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Abstract 
 

The 'Nordic Model of Lifelong Learning', which gained international recognition towards the 

end of the last Millennium, had three distinguishing characteristics: universalistic provision of 

pre-school education; a comprehensive and relatively egalitarian secondary school system; and 

high levels of participation in adult learning. With strong provision for each stage of the life 

course, Nordic countries came to be regarded as leading exponents of lifelong learning when 

this concept was gaining international traction. International survey data on education system 

characteristics and outcomes largely confirmed the narrative about the exceptionalism of the 

Nordic systems. Participation in Scandinavian countries in pre-school and adult learning was 

higher than in other countries and skills outcomes in Nordic countries tended to be more equal 

than in other regions, except possibly East Asia, on most measures: with narrow distributions 

of skills; low impacts of social origins on achievement, and remarkably little variation between 

schools in social intakes and performance. During the last two decades much has changed, with 

the rise of the neo-liberal paradigm in international education policy, and Nordic countries have 

responded in different ways to the new demands on education. This paper surveys the latest 

comparative research on education system types and characteristics, and their effects on skills 

- including from PISA and the OECD Survey of Adult Skills - to assess how the distinctive 

characteristics of the Nordic model have fared. It finds that basic schooling (until age 15) in 

Nordic countries is less distinctively egalitarian than it once was but still more egalitarian than 

in most countries. On the other hand, pre-school and adult education remain exceptionally 

universalistic.1  

 
1 This paper was first delivered as a key-note lecture in 23.4.2021 for the Conference on ‘Nordic Modes of 

Bildung, Schooling, and Upbringing - The interplay between individualism, collectivism, and institutionalized 

lives. The conference was organised by the UiO: Nordic projects ’The Nordic Education Model’ and ‘Living the 

Nordic Model’. 
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Introduction 
 

The ‘Nordic Model of Lifelong Learning’ - which gained international recognition towards the 

end of the last Millennium - had three main distinguishing characteristics: universalistic 

provision of pre-school education; a comprehensive and relatively egalitarian secondary school 

system; and high levels of participation in adult learning. With strong provision for each stage 

of the life course, Nordic countries came to be regarded as leading exponents of lifelong 

learning when this concept was gaining international traction. However, during the last two 

decades, much has changed with the rise of the ‘neo-liberal’ paradigm in international 

education policy, and Nordic countries have responded in different ways to the new demands 

placed on education. This paper uses the latest international data on skills and education system 

characteristics to assess how the lifelong learning systems of Nordic countries perform today 

and how distinctive they remain relative to the systems in other regions and country groups. 

 

Origins of the Nordic Model   

It has been widely claimed, both by historians and by comparative political economists, that 

there is - or was - a distinctively Nordic model of the welfare state and that education has 

formed an essential part of this (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1999; Frimannsson, 2006; Hall and 

Soskice, 2001; Thelen, 2004; Wiborg; 2009). The Post-WW2 Nordic developments in lifelong 

learning are generally seen as part of the social democratic project to create inclusive and 

egalitarian welfare states which would protect citizens from poverty and insecurity, while 

promoting social integration, solidarity and social mobility.  

The welfare states fashioned in Nordic states were generous, and exceptionally universalistic 

in their design, embodying - more than elsewhere - principles of solidarism and the ‘de-

commodification’ of people’s rights and benefits (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Lifelong learning 

was deemed essential to the political project because it could serve as a vehicle for enhancing 

social integration and promoting social mobility (Wiborg, 2009), and because it was key to the 

active labour market policies which were adopted to reduce unemployment, support adaptation 

to technological change (Antikainen, 2006) and raise national productivity and living 

standards. Nordic education systems were all informed by values of social justice, equal 

opportunities, democratic participation and nation-building (Imsen et al, 2017). They also 

supported the successful Nordic model of technologically-adaptive, innovative economies with 
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rising living standards based on high employment rates (Castells and Himanen, 2002; de Mooij 

and Tan, 2003). By the new Millennium, Nordic states were gaining international recognition 

as leaders in lifelong learning - informing much of the discourse around Lifelong Education in 

the era of the 1996 Delors report (UNESCO, 1996).  

Nordic systems differed in various ways, of course, but they had some important and quite 

distinctive common characteristics, justifying the notion of a ‘Nordic model’ (Arnesen and 

Lundhahl, 2006, Frimannsson, 2006). They were known for: 

 

• High participation rates in good quality and state-funded nursery provision, enabling 

high employment rates for women (Esping-Andersen, 2009; Green and Mostafa 2011); 

• A radical version of public comprehensive education with all-through, non-selective 

primary/lower secondary schools, producing relatively egalitarian outcomes (Green 

and Wiborg, 2004; Imsen et al, 2017);  

• Dedicated upper secondary education and training systems, with near universal 

participation in long-cycle programmes to age 19 and high rates of vocational learning; 

• Expansive adult learning provision with high level state and social partner investment, 

building on the long Grundtvigian tradition of the independent Folk High School 

(Rubenson, 2006). 

However, much has changed since the last decades of the 20th century. The Nordic model of 

the welfare state was already facing new pressures from the 1980s, due to increasing 

globalisation, intensified economic competition between states, a series of financial crises in 

Sweden, Finland and elsewhere, and most recently from the rise of authoritarian populism 

(Brown et al, 2001; Norris and Inglehart, 2019; Streek, 2016; Streek and Thelen, 2005). The 

affordability of generous Nordic welfare states was questioned because of the rising costs of 

provision associated with ageing populations and rising levels of immigration (Green and 

Janmaat, 2011). Since the new Millennium there have been the triple shocks of the 2007/8 

financial crisis, the global refugee crisis and now the coronavirus pandemic. In response Nordic 

welfare states have been trimmed back, though not fundamentally altered or undermined.  

Nordic systems of lifelong learning have also been under pressure to increase their efficiency, 

reduce costs and improve learning outcomes. Reforms in Scandinavian countries were partly 

prompted by ‘PISA shocks’ (in Denmark and Sweden in early 2000s) resulting from 

perceptions of mediocre performance in international tests of skills. Finland, the European 
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‘champion’ in the PISA league, proved more immune to the pressure of the ‘Great Education 

Reform Movement’ (Sahlberg, 2015), but each of the Scandinavian countries has adopted some 

policies from the neo-liberal education policy play-list. These include:  

 

• policies for promoting school diversity and choice, which are adopted to enhance 

competition between schools and improve performance (Wiborg, 2010, 2015);  

• a new focus on management by objectives, as espoused in the New Public Management 

theory promoted by the OECD;  

• measures to increase accountability of teachers and schools, through increased school 

and teacher monitoring and evaluation and national testing of students (Imsen et al, 

2017); 

• Greater individualisation of teaching (Carlgren et al, 2006). 

 

The question is how far these reforms have fundamentally changed the Nordic model. Do the 

exceptional features of Nordic lifelong learning model still persist twenty years after the start 

of PISA? I will argue that many of the key institutional features of the Nordic Model have 

indeed survived (despite the adoption of some policies which are at odds with the original 

vision of the Nordic Model) (Imsen, 2016). As a result, the educational outcomes have changed 

much less than might be imagined. Reforms have not notably improved average skills levels 

but nor have they increased inequalities significantly.     

My approach here is to compare the trends in key system characteristics and skills outcomes 

of Nordic countries with those of other groups of countries, to see how far they converge or 

diverge and whether the distinctiveness of the Nordic Model persists. Using measures of 

performance in tests of core skills has its limits, of course, since many other aspects of 

education are not examined. However, the approach has the advantage that we have test data 

from a large number of countries over two decades, and from tests which have been designed, 

with the intention at least, to ensure that results are comparable across countries (and which 

achieve this to a great degree than, for instance, comparative data on qualifications and 

education levels).  

Countries, and their education systems, are grouped using the classifications from comparative 

political economy and comparative welfare state theory: 

• Social Market (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Netherlands, Switzerland) 
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• Social Democratic (Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden) 

• Liberal (Australia, Canada, Ireland, New Zealand, UK, US) 

• Southern Europe (by geography) 

• Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) (by geography) 

• East Asian (Japan and Korea). 

France is classified here as part of the southern European group due to the longstanding 

historical affinities between the French education system and those in other southern European 

states influenced by France. Data for system characteristics come from Eurydice, and OECD 

PISA and Education at a Glance datasets; data on outcomes from PISA (2000-2018); Survey 

of Adult Skills (SAS) (2012, 2014), International Adult Learning Survey – IALS (1990s). 

For each indicator I look at patterns within and across countries and country groups of systems 

and how these change over time.  

The paper proceeds by analysing each phase of lifelong learning in sequence: 

• Early years education and care. 

• Primary and lower secondary education. 

• Upper secondary education and training. 

• Adult education and training. 

 

Early Years Education and Care 

By the new Millennium, Nordic countries were already notable for high rates of participation 

in good quality, publicly-funded early years education and care (EYEC), widely available at 

low cost to families. This was seen to bring multiple benefits to the region. Research across 

countries suggests that high EYEC participation brings substantial individual and societal 

economic and social benefits (Heckman, 1974; Simonsen, 2010; Esping-Andersen, 2009; and 

Green and Mostafa, 2011), not least in a) reducing career penalties to maternity, increasing 

female employment rates, and raising GDP per capita and tax receipts and b) raising the 

cognitive skills of children (OECD, 2010) and their future skills (and productivity). 

EYEC was a key element of the Nordic economic model which sought high living standards 

based enhanced productivity and employment rates (de Mooig and Tang, 2003). Esping- 

Andersen (2009) has also claimed that high participation in Nordic countries between the 1960s 

and 1990s reduced social gaps in achievement and contributed to the relatively equal 
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educational outcomes amongst older children. The argument was based on the claim that 

exposure to pre-school education is particularly beneficial to children from disadvantaged 

backgrounds. The evidence for this across countries is somewhat mixed but it seems that social 

gaps in achievement are reduced when enrolment rates become near universal (Burger, 2016; 

Mostafa and Green, 2013).  

Nordic countries continue to excel in their provision during this crucial first phase in lifelong 

learning. While many countries now have widespread participation amongst 3 and 4 year olds, 

the Nordic countries still stand out for their exceptionally high participation of children aged 0 

- 2 years (see Figure One).  

 

Figure One 

 

Source: Education at a Glance 2020 OECD Indicators, OECD, Paris, 2020.  

 

Primary and Lower Secondary Education 

Basic schooling in Nordic countries has been seen as exceptional mainly for its comprehensive 

organisation and relatively egalitarian outcomes. 

The dominant position within current cross-country research on school systems is that more 

unequal outcomes are likely when there is: early tracking; a high proportion of entirely 

privately-funded schools; a lack of standardisation in curricula and assessment; and a federal 
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system where funding is devolved to the regional level (e.g. Hanushek and Wößmann 2006, 

2010; Salverda et. al. 2014; Schutz et al. 2008; OECD 2010; Wößmann, 2005). 

The Nordic countries share a common structure which avoids most of these characteristics, 

including: 

• a predominance of public schools with relatively few entirely privately-funded schools;  

• unitary systems of funding local schools; 

• strong core curricula; 

• a radical version of comprehensive schools with mixed-ability teaching.  

Nordic countries introduced comprehensive schooling for the elementary and lower secondary 

phase from the 1950s onwards and by the end of the 1980s had more completely non-selective 

systems than elsewhere in Europe. The most distinctive features were the 10-year all-through 

structure of elementary/lower secondary education in public comprehensive schools and the 

virtual absence of ability-grouping within schools. 

Despite the proliferation of state-funded ‘free-schools’, particularly in Sweden, Nordic school 

systems were able to maintain their distinctiveness on these characteristics, at least through the 

early years of the new Millennium. OECD data from responses to the head teacher 

questionnaires in PISA surveys show that the proportion of schools which were fully public 

(neither ‘private’ not ‘private dependent’ on OECD definitions) rose on average in Nordic 

countries between 2000 and 2009, remaining considerably higher than in other groups of 

countries, including in the ‘liberal’, ‘social market’ and ‘East Asian’ groups of countries (see 

Green and Mostafa, 2015, pp 24-27). The share of private spending in total educational 

expenditure remained lower, on average, than in all other groups of countries. Schools in 

Nordic countries reporting the use of ability grouping in all subjects had declined since 2000 

and the proportion was lower than in all other country groups.   

Whilst all Nordic countries have introduced a degree of school choice, the extent to which 

parents choose schools outside their local area is still relatively limited (except in some large 

cities) and quite low by comparison with, for instance, most Anglophone countries, such as the 

UK where over 50 % of parents chose a school other than their local one (Green, 2017). There 

are a number of reasons for this. Many rural areas have insufficient population density to 

support a diversity of schools; local authorities use various means to promote socially equal 

catchment areas (in Denmark boundaries are regularly re-drawn to achieve this – see Green, 

2017); schools are very similar in social intakes and learning outcomes; and the all-through 
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school system discourages parents from changing their child’s school at the end of the 

elementary phase, unless forced to do so by residential moves. The result has been a relatively 

low variation between schools in the social mix of intakes and in skills outcomes (Stephen et 

al, 2008). OECD PISA data confirm that this was still the case by 2015. Between-school 

variation in PISA Science test scores, as a proportion of total variation, was only 11.6% on 

average in Nordic countries, compared with 49.9% in ‘social market’ countries, 34.2% in East 

Asian countries, 31.3% in ‘southern European’ countries, 23.8% in CEE countries and 19.4 % 

in ‘liberal’ countries (OECD PISA dataset). 

 

Comparing Inequalities of Skills Outcomes and Skills Opportunities at 15 
years 

How have changes in the structures of Nordic educations systems impacted on skills 

inequalities, and how does this compare with what has happened in other countries? The short 

answer is that inequality of skills outcomes in Nordic countries has changed relatively little 

since 2000. At the same time, other countries have achieved a reduction in skills inequality so 

that Nordic countries now seem less exceptional in this respect. On the other hand, inequality 

of skills opportunities, which has also remained quite stable in Nordic countries, is still 

substantially lower than in most other groups of countries, even if the gap here has also 

diminished.   

OECD measures inequality of skills outcomes in terms of the dispersion of scores in each 

country (for each domain), using the ‘variance’ measure or ‘skills Gini coefficients’. Inequality 

of skills opportunity is measured by the strength of social background effects on children’s 

skills scores and the social gaps in scores, where social background is captured by the OECD’s 

index of economic, social, cultural status (ESCS). There are two indicators for the latter. The 

‘percentage of the variation explained by ESCS’ measures the degree to which social 

background explains variation in individual scores. ‘The social gradient’ measures the social 

gaps in scores by calculating the difference in scores for children from higher or lower ESCS 

family backgrounds.  

We can look first at the trends across countries in inequality of skills outcomes by using the 

OECD over-time data on the variance of scores in different domains in PISA. Green and 

Mostafa (2013) report that the total variance for all domains in Nordic countries declined 

during 2000-2009 - with a significant convergence on this measure across countries - and 
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remained low relative to other country groups. However, the position of the Nordic group 

relative to other groups appears to have become more mixed in later years. In Reading (PISA 

2018) the average variation in scores for the Nordics is close to OECD average - slightly lower 

than in the ‘social market’ and ‘liberal’ groups of countries, but higher than in southern 

European and CEE groups (See Figure Two). Denmark and Finland have lower variation than 

Norway and Sweden. In Science (PISA 2015) the average variation in scores for the Nordics 

is above the OECD average (103.6 compared with 91.5) - lower than the average for the ‘social 

market’ and ‘liberal’ groups, but higher than the average for the other groups (See: Figure 

Three). Sweden has high variation; Denmark and Finland have exceptionally low variation. 

However, in Maths (PISA 2012), average variation in Nordic countries was substantially below 

the OECD average, and below all our other country groups (See: Figure Four), although this 

was for an earlier year. Again, Denmark and Finland have lower variation than Norway and 

Sweden. The relatively low level of Nordic inequality in Maths skills outcomes is notable but 

overall inequality of skills outcomes at age 15, while remaining stable, is no longer exceptional.  

Figure Two 

Source: OECD 2018, Results, Volume 1, OECD, Paris, 2019. Country Group averages by author.  
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Figure Three 

Source: PISA 2015, Results, Vol. 1, OECD, Paris, 2016. Country Group averages by author. 

 

Figure Four 

Source: PISA 2012, Results, Vol 1, OECD, Paris, 2014. 
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‘percentage of variation explained’ measure). The trend for the Nordic countries’ average was 

uneven, but clearly downward over the period from 2000 to 2018. Inequality of opportunities 

was declining in other countries also, particularly in the ‘liberal’ countries. So by the time of 

the latest figures, Nordic countries are still relatively egalitarian but perhaps slightly less 

distinctively so. Inequality of skills opportunities in the Nordic countries is still lower, on 

average, than in other all other groups of countries in Reading, and in all bar the East Asian 

group in Science (See: Figure Six). However, in Maths Nordic countries are more in the middle 

of the range – lower than ‘social market’, CEE and southern European countries, but higher 

than high than the ‘East Asian’ and ‘liberal’ countries (See Figure Seven).   

Figure Five 

Sources: author-derived from data in PISA surveys reported in respective years by OECD, Paris.  

Figure Six 

Sources: author-derived from data in PISA surveys reported in respective years by OECD, Paris. 
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Figure Seven 

Sources: as above. 

 

The alternative ‘social gradient’ measure of the social gaps in achievement captures the gross 

effects of both social background influences on achievement and the width of the skills 

distribution. Figure Eight provides the trend data from PISA for Maths. It shows inequality of 

skills opportunities in Maths in Nordic countries rising very marginally between 2000 and 2006 

and plateauing thereafter, finishing at the lower end of the range along with the East Asian and 

‘Liberal’ groups, but below the ‘social market’, CEE and southern European country groups.  

 

Figure Eight 

 

Source: Source: Author-derived from data in PISA surveys.  
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Is there a Nordic Model of Upper Secondary Education and Training? 

The institutional organisation of upper secondary education and training clearly varies across 

the Nordic countries. Sweden and Norway have dedicated systems of 16-19 comprehensive 

high schools, with substantial provision of apprenticeships in Norway running alongside. 

Denmark and Finland also have dedicated high schools but with differentiated ‘academic’ and 

‘vocational’ types of school. Not only do the systems vary across the Nordic countries but they 

also display substantial affinities with some countries in other regions, most obviously with the 

German-speaking countries. Recent research has noted the similarities in some aspects of 

vocational provision between some Nordic countries - particularly Denmark - and German-

speaking countries with their expanded apprenticeship systems (Lassnigg, 2020). Arguably 

there has been a more general hybridization of systems in European countries in recent years, 

resulting from widespread policy borrowing (Verdier, 2013), not least from the German-

speaking countries. For instance, school-based or school-linked apprenticeships in Denmark, 

Norway and (on a small scale) Finland have similarities with those in the Netherlands, as well 

as with the core social market countries, like Germany and Switzerland, which have been 

forced to add these to their dominant employer-based apprenticeships due to lack of traditional 

apprenticeship places (Méhault, 2013). These additions can be considered hybridised in the 

sense that they combine elements of school-based and work-based models of vocational 

provision in order achieve some of the benefits of each.  

Typologies of education and training systems seek to capture the common and distinctive 

characteristics of systems in different groups of countries. They are essentially ‘ideal types’ 

designed to highlight the distinctive functional interdependencies between key institutional 

characteristics pertaining to a given type of system and their contexts. They can operate as 

useful heuristic devices in comparative studies, whilst not always being able to capture the 

subtleties of intra-group variation and cross-group cultural diffusion.  

Using a traditional typology of systems dating back to the OECD report of 1985, Green and 

Pensiero (2016) classified Sweden and Norway as ‘Type 2’ systems, along with the US and 

Canada, on account of their comprehensive forms of high school organisation. Denmark and 

Finland were classified as ‘Type 1’ systems, characterised by their differentiated, dedicated 

upper secondary schools, some offering mainly ‘academic’ provision and others ‘applied 

science’ or ‘vocational’ provision.  A later version of this typology (Green et al, 2021) attributed 

Denmark and Finland to a sub-set of the Type 1 systems, including also Netherlands and 



16 
 

Singapore, which shared most characteristics of the other Type 1 systems, but which could be 

distinguished by also having a significant proportion of work-based learning associated with 

the vocational tracks. The revised typology attempts to capture the recent trends towards the 

hybridisation of systems, but does resolve the question of whether there is a distinctive form 

of Nordic upper secondary education. This paper groups Nordic countries together in the 

analysis of the data to try to answer this question. 

The analysis suggests that, despite the structural differences emphasised in the typologies 

above, Nordic countries do share some important characteristics in their upper secondary 

systems of education and training and that these have important effects on outcomes.  

 

• All have long cycle programmes (3 years) which are typically completed at age 19. 

 

• Programmes are differentiated by academic field and vocational orientation in both the 

differentiated and comprehensive types of system, but retain common core subjects and 

mandatory Maths and national language - which research suggests reduces inequalities 

and raises skills levels (Green and Pensiero, 2016; Pensiero and Green, 2018; Green et 

al, 2021). 

 

•  Nordic countries all have high participation in vocational programmes including, in the 

cases of Denmark and Norway, in work-based learning – again said to be beneficial for 

raising skills levels and reducing inequalities (Raffe et al, 1998; 2001; Busemeyer and 

Iverson, 2011). Funding per student in academic and vocational programmes is also 

relatively equal (Green et al, 2021).  

 

Nordic countries have normatively three-year upper secondary programmes with students 

typically completing at nineteen years of age. The majority of OECD countries now have 

mostly three-year programmes (although programmes in systems in Australia and the UK are 

still typically two-year); but the Nordic countries are exceptional in the later age at which 

students are expected to complete (due to the later starting age of upper secondary provision). 

Using the OECD indicator for the ‘theoretical age of completion of upper secondary education’  

- which estimates the age students will be if they complete their programmes without grade 

repitition - Green et al (2021) conclude that students typically complete at 18 or younger in 
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most countries and country Groups, with only 12 of the 32 (in their sample of OECD countries 

and regions in SAS) having the older age of completion (Green et al, ibid, Figure 6, p.45). The 

older age of completion in Nordic countries may have beneficial effects on skills outcomes.  

The cross-country difference-in-difference analysis of the effects of system characteristics on 

skills levels during the upper secondary phase conducted by Green et al (2021) finds a 

significant positive effect from completion at 19 on numeracy skills.  

Upper secondary systems in Nordic countries are also notable for maintaining a common core 

curriculum across all types of programme. Maths and the national language, for instance, are a 

mandatory part of the curriculum across all programmes, which is not the case in most 

countries. Eight other countries (out of the 34 countries for which data are available in the 

EURYDICE database and in: Hodgen et al, 2010) share this characteristic but the majority do 

not. Cross-country research suggests that this system characteristic contributes significantly to 

raising skills levels in literacy and numeracy and reducing inequalities of skills outcomes and 

opportunities during the upper secondary phase (Green and Pensiero, 2016; Pensiero and 

Green, 2018).    

The third common characteristic of Nordic systems of upper secondary education is their strong 

emphasis on vocational education. UNESCO (2020) data show that all of the Nordic countries 

have a relatively high proportion of upper secondary students in vocational programmes. The 

average proportion for all countries is 45.87 %, whereas the proportions in our Nordic countries 

are all over 51% (Denmark – 51.5%; Finland – 56.21%; Norway – 53.86%; Sweden – 59.57%). 

Of these students in vocational programmes in Nordic countries, a relatively high proportion 

are in programmes that combine school-based and work-based provision. The average 

proportion for the Nordic countries (including Iceland this time) (49.27%) is second only to 

that for the German-speaking ‘social market’ countries (66.16%) and substantially higher than 

that for the ‘liberal’ group (19.09%); the southern European group (11.54%); the CEE group 

(6.83%) and the East Asian group (0%) (OECD, EAG, Figure B7.6, 2020) (see Figure 9). 

However there is substantial variation on this indicator within the Nordic group with over 70% 

in Norway and Denmark and only 5% in Sweden.   
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Figure Nine 

 

Source: OECD, Education at a Glance (2020), Table B7.3.  
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integration’ which is arguably more marked Nordic systems than in other types of systems, 

except possibly those in East Asian countries. Comparative research on education systems has 
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Nordic upper secondary systems, in varying degrees, may be benefitting from both these 

processes. The systems are relatively well integrated, particularly in Norway and Sweden; they 

all, whatever their institutional structures, place a strong emphasis on vocational education; 

and two of them (Denmark and Norway) have a high proportion of vocational students 

undertaking forms of work-based learning which research suggests is conducive to raising 

skills levels and reducing skills inequalities (Busemeyer and Iverson, 2011; Lave and Wenger, 

1991; Raffe et al, 1998, 2001).  

 

How far do the different country group outcomes bear out these theories? At the end of upper 

secondary education inequality of skills outcomes in Nordic countries is still on average lower 

than in most other country groups. Using the skills Gini Coefficient measure for 18-20 year 

olds in SAS, skills inequality in Nordic countries is lower on average than in all country groups 

except East Asia in literacy, and in all groups bar East Asia and the CEE countries in numeracy. 

 

Figure Ten  

 

Source: author-derived from data in SAS. 
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inequality of skills outcomes - are also the countries with the most tracked systems in upper 

secondary education, this may seem to put in question the predictive value of the theories 

relating to institutional standardisation (Boudon, 1974) and, to a lesser extent, system 

‘integration’ (Raffe et al, 1998). However, there are several possible explanations for this 

disjuncture. Firstly, the ranking of Nordic countries on inequality of skills outcomes at 18-20 

may be mostly reflecting the legacy of the levels of inequality at the end of lower secondary 

education. As noted earlier, Denmark and Finland were the least unequal (in that order) of the 

Nordic countries in each of the three domains in PISA. Sweden was the most unequal followed 

by Norway (again in each of the domains).  Upper secondary education and training may be 

simply maintaining the relative levels of inequality from the end of lower secondary education. 

A second explanation might be that the inequality reduction associated with relative ‘parity of 

esteem’ between academic and vocational tracks is more effectively achieved through work-

based learning than through the ‘system integration’ features of comprehensive systems (thus 

qualifying somewhat the argument of Raffe et al (1998, 2001).  This might explain the lower 

levels of skills inequality in Denmark, which offers work-based learning in all tracks of upper 

secondary education and has the highest rate of combined school- and work-based learning 

amongst vocational students (See Figure Nine). But it would not explain why Finland (with a 

much lower rate of work-based learning) has lower skills inequality at 18-20 than Norway (with 

a higher rate). Clearly other factors must be in play in the Finnish case.   

Figure Eleven: Changes in Literacy Ginis between Age 15 (PISA) and Age 18-20 (SAS) 
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Figure Twelve: Changes in NumeracyGinis between Age 15 (PISA) and Age 18-20 

(SAS) 

 

Source – derived from data in SAS, OECD, Paris, 2014. 
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lower secondary education. This adds weight to the hypothesis that the inequality results at the 

end of upper secondary are mostly a reflection of the situation of students on entry.  

 In summary, Nordic systems of upper secondary education and training do have some 

important features in common that research suggests are beneficial to raising skills levels and 

reducing inequalities. But they also differ in key respects according to their forms of 

institutional organisation. In terms of their effects on skills inequalities, they also vary 

considerably, and, overall, do not stand out from those of other country groups in the mitigation 

of skills inequality. However, skills inequalities do reduce during the upper secondary phase in 

Nordic countries, as in most others.  Since inequality of skills at the end of lower secondary 

education is relatively low in Nordic countries relative to most other countries, it remains so 

for those leaving upper secondary education.       

 

Adult Learning 

To complete the survey we now turn to adult education and to the heart of what makes the 

Nordics distinctive. To many observers of Nordic education systems it is pre-school education 

and adult education which form the essence of the Nordic model of lifelong learning. As the 

European Commission and OECD came to champion the idea of lifelong learning in the late 

20th century, it was with a novel notion of learning ‘from cradle to grave’, serving all stages of 

the life course in a single holistic educational framework (the ‘life-wide’ conception was added 

later).  The influential 1996 ‘Delors’ report – Learning – The Treasure Within (UNESCO, 1996) 

notably captured both dimensions of the new encompassing vision. Scandinavian education 

systems naturally became the ambassadors for this, since they had already gone furthest in 

extending education in the early and later phases of the life course, with what were indisputably 

the most encompassing pre-school and adult education systems in the world.   

The Nordic countries had a long history of high participation in adult learning. Kjell Rubenson 

(2006) associated this with the universalistic and solidaristic nature of the Nordic Welfare state 

regime. There was a longstanding historical tradition of adult education linked to social 

movements (exemplified by the Folk High Schools, as well as the pervasive study associations 

and study circles). Adult education was strongly supported by strong corporatist traditions of 

social partnership between the central and local state and civil society organisations. The states 

had prioritised lifelong learning as a vehicle for the Active Labour Market policies deemed 

essential to re-skill workers displaced by new technologies and to assist adaptation to 
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technological change. Generous funding by employers and state support for adult general and 

vocational learning was especially targeted at disadvantaged adults as a means for reducing 

inequality and enhancing social solidarity. 

Rubenson (2006) was one of the first to draw attention to the exceptionally universalistic nature 

of adult learning in Nordic countries. Using cross-country data for the 1990s from International 

Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) (the precursor to SAS) he was able to show that Nordic countries 

had exceptionally high participation rates in adult learning (53% compared with 32% for all 

IALS countries). Combined with the wider access to adult learning for those with low levels 

of qualifications in Scandinavian countries compared with other IALS countries, this 

contributed to reducing adult literacy inequality to a point below that in all other countries 

surveyed except Germany. 

More recent data suggests Nordic adult education remains relatively universalistic. According 

to the 2011/2012 Survey of Adult Skills, the proportion of adults who participated in formal 

education or training over the past 12 months was around 68 - 70% in Denmark, Finland, 

Sweden and Norway; a higher proportion than in any of the other countries in the survey (see 

Figure 13). The proportion of employees reporting ‘learning at work’ was also relatively high, 

according to one analysis of the OECD data which creates an index from three items in the 

survey relating to learning tasks. All four of the Nordic countries were in the top half of the 

country rank order for learning in their job (See Green et al, 2014, Figure 33, p. 36).   

However, inequality in adult skills has risen in Nordic countries since the mid 1990s. A 

comparison of literacy scores for adults in IALS, conducted in the mid 1990s, and SAS in 

2011/12, shows an increase in the skills Gini coefficients in three of the Nordic countries 

(Denmark, Norway and Finland) over the eleven-year period between the surveys, with only 

Sweden showing a slight decline (See Green et al, 2014, Figure 16, p. 21). The rise is 

particularly marked amongst the 16-24 year-olds in the sample (Ibid, Figure 15, p. 20), 

suggesting that the rise in inequality in adults overall is due to higher inequality amongst the 

younger cohorts entering the adult population. As noted in respect of inequalities in skills 

outcomes amongst 15 year olds, there has been some convergence between countries in levels 

of inequality in skills outcomes, with countries with high levels of inequality in the mid 1990s 

(all the anglophone countries) managing to reduce inequalities by 2011/12, and countries with 

relatively low levels in the mid - 1990s experiencing increases (Germany, Netherland and three 

Nordics).    
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By 2011/12 inequalities in adult skills outcomes in Nordic countries were in the middle of the 

range for the 25 countries and country regions in SAS. In numeracy, Finland and Denmark, 

again, were the least unequal (with 10th and 11th lowest skills Ginis) with Norway and Sweden 

more unequal (15th and 16th places). In literacy, they all came in the middle of the rank ordering 

(9th to 16th places of 25). However, inequalities of skills opportunities for Nordic adults were 

still somewhat lower than in most country groups. The average for the social gap in 

achievement in literacy was substantially below the averages for the social market and liberal 

groups of countries, similar to that in the CEE group, but marginally higher than those for East 

Asian and southern European groups.  For numeracy, the average for Nordic countries was 

lower than in the liberal, social market, southern European and CEE groups of counties and 

similar to the East Asian group (Green et al, 2014, figures 19 and 20, p. 23) 

Figure Thirteen:  Adult Participation in Formal Education  

 

Definition: Whether student, or whether participated in formal education or training course over previous 12 

months. 

Source: derived from data in Survey of Adult Skills (OECD, 2013) 
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productivity. Levels of inequality in literacy and numeracy outcomes have increased somewhat 

amongst Nordic adults since the 1990s and by 2011 Nordic countries were in the middle of the 

range of countries in SAS in terms of the width of their skills distributions. However, the social 

gaps in adult skills still remain lower than in most other countries.    

 

Conclusions 
This paper aimed to assess the durability of the ‘Nordic Model’ of lifelong learning through an 

analysis of the relevant cross-country data on education system characteristics and their skills 

outcomes.  

The notion of a distinctive ‘Nordic Model’ of education came to prominence in the last two 

decades of the 20th century, based on claims about the radically comprehensive and egalitarian 

nature of Nordic public school systems and the exceptionally universalistic provision of pre-

school and adult education found in Nordic countries. The inclusiveness of educational 

provision at each phase of the life course resonated with the globally-emergent vision of 

lifelong learning and the proliferating international, survey-based data on education system 

characteristics and outcomes tended to support the claims for a Nordic Model.  But how far has 

this survived during the succeeding thirty or forty years? 

The analysis presented here suggests that, despite substantial policy changes across Nordic 

countries, and the significant differences between their systems, the common and distinctive 

characteristics of the Nordic Model have largely survived. Pre-school and adult education 

remain more universalistic than in most other countries for which we have comparable data; 

basic schooling (in primary and lower secondary schools) has continued to be more 

‘comprehensive’ than in other regions, excepting perhaps East Asia; and Nordic upper 

secondary education and training systems, while far from identical, still share a number a 

common and distinctive system characteristics which research suggests have positive effects 

on outcomes. Nordic education systems remain relatively egalitarian. Inequalities in skills 

outcomes for adults are now closer to the average for OECD countries, but they remain lower 

at 18-20 years than in most other countries. Inequality of skills opportunities at 15 years have 

declined or remained stable (depending on the measure used), remaining, on average, lower 

than in other groups of countries, except East Asia. The same applies for the social gap in 

numeracy skills amongst adults (Ibid, Figure 19, p. 26). 
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Nordic systems are perhaps somewhat less distinctive than before due to the policy changes 

prompted by the global rise of neo-liberal educational policies and widespread policy 

borrowing between countries. European systems are becoming more hybridised than before. 

Nevertheless, Nordic education systems retain much in common that distinguishes them from 

those in other regions. The ‘Nordic Model’ is quite resilient and is likely to continue in a 

recognisable form so long as the Nordic welfare state – of which it is an integral part – survives.     
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