
as in most other countries, proficiency declines with age (see Figure 5.4b in OECD
(2013a) for trend scores in literacy by age (age effect) in selected countries, including
Finland).

Figure 1.3 In Finland, few young people have weak foundation skills
Percentage of persons with low skills (literacy and numeracy below level 2) in different age groups
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Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).
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Figure 1.4 In Finland, many of those lacking foundation skills are older people

Age distribution of those with numeracy and/or literacy below level 2
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Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).

Better schooling has, until recently, driven improvements in adult skills

In Finland, as in many countries, rising education attainment has driven better skills
in the youngest age groups. The differences visible in Figure 5.1 (in Chapter 5) between
the 55-65 age group and the rest of the cohorts reflect the introduction of the
comprehensive school system in the 1970s. Indeed the percentage of 55-65 years-old with
low foundation skills in Finland is the highest after Japan across countries, while the same
percentage in the 25-35 age group is the second lowest across countries. Comparison of
literacy skills of cohorts® assessed in 1998 in IALS and in 2012 in PIAAC shows that in
Finland, most age cohorts between 25 and 65 in 2012 each had better literacy skills than
those in the same age groups in 1996, but the 15-24 year olds in 2012 had weaker literacy
skills than those who were the same age in 1996 (see Figure 5.4a in OECD (2013a) for
trend scores in literacy by age (cohort effect) in selected countries including Finland).
Improvement has therefore slowed down. There are different potential explanations: the
young cohort in 2012 had received less formal education now than the equivalent cohort
in 1996 — one explanation could be that people enter tertiary education later®. But the
finding may also reflect some weakening in basic schooling reflected in the PISA results
discussed below.
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Figure 1.5 In Finland, young people had weaker skills in 2012 than the same age group in 1996
Age group improvements (+) and declines (-) in literacy proficiency from IALS (1996) to PIAAC (2012)
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Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database) and IALS (1996).

The performance of Finland slipped slightly in PISA 2009 and then further in
PISA 2012.

Between 2006 and 2012, Finland’s PISA performance declined by 23 score points in
reading literacy, 29 points in mathematical literacy and 18 points in scientific literacy (see
Malin, 2014). Potential explanations include changes in student motivation, and in the
school environment (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2013; Ministry of Education and
Culture, 2015; Heller Sahlgren, 2015)°.

Family background heavily influences foundation skills

Good foundation skills are to a certain degree dependent on family background. In all
countries, but to an unusually great extent in Finland, those with better educated parents
tend to have stronger foundation skills as adults (see Figure 1.6). The effect of parental
background on skills in Finland is also much stronger among young people than older
cohorts. This latter finding could be explained by decreasing equity in school education
over time, or because the effect of parental background diminishes later on in life.
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Figure 1.6 Especially among young people in Finland, foundation skills are related to parental education

Score point difference in numeracy between (a) adults with no parents that have attained at least upper secondary education and
(b) persons with at least one parent that has attained upper secondary education or above, by age group.
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Note: Only statistically significant results are reported: in Japan and Korea parental education is not significantly associated with
numeracy performance of 16-20 year-olds.

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).

Who are the low skilled in Finland?

Low skilled adults are a diverse group

It is sometimes assumed that the majority of adults lacking foundation skills are
dropouts from school outside the labour market. In fact, rather few meet this description.
They are a surprisingly varied group, some with good qualifications (see Figure 1.7), half
of them in work (see Figure 1.9), and include a number of migrants (see Figure 1.8)
including some with good literacy skills in their mother tongues.

Weak foundation skills are not solely a problem of adults with low qualifications

Unsurprisingly, 30% of those with less than upper secondary education have low
foundation skills. But almost 20% of those with upper secondary education also lack
these skills (see Figure 1.7). This could reflect the challenges that young Finns face in the
transitions between basic and upper secondary school, but especially in the transitions
from vocational upper secondary into tertiary education, or the labour market. Chapter 3
will analyse this issue. Putting foundation skills in the context of formal qualifications
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provides information about the education system and its efficacy in conveying these skills
to students. To this end, foreign qualifications were excluded from the analysis.

Figure 1.7 Those without upper secondary qualifications frequently lack foundation skills, even in Finland

Percentage of 16-65 year-olds at each educational level that have literacy or numeracy below Level 2
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Note: Adults who obtained their highest qualification outside the country: those with foreign qualifications and 1st generation
migrants, who obtained their highest qualification prior to entering the host country, are excluded.

Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).

One out of five of those with low foundation skills are first-generation migrants

While the literacy and numeracy skills of migrants living in Finland are similar to
those of migrants in other countries, they are more likely than the Finnish-born to lack
foundation skills, and the gap is bigger in Finland than in most countries. In Finland, 55%
of all first-generation migrants have low foundation skills, compared to 13% of the
native-born’ (see Figure 1.8). As a result, migrants account for one in five of those with
weak foundation skills. 5% of the 16-65 year-olds are first-generation migrants (not born
in the country and with at least one parent born abroad).

OECD SKILLS STUDIES.BUILDING SKILLS FOR ALL: AREVIEW OF FINLAND © OECD 2015



22 - 1. INTRODUCTION DEFINING THE CHALLENGE

Figure 1.8 In Finland, half of the first-generation migrants lack foundation skills

Percentage of different groups with literacy or numeracy below Level 2
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Note: For some countries results are not reported due to insufficient number of observations.
Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).

Figure 1.9 In Finland half of those with low foundation skills have jobs

Labour market status of those aged 16-65 with numeracy or literacy below Level 2
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Source: OECD calculations based on the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC) (2012) (database).
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One out of five unemployed persons have low foundation skills

In Finland just under half (47%) of those with weak foundation skills are in work; this
is lower than the average in participating countries (almost 60%), probably reflecting the
fact that the typical Finn with low foundation skills is older than counterparts in other
countries (see Figure 1.9). In 2012, only 47%, less than in many other countries, of young
people lacking foundation skills were employed. While those who are unemployed only
represent 6% of all adults lacking foundation skills, those adults with low foundation
skills corresponds to 20% of all unemployed persons. The Survey does not tell us whether
the lack of foundation skills caused unemployment, or whether prolonged unemployment
undermined the foundation skills that need to be refreshed in daily working life, or
whether, as so often, the explanation is a bit of both. Chapter 3 looks at this issue.

240 000 are neither in the labour market nor in education

One third of those out of the labour force have weak foundation skills, compared to
11% of those employed. One out of five of those lacking foundation skills are in
retirement®, reflecting the age composition of the low-skilled in Finland. Disability is
more common among the low-skilled. 8% of low-skilled adults report being permanently
disabled.

Why do foundation skills matter?

Causes and effects are intertwined

Weak literacy and numeracy skills may emerge from a culturally impoverished
background, from a learning disability, from poor schooling, or from life experiences and
working lives which have not supported the development of these skills. Causes and
effects will often be mutually reinforcing, entrenching whole sets of disadvantages of
which weak foundation skills will be no more than a component. Those with weak
foundation skills will inevitably have less access to further education, fewer job
opportunities, particularly in relation to jobs that allow for skills development.

Literacy and numeracy practices help sustain and develop skills

Skills are developed by use and in a pattern of mutual reinforcement, those with good
skills get jobs that use and further develop those skills. Adults who engage more in
reading at work tend to have better literacy skills, and a similar correlation is observable
between numeracy skills and practice at work. Similarly those who more often use their
foundation skills outside work have better skills in these domains than those who use
them less often. Foundation skills are therefore self-sustaining. People who have them
often get better jobs with more opportunities for self-development, which in turn
improves the foundation skills. Secure jobs, major employers and full-time jobs are
linked to better foundation skills, while unemployment, part-time employment or self-
employment are associated with poorer results. In most countries people with better skills
are more likely to be economically active, in employment and receive higher wages (see
OECD, 2013a). Foundation skills are important for effective citizenship and personal
well-being. In Finland, the odds of reporting “fair” or “poor” health® in the PIAAC
background questionnaire are nearly two times higher for those with low literacy skills
(below Level 2) than for those with strong skills (Level 4/5) (see Figure 1.10).
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Figure 1.10 Low-skilled adults have lower trust and political engagement levels and poorer health

Odds ratio showing the likelihood of adults scoring below Level 2 in numeracy reporting low levels of trust'® and political

efficacy, fair or poor health, or of not participating in volunteer activities (adjusted)
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Notes: Odds ratios reflect the relative likelihood of an event occurring for a particular group relative to a reference group. An
odds ratio of 1 represents equal chances of an event occurring for a particular group vis-a-vis the reference group. Coefficients
with a value below 1 indicate that there is less chance of an event occurring for a particular group compared to the reference
group, and coefficients greater than 1 represent greater chances

Countries are ranked in descending order of the difference between the maximum and the minimum odds ratios for the four
social outcomes. Estimates that are not statistically different from the reference group are not shown. Odds ratios are adjusted
for age, gender, educational attainment and immigrant and language background.

Source: OECD (2013a), OECD Skills Outlook 2013: First Results from the Survey of Adult Skills Table A6.9 (L).
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932899054

Problem solving skills in technology-rich environments

Problem solving at work and in daily life

Problem solving is an important part of work and daily life and that importance is
growing as our societies and economies continue to change rapidly. Problems are often
defined by situations in which people do not immediately know what to do to achieve
their goals due to obstacles or challenges of some kind. The growing importance of non-
routine cognitive skills in the workforce means that a growing share of the workforce will
encounter situations at work that require finding solutions to unforeseen problems (see
Figure 1.11).
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Figure 1.11 Jobs requiring routine tasks or solving unforeseen problems

Percentage of workers aged 16 to 74
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Source: European Working Conditions Survey (2010) in OECD (2015b), Adults, Computers and Problem Solving: What's the
Problem?, OECD Skills Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris.

Access to computers and internet in Finland is almost universal

The importance of ICT in modern life is often described in terms of the diffusion of
access to the technology itself. In Finland in 2011 85% of households had access to
computers compared to 47% in 2000 (Table B1.1. in Annex B in OECD, 2015b) and 84%
had access to the Internet at home compared to 30% in 2000 (Table B1.2 in OECD,
2015c), higher than the average of participating countries. Only 3% of adults indicate in
the Survey that they had no prior experience with computers.

Almost one out of two adults score at the highest proficiency levels in computer
skills

The domain of problem solving in technology-rich environments in the Survey of
Adult Skills captures the intersection between the set of cognitive capacities required to
solve problems. Proficiency in this skill reflects the capacity to use ICT devices and
applications to solve the types of problems adults commonly face as ICT users in modern
societies (see Box 1.3)". In Finland 42% of adults perform at the highest levels of
problem solving, which is a lot higher than the average of participating countries (see
Figure 1.12). Differences in the levels of Internet access and ICT use explain much of the
variation in proficiency in problem solving in technology-rich environments across
countries (OECD, 2015b).
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Figure 1.12 Proficiency in problem solving in technology-rich environments

Percentage of those aged 16-65 at each level, and without scores
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Publishing, Paris.
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Box 1. 3 What adults can do at the different levels in problem solving in
technology-rich environments

The fourth proficiency level, Below Level 1, is used for those adults who cannot reliably
perform the tasks at Level 1.

Tasks below Level 1 have clear goals, few steps and familiar environments. Adults who
score below Level 1 in proficiency can successfully complete fewer than one in six Level 1
tasks. Adults at this level have passed the ICT core, which means that they can use basic
computer functions, such as typing, manipulating a mouse, dragging and dropping content, and
highlighting text.

At Level 1, adults can complete tasks in which the goal is explicitly stated and for which a
small number of operations are performed in a single familiar environment. The tasks that are
rated at this level involve locating an item in a spreadsheet and communicating the result by e-
mail, using e-mail to send information to several people, and categorising e-mail messages into
existing folders.

At Level 2, adults can complete problems that have explicit criteria for success, a small
number of applications, several steps and operators, and occasional unexpected outcomes that
need to be addressed. The tasks that are rated at this level involve organising information in a
spreadsheet, categorising e-mail messages into new folders, evaluating search engine results
according to a set of criteria, completing a multi-step consumer request using a website and e-
mail, and evaluating multiple websites to identify the most trustworthy site.

At Level 3, adults can complete tasks involving multiple applications, a large number of
steps, occasional impasses, and the discovery and use of ad hoc commands in a novel
environment. The tasks that are rated at this level involve evaluating search engine results with a
set of criteria, solving a scheduling problem by combining information from an Internet
application and several e-mail messages, determining the proper folder destination for
categorising a subset of e-mail messages, and transforming information in an e-mail message
into a spreadsheet and performing computations with it.

Source: OECD (2015b), Adults, Computers and Problem Solving: What's the Problem?, OECD Skills
Studies, OECD Publishing, Paris.

Problem-solving skills, as many types of skills, are developed through education

Given that many types of skill, including problem-solving skills, are developed in
education, it is reasonable to expect that higher levels of education will be associated with
higher levels of proficiency in problem solving in technology-rich environments. In
Finland, an adult with tertiary education is 30 percentage points more likely than an adult
with less than secondary education to perform at Level 2 or 3 in the assessment of
problem solving in technology-rich environments'. Educational attainment is also
correlated with computer experience. Adults with less formal education are more likely to
lack experience with computers than those with more education. Adult education and
training, like initial education, can provide opportunities to develop proficiency in
problem solving in technology-rich environments. Not surprisingly, recent participation
in adult education and training activities is associated with greater proficiency in problem
solving in technology-rich environments. In Finland, 48% of adults who participated in
adult education and training during the previous year were proficient at Level 2 or 3 in
this domain, compared to only 20% of adults who had not participated in adult education
and training during that period (OECD, 2015b).
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Much of the difference is age-related

Different cohorts of individuals were first exposed to digital technologies at very
different ages. 16-24 year-olds can be considered to be “digital natives”, in that they were
brought up in an environment in which digital technologies were in widespread use in
homes and in school. At the other extreme, most adults aged 55-65 were first exposed to
these technologies in their 30s, at the earliest. Given that familiarity with ICT is a
precondition for displaying proficiency in problem solving in technology-rich
environments, there is a strong correlation between age and proficiency in problem
solving in technology-rich environments across participating countries, and Finland is no
exception. On average, 62% of 16-24 year-olds, but only 9% of 55-65 year-olds, perform
at Level 2 or 3 in the domain, a difference of 53 percentage points, which is the second
biggest gap, after Korea. Finland, along with Denmark, the Netherlands, Norway and
Sweden have larger proportions of adults who score at Level 2 or 3 in problem solving in
technology-rich environments, with larger proportions of adults of all age groups who
score at these levels compared to the average. This suggests that most adults in these
countries generally had better opportunities to develop these skills, regardless of their age
(OECD, 2015b).
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NOTES

! Headlines in Helsingin Sanomat, in which the good performance of Finland compared to other
countries was only briefly mentioned.

2 Since the scales between PISA and PIAAC studies are not comparable, the score point difference
between female and male respondents cannot be compared either. Cohen’s d, which
expresses the size of the gender differences as the share of a standard deviation, was used
in Malin (2015).

® Note that they were not the same individuals, but the group of individuals was sampled from the
same population.

* Same than previously, note that they were not the same individuals, but the group of individuals
was sampled from the same population. The analysis is carried out on native-born
individuals only in order to net out the effect of immigration. Individuals in the three
oldest age groups in PIAAC (35-44, 45-54 and 55-65 years of age) were selected. Based
on the year in which each country participated in IALS, the age these individuals had at
the time of IALS was computed.

> According to Eurostat, the median age in tertiary education in Finland raised from 24.1 in 2001
to 25.0 in 2012. In Finland the years of education completed by individuals aged 16-24
decreased from IALS to PIAAC by 1.4 years.

® Some have suggested that increased immigration may be an explanation. Immigrants to Finland
certainly perform worse than the native-born in PISA: depending on subject, there was a
98 to 126 point disadvantage among first-generation migrants, and a 64 to 81 point
disadvantage among second-generation immigrant pupils compared with native pupils in
PISA 2012. But this is not the explanation of the weakened skills in all young adults
discussed above, as migrant numbers remain relatively low.

” Migrants in Finland took the PIAAC test in Finnish or in Swedish, so it is not possible to
estimate to which extend low scores relate to low foundation skills in general, or low
Finnish or Swedish language skills more particularly.

® This percentage is the highest for Finland, in comparison to other countries. The official age of
retirement in Finland is 65, like the OECD average. Effective age of retirement is 62
years for men and and 60 for women, which is below OECD average (OECD, 2015a).

® Survey respondents were invited to describe their own health status.

10 Adults were considered as having low level of trust if agree with the statement that “there are
few people you can trust completely”.

1 In order to display proficiency in this domain, adults must have the basic computer skills needed
to undertake an assessment on a computer: the capacity to type, manipulate a mouse, drag
and drop content, and highlight text. The domain assesses adults’ ability to use “digital
technology, communication tools, and networks to acquire and evaluate information,
communicate with others and perform practical tasks

2 However, a positive association between education and proficiency in these skills does not mean
that formal education is directly responsible for the higher levels of proficiency observed.
It is also likely that adults with higher levels of education have other experiences, such as
work in particular occupations or training opportunities later on, that have a more direct
impact on proficiency in this domain.
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Chapter 2

Making learning meaningful for adults

Finland’s strong schools are complemented by a wide range of adult learning
opportunities, and fewer young adults have weak foundation skills than in many other
countries. Finland should build on these strengths and aspire to higher levels of
numeracy and literacy for all, by helping the weakest for sure, but also encouraging
adults to further improve on skills which are already good. Adults with weak foundation
skills are often reluctant to identify themselves and seek help, and on these grounds a
more explicit approach to numeracy and literacy in adult programmes would make it
easier to tackle weaknesses. A ‘contextual’ approach is recommended, in which the need
for strengthened foundation skills might sensibly be identified in the context of
employment programmes or education courses, and in which such skills might then be
developed by embedding them in practical vocational training or other educational
programmes. This approach, involving the adjustment of teaching to individual needs for
better foundation skills, would be consistent with Finland’s commendable emphasis on
personalised learning. Policies should be systematically evaluated, and data collection
should be improved.
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Challenge: strong foundation skills in Finland, but little explicit attention to their
maintenance

The system does not always help adults improve their foundation skills

Even in Finland, there are still a significant number of people with weak
foundation skills

Underpinned by an exceptionally strong school system, Finland’s adult population
has an impressive level of foundation skills, as shown in Chapter 1. Given a modest
decline in PISA results in recent years, one of Finland’s main tasks is simply to maintain
the strong performance of basic schools sustain the foundation of strong adult skills. But
at the same time there are 600 000 working age adults with weak foundation skills in
Finland. This includes a distinct group of older people, educated before the
comprehensive system was introduced in the early 1970s and a small group of younger
adults who appear to have slipped through 