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Principles and general objectives of education 
As stated in the Education Act, one of the fundamental principles of the education 
system is that everybody must have access to equivalent education, regardless of 
ethnic and social background, or of residential locality. Compulsory school and upper 
secondary school are both comprehensive schools, designed to accommodate all 
pupils, and all schools are co-educational. The curricula for compulsory and upper 
secondary education have nationwide validity. 

Current educational priorities and concerns 
During the 1990s, a radical reform of the education system was carried out, covering 
pre-school activities, compulsory and secondary schools, and the public adult 
education system. The reforms involved a decentralization of the school system, and 
school administration shifting from a practice of regulatory management to a more 
goal-oriented management, with fewer rules and clearer objectives. In July 1995, a 
new curriculum was introduced for the entire school system. 

The new division of responsibility entails a shift from regulatory and resource-
oriented management to result-oriented management by objectives. In the regulatory 
administration of schools, the organization of the schools and the content and working 
methods used in education were to a large degree decided at the national level. In an 
increasingly complex and rapidly changing society, this highly regulated approach has 
been deemed less viable. 

In 1993, every municipality was made responsible for the allocation of 
resources for schools in their jurisdiction. The purpose of deregulating and 
decentralizing activities was to construct a secondary school system with enough 
flexibility to be able to change and keep up with the times; to give citizens living in 
the community better insight and more opportunity to influence the access to, and 
quality and content of, public sector activities; and to streamline national 
administration, rendering it more cost-efficient, with an end to enhancing the 
development of education activities. 

In 1985, the Parliament decided that all children aged one year-eighteen 
months to school age would have access to an organized form of pre-school 
education. In 1995, the legislation in this area became more stringent and 
municipalities became obligated to provide places, without undue delay, for children 
requiring childcare. Due to rapid expansion of childcare which accelerated during the 
1990s, virtually all municipalities are now able to meet the requirements stipulated by 
the Education Act concerning providing places in early childhood education and care 
"without undue delay" for the children of parents who work or study. In addition, pre-
school and child-care activities were placed under the responsibility of the Ministry of 
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Education and Science in July 1996. The first curriculum for pre-school education 
was issued in 1998, in the form of a statute with legally binding directives for the 
municipality and the preschool. Earlier, the pedagogic programme for pre-schools 
took the form of general recommendations. 

As a consequence of increasing integration between the school, pre-school and 
child care, the provisions concerning pre-school activity and child care have been 
reformulated to incorporate certain changes into the Education Act. These apply as of 
January 1998. In addition, the pedagogical role of pre-schools has been clarified and a 
curriculum was introduced in August 1998.  

During the 1990s, a great deal of reforms occurred in the primary and 
secondary system. The nine-year compulsory school follows a nationally approved 
timetable during which every pupil is guaranteed a predetermined number of 
instructional hours in each subject. The latest approved curriculum provides 
considerably greater leeway than earlier curricula in terms of how resources may be 
used, in that it does not stipulate the grade level at which the subjects must be 
covered, and in that it allows some room for school and student options. 

The purpose of reforms in upper secondary education is to improve the quality 
of teaching by deregulating and decentralizing activities, by granting schools the 
freedom to shape their own educational practices, and by constructing a secondary 
school system flexible enough to be able to change. Changes introduced in the upper 
secondary system apply, above all, to former vocational programmes, which have 
been lengthened to three years. A new grading system and entrance requirements for 
secondary school were introduced during the 1990s. There are now seventeen national 
programmes at the upper secondary level, all of which are three-year programmes 
(including a new programme in technology added in 2000). The Education Act 
stipulates that the education offered in all forms of schooling shall be equivalent in all 
parts of the country. In 1999, 90.3% of children leaving compulsory school met the 
requirements for eligibility to continue their education at the upper secondary level. 
Also, statistics show that 80% of Swedish compulsory school students are achieving 
the set goals with respect to knowledge. There is, however, a large difference in the 
results achieved between schools. 

In order to increase the relevance of upper secondary education, the reform 
also included parts of the education being conducted in the workplace. This on-the-job 
training and education given in the classroom was to be tied together in a course 
system. Furthermore, one of the projects aimed at increasing the quality and equity in 
education is that of information technology (IT) in the schools. Through considerable 
efforts during the period 1999-2001, 40% of compulsory and upper secondary 
teachers are being offered the opportunity to enhance their IT skills and schools are 
being provided access to computers and the Internet. 

In 1992, independent schools were assured municipal funding and their 
number grew during the 1990s. The idea behind allowing the establishment of 
independent schools is the creation of more diversity in the school system, thereby 
safeguarding the cultural diversity found in the community and allowing for variation 
in educational approaches. 
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The new Law and Ordinance governing higher education entered into force on 
July 1993 and aimed at reducing Government intervention on day-to-day university 
and university college affairs. Starting from 2007 the traditional degree system has 
been reformed and structured to fit the three-cycle degree programmes structure in 
accordance with the Bologna process. Doctoral programmes will keep their duration 
of fours years and long-cycle professional degree programmes in fields such as 
medicine, dentistry and architecture will be maintained. A new two-year master’s 
degree will also be introduced within the second cycle. (Eurydice, 2007; National 
report of Sweden in the framework of the Bologna process, 2007).

The education system has gone from being highly centrally-administrated to a 
decentralized system where the municipality is responsible for distributing resources 
in such a way that schools achieve the national objectives. However, at the beginning 
of the 1990s in particular, municipalities wrestled with dwindling resources, which led 
to the state having to allocate considerable development funding in order to promote 
educational activities.  

One of the primary factors inhibiting education development is the lack of 
time for evaluation and planning. Goal- and result-oriented administration of 
education presupposes that school teachers use local action plans and grading criteria, 
and evaluate educational activities. The teachers, however, feel there is no time for 
this. The new agreement in the middle of the 1990s between trade unions and trade 
associations will have a better preference for common planning due to the fact that the 
teaching load is not any more nationally regulated. There is a tendency in many 
municipalities for the responsibility of education to be fragmented among different 
actors (politicians, administrative bodies, school administrators and teachers), 
between whom cooperation in education development is wanting. 

Education reforms have led to a general heightening of requirements and 
ambitions of the school, and the new grading system has served to shed light on the 
results achieved. Along with the positive effects of this, have also come increased 
stress and an academic focus on Swedish, English and mathematics in compulsory 
school.   

Experience gained from the upper secondary reform shows that the design of 
courses and the increased number of options have led to secondary education 
becoming more open and flexible. Students have gained some influence in their area 
of specialization through the choice of courses, and the possibility of studying at one's 
own pace has increased. Having students from different programmes share a number 
of courses has also enabled schools to make more efficient use of available resources. 
At the same time, however, providing more options in upper secondary programs has 
meant that administration of the programmes has become extensive, and the cost for 
this is a slowdown in the development work being done at the local level. 

Recent initiatives aim at strengthening quality work throughout the education 
system, from pre-school to adult education, in order to increase the number of pupils 
who attain the goals set for the education. Priority areas are: mathematics with 
competence development of teachers; school libraries and reading stimulation; and 
pupils with reading and writing difficulties. 
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In accordance with the new policy for global development adopted in 2003, all 
governmental agencies are to play an active role and share a joint responsibility for 
contributing to equitable and sustainable development. The policy aims to contribute 
to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goals. For the field of education, 
this means that further measures should be taken to develop contacts with developing 
countries through mobility and exchange, and that support be provided for the 
building of education systems and research institutions in partner countries. Support 
should be provided continuously to Swedish development research and to the 
establishment of a resource base for development cooperation in Sweden. 

Laws and other basic regulations concerning education 
The Education Act came into effect in 1986 and replaced an earlier Act from 1962. 
The Education Act stipulates the legal framework for education, and more detailed 
regulations are given in the statutes for the different types of schools. The teaching 
and course curricula state the educational objectives, and also express programme 
objectives for upper secondary and adult education. 

The Education Act applies to the entire public education system, including: 
pre-school activities and child care; compulsory school; upper secondary school; 
schools for mentally handicapped pupils; schools for pupils with impaired 
hearing/vision and physical disabilities; Sami school and adult education. The Act has 
been amended almost fifty times. 

In December 1993, the Parliament adopted legislation establishing new 
curricular guidelines for the whole school system, geared to the new goal- and result-
oriented steering system for schools. This has led to extensive changes in the 
curriculum, syllabi and timetables as well as in the assessment of pupils at the 
compulsory school level. The new system has been effective since the 1995/96 school 
year for Grades I-VII of compulsory school, compulsory school for the mentally 
disabled and special school and for the whole of Sami schools. The reform is fully 
implemented as from the 1997/98 school year. 

The Ordinance for the compulsory schools, adopted on June 1994, regulates 
compulsory schools. The Ordinance for the upper secondary schools, adopted on 
May 1992, regulates upper secondary schools. The Ordinance on adult education 
of May 1992 regulates municipal adult education. All these ordinances are 
supplements to the Education Act. 

The new Law and Ordinance governing higher education entered into force 
on 1st July 1993, aiming at reducing Government intervention on day-to-day university 
and university college affairs. The third appendix to the Ordinance contains 
regulations concerning examinations. These stipulate the certificates that may be 
awarded by different universities and university colleges and the requirements that 
must be fulfilled. 

Since July 1995, the National Agency for Higher Education may recognize the 
right of public higher education institutions to award degrees. 
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Compulsory education in Sweden takes the form of a nine-year comprehensive 
school for children aged 7-16. Since 1991, children have a right to start school at the 
age of 6 if their parents so desire and if the municipality has the capacity to provide 
this opportunity. The consequences of extending compulsory schooling to ten years 
are now being discussed. 

Administration and management of the education system 
The education system has undergone fundamental changes towards goal- and result-
oriented governance in recent years. The aim has been to transfer more authority to 
local actors for decision-making regarding the organization and development of work. 
The epicenter of decision-making has thus been moved to the schools themselves, and 
flexibility at the local level has increased. Administrators in the school now have 
more responsibility and have more leverage in the control of school activities.  

Swedish Parliament and Government have the overall responsibility for 
publicly-financed education. At the central level, legislation is passed by Parliament 
which also decides on the funding of Government appropriations to the education 
system. The Government issues ordinances and general guidelines applying to various 
types of education. It also establishes curricula and syllabi for the school system. The 
State is responsible for ensuring that all educational activities are monitored and 
evaluated and for providing financial assistance to students. Subject to the authority of 
Parliament and the Government, these State functions are performed by central 
agencies subordinated to the Ministry of Education and Research. 

The main central authority in charge of the supervision of the school system is 
the National Agency for Education. Its main tasks include the follow-up, evaluation 
and supervision of all school activities, as well as central development work within 
the school sector. The Agency also ensures that research is undertaken and that 
headmasters receive basic training, and it arranges some in-service training for 
teachers. The National Agency for School Improvement supports local efforts 
towards the fulfilment of national goals for education and training to ensure high 
quality and equal opportunities for pupils and students. The authority works with 
school heads, teachers and school organizers within pre-school, school and adult 
education. The Institute for Special Needs Education is responsible for allocating 
public funds for special pedagogical issues. The National Agency for Special 
Schools for the Deaf and Hard of Hearing comprises six school units for deaf and 
hearing-impaired pupils, as well as a central secretariat. Five schools are regional 
schools; the sixth is a national school for deaf and hearing-impaired pupils with 
learning disabilities, which also caters for pupils who are deaf and blind from birth. 

Pre-school and childcare activities, education and vocational training come 
under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of Education and Research, with the 
exception of the University of Agricultural Sciences, which is under the Ministry of 
Agriculture, and employment training, which is the responsibility of the Ministry of 
Labour. Those responsible for the provision of education under the Ministry of 
Education and Research are the State, the county councils, the municipalities and 
private school organizers. Currently (September 2007), there are two Ministers, one in 
charge of education and research, and the other in charge of schools. In general, the 
municipalities run pre-school classes, compulsory schools and schools for pupils with 
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special needs. Municipalities and county councils run upper secondary schools, 
municipal adult education and Swedish tuition for immigrants. The State runs Sami 
schools and schools for pupils with impaired hearing. There are also independent 
schools that are run by company corporations, economic associations, foundations and 
other principals. 

Responsibility for the evaluation of higher education is borne by the National 
Agency for Higher Education, which co-ordinates assessment and evaluation of 
higher education institutions. The Agency is also responsible for the national follow-
up of university and university college activities and for examining the rights of an 
institution to award degrees. The Agency also provides information on higher 
education in Sweden and other countries. The Swedish Agency for Networks and 
Cooperation in Higher Education has been recently created in order to: widen 
recruitment to higher education, stimulate pedagogical development (including in 
relation to the new degree and course structure introduced within the framework of 
the Bologna process) and continue developing ICT-based distance learning. 

The National Board of Student Aid is responsible for administration, follow-
up and evaluation of financial assistance to students for post-compulsory studies in 
Sweden and abroad. The National Agency for Services to Universities and 
University Colleges is a contracting agency which main task is to provide services 
and support to universities and other institutes of higher education. It conducts 
coordinated admissions to educational programmes at universities and university 
colleges, and offers procurement services in the form of consultation support and 
manages education administration systems. 

These agencies submit annual reports and budget proposals to the Government 
and every few years prepare a comprehensive picture of the situation within their 
fields of responsibility, in order help the long-term development of the education 
sector. Finally, Statistics Sweden collects data on educational activities. 

Municipalities (in the number of 290) have considerable freedom to decide 
how activities will be carried out, and are also held accountable for the activities 
undertaken. This implies the administration, follow-up, supervision and development 
of educational activities based on the objectives set at the national level. Every 
municipality shall have an education plan which is approved by the local government 
and which defines how the school system in the municipality is to be shaped and 
developed. Every school shall also have its own action plan describing how the 
national objectives and the goals of the municipal plan are to be achieved. Included in 
the individual school's responsibility is that school administrators and teachers work 
together with the pupils to give their school work content and structure. The 
responsibility of developing and improving teaching also lies with the individual 
school. Municipalities are also obligated to submit data concerning school and early 
childhood education and care, as well as to participate in the evaluation of activities in 
these areas. 

At the local level, local authorities are bound by law to provide a number of 
services for which they receive subsidies from the national government. In addition, 
they have the right to levy income taxes and they also charge fees for various services. 
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Practically all education in Sweden below university level is operated by local 
authorities. 

Each municipal council and county council appoints one or more committees 
which have the responsibility to ensure that educational activities are conducted in 
compliance with State regulations and guidelines and that the external conditions of 
education are as appropriate and favourable as possible. In practice, it is the 
responsibility of the local committees to ensure that schools uphold equivalent 
standards throughout the country. 

Teachers’ organizations and other employees’ organizations are entitled, under 
the Co-determination Act, to information on and opportunities to influence impending 
decisions. Pupil determination rights are enshrined in the School Act but their 
practical implementation is decided locally. In the compulsory school, it is the 
headmaster’s duty – usually administered by the teachers – to give information and 
consultation to pupils and parents on matters of importance to the pupils. Parents are 
organized in parents’ or parent-teacher associations and are able to influence school 
work in this way. At national level the National School and Home Union is consulted. 

The National Council of Adult Education comprises three entities, the 
National Federation of Study Associations, the Swedish Association of Local 
Authorities and Regions and the Interest Organization of Popular Movement Folk 
High Schools. The Council allocates state appropriations to adult education 
associations and folk high schools, provides financial records and annual reports to 
the Government, follows up and evaluates liberal adult education activities. The 
National Agency for Flexible Learning promotes the utilization of distance learning 
methods in adult education and liberal adult education, and complements the 
municipalities’ own provision of adult education, primarily at upper secondary school 
level, by offering distance courses. The National Agency of Advanced Vocational 
Education administers the advanced vocational education scheme, which is a form of 
post-upper secondary education for adults. 
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Structure and organization of the education system 
Sweden: structure of the education system

 

Pre-school education 

Pre-primary education takes several forms: day-care centres for children aged 1-6; 
part-time groups, which cater to children aged 4-6; and open pre-school targeted at 
pre-school children without any other kind of pre-school place. As of 1998 the pre-
school class has been introduced as an obligation for all municipalities to provide for 
all 6-year-olds. Attendance is voluntary. 

Primary and lower secondary education 

All children aged 7-16 attend a nine-year compulsory school (grundskola). The new 
curriculum provides considerably greater leeway than earlier curricula with respect to 
how resources may be used. It does not stipulate the grade level at which the subjects 
must be covered, and it also allows some room for school-determined and student 
options. 

Secondary education 

Upper secondary education is co-educational and provided free of charge in the upper 
secondary school (gymnasieskola). Since 1995/96, the new, comprehensive upper 
secondary system is organized in seventeen programmes (mainly vocationally-
oriented) lasting three years. 
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Higher education is divided into undergraduate studies and postgraduate 
studies. Undergraduate studies also cover continuing and further education. There are 
also a number of distance learning courses provided by most universities. A course 
offering a diploma normally lasts two years. Traditionally, a bachelor’s degree 
requires three years of study, a master’s four years and a university college diploma a 
minimum of two years. Postgraduate training nominally comprises 160 credits (four 
years) and leads to a doktorsexamen (doctorate). A licentiatexamen (Licentiate 
degree) may be taken after two years and comprises at least 80 credits. The three-
cycle degree programmes structure in accordance with the Bologna process is being 
implemented from 2007. Long-cycle professional degree programmes in fields such 
as medicine, dentistry and architecture will be maintained. 

The school year is divided into two terms and comprises forty weeks with not 
less than 178 school days (Monday-Friday) and twelve days of holiday. The autumn 
term extends from the end of August to the end of December; the spring term from the 
beginning of January to the beginning of June. The exact dates vary from year to year 
and from one municipality to another. Attendance is compulsory for a maximum of 
190 days per year and eight hours per day (five hours in the three first years of 
school). Under certain circumstances, however, pupils could be exempt from 
otherwise compulsory teaching. This applies, for example, to pupils belonging to a 
religious community that is authorized by the government to arrange instruction in 
religious studies corresponding to the instruction given in school. 

The financing of education T

With effect from 1 January 1993, State subsidies to municipalities take the form of 
general and equalization grants. The State grant provides a supplement to the tax 
revenues of every municipality and is also aimed at equalizing differences between 
municipalities. State funding, then, has nothing to do with school organization; the 
municipalities are at liberty to deploy the grounds for various service purposes as they 
see fit. In addition, there are special State grants for research and development, in-
service training for school staff and measures for mentally retarded pupils. 

Public childcare is jointly financed from the municipal budget and parental 
fees, which are based mainly on the income of parents. Only pre-school for 6-year-
olds is free of charge. 

Teaching materials and school meals in compulsory school are free of charge 
for the pupils; in most municipalities, this also applies to upper secondary students. 
The municipalities are obliged to provide free school transport for compulsory school 
pupils. However, this obligation does not apply to pupils who choose to attend a 
school different than the one proposed by the municipality. 

All students aged 16-20 who are attending upper secondary schools receive 
State study assistance. This also applies to students attending private schools if their 
studies come under the State supervision. Study assistance at the upper secondary 
level comprises a general study grant representing a continuation of the child 
allowance and payable to all students from the age of 16, and a needs-tested grant to 
cover the cost of studies and daily travel. 
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Higher education is financed directly from the State. In July 1993, a new 
allocation system for undergraduate education was introduced. Appropriations for 
universities and university colleges are now based on proposals from the Government 
and made out as lump sums directly from Parliament to each institution. Higher 
education institutions operated by local governments (i.e. Colleges of Health 
Sciences) obtain State subsidies. Each county council and municipality is responsible 
for the remaining costs. 

Higher education is free of charge; no tuition fees are levied on the students. 
When universities and university colleges receive resources for undergraduate 
education, they also receive goals and framework for their activities over the coming 
budget (calendar) year. Final allocation of resources is dependent on the results 
achieved at each institution in terms of student numbers (converted to full-time annual 
students) as well as study performance (converted to annual performance). 
Universities and university colleges are obliged to consider the special needs of 
students with physical disabilities. 

The postsecondary study assistance scheme applies to students in 
undergraduate education at universities, university colleges and certain other 
establishments, as well as to students aged 20 and over attending upper secondary 
schools and other forms of upper secondary schooling. This study assistance consists 
of a non-repayable grant plus a larger repayable loan, awarded for both full-time and 
half-time studies. 

Starting from the academic year 1995/96, the non-repayable grant portion in 
the study assistance has been raised. The grant is also linked to student performance in 
such a way that a student will only receive the full amount if he/she successfully 
completes the required amount of full-time studies each semester; if not, the grant will 
be reduced. The conditions for the repayable grant are now a life-long repayment. 
Study assistance may also be payable for upper secondary and post-secondary studies 
abroad. 

According to Eurostat, the total public expenditure on education represented 
7.35% of GDP in 2004. 

The educational process T

The reform of the 1990s shifted the responsibility of a number of issues traditionally 
associated with curriculum (e.g. the content of teaching and how it is organized) to the 
school. Every school must now determine how to organize activities in order to fulfil 
the national objectives. The teacher and students decide how the teaching itself is 
carried out and what materials and methods will be used. 

While the government issues the basic principles of educational objectives and 
guidelines, the subject and course curricula are drawn up by the National Agency for 
Education in accordance with governmental directives. The Agency publishes special 
commentaries explaining the purpose and motives of national objectives and gives 
examples of how they can be concretized. The school curriculum, which states 
teaching guidelines and programme objectives, plays a central role in schools. The 
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goals must be formulated in such a way that they can be objectified and defined at the 
local level, and can allow for measurement and evaluation of achievement. However, 
the actual organization and content of the school's work is not determined at the 
national level but at the local level.  

The following example gives a more specific picture of the principal 
institutions, organizations and individuals participating in the process of changing and 
adapting educational content. At the beginning of the 1990s, a committee was formed 
by the Government to shape new curricula for compulsory school, upper secondary 
and adult education programmes. The committee’s task was to submit proposals for 
legislation and directives that would allow municipalities to create a local profile, 
leaving ample room for student options, and which would lead to improved quality in 
education.In carrying out this task, the curriculum committee conferred with the 
parliamentary commission in charge of drafting the new grading system. It also 
worked with a reference group made up of representatives of professional 
organizations within the education sector, and maintained contact with government 
authorities, various committees and commissions, and experts from different 
disciplines. Publishers of educational materials were also kept informed of the 
process. Proposals for course curricula and grading criteria were drawn up by the 
National Agency for Education. The Government decided on the course curricula for 
compulsory schools. In 1998, the Government issued a directive stating that all 
curricula should be revised at least every five years. 

During the 1990s, work in the schools and the childcare sector underwent 
extensive change. New teaching and course curricula, stipulating standard 
achievement levels, were introduced. The new school curriculum also emphasizes 
equality and the view that all people deserve to be respected and heard. Furthermore, 
Swedish schools stress the importance of children learning how to learn, and taking 
responsibility for their own learning. Group projects are commonly used to give 
students practice in working together to seek knowledge and in making decisions 
concerning the division of labour. Interdisciplinary study has become increasingly 
common. Collaboration between teachers occurs more and more in the form of work 
teams. Organizing work into teams is seen in many schools as a precondition to 
dealing with the increase in student options and more individual work forms now 
used.  

In order to implement the reform, the skills of school administrators, teachers 
and other personnel, have been enhanced. Financial support from the government has 
been provided for this purpose as well as for promoting the exchange of experience by 
establishing networks. Information regarding the intentions of the reform has been 
published in the form of written material and via the Internet, as well as given to 
various target groups at events such as conferences and seminars.  

Pre-primary education 

The goal of childcare and pre-school education is to stimulate, by means of 
pedagogical group activities, the children’s development and to provide good 
conditions for their growth and learning. Children should receive the special support 
they need. Activities should be organized in conjunction with parents and should 
make it easier for them to combine work or study with parenthood. 
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Under the Education Act, municipalities are required to organize pre-school 
activities for children aged 1-5 whose parents are gainfully employed or pursuing 
studies or for children who have a need of their own. Because of the municipalities 
child care guarantee obligation, no priorities for single parents or disadvantaged 
children have to be made. The youngest children in pre-school are usually one year to 
18 months old, but children with physical, mental or social reasons for earlier 
attendance can start before the age of one year. Children with special needs must be 
provided a place in pre-schools. The municipalities are required to find out which 
children are in need of such support through outreach activities. 

Pre-schools are usually open between 6:30 and 18:30, from Monday to Friday 
during the whole year. Pre-school activities also take place in family-day nurseries, 
after school centres and open pre-schools. Part of the gross expenditure for early 
childhood education and care in Sweden is financed by fees collected from the 
parents. However, in 2003 a general pre-school offering not less than 525 hours of 
instruction per year free of charge for 4- and 5-year-olds was introduced. 
Municipalities are obligated to provide pre-school activities for this age group, 
although participation remains voluntary. 

Family-day nurseries are run by registered child-minders in their own homes 
that look after children aged 1-12 while the parents are out at work or studying. Since 
family-day nurseries are not under the same regulatory control and evaluation as the 
pre-school, the pre-school curriculum does not strictly apply, but it can, nevertheless, 
provide a basis for their activities. General guidelines for their activities are issued by 
the National Agency for Education. In many municipalities, family day-care centres 
operate in close cooperation with other pre-school facilities. 

Play centres are primarily designed for children who do not attend any other 
form of nursery. Parents and child-minders come along to the open pre-school with 
their children whenever they wish. Children are given the opportunity to participate in 
pedagogical group activities, often under the supervision of a pre-school teacher. The 
focus of open pre-schools varies and sometimes their activities can be regarded as 
providing social support. 

The number of immigrant and refugee children in pre-schools increased during 
the 1980s and the 1990s. Many municipalities are able to offer children whose native 
language is not Swedish instruction in their mother tongue. The aim is to develop their 
active bilingual competence and promote a dual cultural identity. Instruction is 
provided in Finnish, Estonian and other languages. 

In a number of marginal areas in large urban centres, there are projects and 
pre-school activities to improve integration opportunities for children in society, in 
many cases with special focus on supporting the child’s language development. 
Significantly fewer children participate in regular pre-school activities in these areas 
than in the rest of the country. Over a three-year period, special State funding will be 
made available to pre-schools in vulnerable marginal urban areas. 

In pre-schools, mixed ages is the predominant form of grouping. There are 
toddlers groups for children up to 3 years old, mixed groups (normally 3- to 5-year-
olds) and sibling groups (1- to 5-year-olds). There are also groups for children in the 
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same age. The guiding principle used in grouping the children is the children’s need 
for continuity and consistency in their lives. The aim is to satisfy children’s needs to 
associate, play and work with their peers, as well as older and younger friends – 
whatever form of grouping is used. In order to develop a sense of group identity and 
continuity, it is desirable not to have too many changes in the group or frequent 
changes among the staff. There is no national regulation as regards the number of 
children per staff or the number of children per group. 

Since August 1998, pre-school goals and tasks have been regulated in a 
curriculum replacing the pedagogical programme which contained their guidelines. 
The State establishes the overall goals and guidelines for the pre-school in a 
curriculum which parallels the compulsory school curriculum. In 1998 the 
compulsory school curriculum was amended in order to incorporate pre-school and 
after-school centres’ activities. This means that curricula for pre-school, compulsory 
and upper secondary school should be linked, and share a common view with regard 
to knowledge, development and learning.  

The principal organizers (the municipalities) must ensure that pre-schools are 
equipped to attain the goals of the curriculum. The curriculum sets out the foundation 
values of the pre-school, its tasks, as well as goals and guidelines for pre-school 
activities. However, the curriculum does not determine the specific means by which 
goals are to be attained. The development and learning of the individual child should 
be supported in close co-operation between pre-school and home.  

The introductory sections in the curriculum deal with the tasks and foundation 
values of the pre-school, and thereafter describe the goals and guidelines, which are to 
be understood against this background. Goals and guidelines are set out for the 
following areas: norms and values; development and learning; influence of the child; 
pre-school and home; cooperation between the pre-school, the school and the after-
school centre. 

The goals stipulate the direction of the pre-school’s work and the desired 
quality targets. They stipulate what the pre-school should strive for in terms of the 
individual development and learning of the child. The curriculum will also be 
applicable to family day nurseries. The National Agency for Education will formulate 
general guidelines for family day nurseries, after-school centres and open pre-school.  

Pre-school education should lay the foundations for lifelong learning, and 
should provide security, enjoyment and a wealth of learning opportunities for all 
children, where care, nurturing and learning together form a coherent whole. The 
development of children into responsible persons and members of society should be 
promoted in partnership with parents. 

The pre-school should ensure that each child develops openness, respect, 
solidarity and tolerance. Activities should promote play, creativity and an enjoyment 
of learning as well as focus on and strengthen the child’s interest in learning. The 
curriculum places great emphasis on the child's language development. Creating and 
communicating by means of different forms of expression (such as pictures, song and 
music, drama, rhythm, dance and movement, as well as spoken and written language) 
shape both the contents and method to be used by the pre-school in promoting the 
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development and learning of the child. Forming, designing and using various 
materials and techniques is also part of this process. Pre-school education should also 
put great emphasis on issues concerning the environment and nature conservation. A 
theme-oriented approach to work can broaden and enrich the child’s learning.  

The curriculum is based on the notion that pre-school children learn mainly 
through their own activities in contexts which are natural and meaningful to them. 
The experience, knowledge and understanding that children can acquire in pre-school 
education must be based on actual occurrences and their own activity and connect 
with what they already do, know and understand. By using a topic-based method, the 
children are given the opportunity to explore, investigate and experiment and through 
playing, conversing, singing and music, drama, art and craft, etc., they can process 
their experiences step by step, building up and securing new knowledge. Day-to-day 
teaching should make use of the whole group of children as well as organized and 
spontaneously formed small groups for activities. Pre-school learning should occur 
primarily through play and work in natural contexts. The group itself is also an 
important resource, given that children learn from one another and develop 
responsibility and consideration. 

In pre-schools, children are able to explore and learn more about a particular 
area in a great variety of ways (e.g. by using their senses, through role-playing and 
other forms of play, in creative activities, through books and listening to stories). A 
few nursery schools use their own educational methods (e.g. Montessori, Waldorf, 
etc.). Some specialize in various areas, such as sport, technology, art and crafts, data 
processing, nature and ecology. 

Children performance is not assessed by marks. Children participate in 
activities on the basis of their individual conditions. The pre-school should ensure that 
through personal interviews and other means a regular dialogue is carried out with the 
parents on the well-being, development and learning of their children. 

Most municipalities have drawn up guidelines for children with special needs. 
The pre-school system has a special responsibility for such children. By law they are 
entitled to a place in nursery schools and usually they are integrated into the normal 
groups. Special groups are also organized. About half the children in these groups 
have a disability and half do not. There are fewer children in these groups and the 
staff have special training or experience. Children with hearing impediments and deaf 
children also have special groups and are assisted by staff who know the sign 
language. It is part of the municipality’s services to provide the pre-school system 
with support in the form of consultations with a psychologist or speech therapist, 
support on educational matters, supervision and in-service training, guidance social 
affairs, etc.  

Under the Support and Services to Certain Disabled Persons Act, children with 
severe disabilities are entitled to personal assistance and a number of other forms of 
support and service. 

According to national data, in 2004 there were about 9,000 pre-school 
institutions and centres with a total of 726,847 children enrolled (of whom 12.8% 
enrolled in independent pre-school activities). There were 89,324 children enrolled in 
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the pre-school class. In the same year there were 114,100 employees working with 
children in pre-schools and leisure-time centres and 6,900 child-minders. Slightly 
more than 600 were employed at open pre-schools. This corresponds to 67,300 full-
time employees in pre-schools and 17,900 in leisure-time centres. 

Primary education (compulsory school) 

The education should provide pupils with knowledge and skills and, in cooperation 
with the home, promote their harmonious development into responsible adults and 
members of society. The education shall take account of pupils with special needs. All 
school activity shall be carried out in accordance with fundamental democratic values. 
Everybody working in the school shall encourage respect for the intrinsic value of 
each person as well as for the environment we all share. In particular, everyone 
working in schools shall promote equality between the sexes as well as actively 
counteract all forms of abusive treatment such as bullying and racist behaviour. 

In Sweden, the compulsory school is equivalent to primary and lower 
secondary education (children aged between 6/7 and 15/16 years). The pre-school 
class has been recently incorporated into the school system. It is compulsory for the 
municipalities to provide pre-school classes free of charge, but children attend on a 
voluntary basis. 

The compulsory school system comprises: compulsory schools; Sami schools 
for Sami-speaking children in the north of the country; special schools for children 
with certain handicaps (e.g. children with impaired hearing, vision or speech 
disabilities); and compulsory schools for the mentally disabled. 

Sami-speaking children have the choice between normal compulsory schools 
or Sami schools, where the teaching is in Swedish and Sami. Finnish-speaking pupils 
have the right to be educated in their mother tongue at compulsory and upper 
secondary school levels. Since the Second World War, immigration has resulted in a 
number of minorities whose mother language is not Swedish. All children who speak 
a language other than Swedish at home are offered home language tuition, in principle 
for seven years at the most. 

Almost all pupils (over 98%) attend schools run by the municipalities, usually 
in their local area. The School Act states, however, that parents and pupils can make a 
choice concerning which school to attend. To the extent that it is possible, 
parents’ wishes for their children to attend a particular public school within the 
municipality should be considered. Parents and pupils are also free to choose between 
public and private schools. As from the school year 1993/94, a pupil can attend a 
public school outside the home municipality. 

From the school year 1998/99 a common curriculum for the compulsory 
school, the pre-school class and after-school centres is implemented. Minor changes 
have been introduced in the compulsory school curriculum (Lpo 94), adopted in 1995, 
in order to incorporate these additional activities, but the structure and orientation of 
the curriculum remain the same. Some goals have been supplemented or changed in 
order to make it easier to develop a coherent view of the child’s development and 
learning. The aim is to promote the integration of activities. Some adjustments have 
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been made to educational goals in order to accommodate special needs of pupils in 
special schools and schools for the mentally retarded. 

The curriculum makes clear the responsibilities incurred by all members of the 
school community. It also aims at strengthening the opportunities and duties for pupils 
and their families to be involved in decisions in school matters. The principals have 
been given an overall responsibility for educational guidance. They have to ensure 
that the pupils obtain guidance regarding the choices offered by the school as well as 
guidance in further studies and vocational training. 

For each subject there is a syllabus determined by the Government. The syllabi 
establish the subject’s general orientation and nature, the goals for the subject and the 
goals to be attained by students in the fifth and ninth years. The individual teacher 
decides which topics should be covered in lessons, the appropriate teaching methods 
and the materials to be used.  

There are two types of goals in the curriculum (Lpo 94): (i) goals to aim for; 
and (ii) goals to be attained. The goals to aim for indicate the direction of the school’s 
work and thus the development of the standards desired. The goals to be attained are 
an expression of the required minimum attainment for pupils to leave school. It is the 
responsibility of the school and the school authorities to ensure that pupils are given 
the opportunities to attain these goals. The timetable, which forms part of the 
Education Act, determines a guaranteed total number of hours (6,665 hours) of 
compulsory education. This is the minimum amount of tuition hours that pupils must 
be given (i.e. guaranteed teaching time). The schools themselves are able to decide 
how the amount of teaching time on the timetable is to be spread over the nine years 
of schooling. A comparative assessment of pupils’ attainment is carried out during the 
fifth year of school. 

The timetable also allows scope for pupils’ own options and for the school’s 
options. Some 13% of the total time available is set aside for options. A school’s 
board of governors is free to decide how the hours are to be spread over the entire 
period of schooling, the school year and the school day. 

Swedish as a second language is regarded as an individual subject in all types 
of school. Concept formation, pronunciation and elementary grammatical models are, 
to a much greater extent, a part of Swedish as a second language than Swedish as a 
mother tongue. With regard to Swedish as a mother tongue, teaching focuses on the 
development of reading and writing, as well as knowledge of literature. 
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Swedish, English and mathematics occupy a prominent position in the compulsory 
school. National tests in these subjects are obligatory for all pupils at the end of the 
ninth year. Voluntary subject tests in Swedish, English and mathematics may also be 
used at the end of the fifth year. English is the first compulsory foreign language. 
Each municipality determines when the teaching of English should begin, but the 
goals to be achieved by the fifth year are the same for all. 

All pupils most choose another language in addition to English. The second 
foreign language may German, French and, less frequently, also Spanish. 
Municipalities must offer at least two of these languages. Other second foreign 
languages, such as Finnish and Sami, may also be offered. As an alternative to these, 
pupils may also choose the language spoken at home or to deepen their knowledge of 
Swedish/Swedish as a second language, English or sign language. Each school 
decides when instruction in the second foreign language should begin. A third foreign 
language may also be offered as a pupil’s or school’s option. The amount of time left 
to pupils’ options (382 hours) enable pupils to deepen and broaden their knowledge of 
one or more subjects. 

Of the total guaranteed number of hours (6,665), schools may use a total of 
600 hours for their own options. Each school can decide to use hours from all subjects 
in order to develop its own orientation. However, no subject or group of subjects may 
be reduced by more than 20%. A common choice in this respect is music, but also the 
arts, sport, science and languages are considered. The number of hours the school may 

Compiled by UNESCO-IBE (http://www.ibe.unesco.org/) 



World Data on Education. 6th edition, 2006/07 

use to develop its own profile represents an increase of 190 hours over the previous 
school years. By means of this change, the Government wishes to provide schools 
with enhanced opportunities to organize the educational process in closer rapport with 
local needs and interests. The aim is also to promote interdisciplinary teaching and 
thematic studies. 

The marking system is objective and achievement-related. It is geared to 
special achievement criteria which are to be devised in conjunction with the syllabi so 
as to make it clear to teachers and pupils which achievements are necessary for the 
award of a certain mark. Final awards of nationwide validity are to be given in the 
eighth year on a three-point scale basis: Pass; Pass with credit; and Pass with 
distinction. 

There are no regulations concerning class sizes, but classes are normally larger 
at intermediate and upper levels than at the lower level. In the school year 1992/93, 
the average number of pupils per class was 22.1 for the whole of compulsory school. 

According to national data, in 2004/05 there were 4,963 compulsory education 
institutions with a total of 1,023,724 students enrolled, of whom 952,000 in schools 
run by municipalities and 64,451 in independent schools. In the same year the number 
of teachers was 94,522 (equivalent to 82,300 full-time positions). 

Upper secondary education 

Upper secondary education is free of charge and is not compulsory. Under the 
Education Act, since July 1992 municipalities are obliged to provide upper secondary 
schooling to all graduates from compulsory schools. This applies to all residents up to 
their twentieth birthday. Approximately 98% of compulsory school leavers apply for 
upper secondary school and nearly all of them are accepted. A compulsory school-
leaving certificate qualifies students to apply for upper secondary school irrespective 
of the optional subjects taken at the upper level of compulsory school. However, in 
accordance with a decision by Parliament in autumn of 1993, in order to be eligible 
for upper secondary school, students are required to have pass grades in Swedish, 
English and mathematics from the compulsory school as of the 1998/99 school year. 

Vocational and general upper secondary education is provided within the same 
institutions run by municipalities, county councils or independent organizers. Schools 
have different profiles and run different national programmes. About 47% of the 
students in national programmes are enrolled in vocational education and 53% attend 
general programmes. All upper secondary schooling is co-educational. There are also 
a number of independent (private) upper secondary schools. 

The number of students per school varies between 300 and 1,500. Various 
types of education within one school can be located in different buildings; in many 
places upper secondary students and students enrolled in municipal adult education 
share the same building. Sparsely populated areas have upper secondary schools 
which collaborate with the senior level of compulsory school and with an upper 
secondary school in a larger municipality. The number of students per class does not 
usually exceed 30. 
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The objectives stated in the curriculum for the non-compulsory schools are of 
two kinds: objectives that the education should strive towards; and those that 
everybody shall be given the opportunity to achieve. The set of basic values which are 
to influence the activities of the school and the demands imposed on pupils and school 
staff are set out in six different sections: Knowledge; Norms and values; Student 
responsibility and influence; Choice of education–work and civic life; Assessment 
and grades; Responsibilities of the head teacher. 

In the new upper secondary school all education is organized in three-year 
study programmes. Most national programmes are divided into branches for the 
second and third year. In addition to the national branches centrally established, 
municipalities may choose to set up local branches adapted to local needs and 
conditions. There are seventeen nationally determined programmes: Art; Business and 
Administration; Child Recreation; Construction; Electrical Engineering; Energy; Food 
Industry; Handicraft; Health Care; Hotel, Restaurant and Catering; Industry; Media; 
Natural Resource Use; Natural Science; Social Science; and Vehicle Engineering. 

Students can also opt to follow a specially designed programme. In this case 
the student, in cooperation with the school, designs an individual syllabus for the 
whole period of study. After having followed an individual programme, the student 
may transfer to one of the national programmes, a specially designed programme or 
apprenticeship training. The third year can be exchanged for a supplementary course 
to obtain, for example, skills other than those provided in the programme which a 
student chose initially. The apprenticeship training programme comprises both 
vocational training organized by the employers and education in the upper secondary 
school (mainly core subjects). 

The following core subjects are common to all programmes: 

Core subject  Min. guaranteed tuition time during the 
three-year programme (in hours) 

Swedish/Swedish as a second language  200 

English 110 

Mathematics 110 

Civics 90 

Sports and health studies 80 

Nature studies 30 

Religious studies 30 

Aesthetic activities 30 

The subjects studied by all students include basic courses in Swedish, English, 
mathematics, physical education and health, social studies, religion, science and art. 
In addition to the core subjects, students take subjects which are specific to their 
programme. Students must also carry out a project during their course of studies. In 
all programmes an amount of time is set aside for local supplements or practical work 

Compiled by UNESCO-IBE (http://www.ibe.unesco.org/) 



World Data on Education. 6th edition, 2006/07 

connected with subjects, as well as for individual choice to allow students to choose 
additional subjects and courses. In order to guarantee a broad general education, all 
national secondary programmes include a number of core subject courses, courses 
specifically related to the subject area and elective course options, as well as project 
work and individual electives. A complete upper secondary education, i.e., a national 
programme, comprises 2,500 credits.  

The timetables express, in units of sixty minutes, the minimum guaranteed 
teacher or supervisor-led instruction time. This is 2,150 hours for the arts, social 
science and natural science programmes, and 2,370 hours for the other programmes, 
over the three years. The local education authority (or school) decides when different 
subjects are to be studied and how long the lessons should be. 

In most of the national programmes, at least fifteen weeks of the students’ 
total time is to be spent on training at a place of work. The school is responsible for 
procuring such training opportunities and for supervising students during their 
training. 

Within the programmes containing vocational subjects, education combined 
with apprenticeship is an alternative route of study. The apprenticeship programme 
must meet the same goals as the other education programmes, in a school  where there 
is work-place training. The apprenticeship programme leads to basic eligibility for 
studies in higher education. During three semesters students follow the common study 
route. Thereafter, the apprenticeship part may begin. The content of apprenticeship 
programmes is regulated by a contract between the student, the school, and the work-
place. Parallel to the training at a work-place, the student must study the core subjects 
of the upper secondary school. The municipalities are the organizing bodies for 
apprenticeship training, which means that the students are regarded as pupils and not 
as employees during the entire period of education and training. 

Students living a considerable distance away from the school offering their 
chosen programme, can receive apprenticeship training in a company nearer to their 
home. Apprenticeship schemes may also imply an extension of the upper secondary 
schools supply of education within one or several programmes through an increased 
co-operation with the surrounding industry and the public sector. Apprenticeship 
schemes may also help in revitalizing unusual occupations or small firms for which 
national programmes are unsuitable. 

A modern apprenticeship programme has been introduced in order to build a 
bridge between the upper secondary school and the working life. The pilot project was 
initiated during the school year 1997/98. In May 1999, around thirty municipalities 
were participating in it. The aim of the new apprenticeship training is to comply with 
the changing needs of competencies in the labour market. It also aims at giving the 
social partners a greater possibility to participate in the definition of the content of the 
programme and giving the pupils the possibility to receive the main part of their 
training within the framework of a national programme at a working place. 

In order to provide criteria to determine whether an educational programme is 
completed, a point system has been introduced, whereby a student obtains a certain 
number of points on completion of a course with the minimum pass result, i.e. when 
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the prescribed knowledge and skills have been acquired. These points are based on the 
number of hours allocated in the timetable to each course, irrespective of the number 
of hours taken to attain the objectives. The arts, social science and natural science 
programmes thus represent at least 2,150 upper secondary points, and the other 
programmes represent at least 2,370 points. No courses may consist of less than thirty 
hours or the equivalent number of points. The hours and points for courses that are 
normally studied over several years should be divided up between each year. The 
teaching of Swedish and English is further strengthened and bilingual education (i.e. a 
foreign language is used as the language of instruction in other subjects), which today 
is offered by a limited number of schools at both upper secondary and compulsory 
school level, is promoted. 

With the introduction of goal- and result-oriented management in the school, 
was also created a new, essentially goal-related grading system. The award of marks 
in upper secondary schools is now a continuous process. Marks are awarded on the 
completion of each course and not for individual subjects or for each term. Marks are 
also given for special project work, and are awarded on a four-category scale: Fail; 
Pass; Pass with credit; and Pass with distinction. The criteria for awarding marks are 
specified in the different syllabi, which stipulate minimum achievement levels for a 
passing grade linked to the "goals to be achieved" as stated in the curricula for the 
different subjects.  

The leaving certificate contains a record of marks for all courses in upper 
secondary education. All three-year programmes meet with the general eligibility 
requirements for access to studies at institutions of higher education. The programmes 
preparing for higher education also meet most of the specific entrance requirements. 

According to national data, in 2004 there were 763 upper secondary schools 
(of which 241 were independent schools) with a total enrolment of 344,416 students. 
The total number of teachers was 34,100 (equivalent to 28,000 full-time positions). 

Assessing learning achievement nationwide 

The State’s responsibility for the national evaluation is carried out by the national 
agencies in their respective field of responsibility. The National Board for Health and 
Welfare is responsible for the national evaluation of pre-school activities, the National 
Agency for Education is responsible for the evaluation of the school system and the 
National Agency for Higher Education is responsible for the evaluation of higher 
education. 

At the pre-school level, the evaluation serves two purposes: it gives the 
Government a possibility to supervise the fulfilment of the municipal commitments, 
and helps in tracing the future development of educational activities. 

Concerning the school system, each year Statistics Sweden collects a large 
quantity of data which are processed by the National Agency for Education and 
published in the form of annual reports (Comparative figures for the school). Every 
three years the Agency submits an overall assessment of the development and change 
in Swedish schools. The basis for the descriptions is the information collected by the 
Agency from different municipalities. This material is supplemented by other 
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information that has been collected by staff at the local level. In-depth studies and 
evaluations are published in a report. 

The Agency is responsible for evaluation at the national level. This means that 
evaluation and in-depth analyses are carried out within selected problem areas. Areas 
to be evaluated are chosen mainly on the basis of follow-up results. Evaluation aims at 
a deeper understanding and explanation of outcomes and relationships in school 
activities than can be provided by follow-up. It is closely related to the goals 
applicable for the activity. Evaluation, like follow-up, has the dual purpose of not only 
checking but also providing a basis for developing activities within the school system. 

There are three basic information systems which are critical for the evaluation 
programme: (i) national follow-up; (ii) status descriptions; and (iii) national tests. The 
follow-up system provides regularly recurring quantitative information on the 
conditions of Swedish school activity, its organization and use of resources. The 
status descriptions, which cover qualitative data, are a complement to the follow-up 
system and elaborate on the description of school activities. The national tests 
measure and describe the pupils’ knowledge and skills and give a picture of pupils’ 
results in these terms. They also provide a basis for evaluation of school results. 

The evaluation programme has been narrowed by identifying different 
perspectives for the activity. The delimitation is guided by the fundamental goals of 
the national school system. The perspectives provide the general focus for the 
evaluation programme and serve as a basis for interpreting the results. Activities 
within the evaluation programme are organized on a project basis under the following 
five headings: the school’s external conditions; principles for regulation and 
development; the school’s internal conditions; teaching/learning processes and 
activities; school’s achievement and outcomes. 

In compulsory school national tests are held in Swedish, English and 
mathematics. The tests are compulsory in the ninth year of schooling. There are also 
national tests in these subjects that can be used by the school at the end of the fifth 
year. In upper secondary school the national tests in Swedish/Swedish as a second 
language, English and mathematics are compulsory and are part of the basis for 
grading. At the upper secondary level there are also voluntary national course 
assessments in French, German, physics and biology. 

Higher education 
There are thirty-six state-run higher education institutions, including fourteen 
universities and 22 university colleges. In addition, there are independent institutions 
receiving state subsidies. Three of these institutions have the right to award 
qualifications in undergraduate as well as postgraduate education. A further twenty 
educational organizers have been granted permission to award different qualifications 
at the undergraduate level. Higher education in Sweden is divided into undergraduate 
studies and postgraduate studies. Undergraduate studies also cover continuing and 
further education. All higher education is undertaken at universities and university 
colleges. There is no specific non-university higher education. Higher education is, in 
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principle, based on different courses which can also be combined into different 
programmes. All courses are regarded as leading to general degrees. 

There are six universities with a permanent research organization in several 
faculty areas: Uppsala University; Lund University; the University of Goteborg; 
Stockholm University; the University of Umea; and the University of Linkoping. 
There are also three specialized institutions and the University of Agricultural 
Sciences, which have a permanent research organization in one or two faculties, and 
the Lulea University College and Institute of Technology. In addition, there are a 
university college for physical education and sports, and the Stockholm Institute of 
Education (teacher training). 

Most of university colleges of health sciences located throughout the country 
are run by municipalities/county councils. They offer programmes of study and 
courses in nursing. The same regulations apply to undergraduate courses provided by 
local and county councils and to State-run universities and university colleges. 

Undergraduate courses of studies are measured in terms of a credit system, in 
which each credit is the equivalent of one week’s full-time study. The academic year 
normally comprises 40 credits and is usually divided into two terms: the autumn term 
from mid/late August until late December, and the spring term from mid-January until 
early June. There is normally a two-week break for Christmas. 

With effect from autumn 1997, clearer and more uniform national rules apply 
to eligibility, selection and admission to universities and colleges. The rules for basic 
eligibility have been supplemented to adapt them to the new marking system at the 
upper secondary school level. In order to be eligible for studies in higher education, a 
student leaving upper secondary school must have passed courses comprising at least 
90% of the number of upper secondary credits required for a complete programme. 
The merit-rating of qualifications in selection has also become more uniform, as the 
Government has determined the manner in which qualifications from upper secondary 
school are to be assessed. The National Agency for Higher Education has also been 
given the right to decide on certain regulations regarding the merit-rating of 
qualifications. 

Admission to undergraduate studies at universities and university colleges is 
for a course or programme of study (consisting of courses). To be admitted, the 
applicant must have the basic qualifications for eligibility and, in addition, any 
specific qualifications prescribed by the university or the university college 
concerned. Applicants are eligible for admission if they have completed a three-year 
national programme at an upper secondary school or the equivalent Swedish or 
foreign education, or have acquired equivalent knowledge through other activities. 
Applicants living in Denmark, Finland, Island or Norway, eligible to higher education 
in their home countries, are also eligible to higher education in Sweden. Applicants 
whose native language is not Swedish, Danish, Faeroes, Icelandic or Norwegian must 
have an adequate command of Swedish. 

Eligibility for admission is also granted to anyone who has turned 25 years of 
age the calendar year the school starts, and has been gainfully employed for at least 
four years prior to the calendar year in which the programme begins, or has, in some 
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other way, acquired experience (and has a knowledge of Swedish and English) 
equivalent to having completed the national upper secondary school 
programme. Eligibility also is dependent on the possession of any specific previous 
knowledge that universities or university colleges may deem necessary to be able to 
follow the course of study. Higher education institutions may, for example, require 
knowledge in particular subjects from the national programmes in the upper 
secondary school or equivalent knowledge, knowledge acquired from one or more 
university or university college courses. They may also set conditions which are 
determined by the course of study, or are of importance for the relevant professional 
field. 

In selecting students, one or more of the following criteria are used: marks; 
university aptitude tests; other special examination; previous education; and work 
experience. If the qualifications of several applicants are equal, the selection can be 
made in consideration of gender representation, in order to encourage the recruitment 
of applicants from the underrepresented sex. The applicant may also cite special 
reasons for admission. 

The criteria used in selecting students to a course intended for beginners are 
grades and the university aptitude test, in combination with work experience. Usually, 
a third of the places are distributed on the basis of grades, and a third on the basis of 
university aptitude test results in combination with work experience. Half of the 
places distributed in the latter case are on the basis of both grades and results on the 
university aptitude test; half of the places are distributed on the basis of the university 
aptitude test results only. 

The government’s examination regulations describe three general and 43 
professional degrees. In addition, there are also 14 professional degrees at the 
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences. The regulations also specify which 
universities and university colleges are entitled to award a particular qualification. 
The three general educational qualifications are: university college diploma (two 
years); bachelor’s degree (three years); and master’s degree (four years). There are 
four areas of academic study in postgraduate training, namely the humanities and the 
social sciences, medicine, the natural sciences and engineering and technology. 
Postgraduate training nominally comprises 160 credits (four years) and leads to a 
doktorsexamen (doctorate). A licentiatexamen (Licentiate degree) may be taken after 
two years and comprises at least 80 credits. A PhD student must complete a number 
of courses and write a doctoral thesis. Each student has the right to personal 
supervision. The thesis, which constitutes the most important part of postgraduate 
training, must be defended at a public oral examination. 

The traditional degree system has been reformed and structured to fit the 
three-cycle degree programmes structure in accordance with the Bologna process. 
Doctoral programmes will keep their duration of fours years and long-cycle 
professional degree programmes in fields such as medicine, dentistry and architecture 
will be maintained. A new two-year master’s degree will also be introduced within the 
second cycle. (Eurydice, 2007; National report of Sweden in the framework of the 
Bologna process, 2007). 
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The main function of State universities and university colleges is to provide 
empirically based education in the sciences and arts, to carry out research and 
promote the development of the arts, as well as other development work. Higher 
education institutions also co-operate with their surrounding communities and provide 
information about their activities. They must also tailor their activities in such a way 
as to attain high quality and make efficient use of available resources. They must 
always observe the principle of equal treatment of men and women and promote 
understanding of other countries and international relations. 

The general goals of undergraduate education, in addition to imparting 
knowledge and skills, is to enable students to make independent and critical 
judgments, solve problems independently and follow developments within their 
chosen field. It should also develop students’ ability to exchange information at a 
scholarly level. 

Nearly half of all higher education staff hold a doctoral degree. In the 
academic year 1999/2000, there were about 310,000 students in undergraduate 
education, 66,700 of these were new students. In the fiscal year 1999, there were 
18,100 active postgraduate students. 

The National Agency for Higher Education is responsible for evaluation, 
follow-up and analysis at the national level. One important area of evaluation and 
follow-up for the Agency is equality between the sexes. The Agency follows-up the 
programmes for gender equality which the universities and university colleges have 
set up. Other important areas of evaluation are the application of national admission 
criteria and the use of information technology. National evaluations of education and 
research can either be made on the initiative of the National Agency for Higher 
Education or at the request of the Government. The Agency plans, orders and co-
ordinates the evaluations, which are implemented by a number of independent organs. 
The stimulus for renewal takes place also through the Council for Undergraduate 
Education. The Council receives State funds to promote and support efforts for 
developing quality in undergraduate programmes and new teaching approaches. 
Particular efforts have been made in computer-aided support systems for 
undergraduate education, equality between the sexes, environmental education and 
internationalization. 

Since autumn 1996, pilot projects have been carried out in advanced post-
upper secondary education. The purpose is to satisfy the needs of the labour market 
for skilled manpower with appropriate competence in the production of goods and 
services using modern technologies. A third of the education is located at workplaces. 
The number of places in the pilot projects has been continuously expanded. In autumn 
1998, 9,500 students took part in advanced post-upper secondary education. The 
Commission running the pilot projects has been given the task of focusing the 
programme on vocational areas where there is a clear shortage of skilled manpower. 
For admission to the training, the completion of three-year upper secondary education 
or its equivalent is required. The training is intended to correspond to at least two 
years of study and lead to a certificate of advanced vocational training. 

According to national data, in 2004 there were 337,415 students enrolled in 
undergraduate programmes and 19,291 students enrolled in postgraduate programmes. 
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The number of students on a distance modality basis is continuously increasing, from 
21,500 in 1993/94 to 76,600 students in 2003/04. The number of employees with 
teaching or researching tasks was 24,100 in 2004, which represents 40% of the total 
number of employees within the higher education institutions. 

Special education 
Almost all children attend the comprehensive school system. This means that also 
pupils with different disabilities or special difficulties are integrated into the 
mainstream schools and classes. There are three main groups exempted from the 
principle of integration: most of the deaf children; some children with two or more 
serious handicaps; children who are mentally retarded. For these groups of pupils 
there are separate schools. Indeed, for students mentally retarded or with other severe 
learning difficulties, there are special compulsory and upper secondary schools. Now 
that almost all children continue on to upper secondary from compulsory school, the 
marked difference in underlying conditions and achievement results of students is 
evident. To help students with learning difficulties achieve the national objectives, 
these students are identified early.

University and university college boards must consider the special needs of 
students who are disabled or cannot follow the regular education due to other reasons. 
The boards shall, if needed, set aside at least 0.15 % of the institution’s budget for 
higher education; reimbursement come from the county councils for provided health 
and care education. Surplus costs can be covered by a special budget, disposed by the 
University of Stockholm as a specific assignment.

In 2004, 755 compulsory education schools provided specialized services to 
14,715 pupils with severe learning disabilities; the number of students with severe 
learning disabilities at the upper secondary level was 7,141, and at the tertiary level it 
was 2,440.

Private education

Parents are free to choose private schools for their children’s primary education. In 
the 1990s, the independent (private) school system underwent substantial growth, 
though it still constitutes a relatively small part of schooling alternatives. The number 
of independent compulsory schools more than doubled in the 1990s. From the school 
year 1993/94, pupils and students are free to choose between different types of 
schools and higher education institutions as well as between study routes. New 
possibilities have thus been opened up for private school organizers to operate within 
the system.

            Independent schools have to be approved by the National Agency for 
Education. Conditions for approval are that the education provided fulfils the general 
goals of the compulsory school, that the school has at least 20 pupils (unless there are 
specific reasons why there should be fewer) and do not charge fees. When approved 
the school is declared entitled to financial support; schools that have been approved 
receive a grant from the home municipality of the pupils attending. Each municipality 
determines the amount to be granted for each pupil, taking into account the schools’ 
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commitments and pupils’ needs. The decisions should be based on the principles the 
municipality applies when allocating resources to its own compulsory schools.

In 2004, at the compulsory education level there were 565 independent 
institutions with 69,451 pupils enrolled. At the upper secondary level there were 241 
independent schools.

There are few private institutions within higher education. The only one with a 
research function is the Stockholm School of Economics. However, in accordance 
with a 1993 decision of Parliament, two of the State institutions were transformed into 
independent foundations on 1 July 1994: the University College of Jönköping and the 
Chalmers University of Technology, Gothenburg. The State also subsidizes a number 
of institutions run by private organizers, and private institutions of higher education 
have also been given the opportunity to operate within a regulatory framework which 
defines their relationship with the State. Recognition by the Government now implies 
placement in one of two following categories: those that have been given the right to 
award degrees; and those which, in addition, receive State subsidies to assist with 
operational costs. The right of an independent university or college to award a degree 
also gives its students the right to receive study assistance.

Means of instruction, equipment and infrastructure

The local authorities are bound by law and regulations to provide a number of basic 
services for which they receive subsidies from the national government. In addition, 
they have the right to levy income taxes and also charge fees for various services. 
Each municipal council and county council appoints one or more committees which 
have the responsibility to ensure that; educational activities are conducted in 
compliance with State regulations and guidelines; and external conditions of 
education are as appropriate and favourable as possible.

In practice, it is the responsibility of the local committees to ensure that 
Swedish schools uphold equivalent standards all over the country. Each municipality 
is required to set out the general objectives for its schools in a school plan, adopted by 
the municipal council. The municipality is obliged to monitor and evaluate the school 
plan and to provide the State with reports on facts and circumstances of relevance for 
the evaluation of educational activities. In addition, every school has to devise a work 
plan based on the curriculum and local priorities. The work plan is also to be 
monitored and evaluated.

The National Agency for School Improvement has been commissioned by the 
Government to promote the development and use of ICT in pre-school, school and 
adult education. The authority together with the Swedish Agency for Flexible 
Learning provides ICT-based tools that may be used for developing competence 
within the ICT area. The authority has the role of promoting and supporting the 
development of joint standards in the education arena and provides support and advice 
to municipalities and other organizers who are planning to coordinate measures with 
private players in order to create new services for pre-schools and schools in the IT 
area.
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Adult and non-formal education

Adult education in Sweden has a long history, and options for further and recurrent 
education are available in many different forms throughout the country. Education for 
adults, equivalent to the education conferred by the compulsory and upper secondary 
school, is part of the public school system. Swedish education is thus a structurally 
uniform education system, from the elementary level, via upper secondary schooling, 
to adult education.

Popular education comprises studies at residential colleges for adults or under 
the aegis of voluntary educational associations. A declared objective of popular 
education is to develop basic democratic values in society by giving all citizens the 
opportunity to: develop their general knowledge and skills; strengthen their self-
confidence; and increase their understanding and respect for other people’s opinions. 
Popular education activities are partly State-subsidized but the various providers are 
free to decide the emphasis and content of the activities. There are no curricula 
formulated by external parties, nor are there any certificates issued in popular 
education.

Residential adult colleges (folk high schools) are Sweden’s oldest form of 
adult education–the first school being founded in 1869. Out of the 148 schools, 104 
are run by popular movement associations and organizations, while the others are 
operated by county councils. All folk high schools organize long-term as well as 
short-cycle courses and many schools offer special courses in a particular subject 
field, e.g. drama, music, immigrant studies or youth leadership. Certain courses confer 
eligibility for post-secondary education. Applicants to these courses must be at least 
18 years old and have completed compulsory education or its equivalent. In other 
courses the participants must be at least 16 years old. Tuition is free of charge, but 
students pay their own board and lodging.

There are nine nationwide voluntary educational associations (most of which 
are affiliated to political or trade-union movements or to popular movements) whose 
activities all comprise study circles, though they also engage in cultural activities. 
There is also labour market training, the aim of which is to adapt the qualifications of 
people who are unemployed or potentially redundant to actual labour demand. 
Furthermore, many companies and public authorities have extensive internal 
education for their employees, ranging from practical vocational training to extensive 
theoretical studies. Personnel training in the form of in-service training and corporate 
classrooms are expanding parts of Swedish adult education.

Commissioned education is a relatively new element in Swedish education 
policy. Initially, universities and colleges were given the opportunity of offering 
education on a commercial basis. During the 1980s, a similar opportunity was opened 
up for the general adult education, as well. In 1986, a statutory amendment made it 
possible for local education authorities, folk high schools and the voluntary 
educational associations to offer general or customized education for employees of 
companies, organizations and other interests. The educational activities thus provided 
must be fully paid for by the customer and must in no measure be State-subsidized, 
nor may commissioned education detract from the availability or development of 
normal educational activities.
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Advanced Vocational Education, a post-secondary training programme in 
which one third of the time is spent at a workplace, is organized by municipalities, 
educational companies and university colleges in conjunction with actors from 
working life. Each municipality is responsible for ensuring that municipal adult 
education is available. Municipalities and county councils may commission other 
educational bodies to provide adult education.

The special project grants to the municipalities may be used for education at 
the upper secondary level for adults who lack knowledge corresponding to three-year 
courses at upper secondary school. Mainly, the build-up is aimed at unemployed 
people. Employees may also participate if their employers will hire a long-term 
unemployed person to replace them. Those who are lacking knowledge in core 
subjects of the upper secondary school will be the first ones to receive such education. 
Updating and strengthening the participants’ vocational competencies will also be 
emphasized.

The municipalities have a high degree of freedom in deciding the organization 
of the programmes; however, the aims of their projects must be clear and possible to 
follow-up and evaluate.  Priority is given to projects which build on fresh ideas and 
development; use a lot of different educational organizers; as well as consider the 
changing needs of the labour market.

Finally, the State runs a comprehensive public school system for adults which 
includes municipal adult education and adult education for the mentally retarded, 
Swedish language instruction for adult immigrants and two national schools for adults 
– which are, partly or entirely, by correspondence. The National Agency for Flexible 
Learning develops new methods for distance education, and also provides distance 
education courses for adults, primarily at the upper secondary level.

Teaching staffTT

Employees in public childcare institutions are contracted by the municipalities. Pre-
schools are staffed by teachers and childcare attendants, while recreation instructors 
and child-care attendants work in after-school centres. Pre-school teachers also 
cooperate in various ways with teachers at the lower level of compulsory school. 
Teachers and childcare workers maintain a generally high level of education, i.e. 86% 
of compulsory school teachers and 81% of secondary teachers have pedagogic 
training.

The Education Act determines that to be employed as a teacher in the national 
school system, an applicant has to be fluent in Swedish (unless there are particular 
reasons for the contrary) and have a knowledge of the rules applicable to the national 
school system, particularly the regulations concerning the goals of education. To 
qualify as a teacher, a person must have completed a Swedish teacher training 
programme or the equivalent certification from another Member State of the European 
Union or an EFTA country. Unqualified teachers may be employed for a certain 
length of time if qualified staff is not available. According to a new agreement, the 
employer has the right to employ teachers on a twelve-month probation basis before 
they are finally employed. The purpose of the probation period is to give newly 
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qualified teachers a year of introduction, under the supervision of an experienced 
teacher. Teachers are civil servants. They normally hold posts with conditional tenure, 
full-time or part-time.

The training for pre-school teachers and recreation instructors takes the form 
of three-year university courses. Responsibility for further training rests with the 
municipalities and the availability and content of such opportunities can vary from 
one area to another. In some places, pre-school teachers and school teachers are 
trained together. In 2001 an integrated teaching degree programme has been 
introduced, in which the previous degree in Child and Youth Training has replaced by 
a teaching degree for teaching in pre-schools, pre-school classes and the first years of 
the compulsory school.

Compulsory school teachers are trained at universities and university colleges. 
The majority of teachers of general subjects have been trained in the following way: 
class teachers for Grades I-III and IV-VI have completed separate integrated training 
programmes lasting two and a half years and three years, respectively; subject 
teachers for Grades VII-IX hold a university or college degree in their subject(s), plus 
a diploma awarded on completion of a one-year course in the theory and practice of 
teaching. In 2001 a new integrated teaching degree programme was established, in 
which the former degree in Education for the Compulsory School was replaced by 
degrees for teaching in the first years or in the higher levels of the compulsory school. 
With the new structure all teachers get a common basic competence, combined with a 
specialization for particular subjects/subject areas and/or age groups. Similarly, the 
degree in Education for Upper Secondary School has been replaced by a degree for 
teaching in the higher levels of the compulsory school and upper secondary school.

Except for a teaching degree in vocationally oriented subjects in upper 
secondary school, which requires 120 credits (three years of full-time studies), the 
new integrated pre-service teacher training programme comprises a minimum of 140 
credits (three and a half years of full-time studies) and a maximum of 220 credits (five 
and a half years of full-time studies) depending on the chosen subject area and age 
level. With the 2001 reform of teacher education the possibilities to further education 
for teachers have increased. All institutions providing teacher education offer courses 
that are open to or designed to active teachers.

The teacher training programme consists of three well-integrated areas: (i) the 
general education area, common for all students, covering key topics such as learning, 
special needs education, socialization, fundamental values as well as interdisciplinary 
subject studies (at least 60 credit points); (ii) subject/subjects that the prospective 
teacher intends to teach (at least 40 credit points); (iii) specialization complementing 
earlier acquired knowledge (at least 20 credit points). The programme also 
emphasizes the importance of competence in special needs education, enabling the 
teacher to identify frequently recurring problematic situations in the school and to 
assist pupils. All teachers, irrespective of category obtain special needs education 
within the general education area. In addition, teachers can deepen their knowledge in 
this area by studying orientations or specializations within special needs education. In 
2002/03 there ware approximately 34,000 students (full-time equivalents) in teacher 
education.
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Staff in pre-school, compulsory school and upper secondary school has an 
average working week of 40 hours. Working hours per year for most teachers 
represent an amount of 1,767 hours of which 1,360 are scheduled and 407 hours are at 
the teacher’s disposal for administrative and representative duties. For full-time 
employees this includes 104 competence development hours that may be unevenly 
distributed between teachers. The regulated working hours are divided into 194 days 
during or in connection with the pupils’ school year. Teachers at universities and 
university colleges have a forty-hour working week.

Responsibility for in-service training is divided between the State and 
municipalities. The National Agency for Education must ensure that in-service 
training courses are available in all parts of the country, while the local education 
authorities are obliged, by law, to ensure that all school staff is adequately trained. For 
professionally active teachers, universities and colleges arrange in-service training 
courses of varying length, from one to twenty weeks. The local education committee 
decides which teachers to send. In addition, all teachers are obliged to take part in 
school-based in-service training for five days a year, and in training activities after 
school hours.

The major task for the in-service training of teachers in the upper secondary 
school and municipal adult education is to supplement subject qualifications so as to 
bring them more in line with the qualifications needed in the new programmes within 
upper secondary education. In 1998 the Government launched a major programme for 
developing the ICT competence of teachers. Between 1999 and 2002, more than 
70,000 teachers, or almost 50% of all teachers, underwent training in using computers 
as a professional and pedagogical tool.

Educational research and information

The National Agency for Education has State funds at its disposal to be used for 
research within the school area. These funds are paid out as grants to universities and 
university colleges to carry out particular research assignments. Some of these 
concern evaluation. The Council for Research into university and university colleges 
distributes funds for research of long-term relevance for universities and university 
colleges. The Council also pays particular attention to the need for feeding the results 
of research back into the activities of the universities and university colleges.
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