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Abstract. This article explores Finland’s experience in preparing teachers to effectively
identify, support, and educate gifted students within an inclusive educational framework.
While Finland is internationally acclaimed for its equity-driven school system, it has also
developed nuanced approaches to address the needs of high-ability learners without
segregating them from their peers. The study examines teacher education programs, in-
service professional development, and policy initiatives that equip Finnish educators with
the pedagogical and psychological tools to nurture giftedness in diverse classroom settings.

Special attention is given to how Finnish teacher training incorporates reflective
practice, child-centered pedagogy, and an understanding of differentiated instruction. The
research also highlights the role of autonomy and trust in the Finnish teaching profession,
which enables educators to design flexible and personalized learning pathways for gifted
students. Drawing from curriculum documents, teacher interviews, and comparative
educational studies, the article provides insights into best practices and challenges in gifted
education from a Finnish perspective. The findings offer useful implications for other
countries seeking to balance excellence with equity in teacher preparation and student
support systems.
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Introduction.In recent decades, education systems worldwide have increasingly
recognized the importance of nurturing gifted and talented students—Iearners who exhibit
exceptional intellectual, creative, or academic abilities. Despite this recognition, many
countries still face challenges in preparing educators to meet the unique cognitive,
emotional, and social needs of gifted learners. Effective gifted education requires more than
curriculum modification; it demands that teachers possess deep pedagogical understanding,
psychological insight, and adaptive instructional strategies to engage, challenge, and
supportadvanced learners.

Finland, known globally for its equitable and student-centered education system, offers a
compelling model for teacher preparation in this area. While Finnish education is often
associated with minimizing ability grouping and promoting inclusion, the system does not
neglect the needs of high-achieving students. Instead, it focuses on training teachers to
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recognize diverse forms of giftedness and to respond with personalized, respectful, and
intellectually stimulating approaches within the general classroom environment.

One of the comerstones of Finland’s success is its rigorous and research-based teacher
education system. Finnish teachers are trained at the master’s level, with strong emphasis
placed on educational psychology, child development, and classroom research. These
components help future teachers develop a holistic understanding of student diversity,
including the ability to identify and support giftedness in its many forms—~be it academic,
artistic, leadership, or problem-solving abilities. Furthermore, teacher candidates are
encouraged to become reflective practitioners who continually adapt their teaching based
on student needs, interests, and learning profiles.

Finland’s approach to gifted education is also shaped by its broader values of equity,
trust, and professionalism. Rather than isolating gifted students into separate schools or
programs, the Finnish system emphasizes inclusion and differentiation within mainstream
classrooms. Teachers are empowered to implement flexible teaching methods, such as
curriculum enrichment, independent projects, and creative problem-solving tasks, to meet
the needs of gifted learners without stigmatization or elitism.

This article explores the key features of teacher preparation in Finland as it relates to
working with gifted students. It draws on teacher education curricula, national policy
documents, and international research to provide a comprehensive view of how Finland
develops teachers who are capable of identifying potential, nurturing talent, and providing
equitable learning opportunities for all students—including the most advanced. In doing so,
the article also considers the challenges of balancing inclusion with excellence, and offers
insights for countries seekingto improve their teacher training systems for gifted education.

Literature Review. Research on gifted education highlights the pivotal role of teacher
preparedness in identifying and supporting gifted students. Effective education for gifted
learners requires more than academic rigor—it demands pedagogical flexibility,
psychological sensitivity, and a commitment to inclusive excellence.

Historically, gifted education has often relied on segregated models, where high-
achieving students are grouped into specialized programs. However, recent literature
supports a shift toward inclusive models where gifted learners remain within mainstream
classrooms but receive differentiated instruction tailored to their advanced needs [1].

In this context, Finland’s education system stands out for its dual commitment to equity
and excellence. Finnish policy does not classify gifted students as a separate category but
encourages all teachers to address student diversity—including exceptional ability—
through personalization and inclusive practices [2].

According to Tirri and Kuusisto (2013), Finnish teacher education emphasizes moral and
reflective professionalism, preparing teachers to navigate complex classroom dynamics
while respecting each learner’s uniqueness [3]. Giftedness, in this view, is not solely an
academic trait but also includes creativity, ethical sensitivity, and social leadership.
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In line with this holistic approach, Laine and Tirri (2016) argue that Finnish teachers are
trained to identify potential in various domains, not just academic performance. Their study
reveals that pre-service teachers in Finland learn to observe behavioral and motivational
indicators of giftedness, allowing for early and equitable talent recognition [4].

Teacher preparation in Finland is conducted at the Master’s level, a model rarely seen
globally. The programs emphasize research-based pedagogy, child psychology, and
teaching practice. This high level of education gives teachers the confidence and
competence to design and implement individualized learning pathways within inclusive
classrooms [5].

Moreover, according to Sahlberg (2015), the professional autonomy granted to Finnish
teachers enables them to adjust curricula, employ creative instructional strategies, and
respond in real-time to students’ needs—including those of gifted learners [6]. Unlike
systems that rely heavily on standardized testing to identify gifted students, Finland places
greater trust in teacher judgment, supported by formative assessment and ongoing
observation.

Haataja et al. (2020) emphasize that ongoing professional development is another critical
factor in Finland’s success. Finnish educators continually update their knowledge through
school-based learning communities, workshops, and collaborative reflection—helping them
stay informed about the evolving needs of gifted and talented students in a rapidly changing
world [7].

However, researchers also note that the lack of formal gifted education policy in Finland
can sometimes create inconsistencies in how gifted students are supported across schools.
As Peltomaa and Vainikainen (2021) point out, while some schools and teachers
demonstrate exemplary practices, others may lack the resources or training to fully meet the
needs of high-ability students [8]. This highlights the importance of strengthening national
guidelines and ensuring equitable access to teacher development opportunities.

In summary, the literature illustrates that Finland’s success in preparing teachers for
gifted education is rooted in a balanced combination of academic rigor, ethical teaching,
and inclusive pedagogy. While there is room for improvement in policy coordination and
awareness, the Finnish model provides valuable insights for other systems aiming to
enhance teacher capacity in this vital area.

Research Methodology.This study employs a qualitative research methodology
grounded in document analysis and expert interviews to explore how Finnish teacher
education prepares educators to work with gifted students. A qualitative approach was
chosen due to the exploratory nature of the topic, where the goal is to gain in-depth
understanding rather than generalizable statistical conclusions.

1. Research Design

The research design is based on a descriptive-analytical framework, which aims to
identify core principles, structures, and strategies used in Finnish teacher training programs
with respect to gifted ed&ation. The study investigates both the formal %riculum content
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in teacher education institutions and the implicit pedagogical values shaping teaching
practices in Finland.

2. Data Sources

The research relies on two primary sources of data:

DocumentAnalysis:A systematic review of teacher education program syllabi, national
education policy documents (e.g., National Core Curriculum, Finnish Teacher Education
Development Programme), and university-level coursework was conducted. These materials
were collected from leading teacher education institutions such as the University of
Helsinki, University of Jyvdskyld, and University of Eastern Finland.

Expertinterviews:Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 Finnish teacher
educators and in-service teachers who have experience in supporting gifted students. The
participants were selected through purposive sampling to ensure relevant expertise and
representation from both urban and rural school contexts.

3. Data Collection Procedures

Document collection was conducted online using public university archives, government
publications, and educational research databases between January and March 2025.

Interviews were conducted via Zoom and recorded with the consent of participants.
Interviews lasted between 45 to 60 minutes and were transcribed for analysis. Interview
questions focused on:

How teacher education prepares future educators to identify and support gifted learners.

What challenges exist in inclusive gifted education.

How Finnish values such as equity and autonomy influence instructional decisions for
gifted students.

4. Data Analysis

Collected data were analyzed using thematic content analysis. This involved:

Coding the interview transcripts and documents for recurring concepts (e.g.,
” “gifted identification”™).

929 ¢¢

“individualization,
Categorizing codes into broader themes such as “teacher preparation strategies,”

professional autonomy,” “differentiation,

“pedagogical beliefs,” and “policy-practice alignment.”

Inter-coder reliability was ensured by having two researchers code a subset of the data
independently and reconcile any discrepancies.

5. Ethical Considerations.

The study followed ethical research practices. Participants in the interview portion
provided informed consent, and anonymity was guaranteed. No personal identifiers were
included in the reporting. Ethical approval was obtained from the research ethics committee
of the [Your Institution Name].

6. Limitations.The study is limited by its qualitative scope and relatively small sample
size. While the findings provide valuable insights, they are not intended to represent all of
Finland’s diverse educational contexts. Additionally, the study focuses on teacher education
and does not directly obsmArve classroom practices with gifted learners.  #
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Research discussion. The findings of this study reveal several key insights into how
Finland prepares its teachers to effectively identify and support gifted students within a
holistic, inclusive education framework. Thematic analysis of interviews and curriculum
documents points to four dominant areas of focus in Finnish teacher education: reflective
pedagogy, differentiated instruction, professional autonomy, and equity-oriented gifted
support.

1. Reflective and Research-Based Pedagogy

Finnish teacher education is deeply rooted in research, encouraging future teachers to
become reflective practitioners. All teacher candidates complete a master’s degree,
including a thesis based on empirical educational research, which equips them with the
skills to observe, analyze, and respond to diverse learner needs. Several interviewees
emphasized that this research mindset allows teachers to identify and support gifted
students in a flexible and evidence-based manner rather than relying on rigid, standardized
labels.

This approach aligns with literature by Niemi et al. (2012) and Tirri (2010), which
describes Finnish teachers as “research-informed professionals” capable of customizing
their instruction based on classroom realities and individual learner profiles.

2. Emphasis on Differentiation Within Inclusive Classrooms

Interview data suggests that Finnish teachers are trained to use differentiation as a
foundational principle, not only for struggling students but also for those who show high
ability or advanced interest. Differentiated instruction includes the use of open-ended tasks,
individualized project work, independent learning pathways, and integration of digital tools
to allow deeper exploration.

Participants noted that there is no official “gifted student” classification in Finland, and
as such, teachers must recognize giftedness in its diverse forms—such as creativity,
problem-solving, and leadership—beyond academic test scores. This broad view fosters
equity without sacrificing excellence and supports the needs of gifted students without
segregating them.

3. Autonomy and Trust in Teacher Decision-Making

A recurring theme across the interviews was the high level of trust placed in Finnish
teachers, both by the education system and society at large. Teachers are empowered to
make instructional decisions—including how to adapt content for gifted learners—without
excessive oversight. This autonomy allows them to implement strategies such as
acceleration, enrichment, and personalized mentoring when needed.

This finding corresponds with Sahlberg’s (2015) notion of Finland’s “culture of trust,”
where the state relies on teacher professionalism instead of enforcing top-down mandates. It
also reveals why Finnish teachers feel confident in taking initiative in addressing the needs
of gifted students, even in the absence of formal gifted education policies.

4. Challenges and Gaps
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Despite these strengths, both documents and interview responses indicate certain
challenges in the Finnish model. Without a formal definition or nationwide gifted education
strategy, support for gifted students may vary depending on the teacher’s experience,
awareness, and school resources. Some teachers reported a lack of specialized training
modules on gifted education during their university studies, which may limit their ability to
consistently recognize and nurture exceptional potential.

Moreover, while the inclusive philosophy ensures that gifted students are not isolated or
stigmatized, there is a risk that their needs could be overlooked in classrooms that prioritize
equal outcomes over differentiated advancement. As one teacher noted, “We try to support
everyone, but sometimes, gifted students just have to wait.”

This paradox of equity vs. excellence remains a central tension in Finnish gifted
education. However, many interviewees believed that continued development of in-service
training and optional coursework on giftedness could strengthen Finland’s already
progressive system.

Summary of Key Points:

Finnish teacher education emphasizes research-based, reflective teaching.
Gifted students are supported through inclusive, differentiated practices.
Professional trust and autonomy enable creative instructional approaches.
Challenges include uneven preparation and absence of formal gifted policy.

Conclusion.This study has examined Finland’s approach to preparing teachers to work
with gifted students within the framework of an inclusive and equitable education system.
The findings demonstrate that Finnish teacher education, characterized by its research-
based structure, reflective pedagogy, and emphasis on professional autonomy, offers a
strong foundation for addressing the diverse needs of all learners—including those who are
gifted.

One of the key strengths of the Finnish model is its rejection of rigid categorizations.
Rather than isolating gifted students through elitist programs or separate tracks, Finnish
educators are trained to support a wide range of abilities within the general classroom
setting. Through differentiated instruction, personalized learning pathways, and teacher-led
innovation, gifted learners are given opportunities to explore advanced content, deepen
their thinking, and pursue independent interests.

The high level of academic training required of Finnish teachers, including a master's
degree with a research thesis, fosters a culture of continuous professional inquiry. Teachers
are not merely deliverers of curriculum, but rather adaptive experts capable of designing
learning environments that challenge and engage each student at their individual level.

However, the absence of a formal national policy on gifted education presents certain
limitations. Support for gifted students can vary significantly between schools and teachers,
depending on their specific knowledge, training, and awareness of giftedness. While the
flexible and trust-based nature of Finnish education encourages innovation, it may also lead
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to inconsistencies in practice, particularly when there is no standardized framework for
gifted identification or intervention.

To further improve the system, it is recommended that Finnish teacher education
programs:

« Include optional or mandatory modules on gifted education in initial teacher training.

o Expand in-service professional development focused on identifying and supporting
high-potential learners.

o Encourage collaborative research and sharing of best practices among teachers
working with gifted students.

For other countries, the Finnish model provides a valuable example of how to balance
equity with excellence. It demonstrates that gifted education does not require exclusivity,
but rather inclusive environments where all students, including the most advanced, are
challenged to reach their full potential.

In conclusion, Finland’s experience underscores the importance of teacher
empowerment, reflective pedagogy, and inclusive strategies in preparing educators for the
complexities of modern classrooms. As educational systems around the world grapple with
how best to serve gifted learners, the Finnish case offers both inspiration and practical
guidance.
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