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Abstract:
The Finnish Reading Centre, founded in 1972, is a well-established literacy NGO that promotes literacy,
reading and reading motivation among children and youth in Finland. The centre gathers information,
produces materials and provides services and expertise for schools, libraries, the general public, media
and policy makers. It takes into account the most vulnerable groups and considers literacy a basic right
to which everyone must have equal access. The attention to the most vulnerable groups has led to one
of its flagship programs, funded by a private company UPM: the ’Words Matter’ project (2016-2017)
targeted vocational school students, especially in tech sector, and helped them improve their reading
skills primarily through rap music. Boys make up 80 percent of all students in technical fields at vocational schools. As a number of boys do not find reading motivating, one of the aims of the project was
also to boost reading enthusiasm and recreational reading.
Literacy development in vocational schools is poor in comparison with the development of those
graduated from upper secondary school (PIAAC 2013). Furthermore, vocational schools have recently
cut back their Finnish and general knowledge syllabus while it is known that literacy is closely linked to
mathematical and other skills, essential for success in professional life and society in general. Additionally, the international PISA study (2016) shows that during the last 10 years the literacy gap between
girls and boys is growing in Finland, and boys also achieve below-average results in international literacy comparisons.
The Words Matter! project consisted of 100 functional literacy workshops instructed by literary and
art critic Aleksis Salusjärvi and rapper Mikko Sarjanen, and reached around 3000 students in 24 vocational schools all over Finland. In most of the workshops, familiar rap lyrics were analyzed. There were
also several media workshops where participants discussed trolling and clickbait headlines with the
aim of recognizing hidden meanings. The lessons learned and the materials compiled throughout the
project will become a resource for all vocational schools.
The instructors provided reading role models for the students, making them think about the value
of good reading skills. The positive impact of the workshops was reflected in the feedback of the students. The Finnish Reading Centre actively influences policies of literacy and reading on the basis of its
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expertise and research. It is also a member of the recently established and government-funded National Literacy Forum, aiming at establishing national strategies for tackling declining literacy. Best
practices learnt from the ’Words Matter!’ project could be applied to the new strategies striving for
better equity and inclusion in reading and literacy. It gives also useful tools to enhance corporate funding for literacy-programs.
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