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Child Welfare Situation in Finland 

From year 1993 till year 2015, Finland´s custody rates have been rising. When in the early 90´s there were 

circa  9000 teenagers and children living in custody, same number in the end of year 2015 was 

approximately  18 000 (THL). According to Rimpelä (2008) needs for child welfare, child and youth 

psychiatry services and special education have increased since 1990´s.  Studies (Heino, 2007) show, that 

most common reason for transfer of guardianship is parent´s incapability and powerlessness to take care of 

their offspring.  When subject is viewed from the point of the child/teenager, usually causes for custody are 

conflicts with parents (22%), problems with school (20%) and poor mental condition (14%).  Even though 

the trend towards custodies has been rising, same time physical and sexual violence toward children has 

declined.  

Reasons for growing number of custodies could be explained by social politics. During great depression in 

Finland (from year 1991 to year 1995) there were notable cuts made to the social care budget. These cuts 

affected mostly lower social economical class families. In the beginning of millennium there were slight 

improvements in social services and budget, but in the end of last year Juha Sipilä´s administration planned 

to cut nearly 80 million euros from social budget in four years (government program 2015). These cuts have 

led Finland to complex situation: on the other hand government is incapable to offer any kind of 

precautionary support for those in need and on the other hand there are not enough social workers to help 

families.  

However there is no simple explanation for the rising number of custodies. Jahnukainen (2012) reminds 

that statistics can be problematic. Jahnukainen gives an example from special education: numbers of 

students in special education have grown enormously during 1998 – 2009.  But data from different years 

are not comparable because of the change in statistical methods in special education. Same thing goes with 

custody rates: after reformation of child welfare law (in year 2015), all social and education workers were 

obliged to make a report, if there is reason to doubt that a child faces any kind of abuse. Naturally number 

of these reports have increased. 

 

Child Welfare Children and School – Dilemma of Normality? 

School plays a big role in child welfare children´s later life.  Education and success in school predicts how 

well they will do in future. According Sitra´s report nro. 75, bullying, mother´s level of education, loneliness 

and bad grades predict social exclusion. Custody, as a process, affects holistically a child´s life and it shows 

in school as well.  The matter of the fact is that Finnish teachers face child welfare children increasingly. 

The Finnish elementary school has a good reputation and it has been considered as an integrative force in 

Finnish society. Antikainen (1987) names socialization, transmission of cultural and ideological values, 

teaching of necessary information and the pupils' skills assessment as school's general tasks. Nevertheless 

Rinne (2012) reminds that institutions, like school, also produce a large extent non - desired consequences. 

For example, Kivinen and Kivirauma (1989) claim that schools also maintain social power structures, in 



which case it is a tool to manage the system and to direct individuals to the division of labor and social 

order.  

According to Seppovaara ( 1998), the equality that a school offers is not real, but only the equality of 

opportunities. Studies show, that falling outside of education is determined by structural factors like social - 

economical background. Children and youngsters with poorer social - economical backgrounds collide more 

often to segregating social mechanisms and teachers’ negative views (Rosenthal & Jacobsson, 1986; 

Nummenmaa & Tarkiainen 1993). Heino and Oranen (2012) point out that the foster care children face 

negative prejudices in school more often than children who live with their parents.  

 

“Just being normal” – Child Welfare children as students 

Students form groups in terms of socio-cultural backgrounds. Kivinen and Rinne (1985) have demonstrated 

these groups belonging to four categories:   

1) “Normal” students, who are conflict avoiding and passive, but have positive attitude towards 

school 

2) Good students, who are grade oriented and try to benefit from school 

3) Passively different students, who are anguished but passive 

4) Actively different students, who are openly seeking conflict and are against school 

 

 According to Rinne (2012), passively and actively different pupils are stigmatized easier. According to my 

studies’ results, foster care children usually belong to groups one, three and four.  

In Finland there are not many studies made on foster care children and education. Strandell, Julkunen and 

Lammi (2012) studied, how child protection children tell about their own life situation. The research 

material consisted of interviews of former foster care children. Results showed that interviewees’ definition 

of “normal” was narrow, normative and compelling. For them education and employment were the driving 

forces of change and young people were willing to sacrifice other things that had played essential roles in 

the past. Strandell et al. suggest that the general stance towards foster care children has an effect to their 

lives and  child welfare children´s possibilities to integrate to general society depends a lot on surrounding 

attitudes.  

Markku Jahnukaisen and Minna Hyytiäinen's (2009) did a study on SOS adults and their education. It was a 

part of Tracking Footprints study, which was the first international, long-term research project undertaken 

by SOS Children’s Villages. It was designed to investigate the experiences of people who have lived in an 

SOS Children’s Village facilities (SOS adults) as well as to find out about how they live today. In Finland 266 

persons from a target group were invited for inquiry and from these, 58 agreed to be interviewed (13.3% of 

the total potential of the target group). Result was that SOS-adults life situations on education and 

employability were similar to the general population’s medium. The result was significant in a sense that 

typically those, who grow up under custody are in a risk group when it comes to employability and low 

education. Jahnukainen and Hyytiäinen remind, that sequel researches don´t tell the whole truth: those 

who have success in life usually take part to these surveys easier than those, who have faced problems. For 

example in 2004, those youngsters who carried out their elementary school in foster care, usually ended up 

having generally lower level of education when compared to the average population (Jahnukainen, Kekoni, 

Kitinoja ja Pösö, 2006) 

 



Teachers: Guardians between Marginal and Majority?  

 If education is child protection children´s getaway from the marginal of society, do teachers act as 

guardians between the marginal and majority? Most essential concept is inclusion in education:  it means 

that all students are welcomed to regular classes and special students are not separated as their own 

group. Actually inclusion highlights that special students have the right to belong to ordinary classes. This 

all sounds good and advisable, but does this really happen? 

According to studies, most teachers feel inclusion as a positive thing but they are worried, how it affects 

the class. (Avramidis, Bayliss & Burden 2000, 199; Avramidis & Kalyva 2007, 367; 380.) It is also reported 

that students who suffer from behavioral problems, are considered most difficult and even unwanted 

pupils. They are also perceived as most difficult to teach and that is why schools do not want students who 

have child protection background. (Altshuler 2003, 56 -57; Avramidis ym. 2000, 206; Avramidis & Kalyva 

2007, 381; Lopes, Monteiro, Sil, Rutherford & Quinn 2004, 406, Medina & Luna 1999, 449). 

Results of Finnish studies of the subject are similar. According to Moberg (2009), teachers attitudes’ of 

inclusion in education varies and their opinions on this matter are very critical. Those teachers that don’t 

have special educational skills are most negative when it comes to inclusion in education. Teachers and 

schools do not always feel readiness to face students with special needs. This is often seen as the cause of 

the financial resources, inadequate facilities and lack of education (Ikonen & Virtanen, 2007). However, 

when examining the overall picture, it shows that there are teachers that have negative views towards 

diversity. According to Sinkkonen (2004), schools are not willing to take the child protection children as 

their students, because these kids at school cause dangerous situations and use poor language.   

According to Altshuler´s study (2003), child protection children felt that teachers explain all school issues 

with child’s problematic background. According to the study, these children also got unwanted extra 

attention and favoring because of foster care background. This attitude might be the result of lack of 

knowledge. For example in Swedish study (Malmberg 2010) showed, that some Swedish teachers 

considered child protection children as mentally handicapped.  

As a matter of fact teachers are forced to label students based on School practices ( Rinne& Kivinen, 1985). 

An interesting question is, how much a child´s social background affects teachers’ attitudes? 

 

Study 

My questions are 1) what kind of school experiences foster care children have and 2) what kind of 

meanings do they give to school and it´s social surroundings?  

For this purpose I interviewed six youngsters from one SOS – children village. There were three boys and 

three girls, whose age was between  15-17. At the moment of interviewing, all of them had finished last 

grade of Finnish elementary school. Because I wanted to explore the individual experiences, I chose a 

qualitative research approach. As a methodology I use phenomenology and study of narratives, because I'm 

interested in child protection children's school experiences and how they tell about them. However, this 

study is not purely phenomenological research or a narrative study, but they operate as a framework for 

this study and topic. 

The aim of phenomenological research is to search in-depth information through researcher´s own 

immediate experience. The study items are described and analyzed during the research process. On the 

other hand phenomenological research strategy can be emphasized to look at other people's experience. In 



the narrative research strategy, focus is in what kind of stories study subjects tell or how the narratives of 

the study appear in a culture or society. 

All interviews were recorded with the permissions of interviewees and recordings were transcribed into 

text. All interviews were open and conversation like. In master thesis study all cases were analyzed 

individually, but in this report I´ll describe general results.  

 

 

Results 

Even though there were individual differences between stories, I found three common topics in every case: 

1) In part, each interviewee admitted that they had experienced that child protection background 

affected to the manner in which they were treated in school. They couldn´t always say, why they 

had this feeling, but they were sure that foster background had an effect on it.  

 

2) The more the interviewees had non – foster friends in their story, the better the academic success 

was. For these young people the role of teachers' in their stories was lower. But for those, who 

didn´t have any non – foster friends, usually had worse grades and the teacher’s role was bigger in 

their stories. Teachers' attitudes and acceptance were also in bigger roles. These youngsters sought 

support from their SOS – peers and this way created a strong group identity, which was strongly 

linked to child welfare background. 

 

3) All interviewees felt, that most of their friends in Children's Village had negative school attitudes. 

Interviewees' own experiences did not seem to have any effect on how they experienced the other 

youngsters’ attitudes. What is interesting, is that four out of the six interviewees felt that school 

had a significant role in their life. 

 

All interviewees felt that child protection background gave them a stigma in the eyes of others.  One of the 

great desires of these youngsters was to be an equal member of the school community and to be treated 

firstly as an individual person. What can we conclude from this? At least that the environments’ reactions 

had a huge impact on how “normal” they felt. In stories non – foster friends and teachers’ acceptance were 

measurements for this “normality”. In other words teachers and non - foster friends act as social controllers 

in school and thus they reinforced social structures. If the interviewees' characteristics are compared to 

Rinne´s  and Kivinen´s (1985) study, it would seem that a majority of the interviewees were “normal” and 

passively and actively different pupils.  

Explanation for feelings of stigma could be found on the socioemotional reasons. Socioemotional ability is 

loosely defined as the ability and willingness to get along with others. In addition, socioemotional talent is 

the ability to express feelings in an appropriate way. According to the study (Kuorelahti and Lappalainen 

2012) socioemotional capabilities and experiences of success in them are important for attaching to school 

and learning. On the other hand the lack of these talents indicates poorer adjustment to school. It may be 

that teacher´s preconceptions and interviewees earlier childhood experiences might have decreased 

socioemotional attachment to school.  This might explain the feeling of stigma.  

 



Final Words 

After working for nearly a decade in child welfare and teaching, I can’t help to complete this study without 

noting this: 

A Finn spends an average of 9-10 years of his/her life in primary school. Not only for education, but also for 

social inclusion, it is important how a foster child is encountered in everyday life. If we are not careful, 

these processes that are designed to protect a child can turn into social mechanism that can push the 

beginning of a young life away from society.  
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