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The teaching of handicrafts in
Finnish schools from the 19th

century to the present day

Marjo-Riitta Simpanen, FL, examines in her
article the position of  handicrafts teaching in
Finnish schools and the objectives set for the

courses from the 19th century to the present day.  Before the
1970s Finland had a two-tier system of schooling with
separate elementary and secondary schools.  In the 1970s
Finland moved over to a unified system, the so-called
comprehensive school, which guaranteed to everybody the
same basic schooling regardless of social position, wealth
or place of  residence.

In 1866 when elementary schooling began handicrafts were
given an important role, and this is largely attributed to
Uno Cygnaeus, the founder of  the elementary schools.
Even in courses beyond elementary school level and later in
the community colleges a lot of time on the curriculum was
given to handicrafts.  Handicrafts was taught in Finland’s
state girls schools from 1843 onwards, but for boys it
became compulsory in the middle school only after the war,
that is, in 1941, except in boys’ grammar schools, where it
continued to be optional.

The co-educational schools established in the 1880s were
based on the principle of  shared educational experience.  In
these schools handicrafts was taught separately to boys and
girls probably from the 1910s onwards.   It is interesting
that in Swedish-speaking co-educational schools woodwork
was taught to girls too, at least in the 1900s and the 1920s.

In modern comprehensive schools handicrafts is divided
into textiles and technical work.  For the sake of equality
pupils are introduced to both alternatives and can then
choose which one they want to take in the seventh grade,
regardless of their sex.

The strong position of handicraft teaching in Finland dates
from the movement for popular education at the end of the
19th century.  It was believed then that the purpose of
handicraft teaching in elementary school was to give the
children of  the common people technical skills, prepare
them for work and promote the development of  a patriotic,

religious and civic consciousness.  The products of
handwork done at school should be regular and faultless,
because only properly executed work made people blessed.
The discipline imposed by handicraft teaching was aimed
on the one hand at hastening national progress and on the
other at developing the child’s own manual skills and
dexterity.

In the early years of  the elementary school, handicrafts was
a practical subject.  In the 20th century the rise of  the
movement for art education led to its being included
amongst arts subjects.  In the 1980s ideas about the
educational value of art and expression led to particular
emphasis being laid on textiles.  At the end of  the 20th

century there has been a lot of  talk about technological
education in connection with technical work.

Nowadays in Finland it is possible to take handicrafts in
senior high school, subject to its being offered by the
school.  Since the 1990s some schools have even offered a
diploma in handicrafts at senior high school level.
However, it is in fact quite rare to study handicrafts in
senior high school.
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Changes in girls’ handicraft
classes between the beginning
of elementary schooling in
1866 and the introduction of
comprehensive schools in 1970

Päivi Marjanen, M.Ed., a teacher of
textiles, has written in her article about changes in the way
girls were taught handicrafts in Finland between the time
when elementary schooling was introduced in 1866 and the
introduction of  comprehensive schools in 1970.  This is the
first study of its kind, and it is based on various sources: the
school curricula for handicrafts, teachers’ guides and, from
the 1950s onwards, actual school text books on the subject.

It was Uno Cygnaeus who was responsible for making
women’s handicrafts part of  the elementary school
curriculum.  The subject was to be educational.  It was seen
as a practical subject for ordinary working-class Finnish
girls, and a way of civilising the nation.

In the first decades after the introduction of  elementary
schools, the goals set for handicrafts were not binding on all
schools.  In the 1890s only 20% of children were affected by
school education.  It was only in the 1920s, when education
became compulsory, that the number of girls getting
handicrafts teaching increased to any significant numbers.

After 1881 model courses were introduced for elementary
school teaching, according to which the teaching was
supposed to progress from the easy to the more difficult,
depending on the pupils’ ability and dexterity.  In 1893 a
series of specific patterns was taken into use in handicraft
teaching, the instructions they included for each type of
work reinforcing the goals set out in the model courses.
Knitting, sewing (both household linens and clothes),
taking measurements and making and cutting out patterns
were considered suitable activities in girls’ needlework
lessons, as well as tasks such as mending, darning, working
initials onto textiles and crocheting.

There was a reform of handicraft teaching in 1912, when
the report of  a committee set up under Mikael Soininen to
examine elementary school handicraft teaching was
published.  Handicrafts became a practical subject and a

series of patterns was now introduced in which each stage
in the process of  production was separately presented and
practised.  The committee considered it important for girls
to practise many kinds of  things that would develop their
dexterity, reflecting a broader change in working processes
in general.  It was no longer necessary to master the whole
production process, but rather attention shifted to
accomplishing the separate individual stages.

At the end of the 1940s and in the early 1950s the emphasis
in elementary school handicraft teaching was on practical
matters.  Now the aim was to develop the personality and
create independent, hard-working citizens.  Handicrafts
taught pupils to respect manual work.  The teaching of
handicrafts also met children’s needs for activity and
creativity.  It encouraged in children such virtues as
diligence, accuracy and perseverance as well as developing
their sense of form and their organising ability.

In the school reform of 1968 the name of the subject was
changed from girls’ handicrafts to textile handicrafts and
later simply to textiles.  This was taught as a compulsory
subject until the seventh grade and as an optional subject in
the eight and ninth grades.  The main areas covered by the
subject now were clothes, home textiles and free-form.

In Finnish comprehensive schools (which provide
compulsory education for all children from the ages of  7 to
16) the emphasis in handicraft teaching is increasingly on
the processes themselves.  Nowadays the value of
handicrafts is no longer linked to practical utility, but rather
to the mental health, creativity and social development of
pupils.  Handicrafts are also considered to be important
now simply as a pastime.
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The effects of sex and
social equality on elementary
school and comprehensive
school handicrafts lessons
and some thoughts about de-
sign education in the future

In her article textiles teacher and
professional Vuokko Isaksson examines
the history of handicraft teaching in

elementary and comprehensive schools from the point of
view of sex and social equality and offers some thoughts
about the future of  handicraft teaching.

Traditionally girls’ handicraft teaching has been seen in
terms of the domestic circumstances in which women
normally led their lives, looking after the home.  The
handicraft teaching that boys were given when Finland was
still largely a rural society had to do with farming and the
skills that were called for in agriculture.

At the end of  the 19th century there was much discussion in
elementary school circles about whether ordinary working-
class girls should be taught things like lace crocheting,
which was not considered to be very practical or useful
skills such as knitting socks and sewing household linens.

A report published in 1912 about elementary school
handicraft teaching laid out the direction of handicraft
teaching for both boys and girls far into the 20th century.
The different approaches for boys and for girls lasted until
comprehensive education was introduced in 1970.

From the 1970s onwards there was a demand for greater
equality, which in handicraft teaching meant, for example,
that in the third grade half  of the class learnt textiles for a
term while the other half  learnt technical work, and in the
following term they changed over.  Later on, regardless of
sex, boys and girls could choose whether to take textiles or
technical work.  In practice, however, girls generally
continued to choose textiles and boys technical work, so the
comprehensive school did not bring about a very big
change in the sexual division in handicrafts teaching.

Discussions at the end of  the 19th century about boys’
handicraft teaching put forward the view that making the
tools needed for manual work is the first stage in industrial
life, so, it was argued, instead of  learning handicrafts at
school boys should have some kind of technological
education.  However, technological education has still not
been introduced as a separate subject, even in the
comprehensive school curricula for 2005.

Vuokko Isaksson thinks that textiles and technical work
should be developed in the direction of  design education.
In her article she suggests that technical work could be
developed into the teaching of  design with the emphasis on
technology, while the teaching of textiles could become a
means of  teaching students self-expression, teaching design
through handicrafts.
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The frustrations of 60 years
of school handicrafts

Raija Manninen, a teacher working in the
Finnish Handicrafts Museum, has written
an article about people’s recollections of
their school handicrafts lessons, whether in

elementary school, secondary school, community college or
the modern comprehensive school.  The museum has been
keeping records of these accounts for some years now.
Visitors to the museum have been able to write down their
most lasting impressions of school handicrafts lessons in a
notebook which has been placed there for that purpose.

At the moment about 230 entries have been made and the
reminiscences have now run into the third book.  Through
the collection of reminiscences in this way the museum
hopes to chart the personal memories and experiences of
Finns of various ages concerning what it was like to be in a
handicrafts lesson, what was done there and how much
people can or want to remember about them.  Surprisingly,
people have written unpleasant memories in the notebooks
as well as pleasant ones.

In her article Raija Manninen compares what is said about
school handicrafts lessons at the end of  the 20th century
with teaching guides and text books written at the end of
the 19th century and in the early years of  the 20th century,
and with guidelines set out in committee reports.  Using
these sources the author has tried to trace some general,
enduring attitudes to handicrafts lessons.

The presentation of schoolchildren’s own recollections
means that it is impossible to see things from the teacher’s
perspective or identify any of the official objectives set out
for handicraft teaching.  For younger children, and for
slightly older children too, handicrafts lessons have
sometimes been quite harrowing.  The entries in the
notebooks often talk about the pupils’ relationship with
their handicrafts teacher, the things they have made and
their own skills.

Although the curricula for 1892 – 1952 and the
reminiscences of school handicrafts lessons kept from the
1940s onwards by the Finnish Handicrafts Museum do not

overlap in time, there is evidence that school handicrafts
lessons have changed comparatively little over the years.
Only the language in which the pupils speak is different.
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