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Responsibility and Accountability  

in (a Norwegian) Context 

Thomas Hatch 

“Congratulations on your Nobel Peace Prize,” my Norwegian colleagues 

kept telling me. While not a dream, it was a surreal experience to have 

Norwegian after Norwegian offer such warm congratulations the day after 

President Barack Obama was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. I had only been 

in Norway for a month or two of what would be a ten-month stay with my wife 

and three daughters. I was in Norway to do research on the new accountability 

policies in “higher-performing” and “lower-performing” countries according to 

PISA and other international tests. (The higher performing countries I focused 

on included Finland, Singapore, the Netherlands; the lower performing 

countries included the United States and, surprisingly to many, Norway). It 

was not the first moment of cultural dissonance, but one of a series that led me 

to realize how different perspectives can be even in quite similar societies.  

I probably should not have been surprised when these moments of 

dissonance reminded me of Howard’s experiences with his family in China in 

the 1980s (Gardner, 1989). Ever since my college years, every time I turn to a 

new subject or area of inquiry I seem to find that Howard has already paved 

the way. Even though I tried to take as disparate a set of college courses as 

possible—Neuroscience, Linguistics, Psychology, Semiotics, Philosophy, Art 

and Aesthetics—almost every syllabus I encountered had a book by Howard on 

it: Structuralism, Art, Mind, and Brain, The Shattered Mind (and this was even 

before Frames of Mind came out!). When it came time to figure out what to do 

after college, I wavered, wondering about the benefits of various graduate 

schools and how to continue to pursue such a varied set of interests. I looked 

at the books on my shelf, and it seemed obvious: apply to the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education and try to continue to pursue my interests in 

human development, education, and creative expression, ideally, working with 

Howard Gardner.  

Fortunately, I arrived at HGSE just after Frames of Mind was published, 

and I was able to work with Howard and colleagues from Project Zero on a 

range of projects that took me deeper and deeper into the work of school 

reform: Project Spectrum—an approach to early childhood curriculum and 

assessment, the Mather Afterschool Project—in which we helped to develop and 
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run an afterschool program for third through 5th graders; and then the ATLAS 

Communities Project, in which Project Zero partnered with the Coalition of 

Essential Schools, the School Development Program, and Education 

Development Center to design a “pathway” of schools from kindergarten 

through 12th grade that could be “scaled-up” around the country.  

It was just after my work on ATLAS, and about the time that Howard, Bill 

Damon, and Mihaly Czikszentmihalyi launched the GoodWork Project, that our 

paths diverged. I continued to work on the “dark side,” venturing further into 

the often depressing issues of school reform. In what I now realize I could have 

called the “Not-So-Good Work Project,” I chronicled the many conflicting 

pressures and demands that schools face and described the ways in which 

even the well-intentioned initiatives of school reformers could overwhelm and 

undermine rather than support a school’s improvement efforts. That work led 

me to delineate the capacities that schools need to develop in order to make 

improvements and to create the conditions for their own success (Hatch, 2009).  

When I went on to explore the capacities that educational systems need 

in order to support improvements in schools on a larger scale, I had no idea 

that I would eventually come back to the issues of “good work” and personal 

and professional responsibility that Howard and his colleagues have continued 

to investigate. Once I arrived in Norway, however, and started looking more 

carefully at the relationship between capacity-building and new accountability 

policies, I began to see building the capacity for individuals, groups, and 

schools to act responsibly as a critical aspect of the success of very different 

kinds of educational systems.  

Howard and his colleagues have focused their work largely on individuals 

and how they manage to act responsibly within a sea of shifting personal, 

organizational, social, and cultural demands and expectations. However, my 

experiences in Norway have highlighted for me the importance of collective 

responsibility and the role that educational institutions and systems can play 

in promoting it. Like Howard’s experiences in China, my experiences in another 

culture also helped me to recognize some of the ways in which efforts to 

promote responsibility and accountability are themselves the products of the 

same economic, social, and geographic forces that shape the systems that 

those efforts are supposed to change. These realizations were slow in coming. 

They emerged gradually as I tried to make sense of our children’s Norwegian 

education, studied the new accountability system in Norway, and, eventually, 

compared what I was seeing in Norway with the approaches to responsibility 

and accountability in Finland, the Netherlands, and Singapore. 
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Our Education in Norway 

My wife and I first noticed how different the Norwegian educational 

system was from the U.S. system when Clara, our 4th grader, left for school in 

Oslo about 8:45 in the morning and returned shortly after 1:30, a mere four 

and a half hours later. We had so much trouble processing how short Clara’s 

day was that it took us several weeks to realize that she was not getting out of 

school at the same time as her sister, Hannah, a 6th grader, whose school day 

ended at 2:30. When my wife called Clara’s teacher in September to set up a 

parent conference, we were invited to come in at 1:30. “What will the children 

be doing then?” my wife wondered. “They’ll be done with school,” her teacher 

responded somewhat incredulously. When we asked Clara about it, we learned 

that she, like many of her friends, had been spending that hour hanging out on 

the playground, lingering around an afterschool program (that occasionally 

shared leftovers from their hot meal with what must have appeared to be a 

neglected, starving American child), or, occasionally, roasting hot dogs over a 

fire in a trash can in the parking lot.  

Our perception of the difference in instructional time in Norway and the 

U.S. was also shaped by the fact that, after waiting almost 11 years to get all 

our children into school, we discovered that Stella, our youngest at age 5, had 

nowhere to go because compulsory schooling in Norway does not begin until 1st 

grade. Instead, we had to find a place in an international pre-school because 

the only other available spots were in an “outdoor” kindergarten. In the outdoor 

kindergarten we saw, the children spent most of their time in outdoor activities 

all year-round, in any kind of weather, except for about an hour a day in a hut 

for lunch and snacks. (Since Stella likes to eat her breakfast in the winter 

under a table next to the heating vent, we thought the outdoor kindergarten 

probably wasn’t the right idea.) 

As the year flew by, we were informed by regular dinner table 

conversations in which Hannah and Clara told us about woodworking, 

handwork, eurhythmics, and “ute time” (outside time) so many times, we 

finally asked them to write down their schedule for us. The resulting list did 

have time for math, Norwegian, and English but looked nothing like their 

schedule in the U.S. (which included art once and music twice every six days). 

We also found that after school about the only things they had to work on were 

the math worksheets from their U.S. classrooms that we tried to get them to do 

to “keep up” with their peers back in the States. 
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The differences in the emphases in Hannah and Clara’s Norwegian and 

U.S. school experiences should have been obvious from the start, but it was 

not until the dark days of January that things really hit home. By the end of 

the month, we realized that Clara had spent an entire day, once a week for four 

weeks in a row, cross-country skiing with her class. She took her skis with her 

on the subway; walked to school; put on her skis with her classmates, her 

teacher and a few parents (some of whom had logs strapped to their backs for 

the lunchtime campfire for roasting more hot dogs); and skied off into the 

woods, returning to school and going home sometime after lunch.  

Perhaps it should also be no surprise that Hannah and Clara had a great 

time. Not only that, but they learned Norwegian. They learned to cross-country 

ski. Hannah went on a week-long camping trip with her class and climbed the 

tallest peak in Scandinavia. Clara made a project out of inviting every girl in 

her class over to play, and, towards the end of the year, turned to Karen and 

announced “Mommy, I used to be shy, but I’m not shy anymore.” And she isn’t. 

Both she and Hannah returned to the United States and picked up their 

academic work right where they left off, and Clara is much more outgoing and 

much more likely to speak up in class. Hannah is trying to read Harry Potter in 

Norwegian.  

My research on the Norwegian educational system confirmed the 

commonality of many of my children’s experiences. For example, students in  

Norway, like other Scandinavian countries, spend about 700 hours with their 

teachers in middle school while those in the United States spend almost 1100 

hours (OECD, 2009). Furthermore, we began to learn that, in addition to what 

we felt was a limited emphasis on academics in Hannah and Clara’s school 

experience and almost no homework, students in Norway receive no grades—or 

formal marks of any kind—up until 8th grade. While some national 

standardized tests were introduced (with great controversy) in selected grades 

and subjects in 2004, for the most part students can get to 8th grade with 

almost no written documentation about whether or not they are performing 

below, above, or at the same level as their peers. On top of that, almost all 

elementary students (nearly 95 percent) are enrolled in the regular classroom; 

there is no tracking by ability; and elementary students cannot “fail” or be held 

back.  

Slowly, as we reflected on these personal experiences and our research, it 

dawned on us: with less instructional time, less emphasis on academics, less 

homework, and no one held back, Norwegian students still perform about as 

well as students in the United States. By the end of our year in Norway, we 
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began telling our friends and colleagues that it is as if the Norwegian 

educational system is doing about as well as the U.S. system without even 

trying. 

Responsibility in Accountability 

Many of the American parents we met in Norway reported that their 

children had similar experiences in Norwegian schools, and many said their 

children had also made successful transitions to school or college back in 

States. Nonetheless, we know that not every child would gain the same benefits 

from the experiences in Norway that Hannah and Clara did. Furthermore, even 

with all those benefits and a personal preference for a little more project-based 

learning and less multiple-choice testing in the United States, we would have 

liked to have seen a little more focus on academics and accountability in 

Norway. (Even Hannah admitted that she was bored by having to do what she 

called “4th grade math” in 6th grade…). Over the course of the year, we also 

learned that many Norwegians, including some of the parents we got to know, 

shared some of these concerns.  

Worries about the performance of the Norwegian educational system 

have been widespread since the “PISA shock” that accompanied the publication 

of the first PISA results in 2001. At that time, scores near the average (while 

their neighbors in Finland topped the charts) brought concerns about 

educational performance to the forefront. Those concerns sparked a series of 

reforms in Norway that focused on two key aspects of the efforts to increase 

accountability that have spread across the globe: establishing measureable 

outcomes and developing the instruments needed to monitor progress towards 

those outcomes (Verhooest, 2005). Norway created new competence aims and 

an emphasis in every subject on the development of basic skills, including oral 

and written expression, reading, numeracy, and the use of digital tools, with 

reading and writing emphasized from 1st grade. In what have been called the 

Knowledge Promotion reforms, Norway also established several new 

mechanisms for monitoring student progress, tracking school performance, 

and reviewing the extent to which schools and local authorities are fulfilling 

their statutory obligations. These instruments included national tests in 

reading, numeracy, and English that were originally proposed for 4th, 7th, and 

10th grades; pupil and parent surveys; and the “Tilsyn,” which generally 

translates as an inspection of the municipalities and county governments’ 

(considered the school owners in the Norwegian system) compliance with legal 

requirements.  
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While a belief in the need for improvement and for the development of 

some kind of “quality assurance” scheme with competence aims and some 

monitoring mechanisms was widely shared across much of the political 

spectrum in Norway, the implementation of these new reforms was 

controversial. Much of the controversy focused on a third critical aspect of 

accountability: the follow-up mechanisms, such as rewards, sanctions, and 

other incentives that many assume are needed to ensure that individuals 

actually do achieve the desired goals (Verhooest, 2005). At first, the 

conservative government in power when the Knowledge Promotion reforms were 

being designed sought to use the national test results as a means of putting 

public pressure on schools and motivating schools to make sure their students 

met the new outcomes. Consistent with the market-based reforms and 

pressures central to many other accountability initiatives around the world, the 

conservative government’s efforts to introduce greater competition and choice 

in the education system, publication of this outcome information was expected 

to lead to positive or negative publicity. In addition to this public pressure, the 

information on performance was to be used by parents who would advocate for 

better schools and, if necessary, demand to switch their children to higher-

performing schools. Correspondingly, the first tests were carried out in the 

spring of 2004; school-by-school results were released; and newspapers and 

media quickly produced rankings and “league-tables” of schools (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2011; Nusche et al., 2011).  

The subsequent outcry, problems in the development of the tests, and 

the election of a more liberal coalition government in 2005, however, led to a 

shift in approach that emphasized the use of the tests, surveys, and 

inspections for formative purposes and to inform improvement efforts, rather 

than as a means of pressuring schools and school owners to make those 

improvements (Nusche et al., 2011). In particular, the national tests originally 

implemented in the spring of 4th and 7th grade were moved to the fall of 5th, 8th, 

and 9th grade. Those changes were consistent with the arguments of those who 

felt that the tests should not be used as outcome measures but instead should 

be used to provide teachers and schools with data to inform subsequent 

instruction. Furthermore, regulations were passed forbidding education 

authorities from using the results of the national tests for school rankings. In 

addition, while the Tilsyn now serves as an annual inspection that can help to 

identify school owners who are out of compliance with legal regulations, no 

specific rewards or sanctions have been established nor legal actions pursued 

to follow-up on the results. In the end, the recent Norwegian policies essentially 
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leave it up to the actors—the educators, schools, and school owners 

themselves—to ensure that the newly-established outcomes will be achieved.  

At first, I was puzzled by what I was learning. From the standpoint of 

many policymakers in the United States and elsewhere who advocate for 

increased accountability as a key vehicle for systemic educational 

improvement, “failing” to establish follow-up mechanisms seems like a critical 

lapse—a “bad” choice—likely to undermine the strengthening of accountability 

that the other reforms were supposed to support. The more I learned about 

Norwegian society and reflected on my own and my children’s perspectives, 

however, the more I could see the Norwegian reforms as a logical extension of 

policies and practices that have always placed significant emphasis on trust 

and a collective sense of responsibility for the common good. Thus, the recent 

Norwegian policies suggest a different way of dealing with the inevitable 

tensions between two aspects of accountability: answerability and 

responsibility (Gregory, 2003). Answerability reflects the beliefs that individuals 

and groups should be accountable for meeting clearly-specified and agreed 

upon procedures and/or goals. Responsibility reflects the belief that 

individuals and groups should be held accountable for living up to and 

upholding norms of conduct and higher purposes that are often ambiguous 

and difficult to define in advance Harmon, 1995).  

While accountability in the United States has become almost 

synonymous with approaches that embrace answerability, in countries like 

Norway and Finland there is no equivalent for the English word 

“accountability,” and, instead, responsibility takes center stage. Despite these 

different emphases, however, these different approaches to accountability are 

linked in a challenging paradox: if members of an organization are answerable 

only for reaching certain outcomes, then logic suggests they should not be held 

responsible if their actions to reach those goals are inconsistent with broader, 

undefined responsibilities or purposes; conversely, if teachers are behaving in 

ways that are consistent with the pursuit of larger purposes, it seems 

unreasonable to hold them accountable if they do not meet all of the specified 

targets along the way (Harmon, 1995). These tensions between answerability 

and responsibility are reflected in the usual debates over bureaucratic and 

professional forms of accountability: establishing answerability and specifying 

consequences for meeting particular targets can increase efficiency, but can 

lead many other valued outcomes to be ignored and can undermine the 

discretion and judgment that may be needed to make many decisions; 

conversely, trusting individuals—even those who are thoughtful and 
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responsible members of a profession—can increase inconsistencies and 

inefficiency and does not guarantee that essential goals will be achieved. In 

other words, both approaches have “side effects” that compromise basic 

purposes they are designed to fulfill (De Wolf & Janssens, 2007; Ehren & 

Visscher, 2008; Koretz, 2003).  

Too often, answerability and responsibility are seen as two ends of a 

continuum: either focus on answerability (and undermine responsibility) or 

focus on responsibility (and ignore answerability). Along with this polarized 

view, many policies seem to suggest that there is an either/or choice between 

strengthening the bureaucratic controls that go along with answerability or 

leave people alone to exercise their professional responsibility. However, simply 

leaving individuals and groups alone is not the same thing as supporting the 

development of individual and collective responsibility. Developing 

responsibility also involves developing the capacity—the investments, 

resources, abilities, commitments, and relationships—needed to carry out 

responsibilities effectively.  

As Howard and his colleagues argue (Gardner, 2007), to a significant 

extent support for the development of responsibilities takes place in the 

professions, associated disciplines, institutions, and workplaces, and this is 

the case in Norway as well. The approach to accountability in Norway, however, 

suggests that the responsibility for promoting responsibility does not have to be 

left entirely up to the professions. Many of the reform initiatives pursued in 

Norway since 2005 have been designed specifically to help educators, schools, 

and school owners to develop the capacity to take responsibility for their roles 

in meeting the new education goals. In particular, recent national initiatives 

have included projects that have helped schools pilot new approaches to the 

development and use of formative assessments; partnerships between teacher 

training institutions, school owners, unions, and the national government to 

encourage them to share information and work together to support and 

strengthen the teaching profession; programs to improve teacher preparation 

and professional development; new programs for school leaders; and the 

development of regional partnerships to support school evaluations. Thus, 

while the initial Norwegian reforms focused on establishing the clear outcomes 

and monitoring mechanisms to promote answerability, the later reforms have 

also embraced the critical need to support the development of the kind of 

professional judgment and knowledge-sharing so essential to responsibility.  

While these initiatives can be seen by the Norwegian authorities who 

designed them as supporting the exercise of personal, professional, and 
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collective responsibility, it is important to note that critics can view the same 

initiatives as efforts constraining their autonomy: as requiring individuals and 

schools to spend money on particular training programs, participate in specific 

kinds of activities, and behave in certain ways (Norwegian Directorate for 

Education and Training, 2011). Nonetheless, these initiatives have a different 

emphasis than the accountability policies of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

legislation in the United States. The emphasis on rewards and consequences in 

policies like NCLB implies that educators and schools need to be motivated to 

do things they have been unwilling or unable to do. In contrast, the Norwegian 

reforms suggest that in order to assure that all students receive a quality 

education, individuals, groups, and organizations need to be answerable for 

making sure that students meet specific competence aims, but that those local 

actors can be trusted to monitor their performance and make adjustments as 

needed.  

What Does it Take to Support Responsibility?  

Accountability advocates in the United States and elsewhere may 

consider the choice in Norway not to ensure follow-up through rewards and 

sanctions “bad” policy. But just as my children’s educational experiences 

Norway raised questions about what a good education involves, my study of the 

recent reform policies in Finland, the Netherlands, and Singapore also raises 

questions about the place of rewards and sanctions in accountability. All three 

of these countries are considered “high performing” on outcome measures like 

the PISA tests, but they differ substantially in their approach to rewards and 

sanctions.  

Singapore has established a wide range of explicit performance awards 

for individuals and organizational units within the educational system. These 

awards, however, concentrate on providing positive reinforcement rather than 

on negative consequences or sanctions such as dismissals or school closings. 

Historically, the Netherlands has trusted schools to respond to the results of 

school inspections but has recently begun to focus attention on educational 

outcomes and enforce consequences for schools that persistently fail to achieve 

at appropriate levels. Finland has not specified particular performance targets 

or rewards nor are there any sanctions for individuals or schools on the basis 

of their ability to meet performance targets. Despite these differences in their 

approach to rewards and sanctions, all three systems provide several key 

supports that can help foster a common understanding of education goals and 

can help individuals and schools act responsibly to meet them: all three 

systems have established an extensive assessment infrastructure; maintain 
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strong and well-regarded teacher education programs, and benefit from 

relatively strong social networks among those involved in education. 

Teachers and schools in Finland, for example, are supported by a well-

established approach to formative assessment at all levels of schooling 

(Sahlberg, 2011). This system includes diagnostic and classroom-based 

assessments that teachers can use early in children’s school careers to identify 

those who may need some additional help with academics (Graham, & 

Jahnukainen, 2011). At the other end, in upper secondary schooling, courses 

are organized into five or six periods during the year with tests at the end of 

each period. Furthermore, Finland does not use national tests to rank or 

publicly assess schools, but it does use a national test with a sample of Finnish 

students to monitor how the educational system as a whole is performing (in 

much the same way the National Assessment of Educational Progress does in 

the United States).  

In the Netherlands, schools get information on performance from regular 

school inspections, and they are also required to collect and use information 

about student performance on a regular basis (Janssens & de Wolf, 2009). To 

collect that information, they can take advantage of one or more of a variety of 

pupil monitoring systems that organizations like the National Institute for 

Educational Measurement (CITO) has developed. These systems provide 

feedback on students’ progress toward attainment goals in a variety of 

subjects, and some surveys and assessments are also available to help schools 

track students’ social and emotional development.  

Singapore has an elaborate infrastructure for assessments that includes 

a wide-range of formative and summative tests and exams, surveys, and 

inspections that schools can use to monitor and improve their performance 

(Ng, 2010). At the classroom level, for example, teachers and schools regularly 

draw on these assessment instruments as well as assessments they devise 

themselves to benchmark students’ performances over the course of the year to 

see how their students are progressing. A number of instruments and routines 

also create opportunities for principals, schools, and the system as a whole to 

collect data and get feedback on performance. As part of the School Excellence 

Model, schools participate in annual self-assessments modeled after 

approaches such as the Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Awards (Ng, 2010). 

Each school also receives the results of an inspection from the School 

Accountability Branch every five years that serves as an external validation of 

the school self-assessments. Schools may also apply for a wide range of awards 

designed to recognize excellence in a number of different areas including 
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character development and national education. Detailed evaluation procedures 

are also used to give feedback to individuals, units, and organizations 

throughout the educational system. For example, Singapore’s Enhanced 

Performance Management System (EPMS) specifies core competencies for 

teachers and establishes routines for annual and interim reviews for teachers 

(Steiner, 2010). Thus, while teachers, principals, and schools receive feedback 

from the Ministry of Education, teachers, principals, and schools also fill out 

customer satisfaction surveys that provide the members of the Ministry and the 

Ministry as a whole with feedback on their performance.  

Formal training is also a key means of supporting the development of 

responsible professionals, and teacher education and support to help teachers 

develop their abilities to meet their responsibilities are also recognized 

strengths of each one of these systems. While international comparisons often 

highlight the fact that Finland and Singapore draw teachers from the top 30 

percent of students (Auguste, Kihn, & Miller, 2010), both countries also have 

extensive and rigorous teacher education experiences. Since 1979, the 

minimum requirements for all primary and secondary teachers in Finland 

include obtaining a master’s degree and producing a thesis with scientific 

standards similar to those in any other discipline. Within this system, 

education for both primary and secondary teachers emphasizes the study of 

particular subjects and pedagogy and integrates university-based coursework 

with clinical experiences in related teacher training or field schools. As a result, 

it takes students, on average, between five and seven and half years to 

successfully complete the master’s degree (Sahlberg, 2012).  

Singapore offers both undergraduate and graduate degree programs that 

cater to students with different educational backgrounds and levels of 

preparation, but all must meet the same standards and qualifications in order 

to enter the profession. Furthermore, all of the programs provide a wide range 

of courses that enable prospective teachers to develop knowledge in relevant 

subjects that are aligned with related courses in pedagogy and with clinical 

experiences. In addition to their coursework, teacher preparation in Singapore 

also helps to reinforce collective commitment to the profession and to the 

nation. For example, each year, graduates from these programs participate in 

an investiture ceremony for new teachers, attended by the Minister of 

Education. As part of that ceremony, new teachers recite The Teacher’s Pledge, 

in which they commit to being exemplary in the discharge of their duties and 

responsibilities. In general, all new teachers also participate in an induction 

program at their schools that includes in-service courses and the support of a 
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peer “buddy,” an experienced teacher mentor, and a supervisor (usually a head 

of department) (Goodwin, 2012).  

Teacher education is also a recognized strength of the Dutch system 

(Darling-Hammond & Lieberman, 2012; Hammerness & Van Tartwjik, 2012). 

Preparation options in the Netherlands include the completion of a four-year 

teacher education program in a university for the applied sciences which 

qualifies graduates to teach in primary or lower-secondary schools. 

Alternatively, graduates of research universities can complete a one-year 

master’s program which qualifies them to teach at the upper secondary level. 

Both programs emphasize the integration of disciplinary studies, pedagogy, 

and clinical practice. While teacher education programs throughout the 

Netherlands develop their own approaches, all are guided by a set of 

competencies that all teachers are expected to meet and that are reinforced as 

part of the accreditation process. These competencies include the abilities to 

create a positive classroom environment, support children’s personal 

development, demonstrate knowledge of their subject, organize curriculum, 

collaborate with colleagues, collaborate with families, and reflect on their own 

strengths and weaknesses.  

In addition to government-backed support for teacher education, 

Finland, the Netherlands, and Singapore may benefit from extensive and 

powerful social networks for developing and sharing expertise for assessment 

and for developing and distributing the responsibility to support educational 

performance.1 For example, in the 1950’s, Finland enrolled just 27 percent of 

11-year olds in grammar schools, and consistency and quality of schooling 

varied substantially as some schools were run by the national government, 

some by municipalities, and some by private operators (Sahlberg, 2011). 

However, in the 1970’s, Finland embarked on significant educational 

improvement efforts that included the establishment of a national 

comprehensive system that guaranteed 9 years of publicly supported education 

for every student. Ultimately, these changes resulted in a common, state-run, 

school experience for all students. In tandem with these changes, Finland also 

overhauled teacher preparation and closed many teacher education programs 

throughout the country. As a consequence, teacher preparation has now been 

consolidated in just eight different university-based programs. Such 

                                       
 

1 Although the scale is vastly different, Nakamura (2007) also emphasizes the ways in which 
colleges in the United States promote the development of responsibility by fostering social ties 

and communal relationships.  
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consolidation allows for a much more consistent teacher preparation 

experience. Furthermore, while individual teachers and schools have 

considerable autonomy and discretion, Finland’s schools work in networks 

which provide a number of opportunities for teachers to collaborate and to 

share ideas, information, and expertise that can contribute to common 

practices and consistent performance across schools (Sahlberg, 2011; 

Schleicher, 2006).  

While the Dutch system is highly decentralized, historically, the society 

has developed in ways that place a high demand on cooperation, tolerance, and 

working together. The development of Dutch society was supported by 

neighbors working cooperatively to build and maintain the dikes and canals 

that drained the land and rendered it suitable for building and for farming. A 

tradition of consensus-based decision-making also reflects this emphasis on 

collaboration (Ladd, Fiske, & Ruijs, 2009). Within this context, partnerships 

across groups and sectors are common including a partnership between 

representatives of employers and employees who manage policies related to the 

labor market in education. While the decentralization of the system certainly 

allows schools to operate relatively independently, roughly 70 percent of 

students attend schools that are associated with networks that grow out of a 

common religious or community background or a shared educational 

philosophy (like the Montessori or Waldorf approach) (Ladd, 2009). 

Furthermore, with so many functions for curriculum, assessment, professional 

development, hiring, and management left to the schools themselves, a 

relatively large network of intermediary support organizations has emerged to 

help these schools carry out their work. As a further stimulus to discourage 

schools and networks from becoming isolated, the Dutch Inspectorate visits 

schools on a regular basis and produces public reports that document what is 

happening in individual schools and shares information about topics and 

trends across schools and regions. Aiding in the sharing of information, a large 

percentage of the country’s schools can be reached within a few hours drive of 

the Inspectorate’s headquarters in Utrecht. While some dissatisfaction with the 

inspection system has contributed to the recent moves to establish sanctions 

for persistently failing schools, the system does manage to create an unusual 

set of personal relationships and personal knowledge at the national level. In 

fact, every year, when roughly two hundred school inspectors hold their annual 
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meeting, you can find in one room at one time, someone with personal 

knowledge of almost every school in the country.2  

In many ways, the education system in Singapore functions like a highly-

centralized school district. The Ministry of Education (MOE) funds schools; 

hires and places teachers and principals (who are government employees); and 

takes responsibility for establishing goals, writing curriculum, monitoring 

performance, and making sure results are achieved. MOE also provides the 

National Institute of Education (NIE) with funding for teacher preparation and 

research, and regular meetings between members of MOE and NIE facilitates a 

tight coupling between the two organizations. Thus, extensive formal, 

bureaucratic relationships along with the detailed specification of individual 

and school goals and monitoring mechanisms help to create what is often 

described as an aligned and highly coherent educational system (Ng, 2008, 

2010).  

At the same time, this formal bureaucracy is undergirded by extensive 

networks for personal contact and the sharing of information and expertise. On 

the one hand, those relationships can be seen as a further means of controlling 

and influencing individual behavior, but, on the other hand, they can help 

individuals and organizations to work together in the pursuit of common aims. 

These personal contacts are facilitated by MOE’s careful and deliberate rotation 

of many employees throughout different sectors of the educational system. 

Thus, after several years at a school, MOE often assigns teachers and 

principals to work in a different kind of school or at a different level or to do a 

“rotation” at MOE or NIE before returning to schools. In the process, 

individuals meet and get to know a variety of people within the system whom 

they can continue to turn to for assistance and information; and they gain 

familiarity with nature, demands, and future directions of work in different 

sectors. This deliberate management of human resources is also reinforced by 

the fact that the entire education system is designed to enable and encourage 

the top 17 percent of each class of students to join the civil service.3 As a part 

                                       
 

2 The relationships between inspectors and schools, however, may be changing. The 

Inspectorate is moving to a system of “risk-based” inspections in which schools where potential 

problems have been identified will be visited more often and other schools less often. As a 

consequence, it is possible that the inspectors may not have as many opportunities to connect 

with, learn from, and share information with higher performing schools than they have had in 

the past. 
3 While many analyses of Singapore’s high educational performance highlight respect for the 

teaching as a critical factor, teaching is treated as just one aspect of the civil service, and 
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of the civil service and government employment, MOE benefits from personal 

connections that many of these top-performing students have already formed 

as they have participated together in top-performing schools (with their own 

strong alumni networks) and scholarship and study-abroad opportunities 

before they decide to work in education. Those connections also develop and 

expand as all teachers and principals go through the preparation programs at 

NIE together.  

As in the Netherlands, Singapore’s small size and the accessibility of 

every school in a matter of an hour or so (depending on traffic) facilitates face-

to-face connections and the further development of these personal 

relationships across schools and across organizations within the education 

sector. MOE deliberately takes advantages of these opportunities by holding 

meetings of MOE Directors and other staff in schools and jointly conducting 

school visits and observations. While these extensive contacts can be seen as 

an extension of the formal bureaucratic monitoring mechanisms, they also 

provide opportunities for system administrators to learn first-hand what’s 

happening in schools and to get feedback from the school level.  

While it is difficult to assess broad cultural influences, it may be worth 

noting that the development of formal and informal networks that support 

education in both Finland and Singapore have taken place in the context of 

explicit “nation-building” efforts that cut across numerous institutions and 

sectors of society. Concerns about defense and sovereignty in both Finland and 

Singapore have helped to fuel these nation-building efforts and to reinforce the 

purpose and value for individuals to work together and to see education as a 

crucial communal and collective enterprise with a common purpose (Sahlberg, 

2011; Gopinathan, 2007).  

While many of the recent Norwegian reforms may help individuals and 

schools to develop the competence to act responsibly, the comparison to the 

assessment infrastructure, teacher education, and social networks in Finland, 

the Netherlands, and Singapore suggests how much work may need to be done. 

Thus, with only limited previous use of large-scale tests and assessments and a 

demand to develop and implement national tests in a short period of time, the 

first implementation of the national tests in Norway in 2004 was judged by 

experts to be inadequate and unreliable (Elstad, Norvedt, & Turmo, 2009). 

                                                                                                                           
 

working for the government and participating in the civil service are also highly-valued and 

respected.  
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Concerns about the quality of the tests were so serious that some of the initial 

test results were never released, and the government declared a “pause” in the 

national testing and no tests were administered in 2006. During the pause, the 

test makers revised the tests substantially and significantly upgraded their 

quality according to the expert reviewers. While some argued for a continuation 

of the “pause,” the national tests were re-launched again in 2007, and, in 

general, are growing in technical sophistication and acceptance (Nusche et al., 

2011). The Tilsyn’s initial review of local education authorities also revealed 

that there were very few systems, routines, and procedures in place for 

communicating data or sharing information on performance among schools, 

school leaders, school owners, and the central government. In fact, the first 

report of that first Tilsyn suggested that as many as 70 percent of 

municipalities surveyed did not fulfill the requirements for the evaluation and 

follow-up of schools (Elstad, Nortvedt, & Turmo, 2009; Norwegian Directorate 

for Education and Training, 2006).  

Recent Norwegian reforms have included a wide range of efforts to 

support teachers and strengthen the teaching profession, but have focused 

explicitly on re-evaluating and improving teacher education. In a striking 

contrast to the demands for teachers in Finland to get a master’s degree and 

for even primary school teachers to develop specific disciplinary expertise, up 

until 2010, the vast majority of teachers in Norway got their teacher training as 

part of an undergraduate or university college degree (Norwegian Directorate 

for Education and Training, 2011). Furthermore, prior to the re-organization of 

teacher education in 2010, teachers who completed these programs were 

qualified to teach at almost any level, in any subject, from 1st grade to 10th 

grade. With the re-organization, teacher candidates now pursue one of two 

programs: one qualifying them to teach grades 1-7, and the other qualifying 

them to teach grades 5-10. There is also a new emphasis on developing 

relevant subject-matter knowledge at each level. However, even candidates 

preparing to teach grades 5-10 normally study three different school subjects 

with only an option to specialize.  

The work to develop an assessment and inspection infrastructure and 

strengthen teacher education in Norway is complicated by the demands of a 

widely-dispersed population with many geographically isolated regions and 

small communities. Thus, smaller communities, particularly those with only 

one school are unlikely to have much if any administrative structure beyond 

the school leader, and those municipal leaders are unlikely to have much, if 

any, expertise in education (Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 
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2011; Nusche et al., 2011). Smaller communities may also have a more difficult 

time getting access to and attracting and retaining teachers. While the number 

of teachers who do not have a required degree is relatively small (ranging from 

4 percent to 12 percent depending on the measure), those teachers are 

significantly more likely to teach in smaller communities (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2011). Furthermore, members of those 

small schools and communities face more significant hurdles in developing the 

kind of personal relationships and networks that could help them carry out the 

new policies and responsibilities. In particular, they are likely to have to travel 

much greater distances to get access to and to get connected with experts and 

others who can help them to meet their new assessment responsibilities.  

 While educators in Finland face some of the same geographical 

conditions as their peers in Norway, the Norwegian authorities have never 

made the choice that the Finnish authorities did to consolidate control of the 

educational system or to centralize teacher education in a small number of 

university-connected programs. Instead, Norway has maintained a host of 

teacher education programs around the country to serve those communities. 

While this approach may provide opportunities for more local control and 

discretion, it may result in a weak network of formal and informal relationships 

like those that support collective work in the other countries. Furthermore, 

with the development of the North Sea oil fields and the growth of the 

Norwegian economy, Norway has been able to sustain this widely dispersed 

population; and with its somewhat isolated geography, Norway has not faced 

the same political pressures or the sustained threats to its borders that have 

contributed to the development of the centralized educational systems in 

Finland and Singapore.  

Conclusion 

My experiences in Norway and studies of accountability approaches in 

higher- and lower-performing countries do not point to one set of factors that 

might explain educational performance or to one avenue for educational 

improvements. Instead, they suggest different perspectives and possibilities for 

managing the tensions between answerability and responsibility that are 

shaped by cultural and contextual forces. Looking across contexts also 

suggests that accountability does not have to be synonymous with 

answerability, and accountability policies do not have to be equated with 

strengthening the rewards and sanctions for particular kinds of behaviors or 

particular outcomes. One can be accountable for explicit goals and activities 

and for aspiring to broader purposes, ideals, and expectations. Accordingly, 
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educational policymakers need to figure out how to build the capacity to 

balance the strengths and weaknesses of answerability and responsibility and 

deal with the side-effects that can come with a focus on either one.  

In Norway, some of the mechanisms to increase answerability have been 

put in place, but Norway’s reform initiatives have also begun to establish some 

of the infrastructure and support that may be needed for more active 

promotion of individual and collective responsibility. To date, even without 

embracing the rewards and sanctions that can strengthen answerability, there 

are some signs that educational performance in Norway as measured by the 

PISA tests is improving. In 2010, when the latest PISA results were released, 

scores in reading, mathematics, and science all rose, with students’ reading 

scores slightly, though significantly higher than the OECD average (Norwegian 

Directorate for Education and Training, 2011).  

Nonetheless, the Norwegian reforms entail a significant capacity-

development effort to make assessment—a previously unimportant aspect of 

schooling in Norway—a key part of enabling individuals, schools, and 

municipalities to carry out their responsibilities. While I have argued that the 

decision not to establish rewards and sanctions is consistent with cultural 

values and societal practices that emphasize responsibility over answerability, 

there are other ways in which the new reforms may be out of alignment with 

other cultural and contextual factors. Alignment refers to the consistency 

between personal aspirations, the values of the domain, the roles and 

institutions in the field, and the interests of other stakeholders (Gardner, 

Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001). Even in well-aligned domains, 

inconsistencies and contradictions are possible, and, in Norway, the new 

accountability-focused reforms may still create significant conflicts and 

contradictions for students, parents, educators, school owners, and 

policymakers themselves. In particular, the efforts to emphasize basic skills in 

the elementary years may come into conflict with the values and assumptions 

underlying extensive parental leave policies, a limited emphasis on early 

education, the attention given to “non-academic” subjects, low levels of 

homework, and limited instructional time that all suggest that childhood 

should be protected: children should have a chance to be with their families 

and their peers and to develop socially, emotionally, physically, and artistically 

not just academically. Consistent with this perspective, government policies 

treat learning as a life-long endeavor by placing much more attention on adult 

education than in countries like the United States and focus attention on the 

development of academic skills, and preparation for college and careers at the 
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secondary school. At the same time, any efforts to use assessments that might 

publicly differentiate among students or schools have to contend with the 

prohibitions against the use of any written marks before the end of 7th grade 

and the concerns about equity and equal treatment for all reflected in many 

aspects of the social-welfare system.  

Any work to address some of those conflicts and contradictions also has 

to confront the fact that, even with relatively poor international test scores, 

many other indicators suggest that the education system is achieving many of 

the larger goals and purposes of Norwegian society. While Norway has not been 

a top performer on the PISA and TIMMS tests, there are also numerous 

indicators that the education system has been successful in other ways. Drop-

out rates are relatively low and a high percentage of the population 

successfully completes upper secondary schooling and many go on to complete 

tertiary education; adult literacy rates are quite high, and rates of participation 

in adult learning are also significantly higher than many other countries. 

Student engagement and student-teacher relations are much better than they 

are in many other countries, and Norway, like other Scandinavian countries, 

consistently ranks high on many measures of health and well-being. 

Furthermore, the emphasis in Norwegian society on social cohesion and equity 

seem to be accompanied by notable accomplishments. Thus, Norway’s schools 

are much less segregated and more inclusive than those in many other parts of 

the world, and results across schools and across socio-economic groups are 

much more equitable than they are in almost all other developed countries.  

At the same time that concerns about economic performance have driven 

efforts to increase accountability in many countries, Norway’s oil-based 

economy continues to be one of the strongest in the world—despite relatively 

low international test scores. And Norway has managed to do all of this with a 

school system without much of an infrastructure for assessment, limited 

emphasis on teacher education, widely-dispersed social networks, and few if 

any rewards or consequences for poor performance. In other words, the high-

functioning society and relatively successful economy provide reinforcement to 

resist the very educational “improvements” that so many argue a successful 

economy requires. 

Under these conditions, debates about whether and how to change the 

educational system in Norway are likely to continue. Those debates, however, 

will take place within a context that raises fundamental questions about who 

should be responsible for what. After all, if I can get credit for a Nobel Peace 
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Prize, I can also be held responsible when things do not turn out so well. For 

that realization, as well as so many others, I have Howard to thank.  
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