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8 INFORMATION ON THE NATIONAL HIGHER EDUCATION SYSTEM

The description of the higher education system has been prepared by the Finnish National Agency for Education in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and Culture.

Higher education system in Finland

The Finnish higher education system comprises universities (yliopisto/ universitet) and universities of applied sciences (ammattikorkeakoulu/ yrkeshögskola). The universities are tasked with engaging in scientific research and artistic activity, and with providing the highest level of education based on them. The universities of applied sciences are multidisciplinary institutions of professional higher education that engage in applied research and development. 

University degrees 

The Universities Act (558/2009, with amendments) and Government Decree on University Degrees and Professional Specialisation Programmes (794/2004, with amendments) define the objectives, extent and overall structure of degrees. The universities decide on the detailed contents and structure of the degrees they award. They also decide on their curricula and forms of instruction. English translations of all higher education degree titles are regulated at the national level.

First-cycle university degree (FiNQF/EQF6)

A first-cycle university degree is referred to as kandidaatin tutkinto/ kandidatexamen. Other first-cycle degree titles include oikeusnotaarin tutkinto/ rättsnotarieexamen (Law) and farmaseutin tutkinto/ farmaceutexamen (Pharmacy). The statutory English translation for all these degrees is Bachelor’s degree, the most common degree titles being Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Science.

The first-cycle university degree consists of at least 180 credits, which corresponds to three academic years of full-time study. The scope of studies required for the degree of Bachelor of Fine Arts is at least 210 credits.

Studies leading to the degree may include basic and intermediate studies, language and communication studies, interdisciplinary study modules, other studies, and practical training for professional development. The degree includes a Bachelor’s thesis (6 – 10 credits). 



Second-cycle university degree (FiNQF/EQF7)

A second-cycle university degree is referred to as maisterin tutkinto/ magisterexamen. Other second-cycle degree titles include diplomi-insinöörin tutkinto/ diplomingenjörexamen (Technology), proviisorin tutkinto/ provisorexamen (Pharmacy), arkkitehdin tutkinto/ arkitektexamen (Architecture) and maisema-arkkitehdin tutkinto/ landskapsarkitektexamen (Landscape Architecture). The statutory English translation for all these degrees is Master’s degree, the most common degree titles being Master of Arts and Master of Science. The second-cycle university degree title in the fields of Medicine, Veterinary Medicine and Odontology is referred to as lisensiaatin tutkinto/ licentiatexamen, and the statutory English translation of the degree title is Licentiate.

The second-cycle university degree typically consists of at least 120 credits, which corresponds to two academic years of full-time study. The scope of studies required for the degrees of Master of Arts (Psychology), Master of Music and Licentiate of Odontology is at least 150 credits. The scope of studies required for the degrees of Licentiate of Veterinary Medicine and Licentiate of Medicine is at least 180 credits. 

Prior to 1 August 2025, the scope of studies required was at least 360 credits for the degree of Licentiate of Medicine and at least 330 credits for the degree of Licentiate of Odontology, provided that the university arranged the education in such a way that no separate Bachelor’s degree was awarded.

Universities may decide that the minimum scope of studies required for a Master's degree organised in international cooperation is 60 or 90 credits instead of 120 credits, except for degrees that, by law, constitute a specific eligibility requirement for a particular profession or position.

The studies leading to the second-cycle university degree may include basic, intermediate and advanced studies, language and communication studies, interdisciplinary studies, other studies, and an internship to develop expertise. The degree includes a Master’s thesis (10 – 40 credits). 

Third-cycle university degrees (FiNQF/EQF8)

The objective of postgraduate education is to provide students with an in-depth knowledge of their field of research and capabilities to produce novel scientific knowledge independently. 

The postgraduate degree of lisensiaatin tutkinto/ licentiatexamen may be completed before the doctoral degree. The statutory English translation of the degree title is Licentiate.

The doctoral degree is referred to as tohtorin tutkinto/ doktorsexamen, and the statutory English translation of the degree title is Doctor. The doctoral degree takes approximately four academic years to complete after a second-cycle degree. A student who has been admitted to studies leading to a doctoral degree must complete a given amount of postgraduate studies determined by the university, demonstrate independent and critical thinking in their field of research, and prepare and publicly defend a doctoral dissertation. The scope of the studies leading to a doctoral degree has not been defined in national legislation in terms of academic years or credits.

University of applied sciences degrees

The Universities of Applied Sciences Act (932/2014, with amendments) and the Government Decree on Universities of Applied Sciences (1129/2014, with amendments) define the objectives, extent and overall structure of universities of applied sciences degrees. The universities of applied sciences decide on the detailed contents and structure of the degrees they award. They also decide on their curricula and forms of instruction. English translations of all higher education degree titles are regulated at the national level.

First-cycle university of applied sciences degree (FiNQF/EQF6)

A first-cycle university of applied sciences degree is referred to as ammattikorkeakoulututkinto/ yrkeshögskoleexamen. The statutory English translation for the degree is Bachelor’s degree, followed by the field of study, e.g. Bachelor of Engineering or Bachelor of Health Care. 

The first-cycle university of applied sciences degree consists of at least 180, 210, 240 or 270 credits, corresponding to three to four and a half academic years of full-time study. The scope of studies required for the first-cycle university of applied sciences degree is specific to the field of study and laid down in the Annex to the Government Decree (1129/2014, with amendments). 

The studies leading to a first-cycle university of applied sciences degree include basic and professional studies, elective studies, a practical training period (at least 30 credits), and a thesis project. 

Second-cycle university of applied sciences degree (FiNQF/EQF7)

The degree is called ylempi ammattikorkeakoulututkinto/ högre yrkeshögskoleexamen. The statutory English translation for the degree is Master’s degree, followed by the field of study, e.g. Master of Culture and Arts or Master of Business Administration.

The second-cycle university of applied sciences degree consists of at least 60 or 90 credits, corresponding to one to one and a half academic years of full-time study. The scope of studies required for the second-cycle university of applied sciences degree is specific to the field of study and laid down in the Annex to the Government Decree (1129/2014, with amendments). The scope of studies required for the degree of Master of Police Services is 120 credits. 

Universities of applied sciences may decide that the minimum scope of studies required for a Master's degree organised in international cooperation is 120 credits, instead of 60 or 90 credits.

The studies leading to a second-cycle university of applied sciences degree include advanced professional studies, elective studies, and a thesis project. 

Professional specialisation programmes (FiNQF/EQF6, FiNQF/EQF7)

Universities and universities of applied sciences offer professional specialisation programmes (erikoistumiskoulutus/ specialiseringsutbildning) for those who have completed a degree and have already entered working life. Professional specialisation programmes aim to promote professional development and specialisation by means of providing education based on research. 

Provisions on the joint objectives and the minimum scope of professional specialisation programmes are laid down in the Government Decree on University Degrees and Professional Specialisation Programmes (794/2004, with amendments) and the Government Decree on Universities of Applied Sciences (1129/2014, with amendments). The minimum scope of professional specialisation studies is 30 credits. 

Access and admission

Access to studies leading to a first-cycle degree

Applicants eligible for higher education studies leading only to a first-cycle degree, or to both a first and a second-cycle degree, offered by universities or universities of applied sciences, have completed either a Matriculation Examination (ylioppilastutkinto/ studentexamen), an initial vocational qualification (ammatillinen perustutkinto/ yrkesinriktad grundexamen), a further vocational qualification (ammattitutkinto/ yrkesexamen), a specialist vocational qualification (erikoisammattitutkinto/ specialyrkesexamen), or a foreign qualification which in the awarding country provides eligibility for higher education studies. 

In addition, a person who has completed a general upper secondary education syllabus and been awarded a general upper secondary education certificate (lukion päättötodistus/ avgångsbetyg från gymnasiet) is also eligible to apply for studies leading only to a first-cycle degree, or to both a first and a second-cycle degree, offered by universities of applied sciences.

Access to studies leading to a second-cycle degree

Applicants eligible for higher education studies leading only to a second-cycle degree, offered by universities or universities of applied sciences, have completed a relevant first-cycle degree awarded by a university or a university of applied sciences, or a relevant study programme abroad which in the awarding country provides eligibility for the corresponding level of higher education. 

In addition, admission to studies leading to a second-cycle university of applied sciences degree requires a minimum of two years of work experience in the field concerned after the completion of a first-cycle university degree or a first-cycle university of applied sciences degree or other relevant higher education degree. In the fields of Crafts and Design, Media and Visual Arts, Theatre and Dance, and Music the requirement may be artistic activity of corresponding duration instead of work experience.

Access to studies leading to a third-cycle degree

Applicants eligible for studies leading to a third-cycle degree, offered by universities, have completed either a relevant second-cycle degree awarded by a university or a university of applied sciences, or a relevant study programme abroad which in the awarding country provides eligibility for the corresponding level of higher education. 

Admission to higher education

Higher education institutions may have specific entry requirements in addition to the general entry requirements described above. Higher education institutions decide independently on student admissions and the recognition of prior learning.

Credit system

Higher education studies are expressed in credits (opintopiste/ studiepoäng, abbreviated op/ sp). Study units are quantified according to the workload required. One academic year of full-time study corresponds to an average of 1,600 hours of work input and is defined as 60 credits. The credit system complies with the European Credit Transfer and Accumulation System (ECTS). 

Grading system 

There is no national grading system in Finland. Higher education institutions have the autonomy to determine the grading system to be applied. 

Quality assurance

The Finnish Education Evaluation Centre (FINEEC) is an independent authority responsible for the national evaluation of education. The evaluations of FINEEC cover the education system in its entirety, from early childhood education to higher education. Evaluation reports are available to the public. FINEEC is listed in the European Quality Assurance Register for Higher Education (EQAR) and is also a full member of the European Association for Quality Assurance in Higher Education (ENQA). For further information, please visit the following website: 
https://www.karvi.fi/en  

Universities are governed by the Universities Act (558/2009, with amendments). The National Defence University is governed by the Act on the National Defence University (1121/2008, with amendments). Universities of applied sciences are governed by the Universities of Applied Sciences Act (932/2014, with amendments), and they require an authorisation granted by the Government to operate. The Police University College is governed by the Act on the Police University College (1164/2013, with amendments).

Recognised higher education institutions operating under the Ministry of Education and Culture’s administrative branch, as well as the degrees they award, are defined in the Government Decree on the Structure of Higher Education Degrees (464/1998, with amendments). 

For further information, please visit the following websites:
https://okm.fi/en/universities (a list of recognised universities in Finland)
https://okm.fi/en/universities-of-applied-sciences (a list of recognised universities of applied sciences in Finland)

National Qualifications Framework

The Finnish National Framework for Qualifications and Other Competence Modules (FiNQF) is based on the European Parliament’s and Council’s Recommendation on the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF). The Finnish national qualifications framework is also in line with the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) qualifications framework. 

Finnish higher education qualifications are referenced at levels 6, 7, and 8 in both the Finnish National Framework for Qualifications and Other Competence Modules (FiNQF) and the European Qualifications Framework (EQF). 

For further information, please visit the following website: 
https://www.oph.fi/en/education-and-qualifications/qualifications-frameworks  






