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Preface 
 

Based on national and international surveys and research as of June 2003, the present 
document outlines important challenges posed to the Norwegian school system. The ambition 
with the document is to contribute to a knowledge-based understanding of the reality of the 
challenges and alternative solutions in Norwegian basic training. The document focuses on 
national and international surveys of student achievement, and central findings of Norwegian 
and international research about factors that further the learning of students. In Norway little 
research has been carried out on this theme. Still, much of the international research that is 
presented will be relevant in relation to Norwegian conditions. Indeed, the conclusions of the 
few Norwegian research projects carried out within the field, do generally confirm findings of 
international research. In the present document, an emphasis is put on findings which have 
been documented in a number of research projects from different countries, including Norway 
when possible. An attempt has also been made to emphasise research which has been 
published in international journals. An exception is made with regard to the evaluation of the 
Norwegian reform of compulsory education in 1997 (Reform 97), which by and large is too 
new to have reached through a quality control of this kind. 

Compared to the first version of the present document, which was published in November 
2002, a number of changes have been made. First and foremost results from new research, 
like some projects from the evaluation of Reform 97 and from an international survey of the 
reading abilities of 10-year olds, have been included. Thus, the document has got a stronger 
twist towards primary and lower secondary school, and to a much smaller extent it covers 
higher secondary education. Furthermore, in accordance with what areas the Government 
wants to prioritise, a shift in emphasis on various themes has been made. Also, constructive 
feed-back to the former version of the document have been taken into consideration. 

We have every reason to be proud of the Norwegian school system, but we shall not conceal 
that there are challenges. All the time we must work for development and improvement. It is 
my wish that this document may contribute to a constructive debate on how we may create an 
even better school in Norway. 

 

Kristin Clemet 

Minister of Education and Research 
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Summary 
The Norwegian School System Possesses many Qualities 

Norway was early in creating a school for all children and youth. We have achieved a high 
level of education among the population by ensuring that children and youth have access to a 
school free of charge all over the country. According to international measures, we have a low 
drop-out rate and, regardless of parents’ economy, good possibilities for further education 
after compulsory school.  

We have an including school, where nearly all children and youth with special needs in the 
main are integrated into the ordinary school, where the large majority of the enjoy being at 
school, and where most parents are satisfied with both teachers and the school. Norwegian 
students feel relatively safe at school and experience less harassment than students in most 
other countries. They have good knowledge about, and positive attitudes towards, democracy 
and democratic values. All this constitutes qualities vital to a democratic, well-functioning 
knowledge society. 

However, Weak Learning Outcomes in Basic Subjects 

Nevertheless it has to be taken seriously that many Norwegian students do possess relatively 
weak basic skills. The two last big international studies of students’ skills in the basic subjects 
– PIRLS and PISA – were carried out in 2001 and 2000. PIRLS surveys the reading abilities 
of 10-year olds in 35 countries. The Norwegian results are around the international average, 
but behind all countries natural to make comparisons with. Among all the countries, Sweden 
gets the best results. The PISA survey constitutes the most comprehensive international study 
so far, and it measures what is called functional competence in reading, natural sciences and 
mathematics among 15-year olds. Among 31 countries Norway is no. 17 in mathematics and 
no. 13 in reading and natural sciences, whereas Finland is on the top. 

In all countries it is the case that boys on average have weaker reading skills than girls have, 
and that children of parents with low education perform more weakly than the average. Also, 
in most countries, minority language students score lower than students from the majority. 
The results from PISA and PIRLS, and the recently terminated evaluation of Reform 97, show 
that Norway has not succeeded particularly well in evening out these differences. On the 
contrary Norway draws attention as one of the countries where a big group of students do not 
possess elementary skills. An entire 20 per cent of the Norwegian 10-year olds have not 
developed elementary reading abilities (against 4 per cent in Sweden), and 17.5 per cent of 
15-year olds have reading problems to such an extent that OECD conludes it may hamper 
their further education (in Finland the figure is 7 per cent). Moreover, it goes without saying 
that weak skills will also affect their possibilities for full participation in work and social life 
at large. 

The international studies show that no conflict exists between quality and equality. On the 
contrary, differences in average between the countries is to a large extent connected to the 
ability to reach the weaker students. 

Despite Good Social and Material Conditions 

Material resources and social conditions cannot make up the explanation for the partly weak 
learning outcomes within the Norwegian school system. Norway has good conditions for 
creating a school of quality. Norway is a rich country with highly educated adults. Few 
countries spend more money on the school than Norway. I 1999 the expenditure for each 
student in primary school were 43 per cent above the average in OECD (measured in 
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purchasing power so as to take into consideration Norway’s high level of costs), 42 per cent 
above the average in lower secondary school. The high level of spending in the Norwegian 
school system, when compared to other countries, is only to a small extent caused by 
Norwegian geography, but mainly by the fact that we have relatively many teachers in 
comparison to other countries. In the OECD countries there is on average between 40 and 50 
per cent more students per teacher than in Norway. The integration policy may possibly be 
one reason for the high teacher density. However, our high national income probably 
constitutes an even more important explanatory factor. 

International and Norwegian research shows that more resources spent on school do not 
automatically lead to improved learning for the students. The reasons for this may be many. 
For instance, lack of supervision or incentives may result in an increase in resources being 
spent for many other purposes than furthering the students’ learning. Furthermore, rigid rules 
about how education is to be organised may obstruct a good use of the resources. Examples of 
such rules may be size of the class, distribution of subjects and lessons, demands to methods 
and the teachers’ contract of employment. 

A weak relationship between resources and results may also be owing to a lack of knowledge 
and competence in schools about how resources are best converted into the students’ learning. 
For instance, researchers find that Norwegian teachers spend a very large part of the time in 
the classroom going around and helping students individually, when they are working on 
exercises. The result is that the teacher explains the same thing a number of times. 
Researchers ask whether it would not be possible to organise teaching in a more effective 
way. 

Increase in resources are by and large used for reducing the sizes of the classes or for putting 
more teachers into the same class. This involves high costs with little return. The reason why 
it is done, nevertheless, may be partly because it improves the work situation of the teachers, 
and partly because the school management and the teachers lack knowledge about alternative 
ways of spending the resources, and partly because many schools are not free to convert 
teaching salaries for the extra teacher into competence development for the other teachers, or 
any other input. 

We will always be able to find cases where more money will lead to better results, and cases 
where spending of money may be reduced without this affecting the results. It will always, 
regardless of the level of expenditure, be of decisive importance how the resources are 
utilised. This is especially the case, when there are resources at hand of the magnitude spent 
on the Norwegian school system. In order to obtain a better school, it is therefore necessary 
that focus is moved from the level of resources to conditions that we know will give us better 
results. 

What can be Done? 

Research concerning good schools and what gives the students good learning does not offer 
any definite answer to what can be done to improve the results in Norwegian schools. It has, 
however, been documented that good schools – schools which give the students 
extraordinarily good learning – have certain features in common. Head teachers and teachers 
in that kind of schools look upon teaching and learning as the primary purpose of the school, 
and they have high expectations with regard to the progress of the students’ proficiency, 
independent of their social background. Also schools like these have social rules which are 
enforced consistently, and they reward positive behaviour. 

Research shows, unequivocally, that the teacher is the most important factor in creating a 
good school. It has been proven that a good teacher can give students one and a half year’s 
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progression within a school year, whereas a bad teacher only helps them half a year ahead. 
Good education and formal competence in subject and pedagogy is a necessary, however not a 
sufficient, basis for becoming a good teacher. In addition, a good teacher possesses certain 
personal qualities and motivation. 

Furthermore, it seems to be well documented that the answer does not lie in searching for the 
pedagogically ideal method – a method like that does not exist. Many roads lead to the goal, 
and recent Norwegian research indicates that many teachers are a bit too much concerned with 
what pedagogical methods are to be used, and to a lesser extent with what is supposed to be 
the goal of the teaching. Researchers find that it is often unclear what is supposed to come out 
of the various activities in the form of learning. Some teachers have vague expectations and 
standards, and are reluctant to give corrective feed-back. Hence the students miss out on many 
opportunities for learning, and it is reasonable to believe that they acquire a mistaken 
understanding of their own efforts. 

In the school of today an extended use of new working methods, like theme based teaching 
and project work, is employed. Research, however, indicates that many teachers and students 
do not fully master these working methods. International studies document that many 
Norwegian teachers only to a small extent have a conscious strategy for the teaching, and that 
the students only to a small extent master strategies for learning – they have not learnt how to 
learn. The fact that the students then are supposed to take responsibility for their own 
learning, occasionally seems to lead to exemption of liability for the teachers and the school. 
In this case it is reasonable to believe that the road to weak efforts is short for those students 
who are not highly motivated. 

Teacher training is important, but research shows in all clarity that a good school is not 
created only by reforming teacher training. First of all the teaching profession must be 
attractive in a way that will attract those who possess the best personal and professional 
prerequisites for becoming a good teacher. Furthermore, the teacher, like any other employee, 
must develop constantly. In order for them to be able to use their abilities and competence in 
the best possible way, they must encounter a work place that has clear goals and expectations, 
which supports, inspires and gives feed-back during the daily work, and which rewards good 
efforts. For this reason school leaders and local education authority have an important role to 
play in the development of quality. National authorities may contribute, not only through the 
financing of the school, or by setting national goals in the form of legislation and curriculua, 
but also by developing a national infrastructure that renders possible local participation and 
development. 

Research shows that it may be favourable to students’ learning to give schools and 
municipalities more freedom to organise themselves in the way they find best, but that 
national authorities ought to set the goals and to take care to make a system which makes it 
possible to assess whether the national goals are reached for each individual student, school 
and municipality/county. Therefore, the Ministry of Education and Research, among other 
things, works on a simplification of today’s legislation, establishment of a more appropriate 
organisation of the state educational administration and a national system for quality 
assessment and quality development. 
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1. Our Potential is High 

In the Norwegian country report from the international PISA-Study, Norway’s potential for 
having a high-achieving education system are summed up as follows (Lie et al. 2001): 

•  Norway is one of the richest countries in the world. 

•  Few countries spend more money, proportionally, on education. 

•  The idea about a comprehensive school has characterised the Norwegian school system for 
more than a hundred years. Development towards education for all has been one of the 
most important goals of the school. 

•  Norway has an adult population of highly educated people, and Norwegian adults belong 
to the world elite with regard to measured reading competence. 

1.1. Resources Invested in the Norwegian School System 

Chart 1.1 shows expenditure per student in Norway compared to a number of other OECD-
countries. In order to provide a realistic picture of the resources spent within the sector on 
teaching staff, materials and buildings, the expenditure are adjusted for the general level of 
costs in the different countries. Norway belongs to the group of countries that spend most 
resources on education. Other countries within this group are Switzerland, Austria, Denmark 
and USA. In 1999 Norway was 43 per cent above average of the OECD-countries within 
primary school and 32 per cent above average within upper secondary education (Chart 1.1). 
We are also considerably above countries that it may be natural to compare ourselves with, 
like Finland, The Netherlands and England. 

Source: OECD 2002
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Chart 1.1: Annual expenditure per student in primary education (left)
and secondary education (right). US$, purchasing parity, 1999

 

The figures for upper secondary education are not immediatly comparable, as some countries 
– among them Norway and the other high cost countries – have integrated the relatively 
resource demanding vocational education and training into upper secondary education. In 
other countries this kind of training is placed entirely, or partially, outside the ordinary school 
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system. It has, however, been well documented that we spend more resources on primary and 
lower secondary school, than what is found in most other countries. 

The spending of resources, the way it is illustrated in Chart 1.1, includes all education within 
both public and private educational institutions. In Norway, the public authorities are almost 
entirely in charge of this investment of resources. It is not unusual that private means cover 
about 10 per cent of the basic training within the OECD-area, whereas this share is less than 1 
per cent for Norway and a few other countries. 

The average figures that international comparisons are based on, conceal the relatively big 
differences in resource spending between municipalities and between counties in Norway. 
Nevertheless, municipalities that spend a lot of resources on education are generally small, 
hence the large majority of the students (about 80 per cent) go to schools with an almost 
identical level of resources. 

Report to the Storting, No. 33 (2002 – 2003) About the Resource Situation within Basic 
Training etc. (St.meld. nr. 33 (2002 – 2003)) provides a description of the resource 
development over the last years within primary and secondary education. The Report 
concludes that the spending of resources within the sector is characterised by a high level and 
considerable stability in the period from 1997 to 2002. The development indicates that the 
sector has been prioritised and relatively well protected against cutbacks. At the same time a 
weak decline in resource spending is registered in the school year 2002/03. Among other 
things, this has happened through less use of extra teaching resources and special education 
lessons, at the same time as the size of the classes has increased somewhat. It is also pointed 
out that a future strong growth in the number of students within upper secondary education, 
will demand an increase in resources on this level in the coming years. 

1.2 Explanations for Norway’s high Level of Expenditure 

Geography 

On average Norway has small schools because of its geography. No dramatic changes in this 
picture are expected. The pattern of settlement and the population structure explain about 75 
per cent of the differences in use of resources between the municipalities (Borge et al. 2003). 
As mentioned above, it is the small municipalities that stand out with the largest expenditure. 
These do, however, represent such a small share of the total expenditure for education in 
Norway that they do not affect the average to any special degree. If we remove the 
municipalities with particularly small schools, or schools with particularly small classes, from 
the calculation, the average expenditure within the Norwegian school system decline only  
vaguely. The resource spending within the 10 largest municipalities is relatively extensive in 
an international context; about 25 per cent above the OECD-average (adjusted for our high 
level of costs). 

Integration 

Norway is far from being alone in having chosen a high degree of integration of students with 
special needs, even though Norway has been ahead. There is a general turn towards 
integration in most parts of Europe. Spain, Italy, Greece and Portugal have more integration 
than Norway. Sweden is in a middle-position, and has special schools which are physically 
integrated with other schools, and where the students may recieve lessons in both places. In 
Norway, about 0.5 per cent of the students in primary school go to special schools, against 1.3 
per cent in Sweden. Some countries have chosen a mixed system, where some of the special 
schools have been maintained, like in Denmark (1.5 per cent of the students) and Finland (3.7 
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per cent). Other countries, like The Netherlands, Belgium and Germany, teach the great 
majority of students with a need for special education in special schools (Eurydice 2002). 

International comparisons of expenditure include all students, no matter if they go to ordinary 
schools or special schools. If the policy of integration were the cause of our high expenditure, 
it must be because an integrated place is more expensive than a place in a special school. This 
is not obvious. The special schools are small and thus expensive to run. Seen in isolation, this 
should indicate that the integration line reduces the total level of expenditure. On the other 
hand, there are two conditions that pull in the opposite direction. It may be costly to organise 
a large number of schools for a small number of students. Furthermore, the financing of 
special education is organised in such a way that the schools may get incentives to utilize the 
arrangement in order to provide the school with extra funds for the ordinary teaching 
activities. Hence the total effect of integration on expenditure is unclear. Commissioned by 
the teachers’ union and the association of local authorities, the Econ Centre for Economic 
Analysis has prepared a comparative report on educational expenditure. The report finds no 
relationship between level of expenditure and degree of integration in different countries 
(Econ 2003). 

A group that demands considerable resources is minority language students. This fact again 
contributes to larger expenditure, but does not explain Norway’s relative position. Quite on 
the contrary. The share of minority language students is bigger in a number of countries that 
we compare ourselves with. Neither are the extra resources infused into the Norwegian school 
system significantly distinguishable from those of other countries. As an illustration, it could 
be mentioned that in The Netherlands, more than 15 percent of the students in primary school 
has a minority language background. In that country, the State estimates a unit price for such 
students that lies 90 per cent above the rate for the remaining students. Still, The Netherlands’ 
expenditure for basic training are below the average in the OECD. In Norway, in comparison, 
less than 7 per cent of the students has a minority language background. Also the Econ Report 
did not find any relationship between the level of expenditure and the amount of minority 
language students in the countries analysed. 

High-cost country 

The comparisons of expenditure above have been converted into purchasing power. This 
implies that the generally high level of costs in Norway ought to have been captured and thus 
cannot contribute to an explanation of the differences. 

The salaries of Norwegian teachers have been relatively low when measured against 
purchasing power. In year 2000 the initial salary for teachers in primary and lower secondary 
education was somewhat higher than the average in OECD, and on the OECD average in 
upper secondary education. On the other hand, salaries of those with 15 years of experience, 
and maximum salaries respectively were considerably (10 to 25 per cent) below the OECD-
average (OECD 2002). Especially the difference was large within upper secondary education. 

For long periods of time the trend in teacher salaries has been unfavourable. It has been 
weaker than that within the private sector, and it has also been weaker than that for other 
public employees. This is mainly because of a lack of local negotiations within the school 
sector. However, due to special agreements during the last couple of years where teachers 
have agreed to teach more hours, and also due to the introduction of local negotiations, 
teachers’ salaries in Norway have risen considerably. In 2001, the average salary for staff 
within the school system was 14.4 per cent above the level of 1999, and in 2002 it increased 
with a further 10.5 per cent (Statistics Norway, 2003). An average monthly salary in school 
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per 1st of October 2002 amounted to NOK 28.808. This is 10 per cent higher than that in the 
manufacturing sector. 

Student – Teacher Ratio 

In all countries expenditures for education are dominated by teachers’ salaries, which make 
up about 80 per cent of the running costs within the educational sector. Econ (2003) thus 
found that, as a rule, the countries that spend few resources on education had a high number 
of students per teacher, whereas the opposite was the case for countries that spend a lot of 
resources on education. 

Our high level of expenditure is mainly due to many teachers in proportion to the number of 
students in the Norwegian school system. In the OECD-countries there are, on average, 
between 40 and 50 per cent more students per teacher than in Norway (Chart 1.2). In recent 
years this figure has remained stable. Because of the fact that the small municipalities have 
relatively few students, the scattered pattern of settlement can only account for a modest part 
of the teacher density in Norway, whereas integration of resource demanding students in 
normal schools perhaps play a bigger role. 
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2. Results can be Improved 

There are many positive sides to the Norwegian educational system: 
•  The school is free of charge (tax financed) for the users. 
•  Despite the geographically scattered population, there is good access to schools in almost 

every locality. 
•  Norway is in the world elite when it comes to educational participation and duration. The 

level of education in the population is high. 
•  Norway has come very far in integrating students with special needs into ordinary school. 
•  When compared to other OECD-countries, the drop-out rate in upper secondary education 

is relatively low. 
•  Surveys show that most children and youth feel safe at school, and generally enjoy being 

at school. 

In this chapter we shall, however, focus on the quality problems within the Norwegian school 
system. Especially the focus will be on student achievement because, first and foremost, this 
is something that we have to address.  

2.1 Results from International Studies 

We get an indication of the quality of the Norwegian school system by comparing ourselves 
with other countries. Several comparative studies measuring student achievement have been 
undertaken. The studies have mainly focused on reading, mathematics and natural sciences, 
reflecting the importance attached to these subjects. 

Most international studies focus on primary school and lower secondary school, while upper 
secondary education is studied less. Especially this goes for vocational training, which 
therefore falls outside the scope of the present review. 

The studies are based on what the students ought to know, and not on what they have actually 
learnt in school. Therefore, weak results in one country may be a consequence of the fact that 
the goals of the school system there deviate from what is measured in the study. Consequently 
the studies not only measure the quality of the schools; the results are also influenced by the 
school system and the school policies of the country in question. 

In 1990 to 1991 Norway participated in a reading study within the context of IEA (The 
International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement). This study dealt 
with the reading abilities of 9- and 14-year olds. Among the 32 participating countries, 
Norway scored well above average for 9-year olds, but only on average for 14-year olds (no. 
17). Especially taken into consideration that many poor countries like Cyprus, Indonesia and 
Venezuela were among the 32 countries, and the fact that our neighbouring countries, Sweden 
and Finland, scored on the absolute top, this result was not particularly impressive (Elley 
1992). 

In 1995 the IEA carried out the TIMSS-study of mathematics and science (Third International 
Mathematics and Science Study). It showed that Norwegian students in, what is now 4th and 
8th grade, were about average in natural sciences and below average in mathematics. 
Especially the results in mathematics in 4th grade were disappointing. However, students in 
the final year of upper secondary education scored high on scientific literacy (Lie et al. 1998). 

The PISA Study (Programme for International Student Assessment) was carried out in year 
2000 by the (OECD 2001b, Lie et al. 2001). This constitutes the most comprehensive 
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international study undertaken so far, and it measures what is known as functional 
competence in reading, natural sciences and mathematics among 15-year olds within the 
OECD and a few other participant countries. In addition to measuring results within subjects, 
it provides information on attitudes, motivation and strategies for learning. The study is also 
sophisticated in other ways, because, among other things, it attempts to survey the 
competence of the students independent of the national curricula of the different countries, 
and also because the schools have been selected from a larger share of the annual cohort than 
ever before. This means that different results cannot be explained by students from special 
schools, or students with special needs having been kept out of the study to varying degrees. 

The study has received great attention from most countries that took part, and it has set the 
agenda for the debate on educational policies in many countries.  

Chart 2.1 shows the Norwegian results in comparison to selected countries. Among the 31 
participants, Norway is no. 17 in mathematics, and no. 13 in natural sciences and reading. If 
we disregard less wealthy countries like Mexico, Brazil, Greece, Portugal, Russia, Poland and 
Hungary, which all score below Norway, the impression is that the results of Norwegian 
students are, at best, mediocre when compared to countries that it appears most natural to 
compare ourselves with. Moreover, the difference between Norwegian and Finnish students 
amounts to almost one grade (OECD 2001b). 
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The most recent comparative study, PIRLS (The Progress in International Reading Literacy 
Study), shows that reading skills among Norwegian fourth-graders are way below what we 
find in the countries that we prefer to compare ourselves with. Norway ranks as number 24 
out of a total of 35 countries, while Sweden achieved the highest score (Finland and Denmark 
did not participate). What is especially sensational, is the fact that Swedish students with 
immigrant background read better than Norwegian students without immigrant background 
(to the right in Chart 2.2). Part of Sweden’s high score in this study is probably caused by the 
fact that the Swedish fourth-graders were, on average, half a year older than the Norwegian 
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participants. However, the results also show that Swedish third-graders score higher than 
Norwegian fourth-graders (Sweden studied a sample of third-graders too). 
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Results from national diagnostic tests of reading, developed by the Centre for Reading 
Research at Stavanger College, indicate a weakening of reading abilities in primary school 
from the test was initiated in 1994 and through to 2001. However, the results from 2002 may 
indicate that the negative trend is about to turn. Researchers behind the study claim that the 
public attention paid to the level of abilities of students in primary school during recent years 
may have had a favourable influence (Engen et al. 2001, Solheim et al. 2002, Engen et al. 
2003). 

Norwegian adults are on the world top concerning reading abilities. The fact that Norwegian 
children do badly has been attempted explained away with the fact that adults are good 
readers. That is, the abilities supposedly will develop as today’s children grow into becoming 
adults. An alternative interpretation of the results is that Norway was ahead with a well 
developed educational system. Practically every Norwegian adult has gone to school. 
Therefore they are on a higher average level than adults in countries, where the school system 
was developed later, and where many adults have incomplete schooling. We do not have this 
advantage any longer.  

The regular studies of basic skills in mathematics on students entering higher education 
institutions carried out by the Norwegian Council for Mathematics (Norsk Matematikkråd) 
demonstrate a considerable deficiency in basic knowledge about mathematics. The results 
have declined continuously since the studies commenced in 1982 (Rasch-Halvorsen and 
Johnsbråten 2002). The test is to be solved with skills corresponding to the syllabus in lower 
secondary school. Nevertheless, on average, the students only have correct answers to about 
half of the questions. In 2001 even the best group, students in business and engineering, only 
answered correctly to 70 per cent of the questions. Teacher students have the weakest result 
with an average of 30 per cent correct answers (Chart 2.3). 
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2.2 Learning Outcomes and other Goals in the National Curriculum 

The National Curriculum establishes that the school is not only supposed to provide the 
students with a knowledge and skills that enables them to function well in social and working 
life. Education is also supposed to contribute to the development of fully integrated human 
beings. Children and youth are to be taught how to realise their inherent opportunities, but 
also to show empathy, care and solidarity towards others. 

Often surveys of school quality are criticised for being too narrowly directed towards the 
basic skills of students. The reason, however, that it is first and foremost the basic skills in 
these subjects that are studied, is the importance of these skills. For instance, students who do 
not read relatively fluently, when they leave primary school, may get problems in many 
subjects as teaching in higher forms is increasingly based on the use of written material. 
Consequently, failing reading abilities are not only a problem in themselves, they also give the 
students in question additional strain by making other subjects difficult for them. This may 
lead students into a negative spiral, where low self-esteem and bad motivation follow from an 
experienced discrepancy between own efforts and achieved results. 

It is worth noting that international studies in question do not operate with a narrow definition 
of student achievement. The Norwegian PISA-report establishes that Norway’s statement of 
aims in the general part of the National Curriculum is in good accordance with what is 
measured in PISA (Lie et al. 2001). All the same, it is evident that not all the aims of the 
National Curriculum are captured by studies of this kind. 

Implied in the criticism against using learning outcomes in the basic subjects as a measure of 
the quality of the school system is that there appears to be a notion about a negative trade-off 
between basic skills and other aims like well-being, social skills, attitudes and engagement. 

To the degree that the remaining measures may at all be measured, international studies give 
reason for rejecting such claims. In 1999, in the context of IEA (called the CIVED- or CIVIC-
study) an international study of students’ “democratic preparedness and will to enagement” 
was carried out in ninth grade and second grade in upper secondary education. Norwegian 
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students score well above average on knowledge about democracy and attitudes, but below 
average on personal engagement (Mikkelsen et al. 2001, Mikkelsen et al. 2002). However, if 
we compare the different countries’ score for knowledge about democracy and skills among 
students in ninth grade with the PISA-results on basic subjects, we do not find anything that 
indicates any relationship between skills in basic subjects and democratic knowledge and 
attitudes – neither positively nor negatively. 

Neither does anything indicate that a school which provides better achievement in basic 
subjects, constitute an old-fashioned school disliked by students. On the contrary it seems as 
if schools where students show extraordinary progress in proficiency are characterised by a 
good climate both socially and pedagogically, and by a student-centered method of work 
(Grosin 2002). Consequently it is possible to reach both proficiency in subjects and social 
goals. It is not the case however, that the students learn a lot if only they enjoy being at 
school. For instance, the PISA-results show that Norwegian students like being at school, 
even though the results are average and the students are reportedly unmotivated. The PIRLS 
Study confirms that Norwegian students feel secure in school, and that less harassment occurs 
here than in many other countries, and that Norwegian Head Teachers are generally very 
satisfied with the learning environment. Nevertheless, the students’ reading abilities are 
relatively weak. We shall return to this in Chapter 4. 

2.3 High Inequality Between Students 

The fact that Norway score average in international studies is not an expression of all 
Norwegian students possessing average skills. The averages conceal the great variations that 
we find among Norwegian students. Contrary to what appears to be a widespread view, the 
differences are greater in Norway than in most countries that we like to compare ourselves 
with. Research is not unequivocal as to where the differences occur: PISA shows that there is 
small difference between schools, but great differences within the schools. PIRLS shows great 
differences within classes. Contrary to PIRLS, Imsen (2003) finds that the difference between 
schools is great. There is, however, agreement that the inequality in achievement between 
students is high. 

In addition to great differences, we have too many students that do not acquire the most basic 
skills, especially in reading (Chart 2.4). The PIRLS Study finds that 20 per cent of the 
Norwegian 10-year olds have not acquired elemetary reading abilities (IEA 2003). The PISA 
Study shows that 6.3 per cent of Norwegian 15-year olds score so badly that they are placed in 
the weakest category in the study, and that they have great problems working themselves 
through texts at all. An additional 11.2 per cent belong to the second weakest category, and 
they only manage the simplest of exercises. OECD (2001b) writes that those who are placed 
in these two lowest categories have reading problems of an order that may hamper them in 
their further education. In comparison, among the Finnish students 1.7 per cent and 5.2 per 
cent respectively are in the two weakest categories. Thus, in total it is about one fifth of the 
Norwegian students that possesses reading abilities so weak that it may create problems for 
them within further education and work life. 
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Chart 2.4:Weak reading skills. Percent of 10-year olds without
basic reading skills (left), and percent of 15- year olds with great
reading difficulties (right)

Source: IEA 2003 and OECD 2001b  

The international studies show that there is no discrepancy between, on the one hand, 
obtaining good results and, on the other, to even out inequalities in school. Countries which 
have succeeded in achieving a generally high level of proficiency in subjects are characterised 
by a low level of inequality among the students. This is illustrated in Chart 2.5, where 
countries in the PISA Study with few students in the weakest categories of reading abilities 
generally appear with a high total ranking (the number inside the stars). Countries with many 
weak readers, among them Norway, USA and Germany, also have a low ranking in total. The 
PIRLS Study show a similar relationship between quality and equality. There is not such a 
great difference between countries concerning the share of very good readers. Thus, the 
difference in the average between countries is very much related to the differing success in 
lifting the weaker students. 
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2.4 Boys and Minority Language Students are at Risk 

It is an international trend that girls are increasingly doing better when compared to boys. In 
Norway, according to PISA’s study on reading, 23 per cent of the boys belong to the two 
lowest categories against only 10 per cent of the girls. According to the PIRLS study, there are 
1.5 times as many boys in relation to girls within the group of students who have problems 
with reading. In the Norwegian diagnostic tests, we also find great gender differences in 
reading abilities. Considering the central role that reading abilities play, there is reason for 
concern about the boys’ results in primary school. The results from PISA show that the girls 
did better than boys in natural sciences in 2000, whereas the opposite was the case in TIMSS 
from 1995. In the PISA Study, however, the boys kept a lead in mathematics. Results from 
compulsory school leaving exams in Norway in 2002 indicate that there are now no longer 
gender differences within the subject of mathematics; boys and girls have the same average 
marks in mathematics. Girls obtained better marks than the boys in all other subjects. The 
girls’ relative success in school is a proof that the school is able to even out social differences, 
and that is positive. Nevertheless, it is negative, if the boys are increasingly doing worse. 

Both internationally and in Norway, minority language students on average score worse than 
students from majority background. In the PISA study the average for the group of minority 
language students was about the average of similar groups in OECD-countries, while in the 
PIRLS Study it is way below. The difference between minority language students, and the 
other Norwegian students, gives reason for concern. A recent research project which is 
included in the evaluation of Reform 97, documents how many students with weak 
knowledge of Norwegian obtain far worse results than other school children at two schools in 
Oslo (Øzerk 2003). The reason is that they often fall entirely outside the teaching in the 
classrooms. The project documents a disproportion between the proficiency in Norwegian 
language the students actually possess, and the proficiency taken for granted during teaching 
as it is carried out in the classroom. Furthermore, it is found that the teachers are only to a 
small extent concerned with success of minority language students in school subjects.  

The situation of minority language students does not only constitute a language and 
educational problem. It is also a problem of social class which first and foremost originates in 
the generally low educational level of the parents. The statistics of marks for compulsory 
school students from 2002 show that minority language students have only a marginally lower 
average in marks than majority language students, when the educational level of the parents is 
taken into consideration. 

The PISA Study also includes the relationship between the students’ socio-economic 
background and achievement. The socio-economic status is divided into cultural, social and 
economic capital. The study confirms previous research which finds an evident relationship. It 
is strongest for cultural capital (see the right part of Chart 2.6) and somewhat weaker for 
economic capital (level of prosperity) and social capital which, among other things, measures 
how much contact the children have with their parents, and how much they discuss school 
with them. The Norwegian PISA-report establishes that the relationship between the socio-
economic background of the students and their achievement is about the same in Norway as 
in the average of the OECD-countries. Thus, the Norwegian school system has not succeeded 
particularly well in compensating for the differences in the students’ domestic background 
(Lie et al. 2001). The exception is constituted by economic capital, where the relationship is 
considerably less significant in Norway. This is put in connection with the fact that highly 
educated employees in Norway earn relative low salaries compared to what is found in many 
other countries. 
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The PIRLS Study confirms the picture that students from homes, where the parents are highly 
educated, where there are many books etc., obtain better results than fellow students (left part 
of Chart 2.6). Still, it is thought-provoking that Swedish students from under achieving 
groups – measured by domestic resources, linguistic background, help with home work – are 
better readers than the highest achieving Norwegian students. 
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Chart 2.6: Student reading score (PIRLS and PISA),
by educational resources at home

Source: OECD 2001b and IEA 2003  

An analysis of the marks of the students that left primary school in 2002 confirms that the 
Norwegian school system reproduces imbalances in social background. Students with parents 
who do not have an education above primary school level, obtained average marks of 3.2 in 
first-choice variant of Norwegian (general proficiency), whereas students with the highest 
educated parents obtained an average of 4.4 in a scale from 0 to 6. In the subject of 
mathematics the average marks of general proficiency for these two groups of students were 
2.7 and 4.2 respectively (Norwegian Board of Education 2003). 

The fact that social inequality is reproduced in school is not new knowledge. Since the 1950s 
research has documented that the student’s background is of great importance to students’ 
choice of education and achievement. Among prominent researchers within this field in 
Norway are Gudmund Hernes, Knud Knudsen, Marianne Nordli Hansen, Jon Lauglo and Per 
O. Aamodt (Hernes and Knudsen 1974 provides a review of early findings). Our knowledge, 
however, is faulty concerning whether the development is going in the right or the wrong 
direction; whether reproduction of inequality is stronger or weaker than before. The fact that 
education is probably more important than ever for succeeding in the labour market, indicates 
that it is more problematic than before that some students fail in school. The fact that we have 
two new trends concerning which students who, to an increasing degree, do not succeed – 
boys and minority language students – is also disquieting. 

In his summary of the evaluation of Reform 97 Haug (2003b) writes : “Concerning some 
groups of students, the evaluation shows that the qualities are not good. Despite the aim, 
compulsory school does not provide an equal education for all students independent of sex, 
parents’ economy, residence, abilities, and linguistic background. Several groups of students 
face a school which does not show sufficient consideration for their starting point and 
background.” Haug especially emphasises the three groups we have mentioned here: boys, 
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minority language students and students with parents with low education. Thus, research and 
studies based on different approaches appear to arrive at the same result concerning priority 
areas for improvement within the Norwegian school system. 

2.5 Weak Strategies for Learning 

The students’ attitudes to school work affect their motivation for learning, and they are 
decisive for the result. Subsequently it is decisive that the students have developed skills in 
the acquisition of knowledge; that they master various strategies for learning. This is more 
important than before, because we live in a society, where continuous updating of knowledge 
is necessary, and where much of the learning will have to be undertaken outside a formal 
teaching situation. 

Therefore it is serious that the PISA Study show that Norwegian students have little interest 
in, and are badly motivated for school work. Norway also scores low on the indicators of 
strategies for learning. Of the 21 countries that were included in this part of the study, 
Norwegian students scored very worst on control strategies; that is, how the students control 
and try out what they have learnt. Also Norway is among the very worst in elaboration; that is, 
how the students manage to connect new knowledge to the one already existing (the right side 
of Chart 2.7 depicts these indexes for Norway and Sweden). 

The PIRLS Study of the reading abilities show a less negative picture of the Norwegian 
students’ attitudes and self-confidence concerning reading in Norway compared with other 
countries. However, also on this point we are still a bit behind Sweden (left side of Chart 2.7). 
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2.6 The Learning Environment 

According to the PISA Study, the learning environment in Norwegian schools, characterised 
by disturbances in class and undisciplined and unmotivated students, is among the worst in 
the OECD. On an index based on a number of questions that the students have answered 
about the conditions of discipline in class, Norway scores worst of all the OECD-countries, 
apart from Italy and Greece (OECD 2001b). Another index measuring other aspects of the 
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relationship between teacher and student provides similar results, but not quite so bad. Also 
here Norway scores worse than all neighbouring Nordic countries. 

The Youth Study from 2002 finds that noise and unrest is a bigger problem in lower 
secondary school than in upper secondary education. An entire 55 per cent of the students in 
lower secondary school, against 29 per cent in upper secondary education, think that there is 
too much noise and unrest during lessons. A majority of the students (two out of three) think 
that teachers ought to be stricter with students who make noise (Rossow 2003). Imsen (2003) 
does not, however, find that Norwegian primary schools are characterised by unrest and 
“idling away”. 

An internet-based user survey of students (The Student Inspectors) was started in 2001. Half 
of the students in lower secondary school that participated in the survey say that they have got 
teachers that create interest in all or most subjects. In upper secondary education 41.5 per cent 
of the students experience that they have good teachers according to this criterion. The Youth 
Study from 2002 find a somewhat better result. Here two out of three students in lower 
secondary school and upper secondary education agree that the teachers are good at teaching, 
and three out of four think that they learn something important in school every day or several 
times a week. 

The last available study about public services that Norwegian Gallup carried out in 2000 
shows that 82 per cent of parents with children in primary school are overall satisfied with the 
school. In lower secondary school the corresponding share is down to 71 per cent, whereas it 
rises to 80 per cent in upper secondary education. Almost nine out of ten parents in primary 
school are satisfied with the class teacher’s behaviour towards the child and the parents 
(Norsk Gallup 2001). Nordahl (2003) points out, however, that it varies greatly how 
successful the cooperation between home and school may be, and that it is often parents of 
students with proficiency problems and social problems, who experience that the cooperation 
with the school does not function. 

The Gallup Study offers possibility for measuring the development of parents’ satisfaction 
over time. This shows a declining tendency for primary and lower secondary school in total, 
from an index of 73 in 1992 to 66 in 2000. It seems as if satisfaction with school overall has 
sunk, but it may also be explained with an increase in expectations of the school. 

Studies of students’ and parents’ satisfaction with the school generally show that they are 
least satisfied with the physical environment like buildings, indoor climate and equipment 
(Gallup 2001, Kommunenettverk for fornyelse og effektivisering 2003). 

2.7 The Social Environment 

Figures from the Olweus Programme show that 13 per cent of the students in primary school, 
about 75 000 children, report that they are harassed regularly (Olweus 2002). Harassment 
occurs most frequently in primary school, where 15 per cent of the students in fourth to 
seventh grade report that they are harassed by fellow students at least twice a month. The 
corresponding figure for students in lower secondary school is 8 per cent. The Youth Study 
from 2002 shows that a considerably smaller share of the students in upper secondary 
education are being harassed, than what is the case among students in lower secondary school 
(Rossow 2002). 

The students who are harassed clearly suffer from a higher level of depression, anxiety and 
poor self-image. Thoughts about suicide are five times more usual within this group in 
comparison to students that are not harassed. The harassing students are characterised by 
considerably more aggressive behaviour like fighting and kicking, backbiting and rumour-
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mongering and anti-social behaviour like vandalising, pilfering and more extensive use of 
alcohol and tobacco. The analyses also show that there are great variations with regard to 
cases of reported harassment. The level of reported harassment may be five times higher in 
one school than in another one within the same municipality. Norwegian Gallup has found 
that the smallest and the largest municipalities are worst at handling harassment. 
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The PIRLS Study among 10-year olds has registered a larger extent of harassment than the 
Olweus Study. Presumably this is caused by differing definitions. As many as 23 per cent of 
the Norwegian 10-year olds answered that they had been harassed by fellow students during 
the last month, and 16 per cent answered that they had been hit or hurt during the last month 
(Chart 2.8). The extent of harassment is smaller in Norway than in most other countries that 
participate in PIRLS. Hence, we have succeeded relatively well with the social environment 
in Norwegian schools, even though great challenges are still attached to reducing the level of 
harassment. 

The Students’ Inspectors show that more than three fourths of the students in lower secondary 
school and in upper secondary education enjoy being at school (Dale and Wærness 2003). The 
Youth Study from 2002 find slightly higher levels of student satisfaction in upper secondary 
education compared to lower secondary school (87 per cent and 81 per cent respectively enjoy 
being at school) (Rossow 2003). Imsen (2003) also finds a generally high degree of well-
being in Norwegian primary schools, but she finds that the social environment is worse in 
lower secondary school than in primary school. 

According to the Olweus Programme, the difference is small between the amount of boys and 
girls that are being harassed, while far more boys than girls state that they frequently harass 
others. Imsen (2003) finds no differences between different groups concerning well-being in 
school. Based on the many studies of well-being and harassment that we have got, it is 
reasonable to conclude that we have a school system, where four out of five students more or 
less enjoy being at school, whereas one out five are not well taken care of by the social 
environment. 
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2.8 Possible Explanations for Weak Results 

Norwegian educational policies have had ambitions about developing an educational system 
where everybody shall be enabled to make the most of their potential for learning. Therefore 
the mediocre results from the international and national studies of student achievement have 
been met with disappointment. However, the results have also brought about an interesting 
debate with engaged contributions from teachers, parents and researchers. By way of 
introduction, it may be worth to repeat that the explanation for weak results and great 
inequality within the Norwegian school system cannot be embedded in the economic or social 
conditions. Norwegian schools have a better resource situation than what is found in almost 
any other country, they have one of the world’s most highly educated populations of parents, 
there are relatively small social differences among the students and relatively few minority 
language students. We are not able to offer a perfect explanation for what may be the reason 
for the quality problems within the Norwegian school system, as the knowledge about the 
theme is incomplete. Until recently, little has been done within Norwegian pedagogical 
research to study or explain student achievement. During the last year, however, a few 
researchers and teachers have launched some hypotheses which to varying degrees have been 
tested empirically. 

Integration 

Often it is claimed that it is only natural that the results in proficiency in subjects become 
weaker, and the inequalities greater in a system like ours, where almost all students are 
integrated into the ordinary school system. A Norwegian study shows that integration may 
provide a win-win situation, but that it also has its price. Integration may lead to a situation of 
loss, with lower quality for all, if the integration is not accompanied by adequate resources, or 
if the attempt is made to integrate students into classes which do not function well (Grøgaard 
2002). Similarly, a comparative study in the context of OECD finds that integration is 
possible, but that it demands efforts; especially towards children with behaviour difficulties 
(OECD 1999). The evaluation of Reform 97 has also given indications that there is great will, 
but not sufficient ability, to provide adapted education for all students, and that so far the 
inclusive school has not quite found a form which ensures that the students fully utilise their 
potential for learning (Skogen et al. 2003, Haug 2003b. See also the section below about 
standardising). 

It is important to point out that the international studies aim at comparability independent of 
the systems in the participating countries. For this reason special schools participate on a par 
with other schools, and there are clear common rules for which students may be excepted 
from the tests. Consequently it is not so that the studies measure a “skin effect” of integration. 
A possible integration effect will be very real, but there is a need for more research in order to 
establish whether this is a problem within the Norwegian school system, and what may 
possibly be done. 

Anti-intellectualism and Pogressive Pedagogy 

The researchers Anne Welle-Strand and Arild Tjeldvoll have a more radical approach to the 
problems within the Norwegian school system in the article The Norwegian Unified School – 
a Paradise Lost? (Welle-Strand and Tjeldvoll 2002). They claim that populist educational 
policies during the last half of the 20th century are the reason for the reduction in quality 
within the Norwegian school system. These policies are characterised by anti intellectual 
attitudes, where practical skills and local knowledge are regarded as more important than 
formal knowledge and basic skills. Learning in the form of play and practical work is looked 
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upon as more important than systematic and goal oriented construction of knowledge among 
the students. Furthermore there is a strong orientation towards not creating loosers, among 
other things, by not recognising differences, by not using competition as a means and by not 
drawing attention to the specially gifted students. In the authors’ opinion, this has contributed 
to lowering the level of achievement. 

Journalist and former teacher John Hustad is touching on a similar hypothesis in the book The 
School that Disappeared (Skolen som forsvann, Hustad 2002). According to Hustad the faulty 
learning outcomes are due to, what he calls, progressive-romantic pedagogy, where the 
children are made pitiable and are protected against demands and the setting of limits. He 
critisises the authorities for having done a disservice to the students by having substituted the 
school of general public education with a school of upbringing and care. 

Much of the argumentation here, we recognise from debates that have been running especially 
in the USA and England since the 1980s (cf. Solstad 1997). The reports, A Nation at Risk 
from 1983 and Better Schools from 1985 were published in the USA and England 
respectively. The American document establishes that the educational basis of society is 
eroded by an increasing wave of mediocrity. The English document blamed progressive 
pedagogy for the insufficiency of the educational system, because it provided the students 
with too much freedom of choice. Progressive pedagogy was also critisised for stressing 
social relations at the cost of factual knowledge, and for neglecting the transfer of basic values 
and national culture. A last main objection was the lack of specific aims. This debate reached 
Norway in the 1990s and contributed to the detailed demands to contents that we find in the 
curricula from Reform 94 of upper secondary education and Reform 97 of compulsory 
education. 

Values and Norms 

Within sociological research, differences in students’ educational choices and achievements 
are often attached to different norms and values within different social strata (Grøgaard 1997 
outlines these theories). Children and youth from homes where education is not particularly 
valued, or who belong to communities or networks where achievements in school does not 
provide social status, will invest less efforts in schooling. If this is to explain Norway’s 
relatively weak position concerning the achievement of students, it must imply that norms and 
values “hostile to education” are more widespread in Norway than in our neighbouring 
countries. This does not appear reasonable, considering the high educational level that we 
have. Neither does the Youth Study from 2002 indicate that the students do not appreciate 
education. The majority of students (nine out of ten) in both lower secondary school and 
upper secondary education partly or totally agree that “schooling is good to have, no matter 
what I am going to do later”, and that it is important to obtain good marks (95 per cent) 
(Rossow 2003).  

Standardisation and Lack of Individual Adaptation 

In his summary of the evaluation of Reform 97, Professor Peder Haug mentions that the 
school’s aversion against diversity and difference in treatment may paradoxically lead to 
inequality. “The school appears to be best for those who are normal and average, and for 
those who belong to the groups which have a tradition for functioning well in this school. The 
interpretation is that we have a school which is not very sensitive to variation, heterogeneiety, 
diversity, deviance, what is colourful, what is different and unknown. The school appears to 
be at its strongest and best for those who fit into the pattern which the school has created over 
the years. The school has created a standard for what is demanded in order to benefit from 
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being there. Those who are unable to face it as it is get trouble. Many of those will fail in 
obtaining proficiency in subjects taught. By adapting the conditions in a better way for those 
students who at present appear to be least included in the activities of the school, the total 
result of the school will also be raised. (...) The condition may be put in connection with a 
clear prioritisation carried out in educational policies through large parts of the last century. It 
emphasises strong central control, rather strict standardisation and harmonisation of the 
schools, and with great emphasis on the collective aspects of working methods and contents. 
(...) Once these policies constituted an important means for building the nation, and for being 
able to educate as many as possible in a country facing enormous challenges, with little 
resources and few differences among people. In those days, this was the way to create social 
justice and welfare. Today society is different, the formulations in the National Curriculum 
put great emphasis on individual adaptation and follow-up. Social justice today is about the 
creation of space for variation and about adapting the school to the individual.” (Haug 2003b) 

In practice, attempts at individual adaptation within the Norwegian school system has mainly 
been oriented towards the weakest students by admitting the right to special education for 
students whose achievement from ordinary teaching is not satisfactory. When the 
international studies show that we, nevertheless, have more underachieving students in 
Norway than in many other countries, this may indicate that special education has not worked 
according to intentions. Research shows that special education does not meet particularly well 
with students who have achievement problems, but to a large extent it is used for relieving the 
teacher and the other students, in cases when a student has behavioural problems. Hence 
remedial teaching is given to students, who in many cases do not have achievement problems, 
but have a behavioural problem. This may be some of the reason why research also finds that 
there are many students, who do not benefit from remedial teaching, and even some who are 
affected negatively (for instance cf. Haug et al. 1999, Nordahl and Overland 1998, Langfeldt 
2003). One reservation has to be taken concerning this research, and that is that ususally it 
cannot say anything about what these students would have achieved without remedial 
teaching. 

Haug (2002) points out that it might be constructive to redirect the attention away from the 
“defect” of  the students and towards how the school may be better adapted to the individual 
student: “Many of the realities in school are still characterised by a view that says that when a 
student does not learn, there is something wrong with the student. That it may have got 
something to do with the way a school is organised by the municipality, the way the school is 
run, or how the teachers work in the school actually does not concern many yet. All “guilt” is 
put on the individual student and the student’s parents. Rather, the question ought to be: what 
is wrong with the school that this child attends, when it does not learn what is expected? The 
question that is often raised instead is: what is wrong with this child, since it does not learn 
what is expected?” 

Bureaucratisation 

Also teacher Jon Severud criticises the policies of standardisation, but from a slightly 
different angle than that of Haug. In the book The Malaise in School (Ubehaget i skolen) he 
takes an especially hard line against what he claims is excessive regulation and control and 
bureaucratisation of the school, where the teacher is de-professionalised and reduced to an 
obedient official. According to the author, the exaggerated use of written material – circulars, 
project applications, evaluations, assessments etc. – diverts the teachers’ focus away from the 
students (Severud 2003). 
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Lacking Skills for New Working Methods 

Many researchers, among others Grøterud and Nilsen (Grøterud and Nilsen 1997), have 
pointed out that the teachers possess too little knowledge about what promotes good learning. 
The evaluation of reform 97 confirms this. New working methods like project work and 
theme based teaching lead to very activity oriented teaching which is, however, only to a 
small extent goal-oriented and systematic. Especially the lower primary level, but also the 
other levels, are marked by many and frequent switches between themes and activities, and by 
the fact that it is often unclear what is the purpose of the different activities. Through 
classroom studies the researchers uncovered unclear demands to proficiency in subjects, 
absence of summing up, unsystematic use of various learning activities and a lack of 
corrective feed-back to the students (Klette et al. 2003). Øzerk (2003) finds that minority 
language students have had their situation in the Norwegian school system worsened after the 
new working methods were introduced with Reform 97, because these presuppose better 
knowledge of Norwegian language than more traditional teaching methods do.  

The PIRLS Study offers an illustration of the unclear demands and lack of systematic 
approach to literacy education. According to the Norwegian researchers on the project, the 
teaching is to a remarkably small degree directed at giving the students good reading 
strategies (for instance by answering questions about, or writing and commenting about, what 
they have read). The PIRLS results confirm that the classes that obtain good results work 
more systematically with reading and reading strategies. In classes with a high average there 
are clearly more activity concerning summing up (oral and written), work with answering 
questions and conversation with fellow students after the students have read. In these classes 
also more students enjoy reading. 

The PIRLS researchers point out that it is a disquietening number of teachers who state that if 
a student lags behind in reading, they wait to see if the achievements improve after more 
maturation (Chart 2.9). In Swedish schools there are far more students who are considered in 
need of, and who receive, remedial teaching in reading. Whereas in Norway an additional 
teacher without special expertise is often used, Swedish students with reading problems more 
often get taught by a reading specialist. This may indicate that the level of ambition in 
Norway is somewhat low, and that systematic measures are not taken, when the problems are 
uncovered. The researchers conclude that, concerning the literacy education, there is a great 
potential for development within the Norwegian school system. 

The evaluation of Reform 97 also point to a great potential for improvement of the reading 
and writing education already from first grade. Great variations are found among teachers and 
classes concerning literacy education. Teachers who emphasise reading and writing education 
already during first grade, appear to be working more systematically than other teachers. The 
researcher claims that this may have big consequences for the student, and especially for 
students who, for various reasons, struggle to acquire competence in written language, and 
who need a good start with systematic influence (Hagtvedt in Klette et al. 2003). 
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According to the National Curriculum, the students are supposed to have “responsibility for 
their own learning”, but it may appear as if the students to a too small degree are made able to 
take this responsibilty, and that it is the weak students who are made to suffer. Solstad and 
Rønning (2003) find that especially for students who struggle a bit, the lack of structure and 
directing in connection with new working methods may be difficult to handle. Furthermore 
Lyng (2003) finds that teachers in lower secondary school often “abdicate” from directing the 
students in project work, and that in practice the students have resposibility also for their own 
involvment in the school work. A lack of effort in project work is often accompanied by 
teacher comments like: “they must be willing themselves – they must be willing to work, 
otherwise we can’t do anything”, “we can try to motivate them, but if they don’t want to, then 
they don’t want to”. Fellow students explain the “idling around” of the others as if they do not 
manage or bother to take responsibility for themselves. Lyng warns that views like these may 
lead to an understanding of the students’ lack of involvment as something that one just has to 
live with – because some of them just cannot or do not want to take responsibility for their 
own learning. 

Heen (2003) finds that the teachers more often think that the student is able to take 
responsibility for own learning, compared to what the parents think. The interpretation of this 
finding is that parents intervene if they observe that the student does not manage to take the 
responsibility for his or her own learning. To the teachers, it may therefore look as if the 
students are able to handle a work plan with little structure better than they actually are. The 
parents experience that they themselves end up with the responsibility, instead of the student. 
The interaction and communication around the work plan becomes an example of how work 
and responsibility may be shoved between school, parents and student. Ericsson and Larsen 
(2000) point out that the school has given the parents considerable responsibility for the 
children’s learning, and they think that this is a problem because different groups of parents 
have very different backgrounds for carrying out the tasks they have been allotted. This may 
constitute an element of the creation of inequality within the Norwegian school system.  
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Rønning (2002) uncovers a need for competence-building both among teachers and students 
in order for new forms of work, like theme based teaching and project work, to become more 
successful. 

Anarchy of Goals and Unrealistic Level of Ambition 

Severud offers a good illustration of how teachers are overwhelmed by the societal problems 
that they are supposed to solve – everything from drug- and alcohol-abuse, deficit of parental 
care and sexual abuse to consumer awareness (Severud 2003:48). When the goals become so 
many that it gets impossible to reach them all, it will, in the last resort, be each particular 
school and the individual teacher that prioritise what actually is going to be taught. Thus, 
faulty basic skills of Norwegian students may be a result of the fact that this area has not been 
ahead in the competition for what is to be prioritised. Imsen (2003) finds that the teachers 
think that the National Curriculum for compulsory school is too extensive. Haug (2003b) 
indicates what negative consequences this may imply: “Generally the teachers assess the 
National Curriculum positively. It is being read, much used, and it makes up an important tool 
in the planning. They want a plan with relatively detailed contents and which shows the 
progression of subjects. (...) At the same time, the teachers critisise the curriculum rather 
strongly, they see discepancies, blurred concepts and vague signals. The most central criticism 
is its high level of ambition, and the large size the subjects have been given. This level of 
ambition appears to be way above what one may expect can be done in a school for 
everybody. Demands may paralyse the school staff, and have reduced the local scope for 
action. When the curriculum becomes too extensive something will have to be chosen away. 
A consequence of this then is that the teachers themselves must decide, and with that, the plan 
looses the controlling function it should have had. The alternative is to go through the 
material at rather high speed, something which many students will not benefit from. It may 
seem reasonable, therefore, to point to the curriculum as a plan for those students who are 
able, and who feel comfortable with an encyclopedic or lexical ideal about education and 
learning. Several of the researchers have also pointed to the fact that this curriculum, with so 
much and strong central control, makes it difficult to carry out adapted education”. 

Weak Ability for Self-Correction 

According to Haug, it has been known for a long time that for some groups, the school does 
not function satisfactory, but this knowledge has not lead to the introduction of measures for 
changing the conditions. Consequently a lot indicates that the schools lack an ability for self-
correction. This systems failure can probably be traced back to national educational policies: 
“Policies have not been very concerned with supervision, follow-up and control of the 
working methods that the school have employed, and the results that the school has achieved. 
Therefore they have not had particular good conditions for insight and change” (Haug 2003b). 
This may indicate that an external element should be introduced in order to obtain a positive 
developmental spiral in the school. Such external elements may consist of openness, external 
evaluation and follow-up. 
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3. Money is Necessary, but not Enough 

To a high degree, the debate on education in Norway is centred around the issue of financial 
resources invested in the sector. Above we have seen that the Norwegian school system has 
high and stable resources, but that it creates average results. However, the fact that the 
relationship between resources and results is weak is not a distinctively Norwegian problem. 
A lot of research effort has been invested in examining this relationship. 

3.1 International Research about Resources and Results 

Research on the relationship between investment of resources and achievement within one 
particular country, has been carried out, first and foremost, in the USA. There is also an 
extensive debate on research methodology. Through a number of meta-analyses (abstracts 
from a large number of primary analyses) of American data, Eric Hanushek believes to have 
demonstrated that the relationship is so weak that it is hardly measurable (e.g. Hanushek 
1986, 1996, 1997 and 2002b). A literature study published by the Swedish school authorities 
(Gustafsson and Myrberg 2002, Gustafsson 2003) puts great emphasis on his critics, like 
Robert Greenwald and Alan B. Krueger (Greenwald et al. 1996a, 1996b, Krueger 2000, 
Krueger and Lindahl 2002). These believe to find a bigger, but rarely very big, effect. A 
comprehensive analysis of the TIMSS Study from 1995, which we shall return to in Chapter 
4, shows a positive, however weak relationship between expenditure and results. The same 
goes for the PISA Study (Schleicher 2003). 

In Sweden several studies of this theme have been carried out. They do not provide 
unequivocal results. Some studies find a certain effect of resource spending on the learning 
outcomes of the students (Skolverket 1999). Others do not find any such relationship 
(Sandström 2002, Ericsson et al. 2001). A Danish study does not find any relationship 
between student achievement and the municipalities’ level of expenditure in Denmark 
(Nannestad 2003). 

A study that deals with the development over time within OECD countries arrives at the result 
that a considerable increase in resource spending in the span of years between 1970 and 1994 
has not provided better results (Gundelach et al. 2001). Both internationally and in Norway, 
the centre of gravity of the academic milieu appears to demonstrate that there is no 
considerable relationship between investment of resources and student achievement. 
(Wössmann 2001, Birkemo 2002). 

3.2 Norwegian Research on Resources and Results 

Also in Norway we have got clear indications of a weak relationship between resources and 
results. Norwegian researchers in pedagogy and economics co-operated in the research project 
From Resource to Result (Fra ressurs til resultat) to analyse the relation between resources 
and achievement in Norwegian lower secondary school from 1997 to 2002. The achievement 
was measured as the students’ progression in language and mathematics through 9th and 10th 
grade. 

The researchers conclude that only one per cent or less of the differences in achievement can 
be explained by differences in resources for teaching. This both goes for the level and 
development of student achievement (Birkemo 2002). Differences in level may both reflect 
the school’s contribution, and the students’ background and former schooling, whereas the 
development over time more precisely measures the school’s impact on achievement. The 
conclusion is that the great variations in resource investments in the Norwegian school system 
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to an insignificant degree is reflected in the school’s ability to provide the students with 
learning. This conclusion is in accordance with an older study of student achievement in 
upper secondary education (Bonesrønning and Rattsø 1994). 

A significant share of the schools’ resources are allocated as strengthening measures for extra 
teaching resources and special education on a permanent or temporary basis. The effects of 
measures like these in the 10th grade were studied. The conclusion is that there is only a 
modest relationship between extra resources and progress in proficiency in subjects. The 
effect appears to vary between the measures, and in some cases it is positive, while in others it 
is negative (Birkemo 2002). 

3.3 Research on the Effect of Types of Input 

Class Size and Student – Teacher Ratio 

The level of expenditure for education clearly correlates with the size of classes and the 
number of students per teacher. For this reason, a central part of the resource debate has dealt 
with the importance of class size and number of students per teacher for the quality of the 
teaching. Also in this debate, Hanushek and his critics are central (Hanushek 1999, 2002a and 
2002b, Krueger and Lindahl 2002, Krueger 2002). For a large part, the disagreement is 
methodological; among other things about what studies to emphasise. 

A possible explanation for not finding a strong relationship between size of classes and results 
within countries is that low-performing students may be placed in small classes. This does not 
explain differences between countries. Most international comparisons suggest that smaller 
sizes of classes generally has little or no effect on the results. Wössmann’s analysis of TIMSS 
actually finds that the results were clearly better in countries with big classes, than in those 
with small classes, and that there is no effect of the number of students per teacher on the 
results. Hanushek’s and Luque’s analysis of the TIMSS data (2001) provides similar results as 
those of Wössmann for the 13-year olds, but they find a weak positive effect of smaller 
classes for the 9-year olds. Another TIMSS analysis shows that in most countries, the students 
in big classes are doing best. Norway is one of the countries where the impact is small 
however (Martin et al. 2000). 

Hans Bonesrønning’s study of the Norwegian school system confirms international findings 
(Bonesrønning 2002a). Also in this case, smaller classes in general only give a small 
improvement of the results, but it is noticeable for certain groups. In the summary of the 
research from the project From Resource to Result Birkemo (2002) concludes that there does 
not appear to be any effect of small classes on achievement in Norwegian, but a very weak 
positive effect in mathematics, and on the level of marks in general. So the effect is small, 
even though the differences in sizes of classes are very large, namely from 9 to 30 students in 
the sample. 

An experiment from Tennessee initiated in 1985 is central to the research debate on size of 
class (the STAR Project). The project comprised 11600 students in almost 80 schools on pre-
school level and the three first grades in primary school. The students were placed randomly 
in normal or small classes (about eight students less per class) up to 4th grade, when all were 
placed in normal classes. A considerable positive effect of small classes could be measured at 
the end of pre-school in both reading and mathematics (Gustafsson and Myrberg 2002, 
Krueger 2002), but the effect can only be identified in half of the schools that participated 
(Hanushek 2002a). The differences that occur during the first year are carried on to later 
grades, but are not strengthened. A number of methodological objections that question the 
result have been raised against the project. Hanushek concludes that the experiment does not 
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support the claim that small classes in general give better results, but that it may give a 
positive effect, when the students are to be socialised into a classroom situation. 

A reasonable summary of the literature is that class size generally shows a weak relationship 
with achievement, but that students with special, and the youngest students, may benefit from 
smaller classes (cf. also summary of the research in Gustafsson 2003). To make any 
substantial difference however, it will be a matter of large reductions in existing class sizes. 
Taking into consideration the high costs connected with such a measure, this does not appear 
as a realistic way to raise the quality of education, if teaching is not, at the same time, 
organised in a more effective way. In Norway today, we have about 20 students per class, but 
only half as many per teacher. Hence there is a potential for reducing the group size 
considerably by thinking alternative ways of organising. Many schools already have carried 
out such changes within the existing level of resources. 

The Size of Schools 

International studies show that on average small schools perform worse than big schools. In 
the PISA Study the positive effect is strong up to about a 1000 students, and after that it levels 
out (OECD 2001b). These results are not adjusted for the background of students, however. 
Norway has many small schools compared to OECD countries. There are many good reasons 
for us to keep on having many small schools in Norway, but we cannot expect this to 
contribute to a better achievement. 

Birkemo (2002) finds that the achievements in Norway are clearly better in cities than in the 
countryside. This is also true, even though the share of minority language students are 
concentrated in the city, and even though the expenditure per student are considerably larger 
in small municipalities in the countryside. Among other things, the reason for this is that 
considerably more extra resources are spent for extra teaching resources and special education 
lessons, the smaller the municipality is. Naturally, the size of the classes also declines 
gradually in accordance with the number of students in the municipality. The research team 
speculates, whether the better results in the cities may be due to better conditions for 
promoting learning among the students in the cities, and they do not conclude unambiguously 
that the differences in results are due to differences in quality between the schools. 

Quality of Buildings 

Naturally enough, the physical environment in school is of importance to the well-being of 
both staff and the students. Professor Birgit Cold at NTNU has recently finished a research 
project, which shows that students associate friendly, bright, open and varied rooms with 
feeling welcome, with pride, love of work and social company (Cold 2003). She has not 
studied, whether the students actually learn more in a good school building. Labour research 
shows that there is a relationship between well-being and results. One should think, therefore, 
that this would also be the case in school. However, a summary of international research for 
the Swedish Skolverket does not give reason for drawing any conclusions about a relationship 
between school building quality and student achievement (Gustaffson and Myrberg 2002). 
Neither does the PISA Study find any relationship between results and “physical 
infrastructure” (OECD 2001b). One of the main conclusions from Cold’s project is that “the 
aestehetic design and quality of the school layout is read and remembered as an expression of 
the norms and values of the culture and the priorities of society”. The fact that the school 
buildings reflect the school’s importance as a social institution is a point in itself. It is, 
therefore, both correct and necessary to upgrade Norwegian school buildings, but we should 
not expect that this would contribute significantly to raising the results in school. 
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IT-equipment 

In recent years computers and Internet link-up have become usual in Norwegian schools, and 
further upgrading in this area will happen. Norway is in a good position when compared 
internationally. Both in Norway and internationally it is too early to say anything for certain 
about the effect of new technology on achievement. A study of literature for the Swedish 
Skolverket sums up that available international research indicates that the dissemination of 
computers in school does not, in general, have any positive effect. The results are dependent 
on whether the teacher possesses the necessary competence to utilise this tool (Gustafsson and 
Myrberg 2002). The PISA Study shows no relationship between the dissemination of 
computers in the classrooms and achievement (OECD 2001b). Other summaries of the 
research are more positive (Rochelle et al. 2000). It appears to be the way the resources are 
utilized which is decisive for the result. Computers and broadband are of little use, if user 
support does not work, or if this is not a part of a good pedagogical scheme. 

The comprehensive evaluation, ImpaCT2 of the ICT-effort at 60 schools in England, finds 
that the students who use ICT a lot score somewhat better on the national tests than do other 
students, in more than one third of the tests. In none of the tests, the comparison went in 
favour of students who make little use of ICT. The relationship between use of ICT, and the 
student’s achievements, varied between the subjects in the different grades (Harrison et al. 
2003). 
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4. How to Create a Good School? 

A good school is a school, where all students get their potential for learning realized 
independent of social background and physical and mental equipment. A good school is also 
supposed to provide the students with social competence and democratic values, and a good 
school is a school where students are safe and satisfied. The review in chapter 2 shows that 
the Norwegian school system has a job to do in order to realise this important goal. Research 
shows that the students’ social and linguistic background, sex and family conditions have a 
good deal to say for their achievement (Birkemo 2002), and of course also physiological 
conditions like maturity, abilities, sleep, nutrition and stress (Gordon 1997, Karni et al. 1994, 
Imsen 2003). Many of these conditions, the school has little or no possibilities to exert its 
influence on. Still, however, educational research quite clearly shows that the school and the 
teachers are of great importance to the students learning. There is all reason for the school to 
harbour higher ambitions for itself, than just to reproduce the differences that already exist in 
society. The school may influence the students attitudes and motivations for learning, and this 
has a lot to say for the achievement (Birkemo 2002, Imsen 2003, Brophy 1983, Delpit 1988). 
The school may also influence the students’ learning directly through the quality of the 
teaching that is offered, and through systematic follow-up of the individual student. A review 
of the factors that research has indicated have an effect on the student’s learning is given 
below. 

4.1 The Teachers 

Educational research confirms the impression that very many parents and students have – the 
individual teacher plays a big role. On the basis of a broad study of literature, Gustafsson 
(2003) concludes that of all resource factors in school, teacher competence is the factor that 
influences student achievement the most. The largest study of teacher quality was undertaken 
in Texas, over three years, in the middle of the 1990s, and comprise more than half a million 
students in four grades, at more than 3000 public schools (Rivkin et al. 2002). It shows that 
even though socio-economic background is of very great importance to achievement, the 
importance of having a good teacher over many years in primary school is even greater. The 
researchers illustrated the differences as follows: a good teacher can give students one and a 
half year’s progression within a school year, whereas a bad teacher only helps them half a year 
ahead. This study confirms the results from a study of teacher quality in Tennessee. This state 
constitutes a particularly suitable object of study, as data exist that follow teachers and their 
students’ achievement over time (Saunders and Horn 1998). 

Plenty of research has been done on what characteristics of the teacher further the student’s 
learning. Some of those characteristics may be trained through initial training of teachers and 
continuing education and training measures, and not least through the continuous 
development of competence that ought to take place in any workplace in the knowledge 
society. 

Even if there is broad agreement about the importance of the teacher, a good deal of the 
research that has been looking for “the good teacher”, has been completely in vain. It has been 
difficult to identify specific characteristics with effect in all types of learning situations. For 
instance, the Norwegian project From Resource to Result studies a large number of variables 
that measure various aspects of teacher competence and teacher behaviour, but finds only one 
single variable that has a systematic impact on the student’s achievement, namely whether the 
teacher sets high standards (Bonesrønning 2002c, 2003, Birkemo 2002). Another catch is that 
a good deal of the research comes from the USA, and a slight reservation has to made about 



 33 

the transferability of the findings, in so far as they, to some extent, will depend on the 
organisation of the American labour market and the educational system. Furthermore, a good 
deal of the research has been carried out in primary and lower secondary school, and for this 
reason it says little about the effect of the teacher’s competence on higher levels. With these 
reservations in mind, what follows is a review of what we know about “the good teacher.” 

Recruitment to the Teaching Profession 

Many countries in Europe struggle with a lack of teachers (Eurydice 2002b). Norway is in the 
lucky position that for the time being, we have plenty of teachers. Nevertheless it may be 
claimed that we have a hidden lack of teachers, defined the way that teachers teach subjects 
that they are not fully qualified for. For instance, according to Statistics Norway, half the 
teachers that teach mathematics and science and environment in primary school did not have 
any credits in the subjects in 2000. Due to larger cohorts of students and high average age of 
teachers, we run the risk that in a few years time, we may lack teachers, with professional 
depth studies, to teach in upper secondary education. 

In order to recruit the good teachers, the school must become an attractive workplace. 
Important factors that ensure good recruitment for the teaching profession are salary and 
career possibilities, the status of the teaching profession, working conditions both concerning 
working hours and teaching load, like the number of students in the class and the composition 
of students, security, quality of buildings, possibilities for professional development, the 
quality and reputation of teacher training and also access to jobs for newly qualified (Santiago 
2001, cf. also section 4.4 about salary). 

The Norwegian school system scores relatively high on several of the variables concerning 
working conditions. However, the teaching profession has been relatively badly paid for a 
long period of time, and this may be the reason why the number of applicants to teachers 
training have been few. Almost all formally qualified applicants have been admitted to 
teacher training institutions in Norway. In comparison it may be mentioned that in Finland, 
the teaching profession has high status, and teacher training, together with medicine and law, 
has the highest admission requirements among higher education courses. In recent years, the 
teachers in Norway have been given a substantial increase of salary, which hopefully will 
improve recruitment to the profession. 

The Formal Competence and Experience of the Teacher 

One of the questions that has been thoroughly elucidated by research is whether it is academic 
competence or pedagogical competence that is most important in teacher training. Several 
studies have lent support to the importance of the teacher’s level of knowledge both in the 
form of professional knowledge and general knowledge as a basis for successful teaching, and 
especially for teaching in higher grades (Goldhaber and Brewer 1997, Rowan et al. 1997, 
Wayne and Youngs 2001, Ferguson and Ladd 1996). The analysis of the PISA results show a 
positive, if small, effect in schools where a larger number of teachers are university educated 
in the subjects they teach (OECD 2001b). The amount of pedagogical education appears to be 
just as important. This indicates that subject expertise is a necessary, but not sufficient, 
condition for good teaching. Some studies point out that the teacher’s subject expertise is 
important up to a certain level, but that specialisation beyond this level does not improve the 
results of the students. Beyond this threshold level it is far more efficient to develop the 
teacher’s pedagogical skills and knowledge about development and learning, curriculum work 
and subject specific teaching methods (cf. for instance Darling-Hammond 1997, 1999, 2000, 
Monk 1994, Ferguson and Womack 1993). Several international studies however, find only a 
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weak influence of the teacher’s formal educational level on the achievement of the students 
(Rivkin et al. 2002, Schachter 2001, Goldhaber 2002, Hanushek and Luque 2001, Wössmann 
2000). 

Competence-building for the teachers – which happens both in the form of traditional up-
grading courses and as continuous development processes in the schools – may have great 
effects on the students achievements. In an experiment in Israeli schools, researchers 
compared costs and returns from three different models for improvement of the students 
results: reduced size of classes, longer schooldays and continuing education of teachers. They 
concluded that continuing education is the most cost effective method for improving the 
achievements of the students (Angrist and Lavy 1998). 

Also a Norwegian study which is included in the evaluation of Reform 97, points to 
competence-development for teachers as the most important requirement in order to reach the 
goal about adapted teaching for the students (Strømstad et al. 2003). The study points out that 
the school faces an especially great challenge in the case of inclusion. According to the 
researchers, the realisation of the target of Reform 97 about both academic, social and cultural 
inclusion requires a continuous upgrading of the teacher’s skills, and continuous development 
work in the school. Local development work, where the focus is on developing greater 
flexibility in school is also the best strategy for upgrading of skills, the authors claim. The 
project has not, however, examined whether upgrading of skills has an effect on the student’s 
learning outcomes. 

The Norwegian Board of Education (2003) expresses concern that a very small part of the 
nationally allocated resources for development of 187 million NOK goes to formally 
competence promoting measures for teachers, and that there is still too much emphasis on 
short courses with apparently little effect. 

The teacher’s experience first and foremost has an impact on student achievement in the 
beginning of the teachers professional career (cf. for instance Hanushek et al. 1998, Murnane 
and Philips 1981, Klitgaard and Hall 1974). This probably is connected to the so-called 
“practice shock” and indicates that it is possible to improve student achievement, provided 
that the teacher training becomes more professionally oriented. Professional orientation of 
teacher training has been a goal for a number of teacher training reforms. Despite this, the 
teacher training still puts too little emphasis on giving the students insights into empirical 
examples and theory which accounts for and analyses the school and the reality the students 
will meet as teachers. Instead ideals and harmony, especially in the form of psychological 
theory, are emphasised (Haug 2003). 

Another means that may reduce the “practice shock” is a closer follow-up of newly qualified 
teachers in the transition phase between studies and professional life. Still more European 
countries introduces such transition measures which imply both a support and a control 
function. In some countries, the education is not finished, before the student has worked as a 
teacher for a period, and students who do not function in practice are not qualified for 
employment as teachers. Other forms of measures imply that teachers in their first job are 
compulsory supervision and various courses (Eurydice 2002c). 

The Teacher’s Personal Qualities, Attitudes and Ambitions 

Good education and formal competence is a necessary, but not sufficient, requirement for 
becoming a good teacher. Educational research indicates that the difference between a good 
and a bad teacher is not only embedded in what kind of education, and how long experience 
the teacher has. It is also a matter of personal qualities and motivation. 
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As mentioned by way of introduction, a Norwegian research project shows that it contributes 
in a positive way, when the teacher sets high professional standards (Bonesrønning 2002c). 
The PISA Study found a weaker relationship between results and strict demands by the 
teacher, both in Norway and the OECD as a whole (Lie et al. 2001, OECD 2001b). The PISA 
Study, however, shows that the teachers’ motivation and engagement, as the Head Teacher 
assesses it, is of importance. 

American research finds that the teachers’ intentions, goals and expectations are of 
importance to student achievement (Brophy and Good 1986). Solvang (1999) refers to an 
experiment which finds that the teachers expectations of the students have clear consequences 
for how much the students actually learn. After an intelligence test, teachers were told that 
they had been given students who were more gifted than the average. The fact was that this 
was a randomly selected sample of students, but these students developed far better in school 
than the other students. The students, who were socially defined as intelligent, did well 
through the support and the expectations that the teachers had of them. New findings from 
USA show that some teachers systematically underestimate the achievements of overweight 
girls. Researchers fear that teachers in this way lower the students’ ambitions – that they will 
to “live down” to the expectations (TES 2003). The evaluation of Reform 97 confirms that it 
occurs that teachers lower the expectations of the students based on impressions of their 
social background. Especially minority language students are vulnerable to such 
categorisations. Øzerk finds that the teachers wanted the best for these students, but 
nevertheless they signalled in one way or another that not all minority students have the 
possibility to succeed in school (Øzerk 2003). 

4.2 The Teaching 

Research on teaching efficiency has identified certain factors of importance to student 
achievement: the most important is the “curriculum taught”, that is, not what is written in the 
National Curriculum – “the intended curriculum” – but what is actually communicated in the 
classroom (Gamoran et al. 1997). Other factors are clear classroom leadership with an 
emphasis on few, but clear rules and procedures and also well incorporated routines, 
maximum use of time on the activities; very active participation of the students: clarity and 
structure in the activities: exercises prepared for the level of each individual student based on 
diagnostic survey, and also evaluation of the student’s progression and adequate follow-up of 
this. The great bulk of research that has searched for the “ideal teaching method” has 
however, been without result. Hence it is realistic to assume that there is no ideal method 
(Baumert et al. 2001). 

To a high degree this is confirmed by Norwegian research. The project From Resource to 
Result found no relationship between methods and student achievement (Birkemo 2002). 
Neither is any effect found of so-called progressive pedagogy on the students’ learning 
outcomes – neither in positive nor in negative direction . The flow (“drive”) in the teaching, 
however, appears to be of importance (Imsen 2003). 

The TIMSS analysis shows a great effect of the fact that the teacher uses time for the 
evaluation of the students (Wössmann 2000). The PISA analysis shows that both discipline 
and a good relationship between teacher and student generally is important for the 
achievement (Lie et al. 2001). On the contrary, Birkemo (2002) finds no clear relationship 
between discipline and student achievement and development of skills. 

A lot indicates that the composition of classes or groups is important. Able students 
contribute as a resource in the classroom both in the form of engagement during lessons and 
through direct help to fellow students, and they contribute to motivating their fellow students 
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by influencing the value orientation in the classroom. This is documented by much research, 
also in Norway (cf. Coleman et al. 1982, Bonesrøning 2002d, Grøgaard 2002). Segregation in 
the sense of students being recruited from homogeneous housing areas into schools and 
classrooms, will prevent this peer group effect from functioning optimally. For this reason, 
the effect of integrating students with special needs will vary in relation to the composition of 
the rest of the class. 

4.3 The Schools 

School Administration 

The teacher is the most important for improving the results of the student. The less visible and 
present the other levels are (the school administration, the local education authority, the state), 
the more important the teacher will be. A good school leadership and administration may, 
however, be of great importance to school quality. Professor Lennart Grosin at the University 
of Stockholm has produced a review of research that identifies characteristics of schools 
where students have extraordinary progression in achievements. Head Teachers and teachers 
at such schools look upon teaching and learning as the primary purpose of the school, and 
they have great expectations of the student’s progress in achieving skills independent of their 
social background. Schools like that also have clear social rules which are enforced 
consistently, and they reward positive behaviour. All these factors indicate that a good school 
leadership is important in order to obtain good results in school. 

International research points to the importance of pedagogical leadership at the school in the 
sense that the head teacher supports the primary processes of learning and teaching (Hallinger 
and Murphy 1986). A survey of Norwegian head teachers showed that administrative tasks 
hamper the possibility for carrying out pedagogical leadership, and also it showed that a 
number of head teachers do not see it as their task, or do not feel welcome, to observe 
teaching in the classrooms. About a third of Norwegian head teachers claim that they do not 
use much time on following up the teaching offered to the students (Møller and Paulsen 
2001). 

Research has also shown that a supportive school climate, an orientation towards professional 
goals, follow-up and evaluation on school level, and also consensus and cooperation among 
the staff employed at the school further the students’ learning (cf. for instance Creemers 1994, 
Scheerens and Bosker 1997). On the other hand no positive effect of the teachers’ trade union 
power on student achievement is found (Wössmann 2000, Hoxby 1996). This may be 
interpreted as if cooperation and trade union work have neither the same goal nor the same 
content. 

Parental Involvement 

The student’s domestic background – especially the parents’ education and socalled cultural 
capital – has a lot to say for the school achievements of the student in Norway (Birkemo 
2002). In Chapter 2 we saw that some researchers find that too much of the responsibility for 
the student’s learning has been left to the home. This indicates that collaboration between 
home and school which consists of moving the learning home from school creates inequality 
in a negative sense, in that students from homes with few resources miss out on learning. 

Nordahl (2003) claims that the importance of social background for student achievement 
perhaps may be reduced helped by better collaboration between school and parents. Especially 
on the background of the fact that parents who are not satisfied with the collaboration often 
are those who have children with problems at school. A form of collaboration between the 



 37 

school and the parents that functions well, may have positive effects on the students learning 
by the fact that home and school agree about the needs of the student. Then home and school 
will pull in the same direction and thus obtain bigger influence on the student. Furthermore, 
the school may possibly help parents in supporting children’s learning. 

The evaluation of Reform 97, however, confirms previous research in the field which shows 
that the parental collaboration within the Norwegian school system is marked by unclear goals 
and random organisation. About 80 per cent of the parents say that they seldom discuss 
conditions concerning the teaching with the teachers, 85 per cent express that they only to a 
small degree have any influence on what is going on in connection with the teaching, and 
many have little knowledge about what it means to be a parent in the school (Nordahl 2003). 
The researcher concludes that there is a need to clarify what the collaboration is supposed to 
be about, and how it is to be done, and also to improve the parents competence and the 
attitudes of the school within this field. Furthermore, what it implies of duties and rights to be 
a parent in Norwegian school ought to be communicated clearer both on national and local 
level,  

Autonomy for Schools 

During recent years, some research projects that look at the importance for the students’ 
learning whether decisions about various conditions are made centrally by national 
authorities, locally by the local education authority, or at the particular school and by the 
individual teacher, have been carried out. 

Wössmann’s very thorough analysis of the TIMSS data shows that delegation of power to the 
school level constitute one of the most important factors that affect student achievement 
(Wössmann 2000). It is a clear finding that when the central authorities establish the curricula 
and are responsible for the central exams and assessment, then student achievement increases. 
It also does so, when the rest of the decisions on the running of the school are left to the 
school itself. Findings from the PISA-study points in the same direction, and the report refers 
to the fact that many of the countries that did well in the study, during recent years have 
changed focus from input, in the form of resources and the contents of the school, to results. 
They have established clear goals for all parties involved and make a systematic assesment of 
whether the goals have been reached. This gives the schools more freedom to organise the 
teaching and the subjects they offer, and freedom to prioritise within their own resource 
framework  (OECD 2001b, Schleicher 2003). 

The PISA Study shows that also countries with a decentralised decision-making structure do 
not have bigger quality variations between the schools. Consequently it is not the case that 
more freedom creates many “looser schools”. Finland and Sweden are among the countries 
that have the least variation in quality between the schools, but at the same time a relatively 
high degree of decentralisation. 

Wössmann finds a big positive impact of the fact that the school has got freedom to hire 
teachers and to set their wages, whereas an analysis of the PISA data do not find any strong 
relationship here. The effect of freedom of action for the teachers also is not unambiguous. 
Wössmann finds a clear positive effect of the fact that the individual teacher may influence 
the contents of the teaching (and also has control over the purchase of equipment for the 
teaching). Also the PISA analysis has studied the importance of teacher’s freedom of action, 
but it is not able to demonstrate any significant effect. 

International  comparisons of the school’s autonomy show that we in Norway are in the 
middle, when it is a matter of delegating decisions to the schools (Eurydice 2002, OECD 
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2001b). In Norway a good deal of authority is delegated to the municipalities which again 
may delegate further down. We do, however, still have a fair amount of rules that many other 
countries have skipped (for instance rules about maximum size of classes, which was recently 
decided abandoned). Sweden, The Netherlands and New Zealand are countries which have 
delegated very much authority all the way down to school level. 

Delegation of tasks involves a danger of bureaucratisation of the schools, and that focus is 
moved away from what is going on in the classroom and towards new planning processes etc. 
Successful delegating requires that the schools are able to handle new tasks. It is therefore a 
danger signal, when three out of four  Norwegian head teachers claim that increased 
autonomy for the schools implies so much administration that it will be at the cost of 
pedagogical tasks (Møller and Paulsen 2001), and also that we see that many municipalities 
are reducing their educational competence without seeing to that the schools themselves 
actually are have the necessary competence to be in charge of their own development. Finstad 
and Kvåle (2003) point out the importance of work with school development on the municipal 
level. They find that this varies a good deal, and that organising the work in networks or the 
municipal education department seems to be important. They also find that many teachers 
think that the municipalities are failing their responsibility for quality development. 

A good example of successful local development work is a literacy project in 13 schools in 
six small municipalities, initiated by a regional support service in Nord-Østerdal in 1998. 
Before the project was started, about 20 per cent of the third graders in the region were below 
the critical limit for reading ability, a figure close to the national average. The purpose of the 
project was to bring down the number of children with reading and writing problems. In 
2001/02 the number had gone down to 14 per cent in the project municipalities, whereas it 
had increased to 23 per cent on a national basis. The project takes the teacher as its point of 
departure. When the teacher is well schooled, the teaching may be adapted to the individual 
student. The teachers are continuously guided in the classroom, and an emphasis is put on 
implementing measures as soon as possible, and not wait for the student’s maturation 
(Utdanning 2003). 
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Experiments with the Working Hour Agreement 

In order to avoid that Norwegian school becomes too rigid, we have a tradition for extensive experimental and 
developmental activities concerning both pedagogy and organisation. Today 343 approved local experiments 
which deviate from regulations in the Education Act are carried out. Most of them are about softening up rules 
about class organisation and deviance from rules about distribution of subjects and lessons. The state educational 
offices have evaluated 32 schools which launched experiments in the school year 2001/2002. There were not 
negative feed-back from any of these schools. At the same time about 600 experiments deviating from the 
regulations in the Working Hour Agreement have been approved. A number of experiments constitute combined 
experiments according to both the Education Act and the Working Hour Agreement. The big interest in such and 
other experiments is encouraging. It shows a great will  for change and improvement in the school. At the same 
time it is a clear sign that today’s rules to a too high degree limits the space for action. 

The Working Hour Agreement between the teachers’ unions and the State (to be transferred to the 
municipalities by 4th of May 2004) regulates in detail how teachers are to manage their time. Stereotyped, the 
agreement is constructed around one school day where the teaching goes on in one class, in one classroom, by 
one teacher and in one subject. Todays curriculum, however, prepares for project and team work, and gives the 
student an extensive responsibility for own learning. The students work in projects which may include several 
subjects at the same time. They may work individually or in groups, and decide themselves how long they want 
to go on, before they take a break. The teaching load constitutes 58.5 per cent of the man-labour-year in primary 
school and on average 52.5 per cent in lower secondary school. In upper secondary education it varies from 36.9 
per cent to 52.9 per cent between subjects. The rest of the time is the teacher’s untied time for preliminary and 
touching-up work, planning and continuing education and a 150 hour frame for so-called organised tasks. The 
head teachers’ right to control in reality is limited to these 150 hours. Through re-negotiations, the schools have 
got larger space for action which makes possible planning for a good learning environment for the students. 
There has been opened for more flexibility concerning teaching, as there is now an annual frame for teaching 
load, not the weekly timetable planning, which is the guideline for the number of hours the teachers are supposed 
to work. It varies a lot, how the schools utilise this scope for action. 

In February 2000 a special agreement was made into about temporary experiments/deviance from central 
working hour agreements within the school system, so-called locally initiated experiments. The experiments 
were carried out from 2001 to 2002 at 342 primary and lower secondary schools and 26 upper secondary 
schools, and was evaluated after one year (Bungum et al. 2002). A precondition for the experiments have been 
that the schools were not to loose resources as a consequence of the experiments, even if they have organised and 
distributed the work in a more effective way.  

The evaluation of experiments with alternative working hour arrangements indicates that a more extensive local 
freedom of action, also in this area, may have a positive effect for the schools. The evaluation showed that 73 per 
cent of the municipalities thought that the experiments contributed to a better use of the resources in school, and 
75 per cent of the teachers thought that the collaboration between the teachers and the contact betwen student 
and teacher became better through the experiment. First of all the teachers mentioned increased working 
motivation, increased space for action for pedagogical work, and increased influence on ones own working 
situation. The teachers also pointed out a number of areas, where the teaching had changed in a positive direction 
for the students. This concerned the follow-up of individual students, engagement among the students, adapted 
teaching and contact among the students. The results first and foremost appear as a result of more extensive 
common presence for the teachers. The schools have had a will for changes, have used time for collaboration 
among the teachers and have developed the school and the teaching. The Evaluation report points out that the 
school is dependent on motivated teachers in order to carry through changes, and that the condition that the 
resources were not to be reduced as a consequence of the experiments, was very important for the result being 
successful. Several of the experimental schools have made teacher teams the supporting unit in the organisation 
of the teaching. A well functioning team, aid and support for administration and time planning, sufficient teacher 
resources and suitable rooms for teaching and collaboration have proven to be important in order to be able to 
handle the challenges of a new organisation of work, and reap the rewards of the work for students and teachers.    
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4.4 Incentives and Salaries 

In most countries teacher’s salaries are fixed in central or local (municipal) negotiations based 
on formal criteria, and not according to individual assessment or from results or user 
satisfaction. In a few countries, like Sweden, many municipalities have delegated this all the 
way down to school level. Some countries have also experimented with bonus arrangements 
on individual and group level based on results. Research on the result of local wage formation 
and bonus arrangements is not very comprehensive. Wössmann’s analysis of TIMSS shows a 
clear relationship between good results and fixing of salary rates on each particular school, 
whereas the PISA Study does not find any such relationship (OECD 2001b). 

It is necessary to separate the effect of salaries which are directly about incentives for efforts 
(result based salary) and the effect via recruitment to and retirement from the teaching 
profession. Result based salaries for teachers are made difficult by the fact that the results are 
difficult to observe. Salaries based on somewhat narrow measures of results, like the students’ 
marks or test scores, may have negative consequences, like, for instance, it may make the 
teaching too focused on preparing the students for the tests, or outright cheating with the 
results. 

Research on result based salaries is very scarce, simply because salaries of that kind are rare. 
The few and limited American studies that exist, point towards a positive effect on the results 
(Burgess et al. 2001, Dee and Keys 2001). In 1996 in Israel, an experiment was carried out, 
where 62 schools competed about a pot to be divided among the teachers and teacher oriented 
initiatives. Only the best third got bonus. At first it was a matter of collective rewarding of the 
school, but parts of the pot was divided among the teachers according to results, and the rest 
went for an improvement of the teachers’ working environment. The schools that participated 
showed a slight improvement in the results (Lavy 2001). According to Imsen (2003) the 
teachers in Norwegian schools say that they are only to a small extent motivated by external 
factors, and to a larger extent by care for the children, professional interest and creativity. 

A Norwegian study confirms international research that shows that salaries are of importance 
to recruitment to and retirement from the teaching profession. The higher the salary one can 
gain as a teacher, the bigger the recruitment to the profession. The other way around, the 
higher the salary a teacher can gain in an alternative job, the greater is the probability that the 
teacher will leave the profession. The probability for change of job within the teaching sector 
is at least as wage sensitive, as it is outside the teaching sector. The effect is equal for women 
and men, but higher for younger teachers than for older. The results support a hypothesis that 
higher salary will result in redused retirement and increased recruitment to the teaching 
profession (Schøne 1999). It is therefore reasonable that the schools –similarly to other 
enterprises – can use salary as one of the means for recruitment or in order to keep attractive 
staff. 

In the debate about the effect of various incentive arrangements, it is important to be aware 
that the current lack of incentives on all levels may have negative consequences. Examples of 
this are – put somewhat harshly – state initiated “crisis packages” that punish municipalities 
which take responsibility on their own (for instance the loan scheme for school buildings 
would in practice give the largest subsidies to municipalities which have let their school 
buildings deteriorate); the financing of special education which rewards schools that gets as 
many students as possible a diagnosis; wage agreements that reward other activities than 
staying with the students in the classroom; and also a lack of connection between the efforts 
the individual teacher, the school and the municipality invest, and the reward they get. 
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4.5 Choice and Competition 

During recent years much attention has been paid in some countries to greater freedom of 
choice for parents and students, as a means for furthering better quality in school. Even 
though there is a high degree of agreement that freedom of choice for users in general furthers 
efficiency and user orientation, it may be the case that the school is different. Choice reforms 
imply that the public sector keeps most of the responsibility for financing. With this also 
follows a comprehensive public control over how the funds are being used. In other ways too, 
the state will put strong leads on the contents in school. Thus it is not a matter of basic 
education becoming a market in the traditional sense, rather it is a matter of expanding the 
freedom of choice and possibly make use of economic reward systems within clear public 
frameworks. In the case of Norway, the geographically scattered population will also be a 
barrier to create real freedom of choice. 

Empirical research in this area mainly deals with two things: The effect of increased freedom 
of choice on student achievement in both independent, private and public schools, and also 
whether freedom of choice leads to increased social segregation. Fowler (2003) identifies 
three points of complaint against this research: 

1. Research is often ideological: most of those who publish research about freedom of choice 
within the educational sector are fanatical supporters (freedom of choice solves all 
problems)  or opponents (freedom of choice leads to social catastrophe) on an ideological 
foundation. 

2. The findings are often not robust: researchers of different ideology arrive at the different 
result based on the same data. Hence the research is not credible. 

3. The research is of limited relevance: a lot of research is done on the effect of choice on 
social segregation and student achievement, but less on the effect on school development. 

This underlines the importance of looking at the entire breadth of research results and not on 
singular findings. There is quite a lot of research that points towards freedom of choice 
contributing to increased achievement through competition between  schools (Hoxby 2003, 
Bergström and Sandström 2001, 2002a). Skolverket (2003) also finds that freedom of choice 
has been an important driving force behind local school development in municipal schools in 
Sweden. Ladd (2002) claims that it is not possible to show that freedom of choice improves 
the efficiency in the school system. 

According to Skolverket, concerning the question on whether freedom of choice strengthens 
or counteracts existing social segregation (which primarily occurs via the housing market), 
research is not conclusive. They find results that pull in different directions, and they let 
Goldhaber (2000) conclude that so far we know too little to be able to draw conclusions with 
certainty. Skolverket finds that parents in Sweden believes that freedom of choice will result 
in increased segregation, but that the municipalities have different experiences. Hoxby (2003) 
concludes that one cannot find general effects of freedom of choice on segregation, but that 
the effect is completely dependent on how freedom of choice is worked out  (for instance, if 
the schools are allowed to select students according to level of achievement). In a Norwegian 
study Helgesen  (2003) finds that parents choice of school, among other things, is motivated 
by a wish that the children ought to move in heterogeneous school environments. Parents see 
it as a strength that children learn to associate with different people. In many areas the local 
school offers few possibilities for this. Therefore, abandoning area based recruitment may 
contribute to an increased mixing of the students – and to less segregation. 
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4.6 Systems for Quality Assessment and Quality Development 

Information, Openness and Accountability 

Still we know too little about the quality within the Norwegian school system both concerning 
achievement in subjects and attainment of the school’s other goals. Especially we know little 
about the development of results within the Norwegian school system over time, and to what 
extent different municipalities or schools succeed better than others. Even though every 
particular educational institution, through the Education Act, is obliged responsibility to 
assess its activity, and the local education authority must see to that the assessments are 
carried through, only 60 per cent of the municipalities carry out systematic quality 
assessments of their schools (Norwegian Board of Education 2003). Lack of knowledge about 
quality is a very big problem for the local education authority and the schools in question. 
Finally it is a problem for students and parents, who do not know the level of the student’s 
achievements, and therefore do not have the best basis for getting engaged in processes that 
may make the school better, or choose another school, if possible. 

Norway is one of the few countries in Western Europe that lack a national system for quality 
assessment in compulsory education apart from final exams. For a long time it has been an 
expressed political wish to develop national systems for measuring the quality within the 
Norwegian school system. The work started with an OECD report from 1988 about the 
situation within the Norwegian school system. Both Report to the Storting no. 33 (1991-92, 
no. 47 (1995-96) and no. 28 (1998-99) voiced the idea of developing national evaluation 
systems. Despite good intentions and support for national quality evaluation only fragments of 
a system like that is in place. 

After a recommendation from the Quality Committee in 2002, the Ministry has started the 
development of a national quality assessment and quality development system, wherein which 
an important element is openness about the schools quality in a wide sense. The core of the 
system is constituted by national tests of the students’ basic skills, motivation and learning 
strategies, and also the assessment of learning environment by students, parents and staff. 

There is an international trend in educational policies regarding opening of the schools for 
more transparency for the authorities, the parents and the public. The core of the new national 
assessment systems often consists of standardised tests in central subjects, and the fact that 
the results from every school are made public. By making the school’s results visible one 
wishes to mobilise for responsibility to a higher degree on all levels – both internally in the 
school and by the help of external pressure. This is now done in a number of countries, among 
others Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, Norway, England, Scotland, France and in the different 
states of the USA. Some countries or local authorities also publish a broader set of indicators 
which, for instance, includes well-being and working environment (for example the 
municipality of Gothenburg in Sweden and a few states in the USA). Some national systems 
also publish more sophisticated “value added” indicators aimed at measuring the school’s 
contribution to the student’s learning. This may be done by measuring the students’ progress 
instead of their level, and/or by adjusting the indicators for the composition of students at the 
school (Sweden, England, France). In some countries systems like these are also attached to 
economic bonuses for schools that achieve well, and/or automatic follow-up of schools with 
weak results (England, USA). 

Experiences from other countries indicate that the publication of results in itself may release 
measures at schools that do badly. Research within the field is not very extensive, but it may 
indicate that publication of results has a certain positive effect on achievement, and that the 
effect is somewhat bigger if incentives are attached to the publication. This research also 
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shows that if incentives are attached to the test, it becomes even more important to score well, 
and this increases the danger of unintended side-effects (Hanushek and Raymond 2002). 

An often mentioned side-effect is that the teacher narrows down the teaching in order for the 
students to score as well as possible on the tests (teach-to-the-test). Whether this constitutes a 
problem depends to a high degree on how the test is worked out. Pure syllabus tests may 
contribute to unfortunate side-effects, whereas it would be difficult to prepare the students in 
this way for tests which aim at testing competence in breadth (like PISA and PIRLS). No 
matter what, the important thing is that one is trying to survey competence, knowledge and 
skills which it is essential that the students master. If this implies that the teachers direct the 
teaching more towards the skills which are studied in the tests, it may be positive. 

Florida has a system that has been studied a lot. Several studies have confirmed that the bad 
schools have in fact been improved (Gill et al. 2001). Ladd (2002) claims that the 
improvements are not due to the threat of loosing students – which is an element of the 
system – but solely because of the publication of the school’s results and follow-up of these. 

Visscher et al. (2000) points out that the response to the publication of results depends on 
what indicators are used, and also by the other policy elements. If there is free choice of 
schools, it would be more rational for the schools to try to recruit “better” students, as this is 
the easiest way to raise results. This may be counteracted by direct prohibition against such 
recruitment of students, or by publishing indicators that measure the students’ progression 
instead of their average level. 

Development Work 

There is not much point in measuring results, if it does not lead to assessment, and there is not 
much point about assessment if it does not mobilise for action. A great challenge lies in 
making a connection between measuring, assessment and development on the school level. 
Despite the fact that this is a method with long traditions in school – teachers hand out tests in 
order to find out where the students stand, and in order to offer individually adapted help – 
there is little tradition for attaching developing measures to assessment and situational 
description on school level. The school based assessment is to a small extent directed towards 
assessing the contribution of the school to students’ learning. Even though the external 
examiners at national exams, year after year, see the same problems in the answers of student 
cohorts from one and the same school and even teacher, this information very rarely comes 
back to the schools. Situational reports show that only every third local education authority 
(municipalities and counties) uses the examination results to any extent in connection with 
assessment and follow-up (Norwegian Board of Education 2003). Thus, the work that is 
invested in assessment within the Norwegian school system has very scant effect of 
improvement. 

Examples on how the national survey material is used in some schools and municipalities is 
indicative of the fact that there is a positive development going on in this field. With 
infrequent intervals the media report about reading projects initiated by the municipalities or 
schools themselves on the background of disturbing results from the surveys. This may 
indicate that many schools and local education authority initiate development themselves, 
when they acquire more knowledge about the conditions, and that the national assessment 
system itself will contribute to development. The Evaluation of Reform 97 also confirms that 
teachers and head teachers are generally development oriented (Blichfeldt 2003) 

Nevertheless it is reasonable to presume that some schools and municipalities will not 
respond in this way. It may be because of refusal of change or lack of knowledge about how 



 44 

improvement may be achieved. Visscher et al. (2000) point out that if the gathering and 
publication of results shall lead to substantial improvements, it requires that the schools 
possess competence in how actually to do this. They point out that good schools know how 
they can improve, but bad schools do not. Therefore, the national assessment system must 
ensure intervention from outside, if ever-recurring weak results do not lead to changed 
practice locally. On this background the Government, in the Revised National Budget for 
2003, has suggested to reorganise the national educational administration in order to direct it 
more towards emphasis on guidance, supervision and control. This does not deprive the 
municipalities of their responsibility for quality development in their schools, but it is meant 
to ensure that the schools, or the municipalities, are offered and bring into use development 
resources, and change practice in instances where this does not happen automatically. 

National authorities shall also use results from the assessment system to identify areas where  
more effort is required. In Norway today, we spend relatively extensive resources on large 
national development projects. The reasons offered for these are not always very well founded 
on a documented need. We also know little about about what effect these projects have on the 
students’ learning. The national competence development programme SAMTAK was 
launched in early 2000 with a time frame of three years. The programme has recently been 
evaluated. Lie et al. (2003) show that the schools to very varying degrees manage to make use 
of of the big national development projects, and that perhaps it is on time to think anew 
concerning school development. It is the most active and motivated among the parties in the 
target group that have got most out of the project. In this way SAMTAK has contributed to 
raising the competence of those who, at the starting point, were the most competent. This has 
led to the good becoming better, but the not quite so good have not changed their competence 
to any important degree. A consequence of this is that the differences between schools may 
have become bigger. The researchers find that the programme has had a rather rigid structure, 
and that there has been little space for developing local adaptations of the programme. The 
programme required that all participants developed at the same speed, and assumed that all 
schools had equal opportunities for change. This, the researchers assess as a weakness of the 
“top-down”-model, and they recommend that in the future, one ought to think out strategies 
for how to capture those who do not manage to make use of development programmes like 
these. Goals and local learning and development activities must become better adapted to 
each schools’ particular requirements. 

The Quality Committee, in its part report from 2002, pointed out the far more important roles 
that universities and colleges might play for the development of the schools. Also today, these 
institutions have a responsibility for offering development resources for the schools, but it 
varies greatly how comprehensive and successful this is. Considerable resources are spent on 
research at the teacher training institutions, but the schools are only to a small extent able to 
make use of the research. In the development of a national quality development system, the 
Government will look closer into how this interplay may be improved. There will also be a 
need for review how educational research to a larger extent, than is the case today, may 
contribute with knowledge that may be used for improving measures for quality development, 
both nationally and locally, and also how the individual teacher might make use of this 
knowledge 

The newly established arrangement with good practice schools (demonstrasjonsskoler) has as 
its goal to contribute to positive development by collecting examples on and sharing 
information  about good practice. It is too early to say anything about the effect of this 
arrangement yet. 
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5 Conclusion 

The resource situation of schools is better in Norway than in most countries we compare 
ourselves with. The main explanation for the extensive use of resources, is that there are many 
teachers within the Norwegian school system compared to the number of students. Apparently 
only a smaller part of the expenditure might be explained with scattered settlement and the 
integration line. Econ (2003) also finds a pure “welfare effect”. That is, rich countries allow 
themselves to pay for more teachers, because they have more money to spend. It becomes 
obvious to believe that this is an important explanation for the fact that we have a relative 
high teacher density in Norwegian schools. It is also reasonable that the schools should 
benefit from Norway being a rich country. 

When the public debate, nevertheless, may give the impression of a resource crisis within the 
Norwegian school system, this may have various reasons. One point is that teachers have 
negotiated themselves to higher salaries against teaching more hours (Skolepakke 1 and 2). 
Seen in isolation, this has led to a reduced need for teachers the last couple of years, but in the 
media a distinction is not made between reduction of the number of jobs because of this and 
pure cutbacks. Secondly, to a large extent the resources are tied up for teacher’s salaries, so 
that few “free” funds for equipment and visible activities are available. Examples of this are 
front-page news about theoretically based teaching in housekeeping, because the schools 
cannot afford raw materials. 

A framework of rules and agreements which into detail regulates the teachers’ working hours 
and the division into groups of the students, leads to a lack of flexibility which gives the 
impression of a lack of teachers. For instance, students may sit without a teacher, because the 
budget for temporary replacement has been used up. 

Furthermore there is reason to believe that the public looks upon the school buildings as an 
indicator of the resource situation in school. It has been thoroughly documented that many 
municipalities have neglected their responsibility for maintaining municipal school buildings 
– perhaps even to a higher degree than what is the case with other municipal buildings (Econ 
2002). This has brought upon the municipalities a lag in maintenance expenditure of a 
magnitude that has forced the State to resort to earmarked extra resources for the purpose. As 
of today we do not have enough knowledge about what mechanisms that contribute to a faulty 
administration of municipal buildings. For this reason a public committee will be appointed in 
the autumn of 2003 which is going to assess changes in the framework for municipal property 
management, including school buildings. 

As mentioned by way of introduction, the Norwegian school system has many positive sides, 
even if we, in chapter 2 of the present report have focused on the challenges we face. The 
researcher Peder Haug sums up the situation in primary and lower secondary school as 
follows: “ It gives little meaning to talk about the quality of the activities in primary and lower 
secondary school in the singular. On the contrary, the reality is that there are many qualities 
and in many areas. In some areas the evaluation concludes rather positively, in some areas 
there is great variation, and in some areas the situation is outright bad. In general the school is 
mentioned positively by both students, parents and teachers. They support the general values 
that this school is founded upon and wants to promote. Among these are ideals like inclusion 
and adapted teaching. All in all these groups assess it like this, that the school by and large 
holds high quality, and especially this goes for well-being, the social environment and the 
relationship between students and teachers. On the other hand, concerning what is being 
taught, there is great variation, both with regard to opinions, quality of the teaching and 
learning outcomes.”(Haug 2003b) 
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International surveys of the students’ knowledge and skills, and also the evaluation of Reform 
97 have provided us with more knowledge about what we are good at, and where the shoe 
pinches. Summed up in short, what we know about quality problems within the Norwegian 
school system can be said like this: 

•  Far too many students do not acquire the absolutely basic skills; 

•  It is especially boys, minority language students and students from homes with few 
educational resources who are in danger of failing within the Norwegian school system. 

It may seem as if the reason, among other things, lies in a lack of individual adaptation, clear 
demands, systematic assessment and follow-up in Norwegian schools, and also that many 
teachers and students do not have competence in the new ways of working which have been 
introduced on a grand scale. 

Both Norwegian and international research find little effect on student achievement by 
increasing the resource allocations for the school. When the relationship between resources 
and results is weak, this is a view on the average which conceals that schools  achieve good 
results with few resources, some achieve good results with big resources, other schools with 
very good resources achieve bad results, and yet others achieve bad results with few 
resources. The point about the research mentioned in chapter 3 is that research does not find 
that schools with much resources systematically achieve better results than other schools. This 
does not mean that we must use less resources within the Norwegian school system, but it 
means that we shall have to discuss other measures than general budget increases in order to 
heighten quality in the school. 

The review of research concerning what contributes to the students’ learning in Chapter 4, 
shows that the teacher is the single most important factor for success. The knowledge about 
this, makes it easy to resort to reforming teacher training, but research shows in all clarity that 
other factors may play an equally big role. Firstly the teaching profession must become 
attractive in order to attract those with the personal and professional background for 
becoming a good teacher. Furthermore, the teacher must – like employees in other 
knowledge-based sectors – be in constant development. In order for them to be able to use 
their abilities and their competence in the best possible way, they ought to have a workplace 
which has clear goals and expectations, which supports inspires and corrects in the daily 
work, and which rewards good efforts. Therefore school leaders and local education 
authorities have an important role to play in the development of quality and must be given 
space for action in order to be able to carry out this role in the best possible way. National 
authorities may contribute, not only by financing the training, or by setting national goals in 
the form of legislation and curricula, but also by devloping an infrastructure which arranges 
for assessment, follow-up and development.  
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