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VERY LEVEL of education in our coun-
try suffers from one particular form of
inequality. Whether in kindergarten or
in college, some students enter ready to
perform at higher levels than others — be-
cause of various dimensions of family back-
ground, or the quality of prior schooling,
or motivation, or discouragement caused

by years of disparaging treatment, or physical or mental
health conditions, or too many other fac-
tors to catalogue easily. Then the question
is whether schools and colleges recognize
these differences and work effectively to re-
duce them, or whether they ignore inequal-
ities and leave them to students themselves
and parents and successive levels of schooling
to correct — or fail to correct.

The problem I call dynamic inequality
arises from the fact that students start for-
mal schooling at age 5 or 6, and the initial
differences among them continue to grow
over time. For example, modest black/white
differences at the beginning of kindergarten, largely
explained by simple socioeconomic variables, increase
until the spring of third grade; another estimate is that
initial black/white differences are roughly doubled by
the end of 12th grade, though with changes in the met-
ric by which differences are measured, the gap may grow
as much as fourfold.1 Similarly, the range of scores for
the middle 50% of students on the Peabody Individu-
al Achievement Test widens steadily and monotoni-
cally over time.2 In my analysis of NELS:88 data over

eighth, 10th, and 12th grades, test scores diverge in pre-
dictable ways: over these five years, the gaps become
larger among racial/ethnic groups, among groups de-
fined by family background (especially maternal edu-
cation and parental aspirations for their children), and
between genders, with male dominance in math, his-
tory, and science scores and female dominance in Eng-
lish scores growing over time.3

There’s no reason to think that the growth in in-

equality is steady. At certain points in our education
system, there are likely to be small “bursts” or explo-
sions of inequality. For example, in the transition from
eighth to ninth grade, some students (mostly those per-
forming at low levels) leave school or fail to attend, so
their progress grinds to a halt on all measures of out-
comes. Some students are assigned to remedial tracks,
to general tracks, or to the remnants of traditional vo-
cational education, and their progress is likely to be rela-
tively small. At the other extreme, high-performing stu-
dents get into honors or AP courses, and under pres-
sure from these advanced curricula their progress is likely
to be significantly higher than that of other students.
Many students in the middle follow middling courses
in high school, neither honors nor remedial, and their
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progress might be steady but modest.
Other bursts of inequality might take place at the

transition into middle school, when students begin tak-
ing a variety of subjects from different teachers and
when tracking often starts. Some educators have men-
tioned the transition from third to fourth grade as a
similar problem, when teachers stop teaching how to
read and how to do basic arithmetic; those students who
have not mastered these basic skills then fall further
and further behind as basic skills are used to explore
more complex learning. And the transition into post-
secondary education surely leads to another boom in
inequality, as some students enter the best universities
in the world, dropouts usually fail to gain access to fur-
ther schooling, and everyone in between strives for ac-
cess to a system of postsecondary education that is high-
ly differentiated.

These patterns of dynamic inequality create enor-
mous differences by grade 12, when some individuals
have dropped out and are still reading at the sixth-grade
level, while others have accumulated many AP credits
and are about to enter top-ranked universities. The vari-
ation at age 30 is larger still, comparing high school
dropouts to individuals with advanced degrees. Indeed,
the U.S. has some of the most unequal levels of edu-
cational achievement among developed countries. The
PISA (Programme for International Student Assess-
ment) study of reading levels among 15-year-olds showed
that the U.S. has among the highest levels of inequality
of all OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-opera-
tion and Development) countries. The International
Adult Literacy Survey found that more than one-fifth
of American adults aged 16 to 65 are at Level 1 in prose,
document, and quantitative literacy scales — a level de-
scribing “persons with very poor skills” — with anoth-
er quarter at Level 2, still below “a suitable minimum
for coping with the demands of everyday life and work
in a complex, advanced society.” Our system of educa-
tion creates high levels of educational inequality, just
as our economic system and weak welfare state gener-
ate high levels of income inequality.4

This situation leads to the question of what schools
could do to minimize the divergence in educational out-
comes. Typically, when the differences among students
grow too large, or when the results on standardized tests
and exit exams become catastrophic, or when students
enter particular levels of the education system unpre-
pared for the level of work expected, then something
is done, even if it’s too little and too late. Such efforts are
generally called “intervention” in elementary and sec-
ondary education, “developmental education” in com-
munity colleges, “basic-skills instruction” in four-year

colleges, or “remediation,” with its negative connota-
tions, at any level. No one thinks it’s good to wait un-
til these differences become magnified, at entrance to
high school or college, but that happens all the time —
witness the large amount of developmental and basic-
skills courses in postsecondary education.

Nearly every country suffers from this same prob-
lem, since certain features of virtually all societies are
responsible: variation in family background; variation in
the quality of schooling; sometimes sharp differences
in the treatment of boys and girls, or of racial and eth-
nic minorities, or of urban and rural residents. In addi-
tion, many countries have points in their systems where
testing and tracking create new forms or bursts of in-
equality. But countries differ in how they respond to the
problem. In this article I present the ways that one small
but particularly thoughtful country — Finland — has
developed a nested series of interventions that seem quite
effective in reducing inequality, at least over grades 1
through 9.

The question is not, obviously enough, whether the
U.S. can imitate everything that Finland does, since
some aspects of that nation’s politics and culture can-
not be readily transferred. But the Finnish interventions,
which I will describe in the first section, contrast sharp-
ly with common practices in this country, which I will
describe in the second section, and provide some les-
sons about what effective intervention might require.
It’s not true, as most people protest when I tell my Fin-
land stories, that the small size of the country and its
relative homogeneity make these lessons inapplicable
to the U.S. Rather, as I argue in the final section, the
important lessons involve the nature of teacher train-
ing, the kinds of personnel available in schools, and the
point at which attempts are made to eliminate differ-
ences in student achievement — all factors that could
be modified in this country to more closely resemble
the Finnish approach.

INTERVENTION IN FINLAND

Finland — a small country by U.S. standards, with
just five million people — found itself squarely in the
international spotlight because of its 15-year-olds’ PISA
results in 2000. On a combined literacy scale, Finland
scored the highest of all countries tested, by a substan-
tial margin. The variation in reading scores was smaller
than that of all but a few other countries, and those coun-
tries had much lower averages. On the math scale, only
Korea did better, and no other country had a smaller
variation than Finland; in science, Finland was third
only to Japan and Korea and again had the smallest
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variation of any country. Furthermore, the effects of
socioeconomic status on reading scores were smaller
than in any other countries except Iceland, Japan, and
Korea. These results were generally repeated in the 2003
PISA, so the initial findings were not flukes. Other in-
dicators also emphasize the relative equality of Finland’s
education system; for example, its dropout rate from
upper-secondary school is only 6% (compared to 25%
to 30% in the U.S.). Something is taking place to
minimize the inequality of test scores and of educa-
tional progress, and the question is whether there might
be lessons from Finland for practices in the U.S.

Based on a two-week visit as part
of an OECD team,5 I conclude that a
series of interlocking and consistent
policies are responsible for this rela-
tively equitable performance, at least
in comprehensive education between
grades 1 and 9. The Finns have es-
tablished a multilayered approach that
responds quickly to any signs that stu-
dents are falling behind. Furthermore,
they have developed this system in
just 30 years (comprehensive schools
were created in the early 1970s from
differentiated primary schools) and
without spending a great deal of mon-
ey. Finally, when we asked questions
about the practices for students who
fall behind, we received identical re-
sponses in every school we visited;
this consistency indicates a policy, em-
bedded in teacher training and the
staffing patterns of schools, that is uni-
form throughout the country (with
some exceptions noted below) — in
contrast to the enormous differences
in intervention practices in the U.S.

The first line of attack against in-
equality in Finnish education is the
teacher, who is responsible for recog-
nizing when any student is failing to
master any particular competence —
for example, having trouble with cer-
tain letter combinations, or particular
number facts, or specific concepts in
social studies or history. Identifying
students who have fallen behind their
peers or who are not keeping up with
the standards of the national curricu-
lum therefore does not wait for an an-
nual exam or even a diagnostic exam

given at the end of a unit; correction is virtually instan-
taneous. The teacher works with the identified students
one-on-one, or sometimes in groups of two to four, to
correct the particular problems they experience. This
happens sometimes during lunch, after school, or be-
fore school (depending on schedules and busing pat-
terns), and sometimes during the day, since a good
deal of class time is involved in small-group and indi-
vidual activity, freeing the teacher to work intensive-
ly with some students.

The second line of attack is the teacher’s assistant
— sometimes called a school assistant, since she works
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with several teachers within a school. She is not a fully
trained teacher, but a secondary school graduate with
a year of specialized higher education in how to work
with students who are behind. The assistant might sit
beside a student during class, providing help, answers
to questions, and encouragement for those whose at-
tention flags — a practice sometimes called “push-in”
in the U.S. but rarely used except in special education.
Sometimes the teacher’s assistant works one-on-one
or with small groups at other times of the day. But —
unlike outside tutors in the U.S. — the teacher’s as-
sistant is always working directly with the classroom
teacher on the material of the regular class and on spe-
cific topics that students need help with.

The third line of attack is the special-needs teacher.
This is a teacher credentialed for the comprehensive
school but with one year’s additional preparation in
various learning problems and special education. Again,
in consultation with the regular teacher, the special-
needs teacher works one-on-one or in small groups with
students who have not been adequately helped by the
first two lines of attack. While the special-needs teacher
is credentialed to teach special education, the two are
distinct. Special education includes students with se-
vere disabilities (about 1.8% of all students), who at-
tend special schools, and students with less serious dis-
abilities (another 4.4%), who are mainstreamed; both
these groups are specifically diagnosed. A third group
— about 17% of pupils according to Ministry of Edu-
cation officials, or roughly 20% by local estimates —
are special-needs students who are not specifically di-
agnosed but simply need additional help from special-
needs teachers to keep up.

For students whose progress is still not adequate, the
last approach is the multidisciplinary team. The team
consists of the teacher, the special-needs teacher, the
school’s counselor, and several individuals from out-
side the school — a social worker from the department
of social services, representatives of the health and men-
tal health systems as necessary, and individuals from
the public housing system if that seems to be part of
the problem. The multidisciplinary team therefore has
access to a broader array of services and supports, and
through the members of the team the school has the
ability to identify and correct any problem that is be-
yond the capacity of the school itself to address. Fund-
ing for all social services, like funding for education,
comes from the national government to municipalities,
so gathering the resources necessary for the multidis-
ciplinary team does not require time-consuming inter-
governmental collaboration. One of the underlying
ideas is that if nonschool problems can be solved by

other professionals, then teachers are free to concentrate
on instruction.

Overall, these approaches to minimizing how much
students fall behind share two features of many U.S. in-
tervention efforts — intensification, or providing more
time by more teachers, and alternative approaches (rath-
er than “more of the same”), particularly in the efforts
of the special-needs teachers and the multidisciplinary
teams. But rather than relying on a grab bag of after-
school programs and tutoring efforts, randomly distrib-
uted by grade levels and subjects, in Finland these ap-
proaches are used in consistent ways.

CONDITIONS SUPPORTING EQUITY IN FINLAND

There are some features of the Finnish education
system and welfare state that facilitate this multilay-
ered approach. One is that class sizes are small — of-
ten 16 to 18 students, rarely more than 20. The policy
of keeping classes small is not just based on an unar-
ticulated hope that small size will lead to more indi-
vidualized attention and better performance but is in-
tended to create the conditions for individual moni-
toring and correction of students’ performance. In ad-
dition, schools are small — often around 200 students
in a K-6 school, only rarely more than 300 — so that
personnel other than the classroom teachers, such as
school counselors, special-needs teachers, school assis-
tants, and the principal, can come to know all students
and participate in monitoring their progress and be-
havior. Children are surrounded by competent, respect-
ful adults who know them well, and the large, alienat-
ing schools typical of the U.S. are virtually unknown.

In addition, there is much greater stability of both
students and teachers in the Finnish system. Teachers
do not move between schools a great deal, as they do in
the U.S., partly because the differences among schools
— among “bad” schools, usually in urban areas, and
“good” suburban schools to which teachers try to move
— are not that great. Most schools try to keep teachers
with the same group of students for several years (“loop-
ing”) — sometimes two, three, or even six years, often
depending on the preferences of teachers. There is less
mobility among students too, partly because Finland
provides subsidized public housing, which means that
families do not experience the housing problems that
contribute to so much movement among low-income
students in the U.S.; partly because parents are appar-
ently reluctant to move during the school year, re-
specting the student’s need for stability over their own
locational preferences. Stability allows teachers to know
their students better, again facilitating the identifica-
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tion and correction of any learning problems.
Teacher training is also more thorough in Finland

than it is in the U.S. There are, to be sure, some uncre-
dentialed teachers, about 15% of the teacher force,
largely in rural areas. But a concentration of uncreden-
tialed teachers in urban districts with low-income stu-
dents is not the dominant pattern. To become creden-
tialed, teachers must be admitted to teaching programs
within universities, in a competitive selection process
with an acceptance rate of only 10%. Then candidates
earn the equivalent of master’s degrees, taking four to
five years, studying both the variety of disciplines taught
in grades 1-9 and pedagogy. Classroom instruction is
interspersed with teaching internships, in a series of
practica with different pedagogical problems — typ-
ically one or two periods of time, usually half a year,
in each of four years of preparation, in either a local
school or a university-sponsored teacher training school.
One principle of teacher preparation is that experience
in the classroom, guided by a mentor teacher, provides
new teachers the ability to cope with a variety of class-
room issues, from students performing at different lev-
els to the special needs of immigrant children to more
difficult cases of fetal alcohol syndrome or ADHD re-
quiring evaluation by special education teachers. An-
other explicit principle is that teachers are prepared to
become independent professionals, with judgment and
expertise in both subject-matter and pedagogical alter-
natives, rather than automatons delivering a teacher-
proof curriculum. It’s hard to imagine teachers serving
such a crucial role in addressing unequal progress with-
out this intensive preparation.

Indeed, the Finns have created a virtuous circle sur-
rounding teaching. High status and good working con-
ditions — small classes, adequate support from coun-
selors and special-needs teachers, a voice in school de-
cisions, low levels of discipline problems — create large
pools of applicants, leading to highly selective and in-
tensive teacher preparation programs, which in turn
lead to success in the early years of teaching, relative
stability of the teacher work force, success with students
(of which the PISA results are only one example), and
a continuation of the high status of teaching. Indeed,
the profession of teacher is now the most popular
among upper-secondary students, even more popular
than careers in IT, medicine, or business. All of this has
occurred without high salaries — teacher salaries in
Finland in 2000 ranked 17th out of 29 OECD coun-
tries.

Finally, the involvement of the strong Finnish wel-
fare state is crucial to the success of education in several
ways. Nowhere did we hear of students unable to at-

tend school because of chronic health problems; these
are the responsibility of a comprehensive health sys-
tem. Students with mental health problems or family
troubles have the resources of the mental health and
social welfare system. As noted earlier, public housing
takes care of housing needs, reducing the mobility of
students. The ability of multidisciplinary teams to call
on the resources of the welfare state as well as the edu-
cation system comes from a special governance struc-
ture: block grants for education, health, and social serv-
ices are allocated to municipalities, which have respon-
sibilities for a wide array of social programs. There-
fore municipalities command all the resources neces-
sary for multidisciplinary teams, and the mix of educa-
tional and noneducational resources necessary to sup-
port any one student comes from the same source. The
Finns take it as axiomatic that both high-quality school-
ing and nonschool programs are necessary for equity.

These various components of the Finnish efforts are
self-reinforcing in obvious ways. Teachers couldn’t pro-
vide such individual attention to students’ progress if
they didn’t have strong preparation or if classes were
too large. They couldn’t count on the reinforcements
of school assistants, special-needs teachers, or counse-
lors if those positions were not funded. Schools couldn’t
rely on the resources of health and mental health serv-
ices and nutrition and housing programs if there weren’t
a strong welfare state with flexible allocation of resources
from municipalities. And of course it helps enormous-
ly that Finland is a country with a low level of inequal-
ity to begin with, second only to Denmark among coun-
tries in the Luxembourg Income Study — while the
U.S. ranks dead last in income equality among devel-
oped countries. In so many ways, inequality in the par-
ents’ generation begets inequality among their children.
But Finland has taken active steps to minimize the ex-
tent of income inequality, both through a well-devel-
oped welfare state and through norms that don’t toler-
ate the grotesque earnings inequalities of the U.S. Nei-
ther income inequality nor educational inequality is in-
evitable; these are social choices, and the U.S. has chosen
one extreme and Finland another.

Overall, the Finnish approach to greater equity in
schooling relies on building the capacity of schools —
the competencies of teachers, the availability of sup-
port personnel like school assistants and special-needs
teachers, the creation of conditions that enhance the
ability of teachers to work effectively (such as small scale
and teacher participation in decision making) — as well
as the capacity of social programs to back up schools.
It does not rely on excessive amounts of low-level test-
ing or on draconian accountability systems. A sample
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of about 100 schools per year is selected for testing, to
see whether there are systemic weaknesses that national
policy should address, and municipalities can “buy into”
these tests for their own diagnostic purposes. But the
test results are never made public (except inadvertent-
ly), and the Finns have explicitly rejected the “nam-
ing and shaming” that goes on in American and Brit-
ish schools through the publication of test scores. Tests
are to be used for diagnosis and improvement only, not
for invidious comparisons, or excoriating teachers, or
demeaning students, or identifying the groups perform-
ing the worst.

Furthermore, the Finns have not spent their way
into excellence. Spending per student in primary edu-
cation is only 62% of that in the U.S., and 64% of
what we spend in secondary education (figures based
on equalized purchasing power). Instead — consistent
with the “improved” school finance that my colleagues
and I have tried to articulate6 — they use moderate
levels of resources wisely, to create the best teaching con-
ditions they can imagine. Money may be necessary to
operate equitable schools, but it is never sufficient, and
the kind of commitment and consistent practice em-
bedded in Finnish schools provides the vision necessary
to drive both high average performance and relatively
equitable results.

Now, not everything in Finnish education works well
to reduce inequality. The excellent early childhood pro-
grams are not consistently used to equalize school readi-
ness, and some of the groups most in need of preschool
resources — immigrants, low-income families, rural
families — are less likely to enroll. The equity provi-
sions of the comprehensive schools are not always uni-
form: some special-needs teachers are stretched among
too many schools; some areas (especially rural areas in
the far north) lack sufficient qualified teachers; some
schools have less funding for counselors and school as-
sistants than others. When students begin upper-second-
ary education (years 10-12), they must take a standard-
ized exam and then apply for academic secondary schools,
and this process allows well-known differences in fami-
ly backgrounds to emerge; my hunch is that a small
burst of inequality takes place at this point. Like most
countries, Finland has not been able to create a first-
rate system of vocational education, so the 37% of stu-
dents unable to get into academic upper-secondary
schools are in forms of vocational education that train
them only for entry-level jobs, in a period when high
unemployment rates prevent most youths from find-
ing any work; only a very few (about 15%) are able to
move into polytechnics (roughly like our community
colleges). And the transition to postsecondary educa-

tion is just as inequitable, with entrance examinations
and expensive preparatory courses replicating familiar
patterns of inequality. But the parts of the Finnish edu-
cation system that fall short should not overshadow the
powerful lessons of the grade 1-9 comprehensive schools:
it’s possible to have schooling that is excellent and equi-
table too, but this goal can be accomplished only through
consistent policies relying on the competence of teach-
ers and various instructional support systems.

What about “proof” that the Finnish system works
well — as if “proof” were possible for something as
complex as an entire education system? The PISA re-
sults are part of the “proof,” of course. Conversely, U.S.
performance on PISA is mediocre on all counts. Our
literacy scores were at the OECD average, and varia-
tion among American students was higher than in any
other country except New Zealand; for math and sci-
ence, both average scores and variation were at the OECD
average. Perhaps more telling are the scores on the In-
ternational Adult Literacy Survey (IALS), since IALS
measures competencies across the breadth of the pop-
ulation instead of just 15-year olds. On a test of prose
literacy, only 10.4% of Finnish adults scored at Level
1, half the proportion (20.7%) of the U.S., a level in-
dicating “persons with very poor skills.” For the abil-
ity to extract information from documents, 12.6% of
Finns compared to 23.7% of Americans were at Level
1; for quantitative literacy, the comparable figures were
11% and 21%. In the middle of the distribution, Fin-
land and the U.S. are roughly comparable, but Fin-
land has consistently fewer adults at the bottom levels
and more at the top levels.7 If, in our test-besotted age,
we believe the results of such international assessments,
then the U.S. needs a lot of improvement before it catch-
es up to Finland or most other developed countries.

There are, to be sure, several differences between Fin-
land and the U.S. that are responsible for these results,
as I clarify in the last section. But the attention to equity
in Finnish schooling, with a series of consistent class-
room practices, is certainly one of the causes, and one
that the U.S. could more readily replicate than others.

INTERVENTION IN AMERICAN SCHOOLING

There’s no question that American schools are now
highly aware of the differences among students and
of the needs to raise all students to the level of
competence and to narrow the racial/ethnic gaps in
achievement. The federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
Act, with its various penalties and funding tied to in-
terventions including mandatory tutoring and choice
of other schools, and the individual state accountabili-
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ty systems have underscored these needs.
However, with a few exceptions, states and the fed-

eral government have left schools to develop the ac-
tivities to help low-performing students. Immediately,
this means that the variation among schools in what
they do must be enormous, because such variation
emerges almost every time schools are left to their own
devices. To find out more about patterns in schools,
my colleagues and I visited 12 schools in the Bay Area
to learn about the variety of efforts to help students
who are behind, observe intervention classes and activ-
ities like after-school programs and Saturday classes,
and determine how schools made the decisions they
made.8 This is, of course, a pitifully small sample of
the almost 96,000 schools in the country, and we hope
that others will extend our analysis of school-level prac-
tices — particularly in states with more generous fund-
ing and more competent district and state adminis-
tration than we saw in California.

As we expected, schools varied widely in their ap-
proaches to helping children who have fallen behind.
A few have developed comprehensive approaches, such
as investing in differentiated instruction as well as in a
variety of reinforcement or “skills” courses; as one prin-
cipal explained the school’s strategy, “One thing doesn’t
work for everyone. You start with the basic or core as-
pects of the school [classroom instruction] and then
look for opportunities and pieces and whatever might
work for some individual students.” Several schools
adopted more comprehensive approaches to diagnosis
and correction, using a variety of assessments timed
as little as two weeks apart to identify students who
were doing poorly and then providing them various
interventions, often from off-the-shelf curricula. One
high school is in the process of developing a series of
theme-based academies or schools-within-schools, hop-
ing that small learning communities as well as a vari-
ety of academic supports can help low-performing stu-
dents. In general the schools with more comprehen-
sive approaches also have hero-principals with com-
prehensive vision and substantial energy, illustrating
once again the centrality of strong principals.

But the majority of schools have adopted a grab bag
of disconnected reforms: some remedial math and Eng-
lish classes for students who are below basic and far be-
low basic; after-school programs, usually incorporat-
ing one hour of homework support with volunteer tu-
tors and one hour of free time or play or “enrichment”
activities like music and art; tutoring with volunteer
tutors from nearby universities, churches, or business-
es. These interventions largely address reading, with
math a distant second; there are virtually no efforts to

provide support in the variety of other school subjects,
since they are not usually tested in accountability ex-
ams. Often, these efforts emphasize the youngest stu-
dents: K-2 students in elementary schools, sixth-grad-
ers in middle schools, and ninth-graders in high school,
especially with the creation of freshman academies or
freshman-year experiences. The logic of addressing stu-
dents at the points of transition and at the beginning of
a level of schooling, when the difficulties of catching
up are not as great, is obvious, and yet these practices
mean that the consistent support in Finland, through-
out the grades and in all subjects, is missing from the
U.S. schools we have seen.

Intervention in most schools we have visited involves
additional classes, usually called “math skills” or “Eng-
lish skills,” often taught with off-the-shelf curricula like
Read 180, SRA Reach, and Open Court. This prac-
tice follows the logic of intensification, or “more of
the same,” though why this should work when students
have not responded successfully to earlier versions of the
same pedagogical approach is unclear. Furthermore, with
the exception of interventions like Reading Recovery,
which uses small groups and specifically trained teach-
ers, the common interventions do not rely on one-on-
one or small-group instruction, and the special train-
ing of the Finnish school assistants and special-needs
teachers is quite rare in the Bay Area schools we saw.
There are one or two exceptions, in which special ed
teachers are used to teach skills classes for students not
designated special ed. These skills classes are usually pull-
out classes, which means that students are taken out of
subjects not considered to be part of the core, like sci-
ence and social studies; when this happens at the high
school level, there’s virtually no chance that such stu-
dents can complete the roster of courses required for ad-
mission to state universities. Finally, there’s commonly
no attempt to link the work of the regular classroom to
intensification in skills classes, after-school programs,
or tutoring; the Finnish practice of having the class-
room teacher direct school assistants and special-needs
teachers, in the interest of consistency across approach-
es, is nowhere in evidence. Interestingly, the California
framework in mathematics specifically warns against in-
consistent practices: “Providing too many instructional
directions for any student, with a loss of continuity in
instruction, could be as bad as using too few.”9

When schools follow the practice of assessment and
correction or diagnosing which students are behind
and then sending them to various forms of remedia-
tion, they use a number of common practices — tutor-
ing, after-school programs, intensification, and changes
in instructional approaches (like differentiated instruc-
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tion) — as well as a blizzard of off-the-shelf curricu-
lum materials. The problem is that the effectiveness
of these forms of correction is questionable. The re-
views of after-school programs have been generally neg-
ative, though the consensus position on what might
make after-school options effective includes a clear mis-
sion; high expectations; a safe, healthy, and emotionally
supportive environment, which some of these programs
do not provide; a small total enrollment; trained per-
sonnel who remain with the program; appropriate con-
tent and pedagogy related to students’ needs, includ-
ing connection to regular classrooms; integrated family
and community partners; and frequent assessments.10

Many of these elements are present in the Finnish sys-
tem but depend on school aides and special-needs teach-
ers rather than formal after-school activities. Tutoring
has had more positive results in the U.S.: one-on-one
and small-group tutoring programs using college stu-
dents and trained community volunteers have been
found to have modest effects on test scores.11

However, the vast variety of off-the-shelf curricula
are suspect. Evaluation results and careful research are
extremely elusive, the claims for most of these programs
as research-based (or proven practices!) are exaggerated,
and the quality of outcome evaluations is usually quite
low, with no comparison groups, comparison groups
of unknown composition, no attention to what com-
parison groups are doing, and other basic evaluation
problems. Some of these programs may work, particu-
larly when they offer a coherent and structured cur-
riculum combined with some professional develop-
ment as a substitute for incoherent teacher-developed
practices that fail to meet state standards — that is,
when they substitute something for nothing. But over-
all, these various interventions lack the conditions that
appear to make the Finnish approach so effective: one-
on-one or small-group practices conducted by highly
trained instructors, connected to the ongoing curricu-
lum of regular classrooms, and consistent across sub-
jects and grade levels.

CONDITIONS CONTRIBUTING 
TO INEQUALITY IN THE U.S.

In terms of teacher training, very few U.S. teachers
have been prepared to teach low-performing students
in special ways, though differentiated instruction has
its enthusiasts. In contrast to the virtuous circle sur-
rounding teaching in Finland, the U.S. has created in
urban schools a vicious circle of poor working condi-
tions, declining teaching status, and shortages of teach-
ers in high-need areas — all exacerbated by teacher-

bashing and the impossible demands of public officials,
the tasks of state assessments, and the requirements of
NCLB. Politically, there isn’t enough money to com-
pensate teachers for the deteriorating conditions of pub-
lic schools, especially in urban districts, and so short-
ages of minimally qualified teachers — never mind
the well-prepared teachers of Finland — are the rule
in the schools that low-performing students attend.
Correcting this — achieving the goal of NCLB of hav-
ing “qualified teachers” in every classroom — seems
nearly impossible even with the low standards of Amer-
ican teacher training; if we adopted the much higher
standards of Finland, we would have to radically re-
make the entire system and culture of teacher prepara-
tion.

Finally, when we examine noneducational services,
the ideal of having schools provide a variety of social
services has been frequently articulated in the U.S.,
particularly in the visions of Comer schools and full-
service schools.12 But these dreams are largely unreal-
ized because the services that are complementary to
education are provided by other agencies with other
budgets and other priorities. Occasionally a hero-prin-
cipal can muster city or private resources to locate some
services on campus, but this approach tends to be ir-
regular and idiosyncratic, rather than an institution-
alized feature of the welfare state. And any American
educator suggesting that schools need nonschool poli-
cies to overcome the effects of family background is
now accused of violating the mantra that “all children
can learn,” in contrast to the Finnish acceptance that
both school and nonschool services are necessary.

The result is that the outcomes of the American edu-
cation system are wildly unequal. Children start schools
at unequal levels of preparation, the result of inequali-
ties among parents — inequalities of education, of in-
come and occupation, of aspirations for their children,
and of some other dimensions of family background
— that K-12 schools themselves cannot control and
that are not corrected by existing early childhood pro-
grams. Starting in elementary school, differences among
students begin to widen, and few schools have devel-
oped a set of consistent and effective ways to prevent
learning from diverging. The gap continues to widen
during high school, in both test scores and measures
of progress — leading to high rates of dropping out,
perhaps the single most powerful indicator of inequal-
ity in this country. No one has paid much attention
to potential “bursts” of inequality at transition points.
Neither districts, nor state governments, nor the fed-
eral government has articulated educational policies
that might correct this divergence or support schools
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in their efforts to do so. The noneducational policies
associated with the Department of Health and Hu-
man Services or Housing and Urban Development that
might support low-performing students are both weak
and declining. So the high levels of inequality docu-
mented in PISA and IALS test scores are the results of
systemic inattention to dynamic inequality.

THE VALIDITY OF INTERNATIONAL COMPARISONS

The purpose of international comparisons is not,
of course, to suggest that we can copy all Finnish values
and practices — any more than we could adopt Japan-
ese practices when their science and math scores were
so much in the news, or the German vocational system
when that country was beating us in international com-
petition. The challenge is to figure out which prac-
tices from other countries we could use as guides for
our own.

When I mention Finland to Americans, their in-
stant reaction is that Finland is too small and too ho-
mogeneous to be a useful comparison. But size isn’t
the issue: education policy in the U.S. is largely made
in the states, and there are many states not far from
Finland’s size — only six states have populations over
12 million. It isn’t the small size of Finland that makes
a difference; it’s that a system of preparing teachers,
school aides, and special-needs teachers has institution-
alized a classroom-based approach to intervention. And
this system could be replicated in any state of the U.S.

Likewise, homogeneity should not be the issue —
indeed, we need a system of dynamic equity precise-
ly because we have such a heterogeneous society. Per-
haps the complaint about the homogeneity of coun-
tries like Finland masks a political point — that het-
erogeneity makes the political task of legislating for
public schools more difficult. It is easier to legislate
school taxes and improvement when voters don’t have
to spend on “other people’s children.” But the success-
ful practices in Finland do not de-
pend on high levels of spending; in-
stead, modest expenditures are care-
fully used to create the system’s nest-
ed set of interventions. So these ob-
jections to using Finland as a guide
seem baseless.

If we focus instead on the instruc-
tional practices in Finland, we can
use them to indicate what we should
be striving for. One Finnish goal is
quick identification of students who
are not mastering specific skills; this

requires small classrooms staffed by alert teachers who
have been trained to diagnose student difficulties as they
arise rather than waiting for assessments some weeks
or months in the future. Finland has also opted for cor-
rection close to the classroom — either one-on-one or
in small groups, using well-trained school aides and
special-needs teachers, all supervised by the regular class-
room teacher — instead of correction in large skills
courses and after-school programs or through tutoring
provided by well-intentioned but untrained individu-
als. A third Finnish practice is the use of a single cur-
riculum and pedagogical approach — the national cur-
riculum, in Finland’s case — rather than a barrage of
different approaches, many of them off-the-shelf pro-
grams with low-quality and inconclusive research be-
hind them. American schools could mimic the Finnish
practices in many ways. Indeed, one of the schools we
observed in the Bay Area has created a vision for inter-
vention remarkably like the Finnish system, though its
implementation has just begun.

What we cannot replicate at the moment is the par-
ticipation of the strong Finnish welfare state. Ours is
a limited welfare state, one that defers to the market
at every opportunity.13 The efforts of schools to obtain
social services, ultimately paid for by state and federal
agencies, have been difficult and partial, and so the
cooperation of something like the Finnish multidisci-
plinary team would be hard to achieve. It could, of
course, become routine if welfare legislation funded so-
cial services to low-income and low-performing school-
children as part of a larger commitment to narrowing
the achievement gap and leaving no child behind.14

But until the U.S. moves from wishful rhetoric about
full-service schools to federal action on social services,
the noneducational supports that some students need
will remain unavailable.

Similarly, we surely cannot replicate the culture in-
to which Finnish children are born. Finland is a nation
of readers, as the Finns proudly point out, with a strong

and much-used system of libraries,
while the U.S. has become a culture
tuned in to television and movies
and video games. The Finnish com-
mitment to music is amazing —
even small towns have impressive
music facilities — and Finns spend
their leisure time actively, walking
and hiking and skiing; in contrast,
all too many Americans have turned
into couch potatoes. The American
culture of entertainment and cool is
itself hostile to sustained inquiry
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and disciplined learning, and the strain of anti-intel-
lectualism that has always been present in American
life has only gotten worse.15 These differences make
the task of schooling all that much harder in the U.S.
than in Finland; there’s no way to borrow such ele-
ments of culture from another country, even if we could
emulate specific educational practices.

Things aren’t going to get any better under No
Child Left Behind. This legislation has now reached
its truly destructive stage, when tutors will be required
and schools will be reconstituted and teams of free-mar-
ket “consultants” will be called in to “rescue” schools.
Note once again the difference between this and the
Finnish approach: the Finns have labored hard and con-
sistently over 30 years to make sure that several layers
of competent professionals are present within all schools,
rather than thinking that somehow outsiders can be
brought in at the last minute to turn around failing
schools. What we’re likely to get in the U.S. is yet fur-
ther fragmentation in instruction, further interventions
uncoordinated with the basic classroom instruction, more
poorly trained tutors, more and more examples of “too
many instructional directions for any student, with a
loss of continuity in instruction.” Whatever NCLB has
accomplished in setting high standards for all students,
its approach to correcting the problem of low perform-
ance will only make it worse.

The Finnish experience demonstrates that approach-
es to equitable schooling should rely on multiple and
reinforcing forms of intervention, with support avail-
able to teachers from other staff members (such as spe-
cial-needs teachers and school assistants); that they
should be systematic and coherent; that they should
rely on a high level of competence among all teachers
and other instructional personnel in the system; that
developing the capacities of schools is much more im-
portant than testing the hell out of students; and that
some nonschool policies associated with the welfare
state are also necessary. These are all guidelines that
states, or districts, or (in more limited ways) individ-
ual schools can follow. But until the American system
starts moving, in its own way, to develop some of these
practices, the high-flown talk about leaving no child
behind will remain empty rhetoric.
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