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Imagine a country where there is no OFSTED, where no suits with clipboards invade 
classrooms. Imagine no SATS, pupils released from the stress and anxiety of 
constantly being measured,  children of the same age taught together whether 
special needs or academic high flyers.

Imagine a place where teaching is so popular and so respected a profession that only 
1 in 10 who apply gets on a teacher training course; where teachers rarely leave the 
profession, where they don’t have league tables, and schools and teachers work 
together and don’t compete.

Imagine this country comes top or near to the top in the PISA1 league tables year 
after year in Literacy, Maths and Science year.

Does such a country exist and why isn’t it the centre of every debate on the way 
forward for education? It does and it should be.  The place is Finland

Reading Finnish Lessons by Pasi Sahlberg is a like taking in a huge breath of fresh air. 

Even the introduction is a delight where Andy Hargreaves from Boston College in the 
US sums up what is wrong with what he calls the Anglo Amereican education model. 

This creed, the gospel according to Gove and Wilshaw – dictates that what is needed 
is to make schoolwork more rigorous, extend the impact of standardised testing and 
increase the amount of schooling over a school year. This is backed up by  tougher 
curriculum requirements, and  increased competition between teachers and schools.

Yet as this book points out, all the evidence is that this approach just doesn’t work, 
but to quote Hargreaves “still they continue that which epitomized Einstein’s 
definition of madness, keep doing the same thing while expecting to get a different 
result.”

Finland is rarely mentioned in the any of the Anglo-American academic debate on 
education. It should be.  

It is not that Finland has some old model of education which it conservatively clings 
to. It has in fact embraced “reform” and changed its education system dramatically 
over the last 40 years.  Sahlberg is one of the key architects of those changes. 

1



Finland has moved to a model focused on “improving the teaching force, limiting 
student testing to a necessary minimum, placing trust before accountability, and 
handing school and district-level leadership to educational professionals.  “
Students do not take any standardised tests until the end of high school,  tests are 
drawn up by their own teachers, not by multinational testing companies.  

The Finnish 9-year comprehensive school is a SATS free zone, where children are 
encouraged “to know, to create and to sustain natural curiosity.”   

When the author was asked how Finnish teachers would react if they were told they 
were going to be judged by the test results, he replied “They would walk out and they 
would not return until the authorities stopped this crazy idea!” 

The Finnish approach means that students experience a lot less anxiety and stress 
when learning mathematics compared to their peers in other countries- but achieve 
more highly than most. 

The national PISA report (2007) concluded that only 7 percent of Finnish students  
said they feel anxious when working on mathematical tasks at home compared to 52 
percent in Japan and 53 percent in France.  

A relaxed culture of learning and lack of stress certainly plays a key role in achieving 
good results in all Finnish schools

As a result Finland has improved the education of all its pupils and narrowed the gap 
in attainment of all. This is without the use of extra private classes and test 
preparations after school, at weekends and during the holidays that many youngsters 
in Korea, Japan, and China - also high up on the PISA rankings - are forced to attend.

Children in Finland do not start formal education until they are 7 and even older 
pupils rarely get more than half an hour homework a day.  

Secondary School Teachers in Finland teach on average 600 hours a year, 4 hours a 
day, compared to over 700 in England and over 1000 in USA schools. The rest of the 
time Finnish teachers plan, learn and reflect on their teaching with other teachers – 
activities central to developing high quality and effective teaching and learning.

The Finnish education system is based on equality and cooperation, not choice and 
competition, performance management, payment by results and privatisation have no 
place in their schools.

Sahlberg argues that high equality education in Finland is not just the result of 
education factors alone. The Finnish welfare state plays a crucial role in providing 
children and their families with equitable conditions for every child when they start 
their formal education at 7.  



There is free voluntary pre-school , attended by 98 percentn of children, a 
comprehensive free health service  and free, healthy, school meals for all school 
students no matter their income.  Child poverty is less than 4 percent compared with 
over 20 percent in the US and over 16 percent in the UK. 

Sahlberg recognises that Finland stands outside what he refers to as what he labels 
the “Global Education Reform Movement” - adding the very appropriate acronym 
“GERM”.  GERM  is a virus that has infected the United States, UK, Australia and 
many other countries – and here Gove and Wilshaw celebrate and would  spread  the 
infection .  

I was tempted after reading this book to pack my bag and passport and head for the 
nearest airport!  Since I don’t speak Finnish, instead I recommend this as a useful 
little book, full of information that which will help everyone challenge and resist the 
GERM.

Although the book is quite short and snappy, it is quite expensive so I suggest you get 
your local library to order one, if you can find one that is still open. Or maybe- and 
here’s a radical thought- you could get your headteacher or principal to order it and 
use it as the basis for discussion for the next INSET day or twilight sessions? 
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Mark PISA – Programme for International Student Assessment, asses reading, 
mathematical literacy and scientific literacy of 15 year old students in all 34 nations 
of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD)


