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F O R E W O R D     1

In March 2020, I received a phone call from  
the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland. 
This call launched one of the most significant 
operations the Finnish Lifelong Learning 
Foundation has ever executed. There were 
Finnish children living in extreme conditions, 
without the opportunity to go to school and 
something had to be done quickly.

One hundred years earlier, our foundation 
had started distance education in Finland.  
The Spanish influenza pandemic had forced 
families to stay home and urgent help was 
needed to develop homeschooling. In the  
1970s, we started a distance school for children 
of Finnish families living abroad. Today,  
the Distance School Kulkuri provides education  
to more than 500 Finnish children in over  
60 countries.

The call from the State Department in 
March 2020 set in motion our experience 
of a hundred years in organizing distance 
education. We launched a process that has 
created unprecedented results. A distance school 
was created for children in extreme conditions 
whose learning outcomes exceeded everyone’s 
expectations. The background of this is in the 
long-term work to develop Finnish education. 
The Finnish school and the teaching it offers 
are considered one of the best in the world. 
It is precisely the system that creates the best 
conditions for learning.

Implementing a distance school for children 
in extreme conditions is a vast whole – like a 
jigsaw puzzle where every part is important and 
where the common goal becomes a working 
whole. Cooperation between the authorities 

Foreword
and the education provider – in this case our 
foundation – is important. Only this way would 
conditions be created in which teaching could 
produce results.

The work of organizing and administering 
education is often forgotten, although without 
them the activities of the school and its teachers 
would not be possible. In the case of the distance 
school, it took countless meetings, phone calls, 
arranging funding, organizing, and a lot of 
willpower to overcome practical obstacles.  
With the help of our organization, we got the 
best teachers to implement the teaching, and for 
them the resources and support they needed. It is 
teamwork where everyone’s role is important.

The pedagogical skills of Finnish teachers 
ultimately created the results, which can now be 
read in this report. My warm thanks to everyone 
who made this amazing project possible: our 
teaching team, our school management,  
the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry 
of Education and Culture, the Finnish National 
Agency for Education and countless experts 
in administration, communication and 
management.

With this report, we hope that the distance 
learning model will be used when aiming to 
safeguard the right to education of children and 
young people living in vulnerable conditions.  
We will be happy to provide more information 
and support for the implementation of  
the distance school.

Helsinki 4.2.2022
Lauri Tuomi Dr., CEO, 

The Finnish Lifelong Learning Foundation
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The main goal of the UN Convention on  
the Rights of the Child (UN, 1989), ratified by 
Finland, is to guarantee the right to childhood 
to every child. Similarly, the goal 4 of the UN 
Agenda 2030 is to ensure inclusive and equitable 
quality education and to promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all (UN General 
Assembly, 2015). The aforementioned goals 
adjure the states to look after the basic conditions 
of life and to create a safe environment for 
children to grow in. The right of the child to free 
basic education is also written in the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child.

Learning is a universal, non-negotiable, and 
indivisible fundamental right. A person who 
studies and learns gains a wide range of human, 
social, health, and economic benefits. Education 
reduces poverty, promotes sustainable growth, 
prevents inequality and injustice, and leads  
to better health for women and children.  
In addition, they promote stability and peace, 
protect the planet, and help build resilient  
crisis management (UNESCO et al, 2021).

1  Introduction
The Finnish Lifelong Learning Foundation 

implemented the Distance school project 
2020‒2021 on the initiative of the Ministry for 
Foreign Affairs of Finland and with the funding 
of the Ministry of Education and Culture of 
Finland. The project responded to the UN 
Convention on the Rights of the Child by 
developing and implementing mobile distance 
education in accordance with the Finnish early 
childhood, pre-primary and comprehensive 
education curriculum for Finnish children who 
live in fragile areas in the midst of crisis.  
The aim of the project was to bring routines 
and stimuli to the daily lives of the children and 
youth as well as opportunities for the joy of 
learning. Furthermore, the project supported  
the repatriation and integration of the children 
and youth back to Finland. 

The concept is suitable in situations with 
children living in refugee camps or children 
who live in remote areas and their education 
has been interrupted due to a pandemic, 
natural conditions, war, refuge, or other similar 
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cause. The model offers perspectives for the 
development of mobile distance education 
in early childhood education, pre-primary, 
and comprehensive education. The execution 
requires an adult, living close to a child or a 
young person, must have a mobile device and  
an Internet connection. 

The concept of mobile Distance school includes: 
•	 the pedagogical principles guiding 
	 the activities 

•	 information on education in fragile areas 
	 and situations
•	 a description of the practical 
	 implementation of mobile distance learning 
	 and examples of subject specific teaching
•	 information on the challenges of mobile 
	 distance learning with children living in 
	 fragile areas and situations
•	 reflection on the importance and future of 
	 mobile distance learning.
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This chapter provides the definitions for main 
concepts of the mobile Distance school project and 
mobile distance education. 

2.1 Living in fragile areas
States are fragile when they lack the political 
will or the capacity to provide the basic 
functions of states needed for poverty reduction, 
development, the security, and human rights of 
the population (OECD/DAC, 2007). However, 
the concept of fragile states is somewhat 
ambiguous (Kotilainen, 2014). Nonetheless, 
fragile states have been found to be incapable 
of maintaining a good governance or proper 
relations with their civil society. This creates 
fragile areas that are highly prone to unrest and 
conflict. These areas also have a poor ability to 
respond to natural disasters, economic crises,  
or armed conflicts. Thus, there are humanitarian 
problems in the regions, as well as extremism.

Fragile areas include war zones, various 
large established refugee and prison camps, 

remote areas in developing countries, and 
metropolitan slums. In addition, a person may be 
in a vulnerable position in the territory of fragile 
states while on an escape route there. Natural 
disasters, such as floods, earthquakes, tsunamis, 
and volcanic eruptions, as well as climate change, 
also cause fragile areas, sometimes within already 
fragile states.

For people living in fragile areas, the basic 
conditions for life may not be met. This can mean 
for example:

•	 a physical threat to the individual
•	 challenges in accessing food and water
•	 health problems and difficulties in accessing
	 health care
•	 poverty
•	 shortage of clothing and hygiene items
•	 poor housing conditions and infrastructure
•	 a remote residential area away from schools
	 and services
•	 the use of child labour
•	 lack of education opportunities
•	 non-realization of sexual rights.

2  Key concepts
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2.2 Mobile distance learning
In our model, mobile distance learning refers to 
distance learning for children and young people 
living in fragile areas via a mobile device. It is not 
dependent on time or location, as it is flexible, 
and easily accessible distance learning (Tuğrul 
Korucu, Agah & Alkan, Ayse. 2011).

2.3 The immediate adult
The immediate adult is a key player in mobile 
distance learning in addition to the learner and  
the teacher. She or he forwards the learning 
materials sent by the teacher to the student, 
supports the learner’s active learning and interacts 

with the teacher. The role of the immediate adult 
is discussed in more detail in Chapter 4.

2.4 Partners
Mobile distance learning partners are actors 
who initiate and/or fund mobile distance 
learning and with whom learners or their 
immediate associates have an established 
relationship of interaction. These can be, for 
example, state or municipal authorities and 
employees of companies or non-governmental 
aid organizations. Collaborators can participate 
in the planning and implementation of mobile 
distance learning.

8    K E Y  C O N C E P T S 
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Before starting distance education, the 
pedagogical starting point and principles were 
defined, on which the activities were based 
on. The mobile distance learning was based 
on eight pedagogical principles: individuality, 
voluntary participation, active learning, 
interactivity, flexibility, positivity and overall 
well-being, continuity, and equality and equity.

3.1 Equality and equity
Mobile distance learning is based on children’s 
rights and their implementation in fragile areas. 
The goal is to reach every potential learner. 
Everyone has an equal right to participate in 
education, regardless of gender, age, origin, 
cultural background, outlook on life, living 
conditions, state of health or the background of 
their carer. Every learner is equally valuable.

3.2 Voluntary participation
Mobile distance learning is based on voluntary 
participation. Opportunity for learning is offered 

3 Pedagogical principles
openly. It is positively encouraged. Those who 
are interested can sign up for the education. 
Participants have their own motivation to 
participate in the education.

Once the teaching has started, there may be 
more willing learners who wish to join. Some 
may be encouraged after seeing how the teaching 
and learning work in practice. If the conditions 
for participation in the education improve, 
one can register later. Therefore, this requires 
flexibility from teachers and teaching providers.

On the flip side of voluntary participation 
is the possibility of dropping out of study for 
various reasons. The lives of children and 
youth living in fragile areas can change quickly. 
Unexpected changes in the living conditions 
and in the community can put a strain on the 
learner’s or immediate adult’s endurance, leaving 
no time for study. The Internet connection may 
be unstable or stop totally from working.  
In addition, the mobile device through which  
sthe teaching takes place, may be lost or broken.
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3.3 Individuality
The goal of mobile distance learning is to 
support the individual development of each 
learner. This requires learner knowledge, which 
is built on the interaction between the teacher, 
the immediate adult, and the learner. The aim 
is to find out the prerequisites for studying for 
each learner, possible educational background, 
starting level of basic skills and student  
strengths. Each student is offered instruction  
and assignments that are essential, vital,  
and relevant to him or her.

Based on the gradually accumulating 
knowledge of learners, tasks can be then 
differentiated to meet the individual needs of 
learners. Children and youth living in fragile 
areas often have poor basic academic and 
language skills as well as traumatic experiences. 
The teachers therefore must have the courage to 
boldly differentiate tasks downwards and focus 
on strengthening the basic skills so that learning 
can happen.

3.4 Flexibility
In mobile distance learning, the schedules  
and the content are flexible according to  
the learners’ specific needs and situations.  
The goal is to create distance learning practices 
for each student that meet their requirements. 
The wishes and living conditions expressed 
by the learner are considered in planning  
the amount and the content of teaching. It is  
also good to prepare for rapid, surprising, and 
major changes in the learner’s circumstances  
and opportunities to participate in the learning.

Since the mobile devices used by learners 
and the Internet connection do not always work, 
distance learning is not real-time. Learners 
are encouraged to return assignments, but it is 
voluntary for them. They study at their own pace 
under the guidance of their immediate adult.

In the mobile Distance school model, the 
aims and the contents of the teaching are based 
on the Finnish national core curriculums of early 

childhood education and care as well as that of 
basic education. However, they were modified, 
when necessary due to the communication 
between the teaching organisation, the teacher, 
and the learners and their immediate adults.  
The strengthening of basic language and math 
skills were focused as the priority. Other subjects 
were taught according to the learners’ needs, 
interests, and opportunities.

3.5 Positivity and overall well-being
The goal of mobile distance learning is to provide 
positive stimuli and enable children and youth 
living in fragile areas to enjoy learning. A positive 
and an encouraging atmosphere allows for failure 
and wonder. Positive pedagogy supports learners’ 
strengths, building a positive self-image, and belief 
in the future (Waters, 2011).

The starting point for teaching is to support 
the holistic well-being of children and youth. 
Learners are offered a safe application and 
well-being enhancing assignments where they 
learn everyday skills as well as social-emotional 
competences.

3.6 Interactivity
Mobile distance learning is based on the 
confidential interaction between the teacher, 
the learner, and their immediate adult. Teaching 
is planned, implemented, and developed 
together. The activity is based on a meaningful 
relationship of trust that is gradually being built, 
which develops as everyday news is exchanged 
and the educational practices are reflected. 
Learning and related interactions also empower 
and activate the learner. 

The goal is to build an educational 
partnership between the teacher and  
the immediate adult of the learner. This can 
also mean supporting parenting when there 
is no other support network. For instance, 
information about the child’s or youth’s normal 
development is shared with the immediate adult, 
and guidance is given on how to have positive 



P E D A G O G I C A L  P R I N C I P L E S    1 1

attention to the child or adolescent. Learners’ 
relationships with their own immediate adults 
are supported so that each learner can experience 
the value of their own family.

The professional, open, and respectful 
attitude of teachers towards the different 
languages, cultures, views and religions, 
traditions and educational views of learners 
creates good conditions for interaction.

The threshold for having interaction and 
communication is kept low and teachers have 
an active role in communication. The teachers 
inquire about the students’ wellbeing and 
situation, as well as feedback on learning tasks, 
and encourage them for interaction. Every 
contact with teachers is seen as meaningful and 
can show the learners and their immediate adult 
that they are cared for.

The interaction can happen in the form of 
text, sound, emojis, or photographs. Interaction 
inspires not only learners but also those close to 
them to learn. When the immediate adults who 
guide the learning realise the impact and joy that 
the learning creates for the child or adolescent, 
they are more likely to be able to support 
the learning process. The attitudes towards 
schooling and studying can become positive 
when the carers are involved in the activity  
and its planning.

3.7 Continuity
Mobile distance learning follows a routine that is 
co-created and agreed with the learners and their 

immediate adult. Any changes in the routine are 
always announced in time to better prepare for 
them. Teaching provides an important attachment 
point to everyday life amid otherwise vulnerable 
conditions. Teachers’ messages show that the 
students and their immediate adults are cared for 
and there is a will to increase their well-being.

The aim is to support children and young 
people also when and if they are on a move to  
a new environment, for example from a refugee 
camp to a new country of residence. Education 
can provide children with the knowledge and 
skills needed to integrate into a new country of 
residence.

The aim is to maintain contact with learners 
and their immediate adults during and after  
the transition. The confidential interaction that 
has developed between the teachers and those 
involved in teaching provides security in a new, 
foreign and perhaps even a frightening phase  
of life of the child or adolescent.

3.8 Active learning
Mobile distance learning utilises methods of 
active learning, such as the inclusion of games 
and play, exercise, and inquiry.

The goal is to provide the learners with 
learning tasks where they can concretely 
experiment and act. In this manner, they can 
develop their agency and an ownership of their 
own learning process. Activating tasks are 
designed so that they can be carried out in  
the learner’s living environment.
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4.1 The learner
Reaching learners living in fragile areas can 
be challenging. The target group can be best 
reached through partners with whom they are 
familiar with.

The learner’s immediate adult informs 
the learner of the possibility of participating 
in the mobile distance learning. During the 
registration, learners’ information is collected, 
such as the learner’s name or nickname, age, 
language skills and previous educational 
background. The learner may also choose to 
participate in the teaching anonymously or  
with a pseudonym.

Learners can be grouped based on age and 
previous educational background into groups 
that study the same themes through common 
assignments. Even if the learners in a group 
are the same age, their skills and knowledge 
can be very different, and teaching has to be 
differentiated even within groups.

4 Mobile distance 
education actors

Learners study according to the instructions 
given by the teacher with the support of their 
immediate adult. An individual study schedule is 
built for each student in collaboration with their 
adult. Learners evaluate their learning, and this 
should be communicated to the teachers when 
and if possible.

4.2 The immediate adult / 
the caretaker
Mobile distance learning is based on 
communication and interaction between 
teachers, learners, and their immediate adults. 
In practice, the immediate adult is usually the 
learner’s guardian, relative, family member 
or NGO volunteer. Collaborators pass on the 
invitation to the learners’ contacts and network 
to inform the learners about the voluntary 
mobile distance learning. Then once the decision 
to join has been made, they pass on the learners’ 
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information to the teachers.
To participate in teaching, the immediate 

adult needs a mobile device, an instant messaging 
app, and some sort of internet connection.  
The immediate adult passes the teaching material 
and the tasks to the student or another close 
person who supports the learner’s learning.  
If the learner’s immediate adult does not have 
their own phone, they can get the tasks from 
another adult’s phone by copying them to  
a notebook, for example.

The immediate adult takes care of the 
communication with the teacher. Active, even daily 
interaction helps teachers assess learners’ learning 
and the learning conditions, this also improves  
the meaningfulness and the fluency of teaching.

The immediate adult supports the learner’s 
learning process. Teachers support this adult in 
this task and provide models on how the child 
or the young person can best be supported in 
learning.

4.3 Teachers
The teachers design, implement and develop  
the mobile distance learning, its implementation, 
and its learning materials, while considering 
the individual needs of learners. The work of 
teachers is guided by their collaborators.

Teachers are available to learners and their 
immediate adults at agreed times. It is important 
that learners and their adults know when the 
teacher is available. In addition to the agreed 
times, the teachers in the Distance school project 
also received messages at night and on weekends. 
The obligation to respond to these should be 
agreed separately.

In addition to being tech savvy and able 
to manage the use of ICT in teaching, mobile 
distance learning requires a teacher to have 
creativity and the ability to produce learning 
materials, as well as guide the learners’ learning 
within the limits set by the instant messaging 
application. Often, the knowledge and skills of 
special education are also needed at work.  
The teacher must have the courage to differentiate 

the teaching by developing familiar and safe ways, 
to be able to experiment with something new. 

Learners’ situations can change quickly, and 
the teacher must be able to respond flexibly to 
changing situations. Activities should also always 
be learner-centred.

In addition to his or her own teacher 
qualifications, the teacher needs information 
about the effects of living in fragile areas on  
the growth and knowledge on the development 
of children and youth. Children’s traumatic 
experiences affect their development and 
learning conditions, as well as the planning and 
implementation of teaching. Competence in 
special education support and an understanding 
of teaching of migrants enhance the teaching.  
In addition, co-teaching as a team supports  
the teaching practice, planning, implementation, 
evaluation, and development of teaching.

Learners’ backgrounds can be diverse, and 
thus the teacher needs multicultural teaching 
skills. Intercultural understanding and sensitivity 
are useful (Räsänen, Jokikokko and Lampinen, 
2018). The teacher acts in a tolerant, non-
judgmental, and respectful manner and with  
a compassionate but professional approach.  
In addition to the role of the educator, the 
teacher is a safe and reliable adult, an instructor, 
a communicator, and alongside a walker who 
creates hope in a positive future.

Research by Jokikokko (2016) and Jokikokko 
and Uitto (2016) have shown how teachers’ 
emotions can play a major role in initiating and 
supporting their intercultural learning, and 
sometimes also acts as a barrier to learning. 
Teaching learners living in fragile areas can  
be stressful, and therefore taking care of  
the teacher’s well-being at work is important. 
Regular discussion about the work and of one’s 
feelings it brings should be organised. Also,  
the co-operation with colleagues and co-workers 
may support teachers to cope with stressful 
work. For example, writing a personal diary 
can help the teacher to reflect on one’s work. 
Issues related to well-being at work can also be 
addressed with a work mentor.
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• 	 Planning, organisation and development 	
	 of activities 

• 	 Procurement and reporting of funding 

• 	 Coordination of collaboration 

• 	 Employment efforts of teachers 
	 (recruitment, safety, wellbeing) and 
	 providing them with all tools 

• 	 Communication

• 	 Planning and development of the activity 

• 	 Planning teaching and learning 
	 according to the individual requirements 
	 of each learner

• 	 Planning, producing, and sending of 	
	 learning materials and tasks 

• 	 Collaboration with other teachers/ 	
	 co-teaching 

• 	 Developing and upkeeping interaction 	
	 and communication with the learner and 	
	 his/her immediate adult 

• 	 Collaboration with partners 

• 	 Registration to the activity together with 	
	 the immediate adult 

• 	 Active learning according to the 
	 individual instructions given by 
	 the teacher 

• 	 Practising self-assessment skills 

• 	 Keeping up the interaction and 
	 communication with the teacher 
	 together with one’s immediate adult 

• 	 Registering to the activity together 
	 with the learner 

• 	 Receiving the learning materials and 	
	 tasks, copying it if necessary and 
	 showing it to the learner.  

• 	 Supporting the learning of the learner. 

• 	 Following and observing the learning 
	 and the wellbeing of the learner. 

• 	 Developing and upkeeping interaction 
	 and communication with the teacher

TABLE 1. Mobile distance learning actors and their roles

TeacherEducation provider

Learner Immediate adult

4.4 The education provider
In addition to teachers, immediate adults, and 
learners, there needs to be an education provider, 
who organises the teaching, recruits the teachers 
and acts as their employer. The education 
provider coordinates the collaboration between 

the learners and other stakeholders, procures  
the funding and the necessary mobile phones and 
the telephone subscriptions needed for teaching, 
as well as is responsible for communication. 
Ensuring the safety and well-being of teachers is 
also the responsibility of the education provider. 
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The learning environment can be divided into 
physical, mental, and social environments.

5.1 Physical learning environment
The design of learning materials and teaching 
should consider the physical conditions and the 
challenges they bring to learning: the learner’s 
living conditions, study facilities, furniture, and 
equipment to support learning, the necessary 
technical infrastructure, and other physical 
environments such as weather conditions.
 

5.1.1 Living conditions and physical conditions 
for learning
Learners participating in mobile distance 
learning may live in a slum area, remote 
countryside, war zone, or they may be on an 
escape route living in temporary accommodation 
in a tent, refugee camp, or even a prison camp. 
The physical learning environment is often 

very challenging. Studying can take place, for 
example, in a hut, in a tent or outdoors.

The living conditions of learners can be very 
poor. Meeting the basic conditions and necessities 
of life can take up most of the active hours of 
everyday life. Access to clean water is often 
difficult: The water point can be far away, and  
the water must be carried for one’s own use. There 
can also be challenges in accessing food supplies.

Taking care of the basic conditions of life is  
the most important thing, thus taking the attention 
away from the opportunity and motivation to 
learn. A confidential interaction relationship 
with the learner and those close to him or her 
is important to take breaks from teaching as 
challenges become overwhelming. After a short 
break, it may be easier to focus on learning again.

 

5.1.2 Study technological infrastructure
Participation in mobile distance learning 
requires regular access to a mobile device. 

5 Learning environment and 
planning the implementation
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The device requires an instant messaging 
application.

Downloading and using the instant 
messaging application requires an internet 
connection or a telephone connection. Some 
instant messaging applications also require 
a telephone subscription and a user profile. 
The Distance school project used WhatsApp 
application, which requires a user profile to be 
created via the telephone interface.

Obtaining a functioning mobile device 
and telephone subscription can be difficult for 
people living in fragile areas, for example due 
to financial reasons, among other things. The 
mobile device must be charged regularly, which 
can be challenging in areas where a steady 
supply of energy is not guaranteed. Due to these 
challenges, many persons living in the area 
would rather share and use one mobile device. 
If a mobile device is used infrequently, the skills 
required for its smooth use may be poor.

Instant messaging applications are usually 
based on messages transmitted over the Internet. 
Depending on the application, the messages can 
be text, audio, video, and video messages, which 
can be pepped up by using emoji or application 
GIFs. In most cases, it is also possible to transfer 
videos and files via the instant messaging 
application. Some instant messaging applications 
also offer voice and video calling. In the Distance 
school project, video messages or phone calls 
were not possible due to restrictions on the 
telephone subscription and internet capacity.

In fragile areas, stable internet access is rarely 
available. Wi-Fi connection is available for a few. 
The use of an instant messaging application often 
takes place via a mobile network connection 
acquired through a telephone subscription. 
In practice, this means that one’s internet 
connection can be slow as well as down even  
for long periods of time.

Using an Internet connection can also be 
expensive, as in many areas billing is based on 
usage. This must be considered when planning 
the teaching. Uploading files, images, and 
videos can be costly for the recipient. This can 

impair the learner’s ability to participate in 
teaching.

The instant messaging application limits 
the practical implementation of mobile distance 
learning. The application’s text editing tools 
are limited. The font or size of the text usually 
cannot be edited. Keywords in the text can be 
highlighted in bold or italics, but it is not possible 
to layout the text or change the font colour. 
Many mathematical signs, such as fraction 
notation, square root, or power, are missing.

The emojis of the instant messaging 
application can be used to illustrate things to learn 
and, for example, to mark assignments. In  
the Distance school project, it was soon discovered 
that the emojis of the instant messaging application 
were not enough for distance learning. The project 
launched the development of new WhatsApp 
sticker development especially suitable for mobile 
distance education of people living in fragile areas.

Teachers in the Distance school project used 
the desktop version of the instant messaging 
application. The mobile application and the 
desktop version used on the computer do not 
work seamlessly together. For example, messages 
may look different on the mobile device and 
computer screen. Also, messages may not always 
be in the correct order when forwarded through 
the desktop version of one’s computer. Messages 
can be deleted and re-sent if they are accidentally 
misaligned. It is therefore necessary to be careful 
that the learning materials are arranged in  
a logical, pre-planned, order.

5.1.3 Study tools and sources of information
Children and youth living in fragile areas do not 
always have learning resources or are deficient 
with them. There may not be pens, booklets, or 
paper. The tools needed to measure, illustrate,  
or study may also be lacking. Planning the 
teaching must be inventive and make clear what 
can be found in the learners’ environment.

Learning to write alphabets can be practised 
by building forms of alphabets from different 
natural materials and drawing alphabets with 
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sand on a wooden stick, for example. Natural 
materials (sticks, stones, leaves, flowers, etc.) 
are also well suited for practising mathematical 
skills such as grading, comparing, and practising 
numbers. The learner can collect, classify, and 
compare a certain number of different natural 
materials from their environment.

Everyday items such as dishes, clothes, beads, 
or buttons can be used to teach both language 
and maths skills. Clothes and utensils can be 
sorted by word categories, for example, and 
various verbs and adjectives can be devised from 
them. Matches can be used to practice various 
reasoning tasks or to use them to illustrate 
calculations. You can use a string, coffee cup 
or your own body members and movements 
(finger, palm, arm, foot, step, jump, etc.) to 
practice the measurement.

Observing one’s own physical learning 
environment is important and for this purpose 
teachers can give separate tasks, such as “look 
for something red in your environment,” “look 
for three things in your environment that begin 
with the letter h,” or “look for three things in 
your environment that are inanimate.” Such 
tasks develop the learner’s observational and 
research skills as well as critical thinking.

Books or electronic sources of information 
are not readily available for learners in fragile 
areas. Therefore, when preparing study 
assignments, it is important to think carefully 
about where the learners can get more 
information from. The teacher can send short 
pieces of text to read or encourage learners, 
for example, to interview close adults who 
may have more information about the subject. 
Also at the same time, the learners can practice 
interview techniques and understand that other 
people may also have valuable information.

5.1.4 Extreme conditions 
When children and youth live in vulnerable 
extreme conditions, such as a desert, slum, 
refugee, or prison camp, it must be considered 
when designing teaching and learning materials. 

Learning opportunities are affected by natural 
disasters and extreme weather events such 
as sandstorms, heavy rains, monsoons, and 
earthquakes. Storms can damage a learner’s 
dwelling, and repairing it takes time. In these 
situations, mobile distance learning is flexible, 
and learners can take a break from studying.

In war zones, on an escape route, in a refugee 
or prison camp, learners may be exposed to 
security threats or other incidents that prevent 
them from concentrating on their studies. 
Despite extreme conditions, it is important to 
maintain an interaction with the learner and 
their immediate adult. The teacher can remind 
the learner and those close to him/her that 
teaching can be resumed as soon as the situation 
has calmed down.

In a refugee or a prison camp, the use of 
mobile devices may be prohibited, and one can 
only participate in education in secrecy.  
A situation like this poses its own challenges to 
mobile distance learning and the learner. The 
learning tasks must be accessed in secret and only 
in the presence of trusted persons, and therefore 
the use and study of learning materials must not 
attract extra attention. Documenting learning 
and retrieving assignments is difficult: learners 
and their immediate adults cannot record voice 
messages or photograph their assignments openly.

5.2 Social learning environment
A social learning environment refers to a social 
network and structure consisting of people in  
a learning situation and the interaction between 
them. It covers the learner’s family and other 
close associates (friends, relatives, etc.) as well as 
actors in the wider social community, such as the 
school community.

The social learning environment can be very 
multicultural and multilingual, which affects 
learning and the learner’s academic skills.  
The social learning environment is also of great 
importance for the development of a learner’s 
own agency. We will examine these perspectives 
in more detail in the following subsections.
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5.2.1 Social interaction 
The most significant factor in the social learning 
environment is human interaction. Children 
and youth living in fragile areas may have 
a precarious, unstable, or vulnerable social 
network.

Interactions within the family affect learning 
and the learner’s own perception of themselves 
and their own abilities. People living in fragile 
areas are often very family-oriented, but their 
relatives and loved ones may still live far away, 
or they have perished violently or in other tragic 
circumstances.

The friendships among children and youth 
are important. Friends affect the learning, but 
also the self-esteem of the child or a young 
person. Children and youth of different ages 
from the same area can participate in mobile 
distance learning, in which case they can form  
a peer support group. They can discuss tasks with 
each other and be instructed in pair or group 
work, as well as in joint games. If the children or 
youth do not live close to or know each other, 
pair and group work can only be carried out 
virtually. Learning assignments can then include 
other types of interaction with potential family 
members or among their neighbours.

When mapping the social learning 
environment, it should be remembered that the 
learner may also be the guardian of a minor. 
Girls living in fragile areas may get married and 
have children at a very young age. For them, 
the possibility of distance learning is extremely 
important.

5.2.2 Multiculturalism and multilingualism
The environment of children and youth living 
in fragile areas is often multicultural and 
multilingual. Learners are likely to use two or 
more languages on a regular basis in their daily 
lives, and there might be even a situation where 
the language of instruction may not be one of 
them. Multiculturalism and multilingualism can 
be both a challenge and a wealth.

Multilingual learners living in multicultural 
communities can search for their cultural 
identity for a long time. Multicultural identity 
can cause feelings of rootlessness (Tikka, 2004). 
The ambiguity of identity may be due to cultural, 
religious, or social distance from the learner’s 
own cultural or religious heritage. The sense 
of belonging may have gradually dissipated 
as the learner has been socially and culturally 
marginalised. If a learner has become separated 
from their own parents or their own social 
community, they may have a greater need to 
belong to a group. In this case, the vulnerable 
position makes it also more prone  
to radicalisation and extremism.

A poor knowledge of the language of 
instruction challenges the understanding  
and interaction with the learning materials  
and may expose them to misunderstandings.  
One of the main goals of the Distance school 
project was to practice and strengthen  
the language of instruction. Plain language was 
used for communication. Comprehension of text 
was supported using emoji and photographs in 
addition to text and voice messages.

The vocabulary of a child and adolescent 
develops in relation to the living environment. 
The vocabulary of the mother tongue for  
those children born in fragile areas can be 
limited. If, for example, there has never been  
a shower at home, it may not belong to  
the vocabulary of the child, and as thus it may 
hinder the comprehension of the language of 
instruction as there is no concrete equivalent to 
it. The connection between language and the 
environment should be considered in  
the planning of teaching.

When the learner has poor command of  
the language of instruction, the role of  
the learner’s immediate adult should be 
emphasised. If the learner’s caregiver masters 
the language of instruction better, she or he can 
interpret the learning materials and model the 
use of the language in practice. If the learner’s 
multilingual living environment does not 
support learning the language of instruction,  
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the interaction between the teacher, the learner’s 
immediate adult and the learner may be the only 
place to practice it.

5.2.3 Social structures
The social learning environment is affected by 
the structures in the children’s and youth’s living 
environment. Especially in fragile areas, children 
and young people often live below the poverty 
line. The risk of child labour is also high. A full-
fledged focus on studying is not always possible if 
children and young people are in paid employment 
and participating in taking care of the family.

Everyday chores such as getting food and 
water, doing laundry and housekeeping are often 
laborious and time consuming. This reduces  
the time available for study when children 
and youth must participate in housekeeping. 
Assisting with everyday tasks or moving into 
the working life can be seen as more beneficial 
for the future of the child or adolescent. In this 
case, traditional gender roles may be emphasised, 
and the education of girls and women is not 
considered important. Supporting the education 
of girls therefore has an important role to play.

People living in fragile areas are often 
supported by aid organisations that are part of 
the social structures of the learner’s learning 
environment. Their potential role in supporting 
learning should also be assessed in the design 
and implementation of mobile distance learning; 
could they act as partners?

If the learners live in a war zone or refugee 
camp, the role of the soldiers or camp guards in 
the area’s ruling army in relation to the learners 
and their families, as well as teaching, must be 
clarified. Do they support or hinder education?

Mobile distance learning can prevent the 
radicalisation of children and young people 
living in fragile areas. Challenges to economic 
livelihoods and social exclusion can contribute 
to violent radicalisation. The social environment 
and networks are also important. If a child or 
a young person has had to flee their home and 
lives during a war or other chaos, they may have 

the feeling that they have been pushed aside 
from society. Amid war and chaos, uncensored 
propaganda also spreads more easily for children 
and young people to read, listen to and watch. 
Already radicalised people also have easier access 
to children and young people, to attract them 
to their own ideology. Therefore, providing 
education is extremely important.

5.2.4 Learner’s agency
The aim of mobile distance learning is to support 
the empowerment of learners living in fragile 
areas and to build a foundation for lifelong 
learning. While the goal is to develop basic 
academic skills and study the content of school 
subjects, a positive attitude and motivation 
towards learning are also very important.  
As learners learn new skills and expand their 
worldview, their values and attitudes evolve,  
as do their ability to function. The learner’s self-
image, sense of ability, and self-esteem develop.

Competence of agency refers to the readiness 
of action in the learner’s community, the will to 
actively work for the benefit of oneself, others 
and the wider community, and the environment 
(Rajala, 2016). In the Distance school project, 
learners have been encouraged to learn and 
practice skills that are important for everyday 
life. They have received information about 
the everyday life, games, and school practices 
of Finnish children. They have been endowed 
with agency after learning about the processes 
of society and gaining knowledge of history and 
the present. In addition, learners have received 
information on sustainable development issues 
and nature conservation.

Children and their caregivers living in fragile 
areas may have a traditional view of learning, 
teaching, and school. Mobile distance learning is 
voluntary, which promotes self-direction and the 
learner’s own agency. However, this may conflict 
with the learner’s and their immediate adult’s 
traditional notions of teaching and learning.

Mobile distance learning works 
independently and from time to time together 
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with others. At the same time, the skills of 
systematic and long-term work are practised. 
Learners are given the opportunity to suggest 
phenomena and themes that interest them, as 
well as to make their own decisions, try different 
things and correct their own tasks. They are 
given a variety of choices and influences, such 
as the ability to do tasks in their own way. It is 
important to ask the learners and those close to 
them if the assignments have made sense to them 
and what they would like to learn next. Learners 
are encouraged to be open to new things and 
are encouraged to be creative and use their 
imagination.

The growth and development of the 
learners in fragile areas can be challenged by 
parental depression or lack of agency. In this 
case, learners can adopt a model of weak agency 
and hopelessness. The mental health of carers, 
especially mothers, also affects children. Mobile 
distance learning can support the self-esteem 
of children and young people, while supporting 
their immediate adult’s understanding of the 
importance of education. This creates hope for 
the future.

5.3 Psychological learning 
environment
The psychological learning environment consists 
of cognitive and emotional factors. The children 
and young people living in fragile areas might 
have been affected by traumatic events and 
experiences that need to be considered when 
planning and implementing teaching.

The possible lack of hope or depression of 
caregivers can cause challenges to the growth 
and development of children and youth in fragile 
areas. This can cause children and youth to adopt 
a model of weak agency and hopelessness.  
The mental health of caregivers, especially 
mothers, also affect their children. Mobile distance 
education can support the self efficacy and self-
esteem of children and youth while supporting  
the understanding of their caregivers about  

the importance of education. This can also create 
hope for the future.

5.3.1 Cognitive factors: readiness to study and 
academic skills
The school path of learners living in fragile 
areas is often very broken. There has been no 
opportunity for regular schooling or learners have 
not been able to attend any form of education for 
any other reason. The education provided to  
the children and young people may have been 
very conservative or ideologically coloured.

Because of the level of education, or  
the interruptions in or the non-existence of  
the school path, the learners’ academic skills and 
learning abilities are often deficient and weak 
relative to their age. Knowledge of the language 
of instruction can also be at an elementary level. 
Learners should be offered an opportunity to 
progress in their studies at their own pace, 
with the help of individually designed learning 
materials. When planning learning tasks, one 
must know and dare to differentiate the tasks 
sufficiently downwards. In the Distance school 
project, young people who, by their age, should 
have been in secondary school also received basic 
education.

5.3.2 Emotional factors: emotions and motivation
The learning environment can also be viewed 
from the perspective of emotional factors. 
Children and young people living in fragile 
areas may have low self-esteem and experiences 
of failure. Motivation to study may be weak. 
Living conditions may increase conditions of 
fear and feelings of insecurity, and the state of 
attentiveness required for learning may be very 
low. The atmosphere can even be apathetic.  
A stressful everyday life (searching for water and 
food, extreme weather events, etc.) also reduces 
the level of vigilance.

According to the experience of the Distance 
school project, the learning motivation of 
children and youth living in fragile areas was 
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high, nonetheless. To maintain motivation 
and enthusiasm for learning and studying, 
teaching must be conducted in a way that does 
not strain the faltering well-being of learners. 
Teaching schedules and contents are planned and 
implemented in terms of the well-being of  
the learners and their immediate adults.

5.3.3 Mental factors: trauma, fear, and anxiety
Children and youth living in fragile areas may 
have fears, concerns about the fate of their 
relatives, or personal traumatic experiences.  
If a child or a young person lives or has lived in 
the middle of a war and/or has had to flee, he or 
she may even have existential worries and fears 
about the future and the survival of oneself and 
one’s loved ones. These impede the resources 
spent on learning and studying.

Traumatic experiences and worries interfere 
with and prevent the child or adolescent from 
performing developmental tasks typical of 
their age. He/she may seem younger and more 
vulnerable than one’s age. The child or adolescent 
may lack hope and faith in the future. The more 

age-related developmental tasks are lacking, the 
more it affects learning and other behaviour 
(Peltonen, 2011).

A child or adolescent who has experienced 
trauma may experience psychosomatic 
symptoms, insomnia, post-traumatic stress, 
and depression. These can appear as aggressive, 
hostile, hopeless, or apathetic behaviour. A child 
or adolescent who has experienced trauma may 
act with extreme caution and fear new threats.  
It can be difficult for a child or adolescent to trust 
new adults, such as teachers. Confidence in one’s 
own abilities to cope and learn can be weak.

The cognitive resources of a child or 
adolescent who has experienced trauma may 
be very weak. Focusing, learning something 
new and remembering is challenging. Mental 
factors are intertwined with learning ability 
and academic skills. This must be considered 
when planning mobile distance learning. It is 
necessary to dare to differentiate teaching boldly 
downwards so that the learner works in the zone 
of his or her immediate competences and has 
experiences of success.
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This chapter describes the practicalities of  
how the distance education was executed to  
the Al-Hol prison camp in North-Eastern Syria. 
Distance education was provided between may 
2020 until April 2021 for 23 Finnish children 
living in the prison camp. There were two 
classroom teachers working full-time on  
the project. One of them with prior experience 
of teaching multicultural children and from 
learning development, and the other from 
special education.  

The children were reached via their mothers 
mobile phones and teaching was provided by 
using Whatsapp mobile phone application.  
Due to the weak mobile and internet connections 
the teaching could not utilise videos nor not 
always even photos, but it relied mostly on text, 
emoji and voice messages.

 

6 Distance school in 
practice

6.1 Distance school student groups
The learners of the Distance school project were 
grouped according to their age and language 
skills into three groups:

• 	early childhood education aged children 
	 were grouped as apples
• 	preschool and 1st and 2nd graders of
	 primary school learners were grouped as 	

		  strawberries
• 	Other primary school were grouped 
	 as oranges
• 	Secondary education and high school 
	 were grouped as watermelons.
As the knowledge of learners was developed, 

the teaching was differentiated within and 
between student groups. Teachers designed and 
produced differentiated learning materials that 
considered the language level of each learner.
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Figure 1.  Student groups were marked with 
symbols in the learning material.

6.2 Instant messaging application for 
mobile distance learning
In practice, both teachers and the learner or  
their immediate adults must have a working 
mobile device with an Internet connection. 
In the Distance school project, the Whatsapp 
instant messaging application was chosen to 
be used for mobile distance learning, where it 
was possible to create groups. Teachers and one 
immediate adult per group were included as 
members of the groups.

 

6.3 Schedule
Mobile distance learning can take place either in 
real time or asynchronously. In the Distance school 
project, teaching was mostly asynchronous: 
teachers ’messages were read, and assignments 
were made when it was actually possible for 
learners and adults. Synchronous mobile 
education is challenging due to the mobile 
connections in fragile areas, as well as the 
challenging everyday life of those living there.

When planning the teaching schedule,  
the resources, wishes and goals of the learners 
and those close to them should be considered. 
Teaching can be offered, for example, every 
weekday or on some days of the week. Days 
when they want to receive messages from 
teachers can be arranged according to the wishes 
of the learner and their immediate adult.  

In the Distance school project, instruction was 
initially given daily, and then later during three 
days of a week upon request.

The schedule of mobile distance learning 
is affected by the events of the calendar and 
the school year. These calendar and school 
year events are also considered and included 
in the teaching schedule and content, while 
also remembering the local celebrations and 
traditions of the learners’ country of residence.
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Figure 2. Students were given information about 
Finnish celebrations and anniversaries during the 
calendar year.

In the Distance school project, one subject 
was studied per day. Teaching was built around 
the study of language and mathematics.  
In accordance with the wishes of the learners 
and their immediate adults, the contents of 
other subjects, such as environmental studies, 
geography, biology, history, or social studies, 
were also included in the teaching or integrated 
into the language teaching content. In addition, 
learners were occasionally given English 
language assignments.

 The school days began at the agreed time 
in the morning when the teachers sent the 
first messages to the learners. In the morning 
message, the teacher informed about the day of 
the week, the date, and the weather, inquired 
about the wellbeing of learners and adults, and 
explained the day’s contents and objectives of  
the teaching.

Figure 3. School days began in the Distance school 
project with morning messages sent by teachers.

After the morning greetings, teachers sent 
the pre-planned and differentiated learning 
material messages to each group of learners. 
It is a good idea to illustrate the lesson in 
different ways: comprehension of the text 
can be supported by emojis, sound and 
downloadable images. The learning materials 
produced by teachers are discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 6.4.

Teachers were available to learners and 
their immediate adults as agreed, so they were 
ready to answer questions and, if necessary, 
help and guide them in their tasks. In the 
Distance school project, teachers were available 
on weekdays from 9 am to 4 pm, but in practice 
they also received messages on weekends, 
evenings, and nights. These were answered 
either immediately or at least no later than  
the morning of the following day or the 
Monday after the weekend.
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The school day of the Distance school 
project ended with messages providing stimuli 
to learners. Motivation messages included, 
for example, fairy tales and stories, rhymes 
and poems, craft and play tips, as well as 
photographs. Among other things, they were 
sent voice messages of Edward Uspenski’s  
Fedja-Uncle, his dog and his cat (2008) one 
chapter at a time as a voice message every week.  
The learners also got acquainted with, for 
example, Kati Weiss’s (2017) summary of 
Grimm’s brothers’ fairy tale Hansel and Gretel 
and Kari Levola’s (2010) book Leevi and 
Leonora. In connection with the motivation 
messages, learners, and their immediate adults 
were informed about the teaching schedules 
and asked for feedback on previous tasks and 
suggestions for further development of  
the teaching materials and content.

Figure 4. The school days of the Distance school 
project ended with motivation messages of varying 
content.

Mobile distance learning is flexible, and 
learning can be paused as needed. The initiative 
to take a break can come from the learners and 
their immediate adults or teachers. The break 
can be for a few days or weeks. Sometimes  
the life situation of learners and their 
immediate adults may require a break of 
an indefinite length of break. Even during 
breaks, teachers should maintain interaction 
with learners and their adults, for example, 
by inquiring about their wellbeing or sending 
them inspiring poems, fairy tales and stories to 
listen to or read. This lowers the threshold for 
returning to teaching and learning.

Figure 5. The Distance school project took breaks 
at the initiative of both teachers and learners and 
their immediate adults.

Figure 6. During the breaks due to the life situation 
of the learners and the recent ones, the teachers 
maintained the interaction.

6.4 Study material
In the Distance school project, teachers 
themselves produced teaching materials and 
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assignments for mobile distance learning. 
Existing learning material was used as  
a source and inspiration, but the contents were 
differentiated according to the individual needs 
and resources of the learners. The activating 
tasks were created to consider the living 
conditions of the learners. The contents of  
the teaching were built around phenomena  
and themes such as food, animals, everyday  
life, or school.

As the learners’ proficiency in Finnish 
was not at the level of their mother tongue, 
the language used in the learning materials 
and communication was as clear and simple 
as possible in terms of vocabulary, structure, 
and layout. When the language of instruction 
is poor, it is advisable to favour concrete 
and everyday vocabulary in teaching and 
communication and to avoid the use of 
abbreviations, long words, difficult concepts, 
or language images. The sentences should 
be as short as possible and contain only one 
important thing.

Instant messaging applications have a 
variety of visualisation and highlighting options. 
Comprehension of the text can be supported, for 
example, by italics, bold, or underlining. Emojis 
and stickers help in the interpretation of the text. 
Most instant messaging applications can also 
transmit photos, but a weak Internet connection 
can make downloading slow and/or expensive.

Learning materials can also be challenging 
when a child or adolescent lives in an 
environment where he or she has never 
experienced or seen something to be learned. 
For example, winter can be a foreign concept 
and phenomenon for learners if they have not 
experienced a cold period when there is frost, 
and the ground is covered with white snow. 
Things familiar to teachers can be very abstract 
to learners, requiring illustrative explanations, 
pictures, drawings, and audio messages in 
teaching.

For practical reasons, one should divide 
the text in the messages into clear paragraphs 
to make it easier to understand. Teaching 

material can be sent in one message, assignments 
in another and examples in the third. 
Comprehension of learning materials can also  
be supported by teacher’s voice messages.
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Figure 7. In the Distance school project, the 
learning material was clearly divided into its own 
messages.
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This chapter takes a look at different subject 
curricula and provides examples of the teaching 
content sent to the children in the Al-Hol prison 
camp via the mobile education. The content 
and examples of each subject are categorised 
according to age levels of early childhood 
education and comprehensive education.  

7.1 Language teaching
There may be different situations and goals in 
language teaching depending on the learner’s 
relationship to the language studied.

7.1.1 Mother tongue and literature
The aim of teaching a learner’s own mother 
tongue is to develop and maintain language 

7 Subjects and contents
skills. The aim is to increase the learner’s 
vocabulary and concepts and to encourage him 
or her to use the language in different situations. 
Learners become familiar with different texts 
and practice producing texts themselves. Literacy 
is practised with the goal of fluent reading and 
writing skills.

In the Distance school project, the language 
learning of early childhood aged children 
was based on the basics of the National Core 
Curriculum for Early Childhood Education and 
Care (Finnish National Agency for Education 
2018), which emphasised the goals in Table 2, 
considering the individual goals of each child.
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The rich world of 
language

TABLE  2. Emphasised goals for language learning in early childhood education 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2018).

•	 Linguistic and embodied expression 

•	 Linguistic memory and enhancing vocabulary 
•	 Language comprehension competences 
•	 Competences to produce speech 
•	 Competences to use language 

Different ways to utilise 
expression 

In the Distance school project, the youngest 
early childhood children practised vocabulary 
thematically and child-centred, and with a focus 
on his or her living environment. The exercises 
started with individual words and gradually 
expanded the speech into sentences of a few 
words. The exercises encouraged children to 
use language in everyday life and to practice 
storytelling skills. The assignments used pictures, 
emojis, and concrete objects that served as visual 
support for learning. An important element in 
the exercises was the voice messages sent by  
the teacher, in which he or she modelled the use 
of language and the production of speech.  
If voice messages could not be listened to, 
the role of the immediate adult as a model of 
language use was emphasised.
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Figure 8. Vocabulary was practiced with preschool 
children, and they played with language.

The foundations of the Pre-primary Curriculum 
(National Board of Education 2016) and  
the National Core Curriculum for Basic 
Education (National Board of Education 2014) 
serve as the basis for planning and implementing 
the language teaching of pre-school and primary 
school pupils. The aims of Tables 3 and 4 were 
particularly emphasised in the teaching.
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The rich world 
of language

TABLE  3. Emphasised goals for language learning for preschool students 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014).

•	 Speech sounds and syllables
•	 Recognition and production of letters 
•	 Getting acquainted with different types of texts 
•	 Listening comprehension competences
•	 Competence to tell a story 

Finnish language 
and literature 

TABLE  4. The highlighted goals for language learning for primary school students were built on 1. ‒ 2. 
categories of subjects 1) mother tongue and literature or 2) Finnish as a second language and literature 
objectives (Finnish National Agency for Education 2014).

•	 To inspire and guide students to learn to read and enhance
	 their vocabulary and understanding of concepts. (T4)

•	 To encourage students to read texts and literature according 
	 to their age and linguistic competences. (T5)

•	 To guide students to practice handwriting as well as to plan 
	 and produce text. (T7)

•	 To encourage students to practice their basics in writing. (T8)

Finnish and 
literature as a 
second language

•	 To guide and motivate students in learning reading skills and
	 practising comprehension of various texts, as well as guiding 		
	 learners to observe their own reading (T5)

•	 To encourage students to get interested in children’s literature 	
	 and other texts by creating positive reading experiences, as 
	 well as providing students possibilities to gain knowledge and 
	 share their readings. (T8)

•	 To encourage and inspire students to tell stories and their 
	 opinions as well as share their experiences by speaking,
	 writing, and drawing. (T9)

•	 To guide students to practice their handwriting and i
	 nstructing them to to plan their texts as well as to recognise 		
	 basics and agreements in writing and written text. (T11)
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In the Distance school project, the interest of 
pre-primary and primary school students was 
directed to the development of writing and 
reading skills in accordance with the objectives. 
Students were offered the opportunity to become 
acquainted with different texts and literary 
genres by listening to different texts such as 
rhymes, poems and fairy tales as read by  
the teacher. Students were encouraged to 
produce texts independently, either orally or  
in writing.
 

Figure 9. Preschool and primary school students 
became acquainted with the letters.
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Figure 10. Pre-primary and primary school 
students practised reading and writing skills with 
tasks differentiated according to their competence.

Figure 11. Learners read different texts. They 
listened to Eduard Uspenski’s (2017) book Fedja’s 
Uncle, his dog and his cat  as the teacher read. The 
primary school learner became acquainted with 
Pippa Goodhart’s (2018) work Three Waggy Tales.

The mobile distance teaching of the language 
of parents, primary and secondary school 
learners was based on the basics of the National 
Core Curriculum for Basic Education (Finnish 
National Board of Education 2014), which 
emphasised the objectives presented in Table 5. 
Teaching was differentiated in the direction of 
goals individually for each student.
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Finnish 
language and 
literature 
(3.‒6. gr.)

TABLE  5. The highlighted goals for language learning for primary and secondary school learners were built 
on 3. ‒ 6. p. subjects 1) mother tongue and literature or 2) Finnish as a second language and literature on the 
objectives. (Finnish National Agency for Education 2014).

•	 To guide students to gain more fluent reading skills and to use 	
	 their knowledge about different text genres to differentiate 
	 types of texts. (T4)

•	 To inspire students to develop fluent handwriting and to 
	 produce various types of texts needed every day. (T7)

•	 To assist students to deepen their skills to plan and produce
	 text independently and use vocabulary and grammatical 
	 structures in texts in various ways. (T8)

•	 To guide students to strengthen students to be linguistically 
	 aware and make observations on how language is used in 
	 different situations, and how it has different kinds of features 
	 as well as how there is regularity in spoken and written Finnish. 	
	 (T10)

•	 To guide students to gain more fluent reading skills, and an 
	 ability to use reading comprehension strategies, as well as to 
	 observe and evaluate one’s own reading. (T5)

•	 To encourage and to guide students to verbalise their thoughts 
	 and to practice producing illustrative and narrative texts. (T10)

•	 To guide students to develop their fluent handwriting and to 
	 strengthen the management of structures and spelling of their 
	 written language and texts. (T11)

•	 To guide students to strengthen their language awareness, 
	 to inspire them to research and observe language and its 
	 variants, and to guide them to use concepts that are used to 
	 describe language and its structures, as well as to assist to 
	 understand the impact the use of language has. (T13)

Finnish 
language and 
literature 
as a second 
language
(3.‒6. gr.)
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Figure 12. Older primary and secondary school 
learners practised language structures in a variety 
of ways.

 
Figure 13. Older high school students and 
secondary students became familiar with spoken 
language.
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In the Distance school project, the aim of 
language teaching for primary and secondary 
school learners were to establish fluent reading 
and writing skills. Attention was also paid to  

the structure and spelling of the language.  
The assignments practised language structures 
such as word classes and word inflection.

Finnish 
language and 
literature 
(7.‒9. gr.)

TABLE  6.The language learning objectives for older learners were built on 7. ‒ 9. p. subjects 1) mother tongue 
and literature or 2) Finnish as a second language and literature on the objectives. 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014).

•	 To guide students to utilise their skills in analysing different 
	 genres of texts, to widen their vocabulary and use of concepts, 	
	 to utilise their reading strategies effectively and to analyse the 
	 meaning of texts according to text, vocabulary, and grammar. 
	 (T4)

•	 To guide students to strengthen their skills to plan, produce, 
	 and develop texts independently and to use different types of 	
	 texts as models and as sources. (T6)

•	 To assist students to solidify vocabulary required by the norms 
	 of language and different genres and to solidify their use of 
	 grammatical structures. (T7)

•	 To guide students to develop strategies and skills required in 
	 reading comprehension and analyses. (T5)

•	 To guide students to develop reading skills, to guide students to 	
	 make observations about the texts, and widening and solidifying 	
	 vocabulary and use of concepts (T7)

•	 To encourage students to express their thoughts in writing and 	
	 to produce various types of texts. (T10)

•	 To offer students opportunities to produce narratives and 
	 illustrative texts. (T11)

Finnish 
language and 
literature 
as a second 
language 
(7.‒9. gr.)
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Figure 14. Language structures were practised with 
parents, primary and secondary school learners.

Learners became acquainted with different 
types of text, such as poems, fiction, and 
factual texts, and the learners also practised 
producing them. Learners’ different interests 
were respected in the selection of texts. They 
were guided to perceive the difference between 

fact, opinion, and fiction. Older learners were 
instructed to analyse different types of text.

Learners were introduced to the differences 
between spoken language (including dialects and 
slang) and written language. Study skills were 
developed by practising, for example, compiling 
a mind map and a list of support words.

 
Figure 15. Sometimes teachers explained  
the meaning of words to learners.

7.1.2 Teaching a foreign language
Learners can choose to study a foreign language, 
such as English. Motives for learning a foreign 
language are diverse; the foreign language 
studied may be, for example, the official language 
or the school language of the host country of  
the learner with refugee status.

Learning a foreign language promotes the 
formation and tolerance of a multilingual and 
multicultural identity. It is important for  
the teacher to find out the learner’s starting 
level and to discuss with them the motives for 
learning a foreign language.

In the Distance school project, some 
students studied English. They progressed at 
their own pace and received support for their 
learning as needed. Mobile distance education 
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is based on the National Core Curriculum for 
Basic Education (Finnish National Agency 
for Education 2014), which emphasised the 

In the Distance school project, learners studied 
foreign language vocabulary thematically.  
The teaching emphasised vocabulary related 
to the learner’s everyday life. Themes included 
family, home, everyday chores, and leisure. Tasks 
dealing with language structures were modelled 

English as 
a foreign 
language 
(3rd ‒6th  gr.)

TABLE  7. Objectives of the basics of the National Core Curriculum for Basic Education highlighted in the 
study of English in the Distance school project (Finnish National Agency for Education 2014).

•	 To guide students to identify the regularities of English, how to 	
	 express the same things in other languages and to use the 
	 concepts of language knowledge to support their learning (T3)

•	 Encourage students to engage in discussions on a wide range 
	 of topics relevant to learners’ age levels and life experiences 
	 (T6)

•	 To guide students to produce both spoken and written text for 
	 different purposes on general and self-relevant topics, paying 
	 attention to the diversity of structures and guiding good 
	 pronunciation (T10)

•	 To guide students to observe phenomena that separates or 
	 unites languages (T3)

•	 To guide students to practice interaction in various situations 
	 and to encourage them to continue communication even if 
	 there are interruptions.  (T7)

•	 To guide students to work on various levels of spoken and 
	 written texts. (T10)

•	 To offer students possibilities to produce speech and text of v
	 arious topics and themes, as well as to focus on central 
	 structures and rules of speech. (T11)

English as 
a foreign 
language 
(7th‒9th gr.)

objectives presented in Table 7. Teaching was 
differentiated individually for each student.

using several examples. The use of a foreign 
language was modelled with recordings and texts 
attached to the learning materials. Examples of 
how a native speaker speaks the language were 
given as voice messages.
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Figure 16. Problems related to English language 
structures
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Figure 17. Listening and reading comprehension as 
well as vocabulary were practised in English.

In the Distance school project, learners were 
instructed to be aware of the multi-layered 
nature of both their own and other linguistic 
and cultural identities. Teaching supported 
learners’ multilingualism by also making use of 
the languages used by learners in their free time. 
This strengthened learners’ confidence in their 
own ability to learn languages and to use even  
a small amount of language skills boldly.

7.2 Mathematics
The goal of studying mathematics in mobile 
distance education is to guide and support  
the learner in learning mathematical thinking 
and maths skills and to create a foundation for 
fluent, hands-on calculation skills.

In the Distance school project, the study of 
mathematics by early childhood and pre-school 
learners was based on the foundations of the 
National Core Curriculum for Early Childhood 
Education and Care (Finnish National Agency 
for Education 2018) and the foundations of  
the Pre-primary Education Curriculum (Finnish 
National Agency for Education 2014). Table 8 
presents the objectives that were highlighted in 
the teaching.
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In the Distance school project, the tasks of early 
childhood and pre-school learners supported  
the development of mathematical thinking.  
In the assignments, learners categorised, 
compared, and ranked things according to rules 
provided by the teacher or invented by the 
learner himself. They anchored the numbers, 
observed the numbers, and practised associating 
them with the word and number.

Researching 
and acting in 
environment

(Opetushallitus 2018)

TABLE 8. Objectives of mathematics studies for early childhood and pre-school children

•	 classification, comparison and ordering, and observation 
	 of regularities

•	 the development of the concept of reading and the 	
	 change in the number

•	 Reading skills and comparing numbers

•	 measuring with the body and various instruments

•	 perception of level and space (concepts of position and 
	 relationship and plane patterns)

•	 observation of shapes, amounts, and changes

•	 classification, comparison, and ranking

•	 appending a reading concept, word, and number to a digit

•	 concept of time (day and seasons)

Researching 
and acting in 
environment 

(Opetushallitus 2014)
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Figure 18. The tasks of early childhood and pre-
school learners supported the development of 
mathematical thinking.

Mathematics assignments also developed  
reading skills and guided learners to observe  
the environment by naming, for example, 
geometric shapes and searching for them in their 
own immediate environment. Preschool learners 
also practised simple basic calculations using 
pictures, emojis, or concrete tools.
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Figure 19. Early childhood and preschool learners 
practise maths in a variety of ways.

Mathematics
(1.‒2. gr.)

TABLE  9. Objectives of mathematics studies for primary school students 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 to guide the student to understand mathematical concepts 
	 and notation (T5)

•	 to support the student in developing the concept of reading 
	 and understanding the principle of the decimal system (T6)

•	 to get students acquainted with the principles of basic 
	 calculations and acquaint them with their properties (T7)

•	 to introduce the student to geometric shapes and guide them 
	 to observe their properties (T9)

•	 to guide the student to understand the principle of 
	 measurement (T10)

The teaching of mathematics to primary school 
learners was based on the basics of the National 
Core Curriculum for Basic Education (Finnish 
National Agency for Education 2014), of 
which the Distance school project particularly 
emphasised the objectives presented in Table 9.
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Primary school students practised number 
sequence skills, comparing numbers, and placing 
numbers in order. They practised addition 
and subtraction first in the reading range 0‒20 
and then in the reading range 0‒100. Students 
became acquainted with the principle of  
the decimal numeral system through pictures  
and functional teaching methods. In geometry, 
planar patterns and their properties were 
introduced by constructing and drawing them. 
Students practised measuring mass, length, and 
volume, as well as comprehension of time.

Figure 20. Primary school students practised basic 
arithmetic and geometry.
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Figure 21. Pre-primary and primary school 
learners practised measurement as well as table 
interpretation.

Mathematics 
(3rd‒6th gr.)

TABLE 10. Emphasised goals of older primary school learners in mathematics 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 To encourage students to present their reasoning and solutions 
	 with concrete tools, drawings, orally and in writing (T4)

•	 To guide students to use and understand mathematical 
	 concepts and notations (T7)

•	 To guide students to achieve fluent numeracy at the head and 
	 in writing using the features of calculations (T10)

•	 To guide students to observe and describe the geometric 
	 properties of pieces and patterns and to introduce the learner 
	 to geometric concepts (T11)
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Figure 22. Older primary school-age learners 
studied basic calculus in a variety of ways.
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Primary and secondary school learners used 
the tasks to strengthen their ability to calculate 
basic calculations (addition, subtraction, 
multiplication, and division). They were 
practised in a variety of different ways.

Mathematics 
(7th ‒9th gr.)

TABLE 11. Objectives of upper secondary school and older learners in mathematics
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 •To guide students to evaluate and develop his / her 
	 mathematical solutions and to critically examine the 
	 meaningfulness of the result (T6)

•	 To guide students to develop his / her ability to calculate basic 	
	 calculations with rational numbers (T11)

•	 To support students to expand the understanding of the 
	 concept of reading to real numbers (T12)

•	 To support students to expand their understanding of 
	 percentage calculation (T13)

•	 To guide students to understand the concept of the unknown 
	 and to develop their equation-solving skills (T14)

•	 To support students to understand the concepts of geometry 
	 and the connections between them (T16)

•	 To encourage students to develop their ability to calculate areas 
	 and volumes (T18)
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Figure 23. Upper and secondary school learners 
both studied basic arithmetic operations and 
strengthened mathematical understanding with 
verbal arithmetic problems.

In the verbal calculation tasks, the living 
environment of the learners was focused. 
The connection between multiplication and 
division was confirmed. In addition, learners 
became familiar with the concepts of decimals 

and fractions, practised using them in basic 
calculations, and locating them with a sequence 
of numbers. The understanding of the magnitude 
and interrelationship of the numbers was 
strengthened.

Older learners were also familiarised 
with the negative numbers and percentages. 
They practised transformations and ratios of 
percentages, decimals, and fractions.

Learners became acquainted with 
geometric objects and planar patterns, and 
their properties. They practised measurement 
and unit conversions. The measurement tasks 
considered the challenging living environment 
of the learners. Learners with more advanced 
skills were also given additional voluntary 
assignments.

Figure 24. More challenging additional tasks for 
older learners

7.3 Environmental science: biology and 
geography
Environmental science builds a foundation 
for the proficiency of different disciplines in 
environmental science. The teaching of these 
supports the development of the learners’ 
relationship with their environment, the 
development of their worldview and growth as a 
person in general. The teaching of environmental 
science and biology was provided as active and 
experiential learning. The learning materials 
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The teaching of early childhood and primary 
school learners focused on building a positive 
self-image of the learner, practising emotional 
and interaction skills, becoming familiar 
with everyday skills, and exploring one’s own 
immediate environment. The teaching of 
environmental science was integrated into  
the teaching of the language: it was practised 
to name body parts, animals, and plants and 
to describe their properties. The teaching was 
illustrated with the help of emojis, photographs, 
and picture collages. The learning tasks were 
based on games and research that encouraged 
curiosity and interest in environmental 
phenomena.

Environmental 
science 
(1st ‒2nd gr.)

TABLE 12. Objectives of environmental science studies for primary school students 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 To offer students a possibility to use their natural curiosity and 
	 to guide the students to experience environmental science 
	 studies as meaningful. (T1)

•	 To encourage students to have joy of learning while learning 
	 environmental science studies, as well as to enjoy learning and 
	 new challenges, and to practice long-term working habits. (T2)

•	 To guide students to observe and research their nearby
	  environment (T4)

•	 To encourage students to wonder and be curious (T5)

•	 To guide students to make observations and experiments in
	 their nearby environment by using different senses and simple 	
	 research tools, and to present their findings in different ways (T6)

•	 To guide students to describe and classify in different ways all 
	 kinds of organisms, habitats, phenomena, materials, and 
	 situations and to name them (T7)

•	 To guide students to practice emotional skills and to strengthen 	
	 their self-appreciation and valuing of others. (T13)

emphasise the study of the learner’s own living 
environment. In the Distance school project, 
environmental studies, biology, and geography 

were taught both independently and integrated 
into language and mathematics teaching.
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Figure 25. The environmental studies of the 
youngest learners were integrated with the 
learning of the language.

Figure 26. Environmental learning material 
included inquiry learning tasks.

The teaching of primary and secondary school 
learners consisted of the contents of biology and 
geography. The aim is to provide learners with 
the opportunity to broaden their understanding 
based on scientific knowledge and to support  
the construction and expansion of their 
worldview. Learners are instructed to consider 
the impact of their own activities on their 
own and other people’s well-being, as well 
as on nature and the broader society. They 
are encouraged to become familiar with 
understanding and nurturing biodiversity.
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Environmental 
Science 
(3rd‒6th gr.)

TABLE 13. Emphasised goals of older primary school learners in environmental education 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 To generate and maintain the student’s interest in the 
	 environment and the study of environmental studies and helps 
the learner to experience all fields of environmental science 
	 relevant to themselves (T1)

•	 To support the development of the student’s environmental 		
	 awareness (T3)

•	 To guide students to plan and carry out small-scale research, 
	 to make observations and measurements in diverse learning 
	 environments using different senses and research and 
	 measurement tools (T5)

•	 To guide the students to explore and act in nature and 
	 the built environment (T9)

•	 To support student’s ability to identify, express and regulate 
	 their feelings (T10)

•	 To guide students to perceive the environment, human 
	 activities and related phenomena using the concepts of 
	 environmental science and to develop their conceptual 
	 structures from preconceptions towards the precise use 
	 of the concepts (T12)

•	 To guide students to understand, use and make different models 
	 that can be used to interpret and explain people, 
	 the environment, and their phenomena (T13)

•	 To guide students in the study of nature, the identification of 
	 organisms and habitats and ecological thinking, and to guide 
	 the learner in understanding human structure, vital functions, 	
	 and development (T15)

•	 To guide students to geographical thinking, to perceive one’s 
	 own environment and the whole world, and to practice map use 
	 and other geomedia skills (T16)
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Older learners became acquainted with the 
continents, their natural conditions, and regional 
livelihoods. They compared the differences and 

similarities between different states and cultures. 
They got to know the living and non-living 
nature as well as the different species and plants 

Biology
(7th‒9th gr.)

TABLE 14. Objectives of upper secondary school and older learners in biology and geography 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 To guide learners to understand the basic structure and function 
	 of an ecosystem and to compare different ecosystems and identify 	
	 species (T1)

•	 To guide learners to assess changes in the natural environment 	
	 and human impact on the environment (T6)

•	 To guide learners to develop scientific thinking skills and an 
	 understanding of cause-and-effect relationships (T7)

•	 To guide learners to do research (T10)

•	 To inspire learners to deepen their interest in nature and its 
	 phenomena and to strengthen the relationship with nature and 
	 environmental awareness (T12)

Geography 
(7th‒9th gr.)

•	 To support the construction of a structured map image of 
	 the learner from the globe (T1)

•	 To guide the learner to study biogeographical phenomena and to 
	 compare natural landscapes in Finland and elsewhere on earth (T2)

•	 To guide the learner to study human geographical phenomena 
	 and cultural landscapes and to understand different cultures, 
	 livelihoods, and people’s lives in Finland and in different parts 
	 of the world (T3)

•	 To guide the learner to develop a sense of space and an 
	 understanding of symbols, proportions, directions, and distances 	
	 (T6)

•	 To guide the learner to practice everyday geomedia skills and to 
	 read and interpret maps and other models of geographical 
	 phenomena (T7)

•	 To train the learner to observe the environment and the 
	 changes that take place in it, and to activate the learner to follow 
	 current events in his or her immediate environment, in Finland and 
	 around the world (T9)

•	 To guide learners to value their regional identity and the diversity 
	 of nature, human activities, and cultures, and to respect human 
	 rights throughout the world (T13)
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in the areas. In addition, learners were instructed 
to explore and interpret maps (e.g., terrain and 
theme maps), photographs, and various diagrams 
in a variety of ways. Also, current news and 
themes were utilised in the teaching.

Figure 27. Learners became familiar with the maps 
and animals and obtained information through an 
interview. Map images YLE Learning: Björkstrand 
and Nieminen, 2019

The study material consisted of clearly sequenced 
texts and voice recordings of these texts.  
The emojis of state flags within the instant 
messaging application were used to identify 
them.

Figure 28. The emoji range of the instant 
messaging application can be utilised in mobile 
distance learning.
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7.5 History
The objective of teaching history is to install 
a students’ interest into the phenomena of 
the past and develop their understanding of 
the historical past and knowledge of different 
cultures.  This assists them to understand the 
past, present and the meaning that individuals 
have as agents of history. Studying history also 

supports the development of learner’s identity 
and makes them understand the impact culture 
has on individuals and societies. This enhances 
their cultural interaction and encourages them to 
understand and appreciate differences. Learning 
history also develops their logical thinking and 
ability to make insights. History is taught in  
a meaningful and holistic way by integrating it 
with different subjects and themes. 

History
(5th‒6th gr.)

TABLE 15. Objectives of upper secondary school and older learners in history 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014)

•	 To get to know history as a discipline and to gain interest with 
	 the past human life. (T1) 

•	 To learn to distinguish historical time spans and concepts. (T4)

•	 To understand the outlines and continuity of history. (T8)

History 
(7th‒9th gr.)

•	 To strengthen the learner’s interest in history as a discipline and 
	 as a subject that constructs one’s identity. (T1)

•	 To strengthen the learners’ skills to understand historical time 
	 spans and concepts. (T4) 

The focus of history teaching has been in 
understanding the broad lines of the subject.  
The content of the study was mostly Finnish 
history and folklore. In addition, the learners 

have become acquainted with the backgrounds 
and differences of folk traditions around  
the world and with Finland’s UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites.



5 6     S U B J E C T S  A N D  C O N T E N T S

  

Figure 29. In the Distance school project, learners 
got acquainted with UNESCO World Heritage sites 
in Finland

Figure 30. History teaching combined current 
topics and calendar year events. Teaching was 
integrated with other subjects.
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History learning materials consisted of periodic 
texts in plain language that were also sent as 
voice messages. If necessary, a glossary message 
explaining the concepts in the text was attached to 
the learning material. In addition, lessons learned 
were illustrated through photographs, maps, 
support vocabularies, and concept maps. For 
example, the tasks of understanding and producing 
different texts were used as learning tasks. History 
was also integrated into language tasks.

7.6 Social Studies
The aim of studying social studies is to 
provoke the learner’s interest in society, active 
participation, and influence, as well as various 
current phenomena and their impact on  
the life of the individual and the community. 
Social studies encourage the learner to be an 
active citizen who acts socially, ethically and in 
accordance with sustainable development.

Social science 
(5th‒6th gr.)

TABLE 16. Emphasised goals of older primary and secondary school and older learners in social studies 
(Finnish National Agency for Education 2014).

•	 To guide the student to gain interest about the one’s 
	 surrounding society, and about social sciences as a discipline
 	 and a subject that moulds one’s identity. (T1) 

•	 To encourage the student to practice the basic democratic 
	 active citizen skills. (T7)

•	 To guide the learner to deepen one’s interest in the surrounding 
	 society and social sciences as a discipline. (T1)

•	 To guide the learner to understand the basic principles of rule 
	 of law. (T3)

•	 To strengthen the learner’s skills to understand historical 
	 time spans and concepts. (T4) 

Social Science 
(7th‒9th gr.)

In social studies, learners practice everyday  
skills needed in a pluralistic society and 
community life. These skills include, for 
example, the construction, presenting and 
justifying one’s own opinion, constructive 

interaction, sustainable consumer skills and 
voting. The contents of social studies can be 
easily applied and integrated into the study of 
languages, environmental studies as well as 
mathematics.
 



5 8     S U B J E C T S  A N D  C O N T E N T S

Figure 31. In social studies, e.g. current U.S. 
elections.
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In early childhood education and basic 
education, there is also a goal to teach transversal 
competences of children and adolescents. This 
consists of the ability to use knowledge and skills, 
as well as to act according to the situation. This 
is shaped by learners’ values and attitudes, as well 
as the will to be an active citizen and to promote 
a sustainable future. Transversal competences 
are developed throughout one’s life.

When possible, the Distance school project 
supported the development of the learners’ 
transversal competences. The subject-specific  
or interdisciplinary tasks were linked to  
the objectives of transversal competences which 
are also linked to each other. The Distance 
school was not able to achieve all these goals due 
to the nature of mobile distance learning. These 
include, for example, promoting the learner’s 
interaction skills, IT skills, and advocacy. 
Learners have been supported and encouraged, 
which hopefully has influenced their attitudes 
and especially their motivation to learn and act.

8.1 Early childhood children
Children’s backgrounds were always 
remembered when planning and implementing 
the mobile education for early childhood 
children. Their proficiency in the Finnish 
language in particular placed limitations in the 
planning and implementation of tasks. Several 
of the children were just learning Finnish, 
e.g., imitating it and listening to it. It was also 
considered that the messages went through 
the children’s immediate adult. Linguistic and 
technological constraints also challenged the 
promotion of some broad-based knowledge 
objectives more deeply.

8.1.1 Thinking and learning
Thinking begins with wonder. Early childhood 
children are naturally curious and want to 
learn. They get excited easily and mimic their 
parents. Children learn to think by playing, 
listening to stories and rhymes, exploring, 
and experimenting. Everything happens in 

8 Objectives of 
transversal competence
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interaction with other people and the child’s 
environment. In the Distance school project,  
the learning environment is challenging, and  
the mobile device brings its own constraints. 

The teaching tried to expose children to 
novel ideas and topics of wonder through 
messages with audio and images. Several tasks 
encouraged them to play, build, and experiment. 
Children’s immediate adults were guided to 
encourage children to try despite possible 
failures. The children learned to name things 
and learn the Finnish language, which could be 
a new thinking tool for them. They also learned 
to compare and structure things. Opportunities 
were given for wondering and making new 
insights.

Learning is a collaborative effort. Achieving 
this at a Distance school was challenging 
due to the limitations posed by the learning 
environment. In the learning tasks, learners were 
encouraged to cooperate with each other within 
the possibilities of the learning environment.

Figure 32. Tasks and games developed children’s 
thinking skills.

8.1.2 Cultural competence, interaction, and 
expression
The target group of the Distance school project 
was multicultural. They were introduced to 
Finnish culture and traditions. The operation 
of the Distance school project was based on 
confidentiality and respect for each other.  
At the same time, the children’s own views were 
listened to and respected in the assignments.  
The activities were always based on interactivity 
and respect for others, as well as listening. 
Learners were encouraged to interact and 
develop self-expression skills. The development 
of their cultural identity was supported by 
various tasks.

8.1.3 Self-care and everyday skills
The challenging living conditions of  
early childhood children did not support  
the advancement of everyday skills. Through 
the Finnish language tasks of mobile distance 
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learning, children also learn everyday skills.  
The main themes in the mobile education of 
early childhood children were everyday activities 
such as morning or evening activities, dressing 
according to the weather and the seasons. 
 The children also received information and 
pictures about the daily life of the kindergarten, 
children’s games in Finland and activities in 
playgrounds. Children also learned emotional 
skills by practising naming emotions and 
expressing them. Underlying these learning tasks 
was the goal of supporting children to repatriate 
to their new home country.

 

Figure 33. Tasks guided everyday activities and 
expression of emotions.

8.1.4 Multiliteracy, communication and 
technological skills
The Distance school was implemented via  
a mobile device and thus the children learned 
to read emojis, pictures, text and listen to voice 
messages. They also learn to send voice messages 
to teachers. In this way, their multilingual skills 
and information and communication technology 
skills developed. The children were given  
a variety of stories, fairy tales and poems to listen 
to. Comprehension of the text was facilitated 
by audio files, images, and emojis. Playing 
strengthened multitasking skills, for example, 
Kim’s game, which develops visual memory. 
Linguistic challenges made it difficult to interpret 
or evaluate images or stories more accurately. Figure 34. Assignments developed multitasking 

and technological competence.
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8.1.5 Participation and influence
Supporting the inclusion of early childhood 
children in mobile distance education was 
challenging, but voice messaging enabled mutual 
interaction. Indeed, the children’s immediate 
adults could record the children’s speech to 
the teachers and thus bring out the children’s 
individual thoughts.

8.2 Primary and secondary school 
learners
The transversal competences of primary and 
secondary school learners were promoted by 
integrating these objectives into the tasks of  
the subjects in accordance with the National 
Core Curriculum for Basic Education. 

8.2.1 Thinking and learning to learn
The development of learners’ thinking skills 
was promoted by encouraging them to make 
observations about pictures, news, stories, or 
their environment, as well as to reflect and make 
comparisons. Implementing exploratory learning 
was challenging due to various constraints 
such as learners’ living environment, the level 
of linguistic and academic skills, technological 
opportunities, and distance learning. Similarly, 
various sources could not be utilised. All  
the information either came directly from  
the teachers or through the learners’ own 
research and observation, e.g., by interviewing 
their immediate adults. 

Learners were encouraged to be curious 
and ask questions. In addition, they were sent 
problem-solving assignments, especially in 
mathematics. Verbal tasks require reasoning 
ability. The joy of learning was maintained  
by including activating tasks. This also  
fostered creativity and developed insight.  
The development of learners’ learning skills 
was assessed weekly by asking for feedback on 
the complexity and suitability of the tasks. Each 

learner was given tasks corresponding to their 
own skill level, thus maintaining the motivation 
to learn. The broader goal of the Distance school 
was to build a foundation for the continuation  
of learning in Finland, as well as for motivation 
of lifelong learning.

Figure 35. Assignments supported thinking skills 
and learning to learn.
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8.2.2 Cultural competence, interaction, and 
expression
The awareness of Distance school learners about 
Finnish culture was promoted. They got to know 
Finnish culture through various holidays, such 
as Midsummer, Independence Day, Runeberg 
Day, Kalevala Day. In addition, they received 
information about Finland’s UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites and Finnish history. Similarly, 
the development of their own multicultural 
identity was supported by various tasks. They 
were instructed to see their own multicultural 
background as a resource and strength. 
Moreover, emojis and characters that ethnically 
and culturally corresponded to them were used 
in the assignments. Learners were encouraged to 
consider their own relationship with Finland.

Learners were instructed according to their 
age level to express and present their own 
opinions and ideas. They studied Finnish and 
English, and learned to use both mathematical 
symbols and visual expression, e.g., with the help 
of emojis. Because of the challenging learning 
environment of Distance school learners, other 
expressions such as Visual Arts, Drama, and 
Music were sadly left out of the assignments.

Figure 36. Tasks supported the development, 
interaction, and expression of cultural identity.

8.2.3 Self-care and everyday skills
Distance school learners were instructed to 
practice everyday skills such as how to dress 
according to different seasons or how to 
interpret for example the school timetable.  
The older learners also wrote about their own 
daily lives. In addition, the learners reflected 
on their own feelings. The tasks of both 
mathematics and the Finnish language included 
insights into how to act as a consumer.
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Figure 37. Tasks developed everyday skills and 
self-care.

8.2.4 Multiliteracy
The Distance school utilised such verbal, pictorial, 
auditory and numerical material. Learners 
became acquainted with a variety of texts: stories, 
news, information texts, cartoons, and poems. 
In addition, they listened to voice messages and 
examined images, such as maps, diagrams, and 
photographs, as well as interpretation of emojis. 
This is how they learn to understand different 
forms of communication. Learners were given 
the opportunity to ask questions, wonder, and 
realise. They listened and produced the stories 
themselves. Learners’ basic reading and writing 
skills developed and became smoother.

Figure 38. Assignments developed multiliteracy.

8.2.5 Information and communication 
technology skills

Mobile distance learning was implemented in an 
instant messaging application and thus learners 
have also learned about the versatile use of 
WhatsApp by utilising the sending and receiving 
of emojis, voice messages, text messages and 
images. Due to technological limitations, not 
all its features could be exploited. These include 
sending documents and internet links or making 
video calls. At times, downloading photos was 
slow in mobile Distance school.
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Figure 39. The tasks promoted information and 
communication technology skills.

8.2.6 Working life skills and entrepreneurship
Distance school learners heard about different 
professions in stories and poems. In geography, 
older learners became acquainted with the 
industries of different countries. In addition, 
learners made sense of professions e.g., through 
emojis.

Participating in a Distance school requires 
students to have perseverance, which is part 
of entrepreneurship. Completing one’s own 
assignments requires students to have special 
focus, perseverance, responsibility, and creativity 
in challenging circumstances.

Figure 40. Tasks supported working life skills and 
entrepreneurship.

8.2.7 Participating, influencing, and building a 
sustainable future

Learners participated in the preparation of  
the content and schedule of teaching, as well 
as in the assessment of learning. Older learners 
were given the task of practising opinion 
writing. The principles of exploratory learning 
support inclusive skills. In terms of otherwise 
learning practices, then the opportunities for 
influence developed were very limited. Teachers 
were also not present to support growth in 
decision-making or conflict resolution. These  
are challenging to do remotely.

Learners received information about nature 
and climate change, as well as the state of the 
Baltic Sea in environmental science and biology, 
as well as geography. Older learners also became 
acquainted with the U.S. presidential election 
and democracy at the time.
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Figure 41. Tasks were participatory and developed 
the ability to influence.
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The evaluation of the competences of learners 
is more challenging in distance education 
than in actual classroom. Teachers cannot see 
the execution of tasks by the learners, unless 
the answers are sent as photographs or voice 
messages to the teachers. In order to develop  
the teaching and modify it according to the level 
and individual needs, feedback from learners was 
requested continuously every week.

9.1 Learner Assessment
In mobile distance learning, assessment is always 
primarily for the learner. It should help the learner 
understand their own learning. Evaluation must 
be fair, constructive, positive, and encouraging 
(Finnish National Agency for Education, 2014). 
The assessment can be both indicative and 
include suggestions on how to proceed or correct 
performance. It should always be individualised, 
diverse, and timely (Atjonen et al. 2019). 
Assessment of learners living in fragile areas 
should also encourage learners to believe in their 
own abilities to learn and develop as a unique 
individual.

9 Evaluation and feedback
The evaluation is an ongoing process. 

Learners’ skill level diagnostics are done all 
the time. Based on the tasks returned by the 
learners, the teacher gets a better idea of what 
the learner already knows and whether the tasks 
are too challenging. Through assessment, the 
teacher designs and produces individual learning 
materials for learners. Learning materials can be 
accompanied by assignments where the learner 
can also practice self-assessment skills.
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Figure 42. Learners practised self-assessment 
skills.

Feedback evaluates the performance of  
the learner. The teacher can comment on the 
learner’s return to the task orally, praising and 
encouraging success, or drawing the learner’s 
attention to the challenges and problems of the 
task. Although the teacher is not present in mobile 
distance learning in the actual learning situation, 
he or she can assess the learner’s learning through 
text or voice messaging or from a photograph 
of the task. In addition, feedback guides and 
encourages the learner to develop new skills 
and leads to new learning materials or ways of 
working. The teacher can provide solutions to 
the tasks as well as direct the learning and suggest 
what the learner should do next.

Figure 43. Teacher feedback and guidance.

9.2 Feedback on mobile distance 
learning
Continuous assessment of assignments, practices, 
learning materials, and communication is 
important to develop and tailor teaching to 
better meet the needs of learners and their 
immediate adults. Feedback on the success of 
teaching and assignments should be sought so 
that it is easy to provide and does not require 
much effort. In practice, this means that  
a feedback request can be answered by voice  
and text messages or only by emojis. It is 
important for assessment that there is a secure 
and confidential interaction between teachers 
and the learners’ immediate adult.

At the end of each week, teachers sent easily 
accessible, standard feedback requests to learners 
and their immediate adults asking questions 
about, for example, the workload and challenge 
of the assignments. A few times a year, more 
extensive feedback was collected on mobile 
teaching schedules, subject content, and the 
learning materials. Teachers encouraged learners 
and their immediate adults to share learning 
challenges and experiences of success.
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Figure 44. In the Distance school project, teachers 
actively gathered feedback in different ways from 
students and adults.

Furthermore, the learners provided feedback  
on the assignments. This helped in planning  
the following tasks. The feedback helped teachers 
understand if a task needed to be practised  
more than originally planned. In this case,  
the evaluation and development of teaching is  
an interactive process. This also supports 
learners’ motivation to learn.

Figure 45. Spontaneous feedback on assignments 
from learners and caregivers.
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The importance and effectiveness of mobile 
distance education can be looked at on different 
levels. What is the meaning of it to the learner  
or to his or her caregiver? In addition  
the effectiveness of mobile education on  
societal level can be pondered. 

10.1 The importance of education 
for the student
Mobile distance learning offers learners 
meaningful activities appropriate to their  
level of knowledge and skills, as well as  
the joy of learning. Simultaneously, teaching,  
and motivational messages from the day at  
the same time provide routine and stimuli for  
the days of learners living in fragile areas. 
In addition, mobile distance education provided 
children and adolescents with information about 
current world affairs. They were also reciprocally 
consulted, which fostered a sense  

10 The importance and 
effectiveness of mobile  
distance education

of inclusion. Mobile distance learning promoted 
both integration into a new country and lifelong 
learning for learners.

10.1.1 The importance of education in long term
Mobile distance learning offers children living  
in fragile areas a low threshold for learning.  
It enables individualised instruction for children 
and adolescents whose school path has been 
broken and whose basic skills are poor.

Individually designed and implemented  
mobile distance learning has developed the basic 
academic skills of the learners involved in  
the Distance school project. According to learners  
and their immediate adults who participated in  
the Distance school, the learners’ skills have 
developed in all subjects and more. The most 
significant learning experiences shared with 
teachers have been learning to read and write, 
achieving fluency in the mother tongue, and 
consolidating basic numeracy skills. Positive 
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learning experiences increase the motivation and 
commitment of learners and their immediate 
adults to study further.

Mobile distance learning provides an 
opportunity for children and adolescents living in 
fragile areas to develop in the management of basic 
academic skills. Literacy and maths skills make it 
easier to adapt and succeed in school when proper 
schooling is possible again. The management of 
basic skills is also important from the point of view 
of vocational training and employment. Good basic 
skills reduce the risk of exclusion.

In addition to teaching skills and knowledge, 
mobile distance learning aims to help learners 
build positive visions for the future. Learners 
gain experience of active agency and identify 
their own strengths. They learn how the choices 
and decisions they make will affect to construct  
a reality that is full of possibilities. The provision 
of mobile distance learning can therefore be 
seen as one of the most important means of 
empowerment to promote the development of 
knowledge, skills and self-confidence of children 
and adolescents living in fragile areas.

10.1.2 Education as part of integration
The mobile distance education for the children in 
Al-Hol prison camp was part of the integration 
efforts of the children back to Finland. 
Integration is the process of settling into a new 
country and culture. It is an interactive process, 
whereby the migrant is offered information 
and skills in order to adjust to the new society. 
Learning the language plays an important role 
in integration and in understanding the new 
culture. In the mobile Distance education project 
the education empasised learning the Finnish 
language and getting familiar to it. Many of  
the children were born in Syria and had not 
been accustomed to hearing Finnish. The mobile 
education also included content on Finnish 
culture, history and customs. The intention  
was to prepare the repatriation of the children to 
Finland. The children were also told for example 
about the daily routines of Finnish children in 

day care, school and during their freetime. 
Mobile distance education can be utilised 

in integration efforts of children from different 
refugee camps when moving to a new country. 
If the destination country is already known, then 
mobile education can offer tasks on learning  
the new language and culture of the destination.  
In this way the children’s orientation to the new 
country can be eased. In addition the children 
can also develop other necessary skills prior to 
moving to a new country. 

10.1.3 Education as the prevention of violent 
radicalisation
Violent radicalisation and extremism can  
best be combated through preventative work. 
Prevention is always more effective than 
remedying consequences (Ministry of  
the Interior, 2020). All activities that support 
schooling and learning prevent radicalisation. 
Each year of education is seen to reduce the risk 
of conflict by about 20% (Global partnership, 
2021). Peace education work, the practising 
of emotional skills, and the prevention of 
bullying are examples of education to prevent 
radicalisation. Preventing violent radicalisation 
increases security as well as the sense of security, 
and additionally reduces confrontation between 
different sections of the population and  
the polarisation in the society, which are  
the goals of violent extremist groups.

Dialogue is important in preventing violent 
radicalisation. In mobile distance learning,  
the teacher maintains dialogue by being present, 
discussing and listening to the needs and concerns 
of learners and their immediate adults, and 
providing solutions to them.

10.2 The importance of education for 
the immediate adults
Mobile distance learning also offers meaningful 
activities for immediate adults of learners, as it 
assists to create everyday routines. 
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A functional interaction between the learner 
and immediate adults is essential for the success 
of mobile distance learning. The interaction can 
develop alongside the learning - the adult and 
the learner both learn something new from each 
other as they work together to achieve  
a common goal. Their interaction can thus deepen.

For the immediate adult, mobile distance 
learning can be a meaningful and empowering 
experience. He/she is a significant and 
valuable actor without whom the learner 
cannot participate in teaching. The role of the 
immediate adult can be challenging, allowing 
him or her to find new strengths and qualities 
within oneself. He/she is also offered the 
opportunity to learn new skills or to go over 
what he/she has learned before.

Participation in mobile distance learning and 
the experiences of success it provides can also 
direct the immediate adult’s thoughts towards 
the future. Following one’s own child’s learning 
and the development in one’s own role may 
provide positive experiences of success. At its 
best, mobile distance learning creates hope for 
a positive future with many opportunities for 
both the immediate adult and their children or 
adolescents.

10.3 The social significance of mobile 
education
Fragile areas, global areas of conflict and extreme 
violence, are home to around 1.8 billion people 
(OECD, 2020). In addition, millions of people 
are affected every year by natural conditions such 
as problems caused by climate change, storms, 
earthquakes, or volcanic eruptions. In 2018, more 
than 250 million children and young people were 
out of education (UNESCO, 2019). The corona 
pandemic that began in 2019 also caused  
the closure of schools for hundreds of millions  
of children around the world. There may be  
a great need for mobile distance learning both in 
fragile areas and in sudden social crises. Mobile 
distance learning is efficient, inexpensive, and fast 

to organise, and easy for learners to use (Alalwan, 
Alzahrani, & Sarrab, 2013).

In fragile areas, education and interventions 
are often provided by various international or local 
organisations that could take advantage of mobile 
distance learning. Training in emergencies or 
crisis areas is often policy driven. An uneducated 
population can have a social impact on keeping  
an area unstable (Burde, 2017). Providing 
education in these vulnerable areas is extremely 
important as it helps to rebalance the region,  
it supports social construction, and promotes 
global security. Decreased or unjust access to 
education causes or contributes to conflicts.  
Mobile distance learning could increase 
educational opportunities in these circumstances.

Education can support the stabilisation  
and reconstruction of states or regions. In 
addition, education increases young people’s 
opportunities and future plans, prevents 
radicalisation, and supports the legitimacy of 
states from the perspective of citizens. Mobile 
distance learning has huge potential to increase 
the accessibility of education for children and 
adolescents living in fragile areas.

When there are no educational opportunities, 
the likelihood of children and adolescents to join 
armed groups increases. Mobile distance learning 
can provide them with alternative paths and hope 
for the future. It is a relatively inexpensive, time 
and place independent way to organise education 
in challenging and fragile areas. It allows for a low 
threshold for interaction with teachers and other 
learners. Mobile distance learning may even be 
the only opportunity to teach basic skills (reading, 
writing and maths skills) to children and young 
people in these areas. In addition, functional, 
exploratory teaching can promote learners’ agency 
and self-esteem.

The international distance learning provided 
by the The Finnish Foundation for Life-Long 
Learning is a pioneer internationally; similar 
work is not known to have been carried out 
before. Cooperation with other actors would 
provide new perspectives and opportunities for 
the development of mobile distance learning.
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The number of mobile phone devices around  
the world is immense; almost everyone has 
one. The mobile phone device suits well for 
organisation of education and learning.  
The messages to students are sent and 
received fast and can be provided either as a 
group or as a personal message. The mobile 
Distance education project has proven that 
excellent learning outcomes can be reached by 
experimenting and piloting. Mobile distance 
education can be used and tested by different 
actors and it can be developed as a methodology 
for distance, hybrid or contact teaching. 

11.1 Development of mobile distance 
learning in the Distance school project
The development of mobile distance learning for 
learners living in fragile areas has taken place in the 
Distance school project through experimentation, 
challenges, and practical experiences. There was no 
report of the corresponding teaching at  
the beginning of the project.

11 The future of mobile 
distance education

International aid organisations working with 
children and adolescents living in fragile areas 
have curricula as contact teaching for teacher-
led early childhood education, pre-primary, and 
primary education. Their curricula emphasise 
the practice of literacy and numeracy through 
play and joint activities. They accurately model 
the speech and activities of the teacher and the 
children and young people. They have detailed 
Lesson Plans and instructions for more than 
150 games and activities that promote children’s 
empowerment (Save the Children, s.a.).

Mobile distance learning for children and 
adolescents living in fragile areas would benefit 
from the development of its own curriculum.  
In the Distance school project, learning materials 
were developed and the curriculum was applied 
while teaching was implemented. It would  
be important to consider in more detail how  
the Finnish curriculum could be applied in 
conditions where there are no textbooks or other 
study materials, and the Internet cannot be used  
as a source of information.

There is little learning material designed or 
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suitable for mobile distance learning. When it is 
difficult or impossible to transfer images, videos 
and files, the use of learning materials is very 
limited. In the Distance school project, teachers 
designed and produced the learning material 
themselves, utilising and applying existing 
learning material.

The mobile distance learning curriculum 
should also record goals for the development of 
learner-teacher interaction, as activities are based 
on trust and common understanding. Voicemail 
plays an extremely important role, as does video 
connectivity if it can be used. The curriculum 
should also include the goals and a description  
of the activities of the immediate adult and 
teacher cooperation.

Photographs were generally not available in 
the Distance school project. Due to a weak internet 
connection, they loaded slowly or not at all. Emojis 
worked well, but their range was not enough 
for teaching needs. In response to the problem, 
the project developed lightweight, fast-loading 
sticker images (see Appendix 1). They can be used 
in instant messaging applications to supplement 
learning materials and to support written or oral 
communication with learners and adults. The 
sticker collection contains symbols that describe:

1) the learner’s physical environment
2) the interaction between the learner, 
	 the immediate adult and the teacher
3) subjects and their contents.
In addition, the diagnostic, formative, and 

summative assessment of the learner in mobile 
distance learning would need refinement and 
development. Assessment and feedback play an 
important role, especially when there is a delay 
in a learner’s cognitive and linguistic skills.

11.2 Future opportunities for mobile 
distance learning
Mobile distance education is suitable for organising 
education for people living in exceptional 
circumstances and in fragile areas, from early 
childhood to adult learners. Mobile education can 

be implemented quickly, because today most of 
the world’s population has an opportunity to use 
a mobile device, such as a smartphone. Mobile 
distance learning is not technologically required in 
principle other than a telephone and a telephone 
subscription. In addition, the provision of mobile 
distance learning is relatively inexpensive. 
Communication can be fast and spontaneous, and 
it is possible 24/7. Mobile distance learning can 
also be informal. Teaching via a mobile device is  
an activity independent of time and place;  
the learner can study at a time that suits him or 
her, and the learning material is always at hand on 
the mobile device. Teacher guidance and support 
from other learners is achievable at a low threshold 
and quickly.

Mobile distance learning can also be arranged 
in addition to face-to-face or hybrid teaching. 
It offers new opportunities, for example, to 
organise support for individual learning and to 
increase interaction and accessibility. Mobile 
distance learning also feels more personal when 
the instruction comes directly to a personal 
phone that is always on hand and available. 
Furthermore, the learning tasks can be 
personalised with voice messages, pictures, and 
emoji. If mobile distance learning is provided 
for early childhood education, it must be 
remembered that the participation of young 
children in mobile distance learning always 
requires the presence of an immediate adult.

Mobile distance learning has certainly come 
to stay and needs to be developed in networks 
of different actors. Curriculum development 
and the production of learning materials could 
facilitate its implementation. The production of 
learning material should consider the possible 
weak internet connection, especially when 
operating in fragile areas. In the development 
of learning materials, the possibilities that can 
be utilised offline and the use of learning games 
could be explored. In the future, it is important 
for the development of mobile distance 
education to gather and share good practices of 
different actors, as well as to involve learners in 
the development of mobile distance education.
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This report presents a model of distance education on mobile devices 
that was developed within a project at The Finnish Lifelong Learning 
Foundation. The model was applied when teaching Finnish children 
in the Al-Hol refugee camp in Syria 2020–2021. The conditions at the 
camp were very challenging, and the children did not have an option 
to attend a school.

The report encompasses the pedagogical principles and challenges 
of distance education within the project and gives details on how 
the teaching was arranged on a practical level. Finally, the role and 
impact of mobile e-learning and its applicability in the future will be 
evaluated. 

The process started in March 2020 on the initiative of Finnish 
authorities with the aim of safeguarding the basic and human rights  
of the children. The purpose was to introduce some routines as well  
as to bring stimulation and joy of learning to the children’s day-to-day 
life. Additionally, it was felt that this would support and prepare  
them for the forthcoming repatriation from the life in the middle of 
crises. The project was organised by The Finnish Lifelong Learning 
Foundation’s Kulkuri School of Distance Education on the initiative  
of the Finnish Ministry for Foreign Affairs and funded by the Ministry  
of Education and Culture.
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