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1. Introduction

This study compares the education systems of Finland and South Korea, two countries

recognized globally for their high academic performance but with vastly different

approaches to education. While Finland emphasizes holistic learning, student

well-being, and minimal testing, South Korea is known for its rigorous and competitive

academic environment. The aim of this research is to identify key differences and

similarities between these two systems and examine how they impact student

outcomes and overall educational success.

2. Literature Review

Research indicates that both Finland and South Korea consistently rank among the top

performers in global education assessments like PISA (Programme for International

Student Assessment). Finland’s system is praised for fostering creativity, critical

thinking, and student autonomy, with minimal standardized testing and shorter school

hours. Conversely, South Korea’s education system is characterized by long hours, a

strong emphasis on rote learning, and heavy reliance on standardized exams. This study

builds on existing literature by providing a comparative analysis of how these

contrasting approaches influence student well-being and academic success.

3.Methodology

This comparative research uses a combination of qualitative and quantitative data.

Quantitative data is drawn from international assessments like PISA, while qualitative

data is gathered from interviews with educators and policy analysts from both

countries. The research focuses on comparing the following key elements: curriculum

structure, assessment methods, teacher autonomy, student well-being, and school

environment.
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4. Units of Comparison

● Finland: Finland’s education system is decentralized, with a focus on student

well-being, minimal homework, and a lack of standardized tests before high

school. Teachers enjoy high autonomy and are highly trained, typically holding a

master’s degree.

● South Korea: South Korea’s education system is centralized, highly competitive,

and exam-driven. Students face intense academic pressure, with long school

hours and additional private tutoring sessions, known as hagwons. Success is

measured primarily through standardized testing.

5. Criteria for Comparison

● Curriculum Structure: Finland’s curriculum is flexible, with an emphasis on

interdisciplinary learning and creativity. In contrast, South Korea’s curriculum is

rigid, focusing on core subjects like math, science, and language.

● Assessment Methods: Finland uses minimal testing, relying on teacher

assessments to track student progress, while South Korea’s system is heavily

exam-oriented, with frequent high-stakes tests that determine students’

academic futures.

● Teacher Autonomy: Finnish teachers have significant control over their teaching

methods and classroom decisions. In South Korea, teachers follow a prescribed

curriculum with less flexibility.

● Student Well-being: Finland emphasizes student well-being with shorter school

days, minimal homework, and a balanced approach to education. South Korean

students experience high stress due to long hours and pressure to excel in

exams.

● School Environment: Finland fosters a relaxed, supportive school environment

that promotes cooperation. South Korea’s school environment is more

competitive, with students often competing for top grades and university

admissions.

5. Discussion
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The comparison shows that Finland’s education system, with its focus on student

autonomy, creativity, and well-being, contrasts sharply with South Korea’s rigorous,

exam-centric approach. Finnish students benefit from a balanced life with lower stress

levels and more freedom in learning, while South Korean students often endure long

hours and academic pressure but achieve high levels of academic achievement,

especially in STEM subjects.

One of the key differences is the role of standardized testing. Finland’s minimal reliance

on exams allows for a more holistic development of students, while South Korea’s

emphasis on exams drives performance but at a potential cost to student mental

health. These differences highlight the trade-offs between well-being and academic

success that different education systems can create.

6. Conclusion

This comparative study reveals that while both Finland and South Korea achieve high

academic performance, they do so through vastly different approaches. Finland’s model

prioritizes student well-being and teacher autonomy, creating a nurturing educational

environment. On the other hand, South Korea’s competitive, test-driven system delivers

high academic results but often at the cost of student well-being. Policymakers looking

to improve education systems can learn valuable lessons from both approaches,

balancing the need for academic excellence with the mental and emotional health of

students.

7. Recommendations

● For Finland: While Finland’s system excels in promoting student well-being, it

could benefit from incorporating more structured assessment tools to ensure

consistency in academic outcomes across different regions.

● For South Korea: South Korea may consider reducing the focus on high-stakes

exams and integrating more holistic approaches to student development, which

could improve overall well-being without compromising academic success.

● Further Research: Future studies could explore how both education systems

impact long-term outcomes, such as creativity, job satisfaction, and societal

contributions of graduates.
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