

In Teachers We Trust:  
An Interview with Finnish Education Expert Reijo Laukkanen
PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  As you know, much of the world really admires the Finnish education system for its consistent success.  What do you think are some of the major reasons for this success? 

LAUKKANEN:  I would like to say, first, three words in Finland: "teachers, teachers, teachers."  You could say that teachers, they are the most important issue in Finnish success.  But there's also other issues.  The second one is that we take care of all our children.  And the third big issue is that we have set our objectives or the standards of education high.  So high objectives, taking care of everybody, and qualified teachers. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Let me begin with the question of your high standards, then.  I've read that the Finnish education system underwent some very large reforms in the last 40 years; that you began as a fairly centralized system; that you, in the 1970s, became a very decentralized system; and that in the 1990s you became a bit more centralized again.  I was wondering if you could explain this transformation.

LAUKKANEN:  [If you] take 1970s up to the mid-1980s….  The reason for the centralization was that we were implementing a new education system:  We put together the parallel education system that divided children quite early to different lines and reformed it to be the same education for all for nine years. 
But we were not happy in the beginning, in the 1970s, because, during the last three years of basic education, we had streaming [or tracking] in mathematics and foreign languages, and we wanted to get rid of that.  And as we were ready to raise the standards… we got rid of the streaming system and, at the same time, we decentralized decision-making.

So it was the first moment to be able to loosen decision-making from the state to the municipalities and the schools, and that move continued [throughout the] 1990s: It decentralized more.  We realized the concept of school-based curricula, and in 2000—it was 2004—we took a little bit back.  And the reason was that we began to find that the loose national steering was not clear enough for teachers to calibrate the standard-setting to the same level.  So we gave new goals for basic education that are more detailed, and you are really right that we have centralized in that way. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  And it's an interesting question for us in the United States, because there has been talk here also of what we call national standards.  And the concern here is often that national standards might limit the work of schools and teachers rather than support it.  Have you ever encountered that problem in Finland? 

LAUKKANEN:  I can understand the hesitation of some people in the USA if they hesitate for that reason, because we have sometimes [asked] would it be better to set minimum objectives.  And we have found out that it's not clever, because it's better to have overall objectives of certain subjects.  Because if you set minimum objectives for the schools you'll always reach low objectives. 
And that's why we set objectives high, and they are high for everybody, and we never set objectives in the way that they would prevent teachers [from using] their own capacity to broaden education.  It's not a case of limiting the methods.  We only talk about the objectives, not the methods of education. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  So teachers still have a good deal of autonomy and power to teach as they think they should teach. 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes.  They should have it, and it's because we think that one of the most important issues that has happened in Finland, we have given teachers the opportunity to use their own capacity to create a positive atmosphere for learning, and it's one of the most important issues.  Teachers, if they have high-level education, should be given leeway enough to use their own innovation capacity.  And we have not had any problems [in] the direction that you mentioned. 
PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  We've also learned that teachers are very well respected and that in fact many people want to become teachers.  Is this true in your experience? 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes, this is.  It is very, very true.  Because only a small part of those who apply to teacher education can really get there.  [There] was some years ago a poll by the biggest Finnish newspaper that found out that for those in upper secondary education, teacher education was the most popular choice. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Really. 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes.  Yes, and it has continued like that.  It's interesting, because I know that in some other countries the situation is such that students first try to have all the other faculties, and those who can't go to the other faculties, they go to teacher education.  

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  How do you evaluate teachers in Finland?  Is there a strong system for doing this?

LAUKKANEN:  No.  We don't have any evaluation of teachers after teachers have been at university…, have their papers and… get their posting in a school.  So nobody evaluates teachers.  We don't have that kind of tradition.  We had it before, when we had inspectorate in Finland in [the] 1970s and in the beginning of [the] 1980s, but not anymore.  Nobody evaluates teachers. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  And this is simply because you trust your teachers. 

LAUKKANEN:  That's it.  We talk about the culture of trust, and we really can trust [them], because [of] the working morale and the working ethics of the teachers.  It's very high, and we can also trust that they are competent; they know what to do.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Do you evaluate school performance in Finland? 

LAUKKANEN:  No, we don't do that.  We just evaluate student performance in the whole country, not in the school.  For instance, when we are making assessment[s] in mathematics, they are random sample based.  And we never publish them school by school or municipality by municipality.  We just look at what is the state in the whole country.  We are not making ranking lists. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  So you're not ranking schools, and in… 

LAUKKANEN:  No.  No. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  And so if I understand correctly, when you do have standardized assessments, these are not to assess all students but simply a random and representative sample. 

LAUKKANEN:  That's it.  Of course, those students, all of them study in some school.  But we also take a sample from the school, so we don't test all the children in the sample school, but we take also a sample from the sample school.  Because it's enough for us to know what is happening in the schools.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  And that way you can share school performance with schools themselves. 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes, that's also very important, because we share the experience in two ways.  Of course, we make national reports.  They are important for policymakers, but also for teachers if they're in mathematics or English language or whatever.  They read it.  They are eager to know what's the state of the art in the country. 
We also, we give [an] individual feedback report to each school in the sample, and those reports, they are really interesting for the faculty teachers—of course for the headmaster, but faculty teachers [as well]—so they can see how their school has performed compared to the whole sample.  But this report, it's confidential because we don't send that report to any other school.  

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  I see. 

LAUKKANEN:  So it's some kind of public service for those schools. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  You mentioned earlier… that one of the keys to Finland's success has been its focus on students who might be left behind, on low performers.  Could you describe some of the mechanisms you have in place to help struggling students? 

LAUKKANEN:  We have two different kind[s] of mechanisms, and they are very near each other.  We understand that the concept of early intervention is very important, and that's why we start to correct certain problems already [in] the first grade. 
And we have teachers who have specialized in the correction of the problems in reading, writing, and speech.  Of course, there's only maybe one or two teachers like that in the municipality, and they go around the schools.  They ask the teachers, "Do you have students who have problems like that," and if they have students like that, they make themselves a curriculum for a week, and they go around the schools and they have special methods to correct that kind of problem. 

And then another issue is that those students who have problems can get remedial education, and that's also given by the school and paid for by the school.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  So we have strong support in the form of interventions for struggling students already in the earlier grades, and remedial education paid for by the school.  Now, do you also have strong links between schools and social services?  Things like health care? 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes, we have multidisciplinary schools, so it consists of psychologies, maybe there's police—of course, teachers and counselors, et cetera.  And in Finland we don't have big schools like in the USA, so they might be municipal, but [if] we have bigger schools, they have their own groups, and they try to solve their problems.  

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  But for the smaller schools, then, do they also sometimes coordinate with social service organizations outside of the schools to help students? 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes, they do.  Yes.  

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Do you feel that poor students or students who don't have quite as much money as their peers have enough support from social services in Finland? 

LAUKKANEN:  No.  Because if we look at the main values of our society in Finland, one of the main values is equity, and it has two dimensions.  The first one is equal opportunities, but also fairness, and all are treated equally.  

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  So you have these strong values of equal opportunity and fairness, but you do not believe that the social service agencies that currently serve students necessarily give poor students all the support that they need to be successful?

LAUKKANEN:  No.  I would say that this is an area we have problems.  For instance, in health care sector we don't have school doctors, medical doctors, in the municipalities to serve properly children, and that's a problem.  There was major research [conducted] by one institute working for the Minister of Social Affairs and Health together with the National Board, and this was a big problem. 
So we have poor municipalities and rich municipalities, and municipalities are small.  We have internal immigration and of course, it happens from the countryside… from poor areas to the big cities, and this empties those municipalities.  But still there are students [in those small municipalities].  And that's a problem.  And now we have movement in Finland [to get] municipalities [to] try to begin to work with each other so they can merge to bigger entities. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  So you're creating more efficiency by creating larger municipalities that can better serve the needs of their residents and their students. 

LAUKKANEN:  Yes.  But you know, it's just a general movement, it's up to the municipalities to try to do that.  But the Ministry of Finance and Interior, they try to encourage municipalities to do that.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Another question:  Does Finland's National Board of Education make efforts to gain broad public support for its education policies? 

LAUKKANEN:  It's good for you to know that in Finland we have [a] Ministry of Education and then we have [a] National Board of Education.  And the Ministry of Education makes education policy, and we in [the] National Board, we implement that policy.  So we are an implementing organization. 
Of course, when we see problems in [the] education system we talk [about] it with the ministry but we also publish our opinion.  So that in that way we try to [get] support from the society, but it's mostly… the duty of the Ministry of Education. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  So the Ministry of Education really makes the broadest decisions, then, policy decisions…
LAUKKANEN:  Yes.  That's it.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  …about the Finnish education. 
LAUKKANEN:  That's it.  

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Have you ever, in your experience, had conflicts with broad sectors of the Finnish society over decisions made at the Ministry of Education? 

LAUKKANEN:  You know, I have been in the National Board since 1974, and I have experienced the different periods, and sometimes we have had problems between the Minister and the Director-General of the National Board of Education in opinion[s] [about] where to go.  But of course it always has been the Ministry of Education that wins that kind of game, but I don't say that at the moment… [laughing].  It’s more [in] the history of [the] 1970s, in the beginning of [the] 1980s, so that we had kind of conflict; not now. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  And then, just a final question—and this question is kind of strange.  It's really just whether there are any questions I should have asked you but did not ask you. 

LAUKKANEN:  Oh, that's—[laughing.]  Oh, that's a very, very good question.  Yes, maybe one question you should have asked [of] me, and the question is, if you look at Finnish education policy from [the] 1970s to this year, what is the big difference in goal-setting compared to most other countries?  
And the answer is that in Finland we have had consensus [about] the goals of education, and we have continuously tried to go [in] the same direction.  And that is not the case in many countries, because when the government thinks it’s done, the ministers, they try to find new directions. 
This doesn't mean that in Finland all the ministers are education and the prime ministers, they have said, "Let's do as we have done before."  But they have tried to support and to enhance two values.  The first value is equity in education, and the second value is high performance system.  So these are the two issues that the governments have looked [at] and tried to find new solutions to reach their goals, and when you combine these two issues, equity and high performance systems, you must make choices.  In Finnish society we have made good choices. 

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  And just for point of clarification, when you talked about consensus for the goals of education, of equity and high performance systems, do you believe that the entire Finnish society shares this consensus and therefore supports the work that the Finnish education system has been doing in the last 35 years? 

LAUKKANEN:  If you go back to [the] 1970s, 1980s, et cetera… of course we have always had debate, some debate.  For instance, as we got rid of streaming [tracking] in [the] 1980s, we had quite critical debate about [whether it] is… good or not.  But as the decisions have been made, people are supporting the same solutions.  I think that the whole society is behind [it] at the moment.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  That's always a very good thing to have.  

LAUKKANEN:  Yes, it is.

PUBLIC SCHOOL INSIGHTS:  Thank you very much.  It's really been such a pleasure and an honor to speak with you. 

LAUKKANEN:  Okay, thank you.

