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PONDERINGS OF THE PRESIDENT
FEATURED IN THIS ISSUE

By Laurie Ordin

Ponderings of the President –

L

ast month my Ponderings was a rant, (perhaps
I should rename this column “Rantings”) about
how economic inequality leads to educational
inequality in American schools. Spring Break
provided me with a few extra hours to begin a
book I have been meaning to read for a long time,
Finnish Lessons by Pasi Sahlberg. This book was
on my “to read” list from the moment I heard
about it, but I finally bought it after I had the
opportunity to hear Mr. Sahlberg when he was
invited to speak at the Marin County Office of
Education last year. The room was packed, but I
didn’t see anyone else there from CoM. Most of
the people there were from K-12, so I thought
you might be interested in some of the high
points about the Finnish school system that I have
learned so far.

The Finnish Phenomenon

Editorial –
The Crying Game

Connecting the Dots –
Deus Ex Machina

For the Good of the Order –
Compelling Importance
Labor History

Here are a few other highlights from Finnish
educational policies that I have learned:






Although this has not always been the case, the
Finnish schools have consistently out-performed
schools in all countries over the past decade.
Interestingly, being the best is not Finland’s goal.
Sahlberg joked with us during his talk that all they
really care about is being better than Sweden.
But, actually, that is not true. Sahlberg stressed
that the underlying key to Finland’s success is
their cultural commitment to equality and
cooperation.
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Almost no high stakes testing takes place.
There is universal preschool, but formal
education does not begin for children
until age 7.
There are no private schools.
ALL children get a free, nourishing meal at
school.
ALL children have quality healthcare.
ALL teachers have at least Master’s
degrees.
Teaching is at the top of the list when
Finns describe their most respected
professions.
>>>
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How many of us fear that education is turning
into just another opportunity for big business to
make huge profits?

Teachers are well trained researchers and
spend a good deal of their professional
time in continued research and
collaboration.
Finnish teachers have a great deal of
influence and autonomy regarding
curriculum and every other aspect of
education.
Only about 1 out of 10 students who
apply to become teachers are accepted
into the program. It is more competitive
to get into Education School than Law
School or Med School!
Union participation is extremely strong in
Finland. Although union participation is
voluntary, 95% of Finnish teachers are
union members.
Finnish students spend less time in class
and less time on homework than students
in other developed countries.

It has been estimated that standardized testing in
American schools costs about $1.7 billion
annually. This is less that 1% of the total
education budget in the U.S., but still a significant
chunk of change in the pockets of the publishing
companies. How could $1.7 billion help poor
children in this country? How much better would
education in this country be if we were able to
step away from the mind numbing, soulless
lessons that our students constantly endure
prepping for these tests? Don’t get me started
about how these tests are used to evaluate,
reprimand and fire teachers. How about the ways
they are used to fund schools? The better
performing schools are rewarded. Shouldn’t more
funding go to try to help the students in the
poorly performing (and poor, of course) schools
instead? What about the endless cheating
scandals we are now hearing about that seem
ubiquitous around the country as desperate
teachers and principals hide away to erase and
replace the answers the children have entered, in
an effort to win “The Race to the Top.”

I could go on, but I think you get the picture. Does
this sound anything like the American system?
From my perspective, hardly at all. Most
interestingly, many of the hallmarks of Finnish
education run counter to the recommendations
made by most of the so-called reformers of the
American educational system. Let’s just look at
one of these points.

And one more thing that really gets to me. How
much is done to help individual students based
on their individual scores on these exams? Or,
better yet, how about looking at the exam of an
individual student and saying to the student,
“Hmmm ...looks like you are having trouble with
this or that. Let us help you with that.” Is this ever
done? Who has time for such indulgence when
you are constantly coaching children to take tests
well?

How many of us think that high stakes testing is
contributing to the meaningfulness of the
educations our children are receiving? At the
college level, how many of us have noticed an
improvement in our students’ learning since we
have been mandated to constantly develop and
track SLOs? Would it surprise you to know that
much of the high stakes testing being blanketed
over American schools is produced and
distributed by McGraw-Hill and other huge
publishing companies? Would it surprise you to
know that the McGraw-Hills summer with the
Bushes in Kennebunkport?
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Gee, I didn’t even get to rant on about how
Finnish schools succeed in spite of the fact that
they are highly unionized. Maybe in my next
rantings....oops....I mean Ponderings. In the
meantime, stay in informed, stay in touch, stay
involved. □
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