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Basic Education for All: Looking for Shared Elements of Equality of Opportunity in Legislation of Finland and 

Russia 

Abstract 

We study how the principle of equal opportunity is reflected in national 

laws on implementing the right to free and compulsory basic education in 

Finland and Russia (those being the 1998 Basic Education Act in Finland 

and the 2012 Federal Law “On Education in the Russian Federation” in 

Russia). We pursue to find answers to the following question: which 

elements comprising the principle of equality of educational opportunity are 

manifested in two laws under review, notwithstanding the significant 

differences in legal traditions and the respective approaches to equality in 

two states under consideration. The accuracy of our analysis is based on the 

existing universal “four A’s scale” of education for all, set forth by the UN 

Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, i.e., availability, 

acceptability, accessibility, and adaptability. 

 

1. Introduction 

Outlining the problem 

By the end of the nineteenth-century compulsory mass state-sponsored primary education was 

introduced in most Western European countries and the United States (Woessmann and Paul Peterson, 

2007 at 3). Equality of educational opportunity, as embodied in the ideal of free and compulsory basic 

education, was proclaimed later as an intrinsic element of essential human rights by the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights. Subsequently, the right to compulsory and free basic education found its 

way to important UN human rights treaties, of which the 1966 International Covenant on Economic, 

Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) explored this right in greater detail.  

The general problem, which our study deals with, may be formulated as follows:   while 

proclaiming the principle of free basic education for all in national constitutions, legislation in many 

states around the globe may stipulate various exemptions from the principle of equality of educational 

opportunity. Modern states have to strike a balance between two models of education: the egalitarian 

model (education for all) and the elitist model (implying special education for students classified as 

gifted). Balancing these two systems is the most likely option in order for states to maintain international 

competitiveness with often limited resources, a balancing act that requires investing in excellence 

programmes in order to support individuals who are more capable of producing quality products and 

technologies in the future.  

Our particular objective is to analyze how the principle of equality of opportunity is reflected in 

national legislation on implementing the right to free basic education in Finland and in Russia in order 

to find answers to the following key questions:  

- What are the similarities and differences in the interplay of egalitarian and elitist features, as 

reflected in national legislation in the two states under consideration?  
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- Which elements or units comprising the principle of equality of educational opportunity are 

manifested in very different legal systems in Finland and Russia? 

Why is it important to study this issue? 

There is nothing unusual in the fact that modern educational systems have to find a balance 

between egalitarian and elitist models (Cummings, Dyson, Todd, 2011 at 110). Nevertheless, the need 

to do more research on how egalitarian and elitist features can be combined in modern national 

legislation relates to the urgency to observe a fair balance in the organization of educational systems, 

combining the collective interest in maintaining an internationally competitive state with the right of 

each child to enjoy a worthwhile education. The need to maintain this balance is recognized, first and 

foremost, in the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, pointing out certain conflicts in implementing 

the right to education, such as those which arise between “the individual and the collective; tradition 

and modernity; long- and short-term considerations; competition and equality of opportunity” (UN CRC 

Committee, General Comment No. 1, par. 3). However, when mitigating these conflicts, it is significant 

to ensure that education “prompting competition” would not “seriously hamper the harmonious 

development of the child to the fullest potential of his or her abilities and talents” (Ibid.). This is because 

education should be “child-friendly, inspiring and motivating the individual child” (par. 12), while at 

the same time enabling economically and socially disadvantaged individuals to participate in their 

communities (CESCR, General Comment 13, para. 1). 

Theoretical background 

The modern approach to achieving equality of educational opportunity is associated with the 

pioneer work by James S. Coleman of the University of Chicago, who compiled a report about the 

principle or problem?? of equality of access to education in the US (Coleman, 1966). Coleman’s work 

was a systematic report on the caveats in the availability of equal educational opportunities to children 

of various backgrounds at American schools. In 1968, a fundamental article on the shortcomings of 

equality of educational opportunity was published by Coleman in the Harvard Educational Review 

(Coleman, 1968). Academic interest in this topic began to rapidly expand, and already by 1970, 

international scholarship had developed various approaches that shaped, clarified and interpreted the 

notion of equality of educational opportunity (Evetts, 1970, Husén, 1972, Miller and Gordon, 1974). In 

the 1980s, with the rise of the civil rights movement, one can observe an increase in scholarship on 

issues concerning equality of educational opportunity vis-à-vis special educational needs (Campbell, 

1987, Carlberg & Kavale, 1980; Kauffman, 1987). By the 1990s, we can witness the expansion of 

studies focusing on expanding equality of educational opportunity vis-à-vis multilingualism in 

education (Ross, 1994, Bender, 1996). By the 2000s, more and more scholarly works appeared, 

examining issues concerning equality of educational opportunity in respect of theories of social justice 

in education (North, 2006; Shriberg & Fenning, 2009).  
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Insert from the earlier text. What is currently not well established in the current research (if it 

can even theoretically be established amidst the multitude of national solutions for accommodating the 

principle of free and compulsory basic education), is the threshold at what the UN Committee on the 

Rights of the Child calls a  “human-rights” friendly response to the current challenges of modern mixed 

systems, combining egalitarian and the elitist models (CRC General Comment No. 1 on implementing  

Article 29 (the right to education), par. 3).  

DEFINITIONS AND METHODOLOGY 

Definitions 

As for a shared scholarly definition of the concept of equality of educational opportunity, there 

is still no consensus  on the exact meaning of this term. Woessmann and Peterson, however, recognize 

two major approaches:  for some scholars equal opportunity “means only that everyone is treated the 

same way within the school house and each is given instruction appropriate to his or her ability, so that 

all are given the same chance to build on the capabilities they bring to the school door,” while others 

maintain  that “equal opportunity asks schools to remedy the deficiencies that some children bring with 

them to school so that only random chance determines which members of the next generation rise to the 

highest positions of society” (Woessmann and Peterson, 2007 at 3). In this article, we examine  the first 

approach, highlighting that equality of educational opportunity gives each child an opportunity to realize 

his or her innate potential, regardless of adventitious  factors, such as class, income, religion, race, or 

early handicaps” (Evett, 1970). Thus, our  approach  focuses on diminishing the impact of social 

background on academic achievement (Cummings, 1980 at 3) and on emphasizing  the need to mitigate 

the impact caused by such factors as  “social class, ethnicity, gender and disability among other things” 

(Kerr, Dyson, Raffo, 2014 at 1).  

Thus, we advocate  a model that comprises   a  reasonable  combination of egalitarian and elitist 

features   that  mitigates the importance of social background, enabling  every child to benefit from 

schooling, bringing out  the best out of his or her abilities . We are interested in those elements of legal 

regulation which provide a framework for everyone to be treated equally in the classroom, enabling 

pupils to obtain instruction which reflects their abilities and creates  equal opportunities to benefit from 

their innate capabilities. In no way do we wish to diminish the significance of other factors that 

contribute to inequality, such as, e.g., the support from family, background, etc., but we recognize that 

legal methods cannot help much in researching the latter. We share the premise that equality of 

opportunity at school occurs when everyone is provided with the same opportunity to build on their 

(pre-given) abilities and qualities with which they enter the school. (The limitation of such an 

interpretation is that it cannot  anticipate an equality of outcomes??). When highlighting publicly 

provided opportunities this approach only means that “school’s added value would be similar for all” 
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(Ibid.), omitting the examination of how pre-given qualities or privately-arranged extra-curriculum 

assets impact on the educational results.  

Our method  

We attempt to analyze two national educational systems, of Finland and Russia, different in their 

traditions of  legal thinking. This analysis aims at determining  the most integral  elements comprising 

the concept of equality of educational opportunity, those  common denominators that transcend the 

significant differences in both systems. In general terms, we employ a comparative law method, which  

accounts  for similarities and differences in legal regulations governing  equality of educational 

opportunity in two national systems (A. Sajo and others, Oxford Handbook of Comparative Law, at 56). 

More particularly, we adhere to what is known as a “universalist” approach to comparative public law ,  

departing  from the universal international law standards of equality of educational opportunity and 

moving  on to determine which of these standards ends the culture bound opinions and conventions” of 

the two above-mentioned legal systems (Ibid. at 61). Our objective is to examine  the nuances of legal 

regulation (as they are?? because of the general interest in balancing the egalitarian and the elitist 

systems “for its own sake” (Ibid.). We use “legal sources as examples to help refine and clarify the 

analytics of the  general problem” of equality of educational opportunity in two states (A. Sajo, at 61). 

Nevertheless, our inquiries go beyond mere document analysis,   – where the reviewed laws contain 

gaps – by accounting for subtle causal connections with relevant practices of implementing legal norms 

stipulating  equality of educational opportunity.  

Justification, validity and reliability of our method 

A comparative law method appears fruitful for determining which elements or “construction 

bricks” of the equality of educational opportunity are commonly shared by two very different legal 

traditions. This is based on the observation that comparative analysis could provide  a significant method  

of finding answers to fundamental jurisprudential or philosophical questions (A. Sajo, at 62). 

Comparative analysis is used to filter out and analyze the implications of national regulation “for 

presumptively shared … norms of equality” (Ibid). The claims for the validity of our method are 

supported by research  related to education by virtue of comparative studies in Finland and in Russia 

(see, e.g., F. Reimers uses a comparative method to study how government transforms  education by 

virtue of targeted reforms in in Brazil, Finland, Japan, Mexico, Peru, Poland, Portugal and Russia, 

Reimers, 2020, N. Piattoeva employed a comparative method in order to examine  the policies of 

(citizen)?? education in Finland and in Russia, Piattoeva, 2010, M. Lähteenmäki and M. Vanhala-

Aniszewski edited a volume that  considers the issue of language ideologies in the comparative context 

of multilingualism in Russia and in Finland,  Lähteenmäki and Vanhala-Aniszewski, 2010, E. Huttunen 

examined how education is regulated in a changing society by comparing  Finand, the USA and Russia, 

Huttunen, 1992).  

Kommenterad [H1]: In this context “validity” and “reliability” 
are used as special terms or jargon 



5 
 

 

The reliability of our method is ensured by applying the same “measurement scale” to the same 

samples (documents). Conducting comparative analyses  ascertaining what  are the common 

denominators  of equality of educational opportunity  in two significantly different legal systems , 

necessitates a differentiation of common “units” for comparison (Siems, Chapter 12). We borrow the 

units from the international standards of implementing the right to free and compulsory basic education, 

set up by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, relying on four key criteria of 

education that all states should share: availability, accessibility, acceptability and adaptability (as 

enshrined in the ICESCR General Comment No. 13). Availability implies that educational institutions 

and programmes are “available in sufficient quantity,” including such entities  as buildings, facilities, 

competent staff and teaching materials (Ibid., para. 6a). Accessibility relates to non-discrimination in 

obtaining education, i.e. physical and economic accessibility of education (Ibid., para. 6b). The units for 

accessibility are, firstly non-discrimination, which refers to a lack of arbitrary differences in treatment, 

on the one hand, and the presence of special guarantees for those who are more vulnerable, on the other 

hand (CCPR General Comment No. 18, paras. 7 and 8). Concerning  the second dimension of 

accessibility, which implies  physical and economic accessibility, we have to resort to an inductive 

method to identify the concrete units by analyzing the national documents per se. Acceptability indicates 

that the form and substance of education meet the minimum acceptable national standards, as reflected 

in the educational objectives (ICESCR General Comment No. 13., para. 6c). Thus, the units for 

comparison refer to  national educational standards and the goals of basic education, set up by these 

standards. Finally, adaptability of basic education points to the degree of flexibility in adapting to the 

needs of changing societies and communities, while at the same time remaining responsive to the needs 

of pupils within their diverse social and cultural settings (Ibid., para. 6d). Based on the analysis of the 

literature outlined above, we assume that the key challenge is trying to conjoin the ideal of egalitarian 

education with support for gifted persons as well as adapting education to labour market demands. Thus, 

the units of  comparison are legislative approaches to  recognizing and defining the diversity inside the 

classroom. 

The accuracy of our comparative analysis is thus, (verified is based on??) by the existing 

universal “four A’s scale” of education for all, set forth by the UN Committee on Economic, Social and 

Cultural Rights. Linguistic equivalence is observed since both co-authors speak Russian and Finnish as 

their mother tongues and hold  degrees in Russian and Finnish law, respectively. Studies of  national 

legislation and other source material  have , thus, been conducted  in the original languages, starting 

with   the terms “equality” (tasa-arvo in Finnish, равенство/ravenstvo in Russian) and “primary 

education” (perusopetus in Finnish, основное общее образование/osnovnoe obshchee obrazovaniie in 

Russian). The institutional equivalence is (verified  through based on)  our strict focus on primary or 

basic education, where national public institutions  responsible for the general legal and administrative 



6 
 

 

framework of basic education are comparable in both states: the Government and the Ministry, 

responsible for basic schooling and regional and municipal public institutions,   in addition to being 

responsible for  actually providing  educational services– the regional governments in Russia and the 

municipalities in Finland. Contextual comparability, meaning  that “materials and results should be 

understandable and comparable across the cases” is established   by explaining each context, the Russian 

as well as the  Finnish (Hannås and Bahdanovich Hanssen, 2016 at 520-521). 

3. EXPLAINING THE CONTEXT 

Finland and Russia: what  are the common denominators in  the concept of equality of 

educational opportunity in both countries 

Russia and Finland can both be placed  within a continental parental legal family, where the statute 

– or the written act of legislative authority is a leading source of law (unlike the common law legal 

family, where a precedent, meaning a court decision on a similar issue, is a leading source of law). 

Insert from the earlier text.  

Differences 

In implementing the education for all approach, Russia and Finland opted for different solutions 

after Finnish independence  in 1917. After independence  education for all became a significant goal to 

foster the new Finnish nation state. In 1921 the Law on Compulsory Education proclaimed the right of 

all children of citizens “from the age of seven, to receive instruction in public schools for six years” 

(OECD, 2005). In Russia, the Bolsheviks, having come to power after the October 1917 Revolution, 

enhanced efforts at eradicating illiteracy, which also meant expanding educational opportunities for all, 

the purpose of which was to prepare more skilled workers to further industrialization. At the inception 

of the Soviet state, the schools had significant freedom in running flexible educational programs 

(Froumin and Kasprzhak, 2015). However, the state soon started a campaign to centralize school 

education to ensure that the newly-educated workers shared the same ideology. The schooling all over 

the Soviet Union “did not imply a rigid division between teaching per se and political education (or 

propaganda)” (Glushchenko, 2015, 247). Education, thus, became compulsory for the dissemination of 

communist ideology. With a brief interregnum between 1943 and 1945, this system remained basically 

unmodified in the Soviet Union. During the said brief period, the Soviet state temporarily re-introduced 

separate classes for boys and girls (Sycheva, 2012).   

The said nuances of educational policy choices are consonant with general differences between 

the legal traditions in Finland and in Russia. Finland can be said to belong to what scholars describe  as 

a “Nordic legal family” within the continental parental legal family (Lando, 2001). The Nordic legal 

family epitomizes inter alia special shared values where equality has always been the underlying 

principle . Implemented over centuries, the tradition of decentralized and democratic administration 

excludes the possibility of extensive state regulation of the contents of education. On a more technical 

level, the distinct Nordic legal technique is based on a “very careful … use of concepts” (Ibid. at 10), 
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which explains why the legal rules tend to avoid binding definitions where the object of regulation is 

unclear (the one as, e.g., “giftedness”). Although European integration and increasing immigration have 

put pressure on citizenship and national identity in Finland, the existing solution is to highlight the 

cultural dimension of national identity while striving to preserve Finnish national identity and legitimacy 

in a globalizing world (Piattoeva, 2010). Thus, the said features of the legal family and the regulation 

of education all could explain why the legislation governing equality of educational opportunity is 

formulated, as shown below, in the most flexible way to facilitate case-by-case practices of grassroots 

support of every child, based on concrete needs. 

Russia, also belonging to the wider continental parental legal family, still promotes strong state 

regulation of many spheres of (human societal?? activity, consonant with a so-called hybrid political 

regime which is “neither clearly democratic nor conventionally authoritarian” (Urinboyev, 2020 at 12). 

Concerning  the role of the state in education, after the Soviet Union collapsed, Russia was looking for 

new ways of maintaining national unity as well as improving the country’s international standing, 

devising  legislation ensuring  the loyalty of citizens to the state (Piattoeva, 2010) while supporting a 

very weak presence of “student-centered approaches” to education (Kelley and Kiršienėa, 2015 at 150). 

Probably like  many post-Soviet regimes, notions of justice. as reflected in the official ideology, are 

associated primarily with positive law (Ibid. at 147).  In implementing legislation on children’s rights, 

the authorities should account for the “legitimate interests of the child,” i.e., those interests strictly 

stipulated by law. This is in contrast with what the UN CRC Convention guarantees as “the best interest 

of the child,” meaning that all circumstances of the concrete case should be considered when making a 

decision regarding children’s rights (Riekkinen, Adilghazi & Tasbulatova, 2019). Thus, the Russian 

legal system is structured in such a way that – no matter how unjust the law is—the authorities follow 

the letter of the law, even when its application to  a concrete situation does not reflect  common sense 

in respect  of children’s interests. 

Probably, the most significant difference in approaching the principle of equality of educational 

opportunity in  Russian and Finnish legislation can be found in Section 16 of the 1999 Finnish 

Constitution . It states that everyone is guaranteed the right to basic education ”the opportunity to 

develop themselves without being prevented by economic hardship,” a provision lacking in  the Russian 

constitution. In Finland, the legal guarantees of equality of educational opportunity remain within the 

realm of education law, and the key documents are the constitutional provisions, the Basic Education 

Act (hereinafter: BEA), and the 2014 National Core Curriculum for Basic Education. In Russia, the 

legal guarantees of the equality of educational opportunity go beyond the education law and penetrate 

the area of welfare law. Thus, the key national documents, regulating equality of opportunity, are the 

Constitutional provisions, the Federal law on education (FLE), the 2010 Federal educational standards, 
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as well as a number of laws guaranteeing social security for disadvantaged groups, including numerous 

items of governmental by-laws.  

4. FINDINGS 

The analysis of the above-mentioned documents related to the legal regulation of primary education and 

– where these documents contain gaps related to the our A’s or four constitutive elements of the principle 

or standard?? equality of educational opportunity, i.e., availability, acceptability, accessibility and 

adaptability of primary education - other relevant documents and practices in Finland and in Russia 

leads us to the following principles shared by both of these very different legal systems. Availability of 

basic education implies, first and foremost, the availability of school curricula  which should be taught 

to all, including free schoolbooks for pupils. A small nuance, however, makes a large difference: 

whereas in Russia, freely-distributed books are only those books included in a special list of textbooks 

, recommended  by the state, in Finland such a list was eliminated in the 1990s, leaving the choice of 

schoolbooks for the discretion of each teacher (not even the school administration ). Moreover, Finland 

guarantees not only books but also pens, notepads and other teaching and learning materials free of 

charge, with some municipalities also providing iPads for pupils. 

Acceptability of basic education means that both states conform to their respective national 

educational curricula, guaranteeing that every child must be provided free of charge the same 

educational resources or materials. Both states attach great value to the role of citizenship and national 

identity in education . The difference, however, is that Russian legislation emphasizes the loyalty of 

citizens to the Russian state, underlining the state’s central role in determining the educational policy of 

civic education. In Finland, the emphasis is increasingly placed on the cultural dimension of national 

identity and preserving national identity in basic education in a changing and globalizing world. 

The analysis of documents allowed identification of the following units for comparing economic 

and physical accessibility of primary education: e.g., schemes of public transportation (physical 

accessibility) and tuition-free education and free school meals (economic accessibility). Three 

dimensions of accessibility were found to be common to  both countries,  fostering  the legal principle 

of non-discrimination in obtaining basic education and explicit  rules on   physical and economic 

accessibility. Firstly, adherence to the principle of non-discrimination in the legislation of both states 

guarantees support for pupils with special educational needs. Secondly, the requirement of physical 

accessibility in legislation introduces the schemes of available public transportation for pupils. The 

difference, however, is that Finnish legislation is formulated in a much more flexible way by supporting 

generally all those who are in need of support in obtaining basic education, whereas in Russia children 

with disabilities (or with special educational needs) are seen as a special group. Concerning  economic 

accessibility, free hot meals are guaranteed in the legislation of both states. The difference is that in 

Russia, this guarantee covers only pupils from grade one to grade four. A free hot school meal for those 
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attending grades five and up in Russia, application-based, is only for those who belong to disadvantaged 

families. Moreover, both states de-jure guarantee tuition-free teaching in basic education. The 

significant difference, however, is that in Finland there are very strict rules governing  charging  extra 

fees for teaching, and the state covers all expenses related to education in private schools. In Russia, 

there is a legislative ban on charging extra fees for teaching subjects which are included by the state in 

the primary educational curriculum; nevertheless, there is a broad provision about pay per use additional 

educational services, which, in fact, implies “two schools under one roof.” Moreover, Russia does not 

subsidize education at private schools.  

A significant finding is that all four A’s of equality of educational opportunity are detailed in Finland 

by the BEA, which is a statute or an Act of Parliament. In Russia, the respective statute, the FLE,  reveals 

many gaps related to regulating our four A’s. These gaps are covered by other federal statutes, mostly 

welfare laws, but also by acts of subordinate legislation. More nuanced legal differences relate to the 

element of availability. In Finland teachers are strictly required to have an M.A. or an equivalent degree 

in education, Russia requires  from teachers an M.A. in education or a degree in professional education 

with some courses in general education . Moreover, the differences can be also addressed to non-

discrimination. In Russia the FLE stipulates that a special educational track be  provided for those  pupils 

who show outstanding abilities, whereas in Finland support for more capable pupils is provided within 

the framework  of general teaching (e.g., by giving more demanding tasks for some pupils in the same 

class),  based on theoretical-pedagogical principles of education, not on law. Another  difference also 

relates  to the acceptability of education whereby  Russian  legislation  allows directing more public 

funds for “better performing schools,” while in Finland there is no official school ranking , and extra 

funds are directed to those  schools with persistent  social problems. 

Table 1. Regulation of availability, acceptability, accessibility, and adaptability of primary education 

in Finland and in Russia 

 Russia Finland 

Availability   

Educational 

programmes  

profile schools or classes with competition-

based admission in 5th grade 

 

profile schools or classes, 

interest/need-based admission in the 

1st grade 

source FLE BEA 

School 

books 

 

Free books included in the special list of 

recommended literature  

 

Free teaching- and textbooks, other 

learning materials as well as tools and 

work materials 

source FLE BEA 

Staff 

 

M.A. in education or a degree in 

professional education, including courses in 

general education 

M.A. in education 
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source subordinate legislation BEA+ subordinate legislation 

Acceptabilit

y 

the state as a beneficiary of education 

emphasis  is on forming  personality traits of 

pupils 

emphasis on skills that  meet certain 

predefined requirements, i.e. volume and 

complexity 

the contents of education are specified in 

2010 Federal educational standards 

the goal of education is to promote 

equality  

 

 

 

 

the contents of education are fixed in 

BEA and specified in 2014 the 

National Core Curriculum for Basic 

Education 

Accessibility   

Non-

discriminati

on 

  

Special 

support for 

gifted 

children 

special assistance to persons shown to 

possess outstanding abilities in competitions 

teachers are not authorized to elevate the 

child’s formal standing 

 

 

identifying the more capable pupils is 

left to each teacher’s discretion 

source  

FLE 

theoretical-pedagogical principles of 

equal opportunity 

 “Better 

performing” 

schools 

allocating various school subsidies, 

depending on the objectives of educational 

programs 

more support for best-performing schools 

 

 

 

 

more support for slower pace teaching 

schools 

source FLE BEA 

Physical 

accessibility  

general rules on free transportation  

requirements for the maximum permissible 

distance from home to school are established 

by acts of subordinate legislation 

individual needs-based support 

the rules on free school transportation 

are defined by the BEA 

Economic 

accessibility 

  

Tuition-free 

education 

possible pay per use educational services + 

a ban on (selling service??) which must be 

implemented with public funds 

state does not subsidize education in private 

schools 

all teaching is free of charge  

«moderate» fees may be charged” for 

education arranged abroad and 

provided by a private organization in 

another language than the official 

languages 

subsidized education in private 

schools in full 

private schools are non-profit 

organizations 

source FLE BEA 

School 

meals 

for those attending the grades 1-4 

pupils from the grades 4 onwards from 

disadvantaged backgrounds 

all pupils 

hot meals 

 

source FLE + welfare legislation BEA 
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Adaptability diversity is accounted for through special 

support for persons with disabilities and 

pupils from families with socio-economic 

difficulties (financial aid). 

more flexible rule for special support: 

special assistance should be provided 

to pupils who fall behind either in 

learning or in school attendance 

special instruction preparing pupils 

with minority language backgrounds 

for basic education 

source FLE + welfare legislation BEA 

 

5. Discussing the nuances of legal regulation of availability, acceptability, accessibility and 

adaptability of basic education in Finland and Russia 

Inserts from the previous text.  

6. Concluding remarks 

Our analysis thus revealed the following units or elements comprising the principle of equality of 

educational opportunity, which manifest themselves in both the Russian and the Finnish legal systems, 

are as follows: guaranteeing a core set of disciplines to be taught to everyone and tuition-free teaching 

(at least in these core disciplines), providing free school meals (at least for pupils in grades one to four), 

recognizing the value of citizenship and national identity in education, provision of free schools books, 

support for pupils with special educational needs and promoting pupils with higher capabilities, as well 

as providing available public transportation for pupils. These common denominators of equality of 

educational opportunity in basic education, thus, succeed to transcend the significant differences in both 

systems. 

The most significant difference, however, is that in Finland, the goals of education, as enshrined 

in the BEA, still largely rest on the Nordic idea of Bildung – i.e. education for democracy. In Russia, 

the goals of education, as enshrined in the FLE, also reflect the major ideas of socially significant 

pursuits yet elevate the state as a separate beneficiary of educational results. More than that, in Finland 

there are very strict rules governing economic accessibility of basic education and charging extra fees 

for teaching, and the state covers all expenses related to education in private schools. True, in Russia, 

there is a legislative ban on charging extra fees for teaching subjects that are included by the state in the 

basic education curriculum; nevertheless, there is a broad provision about pay per use additional 

educational services, which, implies “two schools under one roof.” The difference in regulating 

economic support of accessible school meals is that in Russia, this guarantee covers only pupils from 

grade one to grade four. A free meal for those attending grades five and up in Russia, application-based, 

is only for those who belong to disadvantaged families. Finally, Russia does not subsidize education at 

private schools. 

When it comes to our key question, whether all our “four A’s” of equality of educational 

opportunity are manifested in the BEA and the FLE, a significant finding is that in Finland all the four 

elements are considered within the framework of free and compulsory basic education and manifested 

in the BEA. By contrast, in Russia, the FLE reveals more gaps that are covered by other federal statutes, 
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mostly welfare laws, but also by acts of subordinate legislation. In particular, the requirement for teacher 

education comprising availability of basic education is regulated solely by subordinate legislation. 

Significant issues related to accessibility and adaptability of basic education are detailed in various items 

of welfare legislation. For instance, support for school attendance -and part of school meals - for children 

from disadvantaged families is provided for in welfare legislation. (See Table 1 “Regulation of 

availability, acceptability, accessibility, and adaptability of basic education in Finland and Russia”). 

Thus, it becomes evident that in Finland, support of equality in basic education is an integral part of the 

right to free basic education, as stipulated by the Constitutional Art.16. By contrast, Russia directs 

special support primarily to children designated by the system as "gifted". Such differences in the 

formulations of national laws can undeniably be covered or, on the contrary, aggravated by the practices 

of implementation. Most important is that both, legislation and practice ultimately depend not only on 

the availability of resources but also on political choices, past, present, and future.  

 


