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University Open to Everyone?
The equalising and unequalising tradition  
of the Finnish open university education

Open university education in Finland is a unique opportunity that offers possibilities 
for everyone, regardless of age or prior education. Open university education has grown 
into a substantial form of activity in higher education institutions. However, its posi-
tion has been controversial. The relation of the open university to degree education has 
especially been a disputed issue. Based on previous research, this article describes the 
open university education system in Finland and discusses the questions related to its 
organisation, mission, history and students. The article concludes with reflections on 
the future of open university education and speculates with a possible scenario concer-
ning its position in enhancing the openness of higher learning in Finland.

The most famous open university in the world 
is the UK Open University (UKOU); from the 
beginning, it was created as a full-fledged uni-
versity on its own.1 The Finnish model differs 
from that of the UK in some respects. First, 
open university education in Finland is not 
a separate institution but organised as part of 
regular universities.2 Higher education (HE) 
institutions provide open courses alongside 
their degree education, often in collaboration 
with local adult educational institutions. The 
set of courses serves as a form of lifelong edu-
cation, providing modules for conventional 
degrees.3 In contrast to degree education, a 
maximum fee of 15 euros per credit point is 
charged.4 

The second major difference from the 
UKOU is that it is not possible to earn the 
complete degree in the Finnish open univer-
sity system. A candidate needs to obtain a 
position as a degree student in order to finish 

a degree. To this aim, students may pursue 
different kinds of routes. In addition to the 
so-called main entry track (i.e., admissions 
based on entrance examinations and school 
grades), a special gateway is designed for open 
university students. It is meant to be open for 
those who have earned the required number 
of credits and sufficient marks within the open 
university system. As open university courses 
are equivalent to the courses provided as part 
of degree education, the former can be fully 
credited in case the applicant is accepted as 
a degree student.5 However, the number of 
students entering degree programmes via the 
gateway has been counted only in the hund-
reds, remaining significantly lower than the 
government has expected. Universities exer-
cise considerable autonomy in their student 
admissions and have not been prone to ma-
king the gateway more functional.6

When open university education started, 
its initial objective was to equalise entry to 
HE by offering educational opportunities to 
those who did not fulfil the formal entry re-
quirements of universities. Today, the mission 
emphasises providing everyone with oppor-
tunities for lifelong learning, the main target 
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group being the adult population in their wor-
king life. The national strategy of open univer-
sity education states, “The values of the open 
university are based on equal opportunities for 
lifelong learning and education. The aims are to 
enhance individual learners’ knowledge, skills, 
competencies and expertise; to enable them to 
raise their educational level; and to promote 
their personal development, active citizenship, 
social skills and employment.”7 

Besides equalising opportunities, another 
common characteristic of open universities 
worldwide is their aim of providing education 
regardless of time and place.8 Open university 
education in Finland aims to foster flexibility, 
accessibility and high quality of teaching as 
cornerstones of its activity. The goal is to make 
education available in different parts of the 
country, for people with various kinds of life 
situations and educational backgrounds. Open 
university education has also functioned as a 
forerunner in developing web-based and dis-
tance teaching in Finland and has significantly 
contributed to developing pedagogies based 
on these methods.9

A brief history of  
open university education
Open university education was introduced in 
the early 1970s in some Finnish universities, 
with the aim of bringing more people to HE. 
Open university courses specifically targe-
ted adults, and the minimum age limit of 25 
years was set although only loosely applied. 
Even though open university courses started 
as locally organised, small-scale activities and 
only in some universities, their emergence 
can be perceived as a manifestation of the HE 
expansion at that time. During the 1960s and 
the 1970s, a number of new universities were 
founded.10 For its part, open university educa-
tion helped increase access to HE in different 
parts of the country.11

In the 1980s, the open university acquired 
a more established form as each was organised 
in a centre of continuing education, founded 
in each university. The institutional setting was 
thus created, and within this framework, the 

activities were developed. More universities 
entered the field, and the number of students 
steadily increased. This progress was partly due 
to new teaching methods that were developed 
to save on resources and make it more econo-
mical to set up open university education on a 
larger scale. However, the academic commu-
nity was not unanimously in favour of these 
developments, and there were doubts about 
the quality and the academic standards of the 
teaching that took place outside the walls of 
academia. Open university students’ gateway to 
a degree was also established “on paper” even 
though only a few of them transferred to degree 
programmes.12 

In the beginning of the 1990s, the deep 
economic recession partly contributed to the 
change in the position of open university edu-
cation. Due to the drastically worsened state of 
youth unemployment, earmarked funds from 
the Ministry of Education were aimed at cen-
tres of continuing education. At the same time, 
the age limit was abolished, and young people 
were welcomed to the open university. Due to 
the extra resources, the student numbers ex-
panded, and the teaching was broadened to 
new subject fields. In this situation of financial 
cuts in degree education but extra resources 
for open university education, the relationship 
between the open university system and degree 
programmes became problematised. Moreover, 
as there were government initiatives to increase 
access through the open university gateway, 
the academic community resisted these deve-
lopments. The fear voiced from the university 
core was that through the open university gate-
way, unbearably large masses of students would 
eventually flood the universities.13 

During the 1990s as well, other and more 
profound changes occurred in the Finnish HE 
system. Polytechnic institutions, later named 
universities of applied sciences, appeared on 
the scene, which transformed HE into a dual 
system with two sectors: traditional univer-
sities and vocationally oriented universities 
of applied sciences.14 Universities of applied 
sciences also started providing open courses.15 

The tension between the open university 
and degree education eventually subsided 
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during the 2000s. In 2005, the degree reform 
implemented in the Finnish HE system esta-
blished the two-cycle degree system, which 
clarified the position of open university 
education as the provision of bachelor-level 
education. The degree gateway was also nor-
malised as one option to enter the second-
cycle studies in universities.16 In universities 
of applied sciences, the so-called path studies 
were established to provide opportunities to 
continue studies under a degree programme.17 

Towards the end of the 2010s, what is time-
ly in the Finnish HE system is the student ad-
mission reform. A major problem in HE has 
been the slow transition of young matriculated 
students to degree programmes, as well as the 
lengthening of the study durations. The fact 
that considerable proportions of new entrants 
to HE institutions have already earned a de-
gree or have a study place at another HE insti-
tution is also considered a problematic issue.18 
Thus, the positions of those applying for their 
first study place in HE are prioritised, and a 
special quota for them has been introduced in 
admissions. Furthermore, the importance of 
upper-secondary school certificates is being 
given more weight.19 

In this framework, the position of the open 
university is negotiated in a new way. On one 
hand, adults who need to upgrade their edu-
cational level or deepen their knowledge are 
directed towards open university education 
or professional courses for further education 
that do not lead to a degree.20 The importance 
of the open university in this respect is viewed 
more powerfully as a place for adults. On the 
other hand, there are new kinds of plans to ut-
ilise the open university and the gateway more 
efficiently in the admission of young students. 
Since the main entry track is being standardi-
sed and narrowed in terms of the admission 
criteria, there is the need for a secondary op-
tion for those who require a second chance.21

Many kinds of students, various 
types of motives for studying
Based on recent statistics, annually, about 
80,000 persons take courses in open universi-

ties within traditional universities, and about 
25,000 persons do so in universities of app-
lied sciences.22 The majority of the students 
are women of working age, and most of them 
are also employed. Nevertheless, the students 
constitute a heterogeneous group, and their 
social backgrounds, as well as their work and 
life experiences, are varied.23 

It seems that since the beginning of the 
2000s, some changes in the student body have 
occurred. At the turn of the millennium, over 
one-third of the open university students 
were under 25 years old, but in the 2010s, the 
proportion of young students has dropped to 
about 15 percent; most students are current-
ly in their thirties and forties. The students’ 
educational backgrounds have also changed 
remarkably. The proportion of master’s de-
gree holders has risen to about one-third.24 
These changes indicate that the function of 
open university education has been somewhat 
revised. A couple of decades ago, it was more 
often used by young matriculated students 
who had not obtained a study place at a “pro-
per” university. Currently, students are more 
often adults holding professional positions 
who want to enhance their qualifications and 
skills. 

The students’ motives are also versatile. 
According to previous studies, the most sig-
nificant motives for studying are to supp-
lement the knowledge and skills needed in 
a person’s working life, to develop oneself 
in relation to a hobby or in a more general 
sense, or to pursue a degree.25 In one study, 
the students were clustered in four groups ac-
cording to their motives. The first and largest 
group consisted of students who wanted to 
supplement their education, either during or 
after finishing their degree. These students 
mainly desired to acquire the competencies 
they needed in their working life. The second 
group was composed of students who wished 
to study mainly for non-instrumental reasons 
or improve themselves in various areas of life. 
The third group comprised adult students who 
aspired to change careers and planned to enter 
degree programmes via the open university 
gateway. The fourth group included younger 
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students whose main motives were to apply 
for degree programmes via the main entry 
track and prepare themselves for the entrance 
examination.26 

The students were also asked about the be-
nefits of studying in an open university. The 
different kinds of answers to this open-ended 
question were classified under the following 
nine categories:27

• benefits related to work and career,

• benefits related to future studies,

• growth of self-confidence and sense of ca-
pability,

• increase in life management skills and fin-
ding meaning and direction in one’s own 
life,

• improvement in thinking skills,

• increase in subjective well-being,

• increase in social networks,

• benefits related to family and relatives and

• sense of self as an active and capable citi-
zen. 

The open university has significantly influ-
enced many persons’ lives, and this theme 
deserves further research in the future. No-
tably, most students were very happy with the 
study opportunities they had received through 
open university education. About 90% stated 
that the courses had met their expectations. 
The adults who planned to enter degree pro-
grammes via the open university gateway were 
particularly satisfied. They claimed to have 
found their studies particularly meaningful 
and wanted to continue their education.28 

The future of the open university
In the Finnish HE system, degree education 
is highly selective, with tough competition 
over the study places.29 At the same time, open 
university education provides opportunities 
for all, without asking for any previous merits. 
Together with the gateway, it forms a second 
chance route to HE.30 However, the gateway 

has remained narrow despite the noticeably 
large number of degree-oriented students 
in the open university system. An open uni-
versity student’s position exemplifies a sort 
of peripheral participation in the university 
community, whereas the degree student has 
an identity as a ‘proper’ student, and this line 
is hard to cross.31 

The future of open university education 
largely depends on the issue of how the degree 
route will be developed, or more generally, 
how the relation of the open university to de-
gree education will be dealt with. Are univer-
sities finally more willing to utilise the open 
university system in their student recruitment 
and selection? If so, which groups will benefit 
the most from the changes?

The ongoing student admission reform is 
designed to promote the enrolment of tradi-
tionally young applicants to the HE institu-
tions. To this aim, the main entry track is be-
ing standardised, but in considering the idea 
of broadening participation, the government 
policies have addressed the need to develop 
alternative routes to HE as well. Thus, new 
types of practices are demanded to utilise the 
open university in this new operational envi-
ronment. This approach is also reinforced by 
the government plans that encourage enhan-
cing co-operation between universities and 
upper-secondary schools. 

Here, reference can be made to the Swedish 
scholastic aptitude test (SweSAT) (högskole-
provet) because some kinds of general profi-
ciency tests are also suggested as constituting 
an element of alternative routes in Finland.32 
The SweSAT was previously linked to the 25:4 
admission scheme that enabled access to HE 
for those over 25 years old and with a mini-
mum of four years of work experience. Since 
1991, the SweSAT has been open for students 
of all ages, and in 2008, the 25:4 scheme was 
abolished. As a result, the demographics of the 
population taking the test have remarkably 
changed. Currently, many upper-secondary 
school graduates also take the SweSAT to in-
crease their chances of gaining access to cer-
tain programmes. Thus, it serves as a second 
chance for those who did not perform so well 



56

Nina Haltia

in upper-secondary schools and for mature 
students. However, the critics have claimed 
that while these changes have been made, the 
chances of mature students have been substan-
tially reduced.33 

This matter leads to other topical ques-
tions related to the future of open university 
education: How is the open university able to 
respond to the demands of the adult popu-
lation in need of more and better skills and 
competencies? How is the open university 
opening up to the working life, and how can 
separate degree modules serve in this regard? 
The Ministry of Education and Culture’s po-
licy documents state that individuals who 
already hold HE degrees should use further 
education courses and open university educa-
tion to supplement their degrees and thus im-
prove their knowledge and skills.34 However, 
studies suggest that pursuing a degree can be 
an important goal for mature students as well. 
Sometimes, there is a clear need for a career 
change, although the dichotomy of changing 
professions versus staying in the same field is 
seldom applicable in the case of adult students. 
For example, pursuing a university degree can 
be similar to updating a previous education 

in a situation where a particular kind of job 
that used to require only a bachelor’s degree 
or post-secondary education now requires a 
master’s degree. According to the previous 
studies, open university education has in 
many cases enabled mature students to sail 
through a career change smoothly, enabling 
them to study while working.35 

It can be claimed that both equalising and 
unequalising elements simultaneously exist in 
open university education. On one hand, the 
open university itself is available for everyone. 
As such, it is able to accommodate different 
kinds of needs and provide versatile study 
opportunities and meaningful learning expe-
riences for all types of people. On the other 
hand, the possibilities for studying are limited; 
especially, the degree gateway is only open for 
a restricted number of students. Since changes 
are currently occurring in HE, it remains to 
be seen what the position of open university 
education in relation to degree programmes 
will be in the future. The fact that it offers such 
diverse study opportunities lies at the heart of 
open university education. This characteristic 
simultaneously signifies strength and poses a 
great challenge.

Notes
 1. See Sargant (1997).
 2. Thus, the phrase “open university education” is 

written in small letters.
 3. Avoin yliopisto-opetus Suomessa 2014–2018.
 4. Suomen asetuskokoelma (SA) (1436/2014).
 5. See Alho-Malmelin (2010).
 6. Haltia (2015).
 7. Avoin yliopisto-opetus Suomessa 2014–2018.
 8. Tait (2013).
 9. Nevgi & Tirri (2003).
 10. Jalava (2013).
 11. Haltia (2012), Halttunen (2006).
 12. Haltia (2012), Halttunen (2006).
 13. Haltia (2012), Halttunen (2006).
 14. Jalava (2013).
 15. Ministry of Education (MoE) (2005, 9).
 16. Haltia (2012).
 17. Lohikoski (2008).
 18. MoE (2010).
 19. Ministry of Education and Culture (MoEC) (2016).
 20. MoE (2010).
 21. MoEC (2016, 2017).
 22. Vipunen (2018).

 23. Jauhiainen et al. (2007), Haltia et al. (2014), Lohi-
koski (2008).

 24. Jauhiainen et al. (2007), Haltia et al. (2014).
 25. Müller & Repo (2013), Lohikoski (2008), Haltia et 

al. (2014).
 26. Haltia et al. (2014).
 27. Haltia et al. (2018).
 28. Haltia et al. (2014).
 29. Nori (2011).
 30. Orr & Hovdhaugen (2014).
 31. See O’Donnell & Tobbell (2007).
 32. MoEC (2017, 98).
 33. Orr & Hovdhaugen (2014).
 34. MoEC (2010, 11, 2011).
 35. Alho-Malmelin (2010), Isopahkala-Bouret (2015), 

Moore (2003, 152).

References
Alho-Malmelin, Marika (2010). Avointa väylää maiste-

riksi. Tutkimus avoimessa yliopistossa opiskelleista 
ja väylän kautta korkeakouluun tulleista opiskeli-



57

University Open to Everyone?

joista [The Open University Gateway: A Way of 
Becoming a Degree Student; in Finnish]. Turun 
yliopiston julkaisuja C 300.

Avoin yliopisto-opetus Suomessa 2014–2018. The Na-
tional Strategy of Open University Education in 
Finland.

Haltia, Nina (2012). Yliopiston reunalla. Tutkimus 
suomalaisen avoimen yliopiston muotoutumisesta. 
[On the Edge of University. A Study on the Shaping 
of the Finnish Open University System; in Finnish]. 
Turun yliopiston julkaisuja C 352.

Haltia, Nina (2015). Avoimen yliopiston tutkintoväylä 
koulutuspoliittisessa keskustelussa [The Degree 
through Open University Channel in Discussion 
on Educational Politics; in Finnish]. Aikuiskasva-
tus, 35(4): 254–265. 

Haltia, Nina; Leskinen, Leena & Rahiala, Esa (2014). 
Avoimen yliopiston opiskelijamuotokuva 2010-luv-
ulla: Opiskelijoiden taustojen, motiivien ja koettujen 
hyötyjen tarkastelua [The Portrait of and Open Uni-
versity Student in the 2010s: A Review of Student 
Backgrounds, Motives and Benefits Experienced; in 
Finnish]. Aikuiskasvatus, 34(4): 269–279.

Haltia, Nina; Rahiala, Esa & Leskinen, Leena (2018). 
Osaamista, sivistystä, hyvinvointia – aikuiskoulu-
tuksen koetut hyödyt [Competencies, Cultivation, 
Wellbeing – Subjective Benefits of Adult Education; 
in Finnish]. Kasvatus, 49(1): 82–88.

Halttunen, Nina (2006). Changing Missions: The Role 
of Open University Education in the Field of Hig-
her Education in Finland. Scandinavian Journal of 
Education, 50(5): 503–517. 

Isopahkala-Bouret, Ulpukka (2015). Educational Cre-
dentialing of an Aging Workforce: Uneasy Con-
clusions. Adult Education Quarterly, 65(2): 83–99.

Jalava, Marja (2013). The Finnish Model of Higher 
Education Access. Does Egalitarianism Square with 
Excellence?, pp. 79–94 in Meye, H.-D., St John, 
E.P., Chankseliani, M. & Uribe, L. (eds.) Fairness in 
Access to Higher Education in a Global Perspective. 
Reconciling Excellence, Efficiency and Justice. Rot-
terdam: Sense Publishers.

Jauhiainen, Arto; Nori, Hanna & Alho-Malmelin, 
Marika (2007). Various Portraits of Finnish Open 
University Students. Scandinavian Journal of Edu-
cational Research, 51(1): 23–39.

Lohikoski, Sari (2008). Avoimen ammattikorkeakoulun 
opiskelija: Profiiliselvitys 2006–2007 [The Open 
University Student in University of Applied Scienc-
es: Profile Report 2006–2007; in Finnish]. Satakun-
nan ammatti-korkeakoulun raportteja B 2. Pori. 

Ministry of Education (MoE) (2005). Avoimen ammat-
tikorkeakoulun kehittämisen haasteet [The Chal-
lenges of Developing Open University Education 
in University of Applied Sciences; in Finnish]. Re-
ports of the Ministry of Education 6. 

MoE (2010). Ei paikoillenne – vaan valmiit hep! Kou-
lutukseen siirtymistä ja tutkinnon suorittamista 

pohtineen työryhmän muistio [Not Steady, but 
Ready, Go! Report of the Working Group. Reports 
of the Ministry of Education and Culture 11. 

MoEC (2016). Valmiina valintoihin. Ylioppilastutkin-
non parempi hyödyntäminen korkeakoulujen opis-
kelijavalinnoissa [Ready for Admissions. Making 
Better Use of the Matriculation Examination in 
Student Admissions]. Publications of the Ministry 
of Education and Culture, Finland 2016:37.

MoEC (2017). Valmiina valintoihin II. Ammatillisesta 
koulutuksesta korkeakouluun. [Ready for Admis-
sions. From Vocational Education to Higher Edu-
cation]. Publications of the Ministry of Education 
and Culture, Finland 2017:25.

Moore, Erja (2003). Pitkä opintie. Aikuisiällä suoritettu 
yliopistotutkinto ja koulutuksellisen elämänkulun 
muutos [Long Study Paths: Studying for a Degree at 
Adult Age and Change in Educational Life Course; 
in Finnish]. Joensuun yliopiston yhteiskuntatieteel-
lisiä julkaisuja 2.

Müller, Romina & Repo, Saara (2013). Careerists or 
Educational Aspirants? – (Re-)entry of European 
Lifelong Learners into Higher Education. Lifelong 
Learning in Europe 2013/2. [Online.] Available at 
<http://lline.fi/en/article/research/22013h/caree-
rists-or-educational-aspirants-re-entry-of-euro-
pean-lifelong-learners-into-higher-education>. 
[Accessed 1 March 2018.]

Nevgi, Anne & Tirri, Heli (2003). Hyvää verkko-ope-
tusta etsimässä. Oppimista edistävät ja estävät te-
kijät verkko-oppimisympäristöissä – opiskelijoiden 
kokemukset ja opettajien arviot [In Search of Good 
Virtual Teaching. The Advantages and Disadvan-
tages of Learning in Virtual Environments – Stu-
dents’ Experiences and Teachers’ Evaluations; in 
Finnish]. Research in Educational Sciences, Vol. 15. 
Turku: Finnish Educational Research Association.

Nori, Hanna (2011). Keille yliopiston portit avautuvat 
– tutkimus suomalaisiin yliopistoihin ja eri tie-
teenaloille valikoitumisesta 2000-luvun alussa [For 
Whom will The University Gates Open? A Study of 
the Selection for Admission to Finnish Universities 
and Fields of Study in the Beginning of the 21st 
Century]. Turku: University of Turku.

O’Donnell, Victoria L. & Tobbell, Jane (2007). The 
Transition of Adult Students to Higher Education: 
Legitimate Peripheral Participation in a Commu-
nity of Practice? Adult Education Quarterly, 57(4): 
312–328.

Orr, Dominic & Hovdhaugen, Elisabeth (2014). ‘Se-
cond Chance’ Routes into Higher Education: Swe-
den, Norway and Germany Compared. Interna-
tional Journal of Lifelong Education, 33(1): 45–61.

Suomen asetuskokoelma (SA) 1436/2014. Valtioneu-
voston asetus yliopistojen toiminnassa perittävistä 
maksuista annetun valtioneuvoston asetuksen 2 §:n 
muuttamisesta. 



58

Nina Haltia

Sargant, Naomi (1997). The Open University, pp. 290–
316 in R. Fieldhouse and Associates (eds.) A His-
tory of Modern British Adult Education. Leicester: 
National Institute of Adult Continuing Education.

Tait, Alan (2013). Distance and E-Learning, Social Jus-
tice, and Development: The Relevance of Capability 

Approaches to the Mission of Open Universities. 
The International Review of Research in Open and 
Distance Learning, 14(4): 1–17.

Vipunen – Education Statistics Finland (2018). [On-
line.] Available at <https://vipunen.fi/en-gb/>. [Ac-
cessed 29 March 2018.]


