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This article discusses the differences in special educational systems in Finland and
Norway in relation to the PISA scores. By comparing the Finnish system with the
Norwegian, we have found that the strong focus both on early intervention and on
reading and writing in Finland have positive effects on this country’s PISA results.
The situation in Norway is different, where there is less use of early intervention and
a markedly weaker emphasis on reading and writing within special education. We
discuss these differences in relation to these countries’ different cultural orientations
with respect to education in general and to special education in particular.
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In this article we shall explore the possible differences and similarities in special

education between Finland and Norway in relation to these countries’ results in the

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) investigation. By analyzing

the accountability policies in Finland and the United States in relation to the PISA test,

Itkonen and Jahnukainen (2007) have emphasized the differences in schooling culture

and special education between these two countries. They argue that the use of special

education within the Finnish school system was the reason for Finland’s success (see also

Sahlberg 2007). Kivirauma and Ruoho (2007) have also focused on the Finnish special

educational system, especially the role of part-time special education, in explaining the

successes of the Finnish school in the PISA test. The situation in Norway is quite

different, at least according to the PISA results. Therefore, from a comparative special

educational perspective, the differences between Finland and Norway are interesting

and call for a careful investigation in order to see clearly if, and in which ways, special

education can make a difference in schools for children with special needs. The aim of

this article is, therefore, to highlight these differences and to discuss whether it can

explain the differences in the PISA results between these two countries.

Finland versus Norway in PISA

Finland is overall the best performing country in the PISA investigation, and this

position has remained unchanged since the first test in 2000. The Finnish results have
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been relatively stable over the years, and in the 2006 test Finland rated first in science,

second in reading after Korea and second in mathematics after Taiwan (Table 1). The

Norwegian picture is far less positive (Table 1). Norway has traditionally scored around

the mean on the PISA test; however, in the latest test Norway was the only Nordic

country to score below average in all subjects (Kjærnsli et al. 2007). In general the

Norwegian results have decreased over the years compared to the other Nordic countries.
Another striking Finnish result is the extremely narrow standard deviation. As

seen in Figure 1, the standard deviations in the Finnish results are clearly below

OECD mean, and in general the Finnish standard deviation is among the lowest.

When we relate the score to the standard deviation, the Finnish school system

presents itself as not only the best school in the world, but also as the best school ‘for

all’ in the world, that is, there are relatively small differences between the best and

worst performances.

The Norwegian standard deviation is much broader. As seen in Figure 1, Norway

is over the OECD mean in both science and reading, and at the OECD mean in

mathematics. Compared to the Finnish results, the Norwegian school displays a

bigger gap between the high-performing and the low-performing students. Further-

more, the standard deviation in both countries reflects differences within schools,

and not between schools, meaning that there are no systematic differences between

the schools. These results are different from several other countries where there is a

clear difference between high-performing and poor-performing schools (Kjærnsli

et al. 2007). The lack of differences between schools in both Finland and Norway can

be understood as an indication of the success of the Nordic welfare system, and in

this light the Finnish school is more successful than the Norwegian (Hotulainen and

Takala 2008; Kjærnsli et al. 2007; Kuusela 2002).
Compared to the OECD mean, the socioeconomic background factors play a

limited role in educational achievements in Finland and Norway; however, the

Finnish school performs better again in the sense that these factors are even less

important than in the Norwegian schools (Kjærnsli et al. 2007; Hotulainen and

Takala 2008; Kuusela 2006). The distribution of performance in, for example,

reading skills emphasizes the abilities of the Finnish school to achieve good results

and to keep the number of students with weak performances quite low. The PISA test

divides reading skills into six levels with level five as the highest performance. As seen

in Table 2, Finland had 5% of students in the two weakest groups in the PISA 2006

study, whereas Norway had 22% in the same groups. Finland has managed to

maintain its high level of performance over the years, but the number of poor-

performing students in Norway has been increasing while there has been a clear

decrease in high-performing students.

Table 1. Differences between Finland and Norway in PISA 2006.

Finland Norway

Subject Score Sd Rating* Score Sd Rating*

Science 563 86 1 487 96 33

Reading 547 81 2 484 105 25

Mathematics 548 81 2 490 92 29

Note: *57 countries.
Source: Kjærnsli et al. 2007.
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The comparison of the results in Table 2 and the standard deviations presented in

Figure 1 strengthen the view that the Norwegian school system faces serious

challenges in the area of reading skills. Kjærnsli et al. (2007) have emphasized this

challenge through their statistical measurements of reading habits and performance

in science and mathematics that clearly show that skilled readers perform better in

these areas than weak readers. According to Kivirauma and Ruoho (2007), one of

the secrets in the Finnish success has especially been the focus on early language

abilities within Finnish special education.

Focus of special education

Vislie (2003) claims that Finland has the world record in the number of students

receiving special education. The official statistics state that this number has gradually

increased since 2003 (Statistics Finland 2008). The number of students receiving

special education in Norway has also increased over recent years; however, as seen in

Table 3, there is an enormous difference between Finland and Norway. It is
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Figure 1. Standard deviation of PISA 2006 results between Finland and Norway in relation

to OECD-mean.

Source: Kjærnsli et al. 2007.

Table 2. Comparison of reading skills from PISA on the number of students on the levels

below 1, 1 and 5.

Finland Norway

2003 2006 2003 2006

Below level 1 2% 1% 6% 8%

Level 1 5% 4% 11% 14%

Level 5 18% 17% 11% 8%

Source: Kjærnsli et al. 2007; Kivirauma and Ruoho 2007 (with kind permission from Springer Science �
Business Media: International Review of Education, Excellence through special education? Lessons from
the Finnish School Reform, 53, 2007, 287, J. Kivirauma and K. Ruoho, Table 1).
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necessary, however, to read statistical data on special education with caution because

each country has its own way of defining special educational needs.

In Finland pupils who cannot benefit from normal education receive full-time

special education (Basic Education Act 1998:628). Another form is part-time special

education, which is given to 22% of all school-aged pupils. It requires neither an

Individualized Educational Programme (IEP) nor the status as a special child. Of all

pupils receiving part-time special education, 2% are in pre-school, 74% in primary

school and 24% in secondary school (Statistics Finland 2008). Part-time special

education is usually given during some period for few lessons a week, and it starts

immediately when learning difficulties arise. The emphasis, then, is on early

intervention, and it most frequently takes place during first and second grades.

In Norway the statistics are made from the number of students with their own IEP in

some or all school subjects. In other words, the number of IEPs is not used as an explicit

measure of special education in Finland, but it is the statistical measure for special

education in Norway. These differences in statistical measures result in a clear difference

between Norway and Finland in the number of students receiving special education.

The differences between these countries are also clearly expressed in other ways.

Not only do Finland and Norway differ in the amount of students in special

education, but they also clearly differ in the distribution of students according to

classes (Figure 2).

As seen in Figure 2, the number of students receiving special education in

Norwegian schools has been increasing steadily over the school years. This is quite

different from the Finnish school where the main emphasis is on the primary

school and even on the pre-school, which is not compulsory. An important

difference here between Finland and Norway is the clear drop in the amount of

special education given in the Finnish upper secondary school. However, the

support in Finland is most frequent during the first and second grades, then it

drops. It rises again slightly during the first and second years of secondary school,

Table 3. Distribution of students in special education during 2007�8.

Amount of school-aged students Finland Norway

In full-time special education 8.0% 1.5%

In part-time special education 22.0% 6.0%

Source: Statistics Finland 2008; GSI Norway 2008.

Figure 2. Number of students (%) in part-time special education.

Source: Statistics Finland 2008; GSI Norway 2008.
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but there is a clear rise during the last part of secondary school (see Kuusela,

Hautamäki, and Jahnukainen 1996).

Success in PISA through special education?

Figure 2 clearly illustrates the Finnish tradition of an early-intervention practice in
special education. Half of the used resources are spent in primary school, and in

addition the Finnish special educational system is also clearly intervening in pre-

school. Early intervention is not regulated by law in Finland, but this strategy is seen

as best practice and has long been part of the Finnish special educational culture,

and is part of the new national strategy on special education (Kivirauma and Ruoho

2007; Strategy of Special Education 2007). In opposition to the Finnish practice, the

cultural tradition of special educational interventions in Norwegian schools is for

schools to try to avoid them, and special education is not at all seen as best practice.
There is clearly a cultural difference between Finland and Norway with respect to

implementing special education, and reasons for this are both ideological and

practical. Policy-makers in Norway have, however, taken notice of the Finnish

practice of early intervention, and this practice is now being presented as a goal for

Norwegian special education in policy documents (e.g. St. meld. nr. 16, 2006�7).

One particular area of interest for Norwegian policy-makers in relation to the

PISA results is the high emphasis in Finnish special education on topics such as

reading, writing and mathematics. As seen in Figure 3, these areas have a very strong
focus in Finnish special education and about 65% of all students receiving part-time

special education have problems in these areas:

In Finnish formal education, mother tongue and mathematics have been a core target
and held an instrumental position during the entire history of public basic education
[. . .]. Based on this historically determined emphasis on language and, later on
(especially in the 1970s) the increased psychological understanding of the role of
language in the development of mental abilities, the spoken and written language has
‘inherited’ its key role in special education implemented within the basic education
system as well [. . .].

The hierarchical development of mental abilities � starting from the sensory-motor
system, continuing with spoken and written language and ending up in language-related
formal mental operations � has created a strong confidence in the usefulness of working
with language problems: if teachers can ease the language development and solve
language-related problems, they can at the same time create the basic foundation for the
future mental functioning of a student. (Kivirauma and Ruoho 2007, 294f)

The strong emphasis in special education for learning languages and mathematics

can be one explanation for the Finnish results in the PISA test. In the Finnish

primary stage, the emphasis on special education is on reading and writing, covering

53% of the whole support. If we include challenges in mathematics and speech, 90%

of primary special education is covered. At the secondary stage, however, the main

emphasis is on mathematics, and then on foreign languages, which together cover
64% of special educational support. Many students are receiving extra help in these

areas in the Finnish school, and the PISA data shows very good reading skills and

small differences between the students. If the connection between language and the

mental capacity in general is central as presented by Kivirauma and Ruoho (2007),

then this factor would also explain the Finnish success in science. Kjærnsli et al.
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(2007) have found evidence of a strong connection between reading habits and the

PISA results in science and mathematics, and the Finnish system of early

intervention in reading, writing and mathematics in special education takes

advantage of this connection (Figure 3). The transparency of the Finnish language,

moreover, seems to promote reading in comparison to some other orthographically

more deep languages, like English (Seymour, Aro, and Erskine 2003). It should also

be added that the PISA test and the Finnish special education both focus on the

same academic areas, and so it seems plausible that the special educational system in

this country plays a positive role in relation to the PISA test. With respect to the

distribution of special education in Norway, the connection between these academic

areas and the use of special education is not very strong (Figure 3).

The difference between these countries in the emphasis on language and speech in

special education is even clearer if we look at the area of ‘other problems’ in Figure 3.

Speech problems represent about half of the Finnish data in this area, and this help is

given in the early stage of the school years. In addition, problems with foreign

languages represent 23.2% of special educational help represented in this category.

In other words, the special educational system in Finland address especially well

language-related problems.

The situation is very different in Norway. Speech problems comprise a relatively

small area in Norwegian special education. There is also no general tradition in

Norway for giving special education to students who have problems with a foreign

language. In Norway, the category of other problems contains a broad spectrum of

Figure 3. Focus on areas within part time special education in Finland and Norway.

Note: Data on the distribution of special education according to problems is however not

accessible at a national level in Norway. The data used in Figure 3 is therefore gathered form a

survey investigation performed by Nordahl and Sunnevåg (2007) containing 2038 students

defined as having learning problems. According to these researchers the data presented

represents a normal picture of the situation for special education in Norway.

Source: Statistics Finland 2008; Nordahl and Sunnevåg 2007.
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people with mental disabilities (e.g. Down’s syndrome, Asperger’s syndrome etc.),

and physical disabilities (e.g. blind, deaf, cerebral palsy, etc.).

A very interesting difference between Finland and Norway is the number of

students with behavioural problems. As seen in Figure 3, there are many more
students with behavioural problems in the Norwegian school. One reason for this can

be the Finnish special educational system reduces the cause for behavioural problems

with its strong focus on speech, reading and writing. These factors can be the actual

reason for behavioural problems at a later stage in the student’s school career; hence,

it could be that a side effect of speech and language training is a reduced amount of

behavioural problems (Törmänen, Takala, and Sajaniemi 2008; Miller, Hynd, and

Miller 2005).

The PISA results as part of the comparison of Finland and Norway appear to
show that the special educational system in Finland does offer superior systematic

help that increases the academic standards of their students. One specific example

can be the Norwegian PISA score in reading where the score is quite low and the

standard deviation is very high compared to Finland. There are, however, at least two

problems with this comparison.

First, statistical and conceptual problems arise when we compare the special

educational system of these two countries. As already described, the statistical

measures of special education are quite different between Finland and Norway. The
description used by Statistics Finland (2008) on what counts as special education

would not be looked at as special education in a Norwegian context, but instead as a

measurement of extra support or help in normal teaching. Giving extra support and

help is quite normal in the Norwegian school, but the statistical measurements of

special education do not account for them. All the same, in light of the PISA results,

it is reasonable to say that the extra support given in the Norwegian school is not

sufficient compared to the support given in Finnish schools. The support teaching

given in the same class or by the subject teacher varies a great deal in Finland, and no
systematic statistics are available. Kuusela (2006) points out that support teaching

varies according to gender and location, and is not always given to those most in

need. However, special education and support teaching together form the basis for

the good results of those who have challenges in learning.

The second problem lies in the understanding of excellence when describing

differences between school systems. As pointed out by Kivirauma and Ruoho (2007),

the understanding of academic excellence as a measurement of results in clearly

defined subjects can be challenged by the international goal of creating an inclusive
school (e.g. UNESCO 1994). This area is particularly interesting in the comparison

of the Finnish and Norwegian school because, as already shown, the Finnish school

system has an extensive use of full-time special education in segregated settings

(Kivirauma, Klemelä, and Rinne 2006) as well as an extensive use of part-time

special education. In light of the goal for full inclusion, this segregated system is

quite problematic, and not a sign of excellence (Gallagher 2001).

The right to learn and special education

According to Haug (2003), one of several important aims for inclusion is that it must

lead to greater benefit for all children in schools; all students should have an

education that enables them to learn and participate. In the context of this article this

point is central. All students should participate and learn. There are both social and
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academic challenges involved in the goal of inclusion that are important in the

comparison of Finland and Norway. According to Kivirauma and Ruoho (2007), an

important area of the Finnish understanding of inclusion is the right to learn. This

right is solved in two different ways. One way is by placing students in full-time
special education. The other solution is part-time special education that is an

integrated solution for guaranteeing the right to learn for every student. Part-time

special education plays, therefore, an important part in the Finnish strategy towards

inclusion (Takala, Pirttimaa, and Törmänen 2009).

To ensure a fluent, efficient homogeny in the Finnish school, the purpose of both

the full-time and the part-time special educational system is to reduce the number of

students with special needs. As pointed out by Kivirauma, Klemelä and Rinne (2006)

and Brantlinger (1997, 2001), this system has a clear link to a general social
marginalization because the full-time special educational system has a statistical

overrepresentation of immigrants, students with single mothers and students from

the working class.

The Norwegian school has for the last 40 years emphasized integration and

inclusion as important goals for schooling (Haug 1999). Hence, the Norwegian

compulsory school makes very little use of full-time special education, and offers this

support mainly to students with severe mental disabilities and to students with severe

social and behavioural problems. The reduction of full-time special education in
Norway has its basis on humanistic ideas and research on academic results in

segregated and inclusive environments (Markussen et al. 2007). Several studies show

that the academic results seem to be better in inclusive environment in comparison to

segregated environment (Freeman and Alkin 2000; Myklebust 2006; Stangvik 1970),

and children with special needs who have attended normal classes have easier access

to further studies (Markussen 2004). The Norwegian school, therefore, regards the

link between academic standards and social acceptance as very critical.

The criticism towards full-time special education is also partly transferred to the
part-time system in Norway, and there is much research that criticises the way special

education marginalizes and excludes students, even if the support given is part-time

(e.g. Nordahl 2000). The humanistic ideas found in the Norwegian school and the

criticisms seen in research have also influenced the political level in Norway, and

a few years ago there was a serious discussion about a juridical change in the

educational legislation to end the right to special education in Norway because of its

tendencies to exclude and marginalize students (NOU 2003). The proposed

alternative to special education in Norway is to place a greater emphasis on
‘individual education’, meaning that the teacher has the obligation to give each

student adapted teaching according to the general curriculum. The new strategy of

special education, published in December 2007 in Finland, has expressed a similar

demand (Strategy of Special Education 2007). The emphasis on ‘individual

education’ has a clear goal of reducing the amount of special education given in

Norway (Berg and Ness 2007), and again this move must be seen as an example of

the criticism of the special educational system. Individual education will be offered

by the normal class teacher, and this clearly emphasizes another aspect of the
Norwegian understanding of the role of special education.

In a Norwegian context, special education takes the form of extra educational

support that is given when the normal education fails to give sufficient educational

support (Persson 2007). In other words, special education is a kind of first aid to

normal education. If we use the same reference to understand the role of Finnish
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special education, this would mean that the normal education given in Finland has

some serious shortcomings, if 30% of the students need extra support from special

education to create success. Nevertheless, the academic level in Finnish schools seems

to be successful.

Conclusion

It seems plausible that the Finnish special educational system offers a systematic help

that can at least partly explain this country’s PISA success. However, if this system

were to be transferred into the Norwegian educational system, it is not clear how it

could be done. Both academic results and social acceptance are very challenging for

the school in both Finland and Norway, but the ways these challenges are met differ

quite extensively. Even though Finland and Norway are geographically and

culturally very close, it is unclear if there is a political or academic climate in

Norway for implementing at a large scale the Finnish special educational system �
especially not the extensive use of full-time special education. Compared to Finland,

the anti-segregation movement has been very strong in Norway both within research

in special education and in the political climate from the mid-1970s (Haug 1999;

Hausstätter and Takala 2008). We believe that in a Norwegian context, there would

be no political or social acceptance for a system that segregates about 8% of the

students from the normal compulsory school � at least not today. The part-time

system is, however, as a possible solution in a Norwegian context if it is part of a

strengthened focus on an increase in qualitative education (e.g. NOU 2009:18). How

Finnish or Norwegian special education will develop is not at all obvious, but the

description presented in this article emphasizes that the special educational system

clearly relates to national policy-making and that international comparisons can

shed new light on the connection between national traditions and global trends in

education.
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