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Introduction

Ever since reading (a very long time ago!) the true-life adventure story set in Norway during world war two called Two Eggs on My Plate, the country has always held a fascination for me. The book was about a group of local heroes who risked all to stop the occupying Nazis from completing what would have been a nuclear bomb plant which may have changed the result of WW2. I think there was also a movie starring (probably) Kirk Douglas, but not a patch on the book.

Then the great Douglas Adams, in Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy, invented a brilliant character called Slartibartfast, whose job was designing countries, with Norway’s fjords his proudest lifetime achievement. How’s that for a career!

But I’d only actually been there the once, in about 1982, clattering about in a huge, battered old Volvo which regularly shed pieces of bodywork, along with a couple of mates (who I’m still good friends with!) and being in Oslo at just the right time to see the world-renowned (in the world of athletics) Bislett games on a balmy evening, and in Bergen at just the right time for grey clouds and rain to spoil the (usually) stunning views from the top of the hills which dominate the city. In the end, we were happy to make it home alive after a heart-stopping case of brakes failure descending a steep, twisting section of the main road between the two cities. Back then, it was all just part of the fun – not sure I’d enjoy a similar experience quite as much these days!

Anyway, in 1982 I was working in the travel business. In 2008, I am in careers guidance and the world and myself have changed during the 25-odd years in between. The years whizzed past and the memories of Norway faded. Not having made any fortunes during that time, a return visit to one of the world’s most expensive but beautiful countries became increasingly unlikely.

When I first saw the information about the Leonardo programme, though, Norway was far from my thoughts. It was only after reading Academia Norway’s information about the placement, then contacting the helpful Anne-Marit Venstad to find out more, that I decided to apply for a place and eventually it was confirmed by Careers Europe. However, health problems beginning in the middle of February put my participation in real doubt, and I travelled on 3rd May only a short while after a brief stay in hospital, hoping for the best. Although not fully well at the start of the week, I flew home after the finish (reluctantly) feeling in better health than for a long time – testimony to the Norwegian air, the quality of our programme, the friendliness of colleagues from around Europe, and the generosity of our hosts.

Unfortunately, my preparation for the exchange was severely hampered and I’m very thankful to colleagues Claire Miller from Bradford and Andrew Ashford of Trafford, for doing all of the work on our opening presentation, whilst I managed a very small contribution which fitted-in around theirs.

Pre-programme: Sat –Sun 3rd & 4th May

I arrived in Bergen by air from Stanstead late morning and had four hours before catching my train. Weather was glorious and I headed straight to the funicular railway which goes to the top of hills overlooking the picturesque harbour area, and out over surrounding islands. Unlike 25 years ago the view was superb. I walked back down via paths and through the old town area with its traditional wooden and pointy-roof houses.

My train to Myrdal with onward connection to Flam 30 was minutes late leaving, due to staff shortgages. A rude awakening from thinking everything works perfectly in Norway! Re- assured the connecting train was being held, I relaxed as the train climbed steadily into snow-covered landscape with mountain peaks all around. The connection was duly waiting. Good to see that public and private transport can co-operate!. This is a world-famed private railway which snakes down a mountain through numerous tunnels for about 50 minutes, and ends at Flam, at the head of a “finger” of the vast Sognefjord.

By this time it was 8pm and I was too tired to enjoy the views fully, having been up since 3am and anyway I was to make the journey in the opposite direction tomorrow . The main need now, was to get to the hotel. Getting down from the train, I was immediately stuck by Flam’s stunning location. Just a small collection of dwellings and other buildings clustered around the head of the fjord, with almost sheer mountainsides framing the scene. It was £70 for the night for a basic but clean room with shower room at the small pension-style hotel, and what a view! The view from a window the width of the room, straight down the fjord to snow-caps in the distance, was just jaw-dropping. The flashier (and much more expensive) hotel closer to the train station did not have this location. Actually, my room was probably the best in town. 

Despite being gob-smacked by the view and exhausted, I resolved to not to surrender to sleep and went out to explore. You don’t get to have too much time in places like these and it seemed a crime not to try and keep going. I had my reward. Rounding the corner of a building down by the harbour, a sign announced a brew-pub (a pub which brews its own beers, to anyone with any doubts), and so of course, as part of my duty as a hunter of beers of quality and disciple of the late, great Michael Jackson, I was soon installed at the bar and being given a guided tour through the six beers (mostly small sample glasses) on offer by bar staff and the owner. This was quite a find, only one of 9 brew-pubs in Norway and designed in a kind of “Vikings den” style to draw some of the thousands of summer visitors who descend on Flam every year. So I ignored the décor and just focussed on the beer quality.

Strolling back through the twilight, and by now having Flam pretty much to myself, I realised how fortunate I was to be there in early May, before it became overrun by swarms of mountain-bikers, cruise ship passengers, and the rest. It was a beautiful stillness, with clean, fresh air. After the pain of the previous ten weeks and the doubts about travelling, Flam was like being in paradise. Back at the room, and seeing a small orange light at the far end of the fjord, I stood and watched transfixed as the light grew bigger and turned into a small ferry-boat, which hugged the left shore before gliding into its overnight harbour berth. Sleep came very easily, quickly afterwards. What a superb day.

Dragging myself out of bed at 7 am I went out for another little exploring walk as Flam came awake. After making the most of the breakfast buffet (this is an absolute must in Norway due to the higher costs of almost everything!) it was time for the train back up the mountain. This is a “proper” train, not a funicular. As deep gorges and waterfalls turned into a snow-covered landscape, the train slowly completed its twisting, steep climb up about 3,000 metres and arrived back at the blinding light of Myrdal – which is basically just a train station on the main line and another six hours to Oslo. Due to gradients and the presence of deep snow, the onward connecting train trundled along sedately across brilliant white landscape, filling with large numbers of people returning to Oslo from weekends of Nordic skiing. “Everyone in Norway skis”, I learned later-on. Then it gathered speed as the snow turned into pine forest, wide glassy-watered fjords, and then finally through the pristine-looking suburbs of Oslo and into central station. 

Actually, I had eventually tired of the beautiful views, and had been just willing the minutes to pass, so was relieved to make my way on foot the short distance to our hotel for the week, where I all I could do after grabbing a quick plate of food at a nearby café was crash out and watch (with Norwegian commentary of course) a live football match on TV, from a place which sounded like “Starbake”.

Except for the hotel in Oslo, costs of travel within Norway, accommodation, and subsistence for the above two days were entirely at my own expense. The cost of the flight to Bergen, was comparable with those to Oslo.

Monday, 5th May

Time to get my head into the week’s programme! I went into the busy breakfast buffet (important face-filling!) room and by sheer luck quickly picked out colleagues from the Czech Republic. They had all been in Oslo since Saturday, so had got to know the place a bit. The hotel was basic and my room rather lacked facilities for hanging-up clothes (coathangers and hooks) but overall it was fine and the location was perfect, being near to transport and just off Karl Johans Gate, the main city thoroughfare. Bumping into English colleagues Claire and Andrew, we (eventually) figured out how to travel the three stops on the underground train for our rendezvous with Klaaspeter Kuperus, our main host for the week. 

Despite Klaaspeter’s clear instruction for everyone to meet him on the station platform, some participants had decided instead to wait upstairs in the station lobby. Anyway, eventually we met each other but that’s the last thing a group organiser needs! 

Our base location for the week was the offices of Utdanningsdirektoratet, or national education headquarters. We settled into our conference room and made introductions and previewed the programme. Klaaspeter had taken on the job of host and guide at relatively short notice and was fitting it into a busy schedule which included a local guidance project and a euroguidance role. Suddenly it dawned on me that I was sitting in a room in Oslo with colleagues from around Europe – it really had begun, I had actually made it!

Lunches in Norway are taken relatively early, from about 11.30 and for the most part these were provided whether at base or on a visit, and always filled or open bread rolls. This was very much appreciated, and unexpected. The days were never too packed and so there was usually good chance to combine our learning with experiencing the city, which was also much appreciated.

Monday’s events were:

· Official welcome by Marit Hognestad, Assistant Director of the Norwegian Directorate for Education & Training (NDE&T)

· Presentation by Laila Fossum, The Curriculum Department, NDE&T: Current reforms to the content and structure of the education syllabus and its organisation

· Presentation by Lone-Lonne Christiansen, NDE&T: Career Guidance and the Norwegian school system

· Presentations by delegates, in country order: UK, Czech Republic, Estonia, France, Belgium, Spain, Ireland….not quite like Eurovision, but similar

Some points from the above presentations are incorporated into later parts of this report.

· Klaaspeter lead the group back to the city centre by foot. People went their separate ways, a few of us took advantage of the glorious weather (which lasted all week) to do a bit of exploring around the harbour area, including an exhibition of drug-taking in a small public park.

· Most of the group later went for an excellent Indian meal, at a huge restaurant with fine views along Karl Johans Gate.

Common language sub-groups were already being formed at this stage, these were to further consolidate as the week went on. It was easy to understand how fatiguing it can be to listen and talk for a full day in another language, and for those people to prefer to spend their evenings talking in their own language. I estimated that the financial allowance would permit a decent standard of living for the week, if managed sensibly and a watch kept on daily spend. This turned out to be right, and there was no need to scrimp on food or demur from having the occasional drink, but no great scope for high living, either!

I enjoyed the morning presentations a lot and found them very relevant, but have to say that while some of the country presentations were excellent, others tried to go into too much detail, and, with some struggling with their English, the impact for me was patchy.

Tuesday, 6th May

I think the previous three days, together with after-effects from illness, finally caught up with me today. I over-slept and decided, to help ensure lasting the rest of the week in good shape, to just stay in and around the hotel and get more sleep. In hindsight, it was worthwhile because I felt almost 100% from Wednesday onwards, better than for ages which also vindicated the decision to travel. I joined the (by now) English-speaking sub-group for a pretty ordinary “Italian” meal in the evening.

What I missed was a presentation on Entrepreneurship by Inger Karin Roe Odegard of NDE&T and a trip to Ulsrud Upper Secondary school, again with an Enterprise focus. 

Disappointing though this was, I don’t think this was a huge disadvantage, as Enterprise was a strong theme running throughout the whole programme. A teacher at Ulsrud apparently created some interest among some members of our delegation, due I gather to his tight trousers and other charms. They didn’t seem to recall much about what he was saying!

The school’s enterprise programme apparently includes something called Grundercamp, which entails students being locked into a room for a day, whilst they resolve business problems. However, I wasn’t able to find out much in the way of detail. Hopefully they are given basic human rights whilst doing this activity!

Wednesday, 7th May

This was a day to savour! The weather was actually getting even warmer, but without the muggyness which so often afflicts the UK. It was invigorating to breathe clear fresh air as we went though our varied activities. 

Meeting Klaaspeter at the national theatre underground rail station, we took a commuter train to the township of Sandvika, about 20 minutes’ trip. Sandvika lies within a county (Akershus) which takes in much of Oslo and many surrounding areas, and of course it was spotlessly clean and had a relaxed and understatedly prosperous feel (warm sunshine and clear skies no doubts helped this along).

The Upper (16+) school of 720 students was created in August 2006. It was actually a former office block which had become available for occupation. This provided the opportunity for the school to relocate from its former site and to convert the building into a modern, spacious learning environment including a large atrium area and 100% natural ventilation. Next year they expect to have 840 students, offering a mixture of academic and vocational subject pathways. Although not operating at its normal levels due to it being exams time, the calmness seemed to envelop everyone, although we were to learn later that a tragic road accident, involving local young people, had recently happened nearby.

The Deputy Principal (an uncanny double of the film actor William H Macey) and a student greeted us with fanfares from traditional horns – and was followed by a series of excellent presentations, tour of the school, and lunch. Throughout the tour, we came across clusters of students placidly sitting around (often on the floor) working at laptops and seemingly oblivious to our presence.

The presentations were:

· Partnership for Career Guidance in Akershus County: Marit Klyve.

Marit explained that her role is a relatively new one and is aimed at ensuring better coherence, planning, communication and sharing of information and good practice between schools and the various other local agencies in the county. It was explained that such a model is not necessarily replicated in other counties.

· PTV – “Programmes for Choice” in Baerum municipality : Janita Flem

Bareum is a sub-area of Akershus, a bit like a large English district council and includes many schools.  PTV is essentially a project to develop the teaching of Business & Enterprise in these schools, and Janita has moved into the role having taught PE for many years. The emphasis is on practical approaches although some theory is included, and we were taken through examples of various completed projects, including a mini-presentation by a student on the “Smooth Monday” project she was involved in, which was about producing and marketing fruit smoothies for sale on the campus on Mondays!

The programme moves through stages of ideas generation, setting out a company vision, finance and funding, business planning, market research and analysis, premises and equipment, production and locations.

Enterprise Education is clearly very high profile within Norway at the moment, with the government keen to encourage the establishment and growth of small businesses. This was a theme which ran throughout the whole week, and we learned about how the government also encourages and supports employers of all sizes to take on young people as placements or as apprentices, with financial backing. We also learned that clusters of small businesses are helped to work collaboratively.

· Career Guidance at Sandvika Upper Secondary School: Clare Seville.

Clare actually works as a Careers Counsellor at a nearby vocational education upper school. She said that 90% of graduates from lower schools get their preferred choices in terms of upper school and programmes, but everything depends on final marks gained.She sdaid that schools tend to be very similar in the range of opportunities they offer, and it should also be noted that Independent schools are virtually non-existent in Norway. (More points incorporated within the summary of this report).

We departed and returned by train to Oslo. From near the Royal Palace, we boarded a bus which seemed to make a grand tour of the south-west suburbs (everything seemed so spacious and well-kept) but was really going around and stopping at various museums dotted around this area. Ours was the Norwegian Museum of Cultural History, of which we had a guided tour of several traditional wood-constructed dwellings and farm buildings, most having turf roofs. A bit difficult to get the lawnmower up there, I’d think. We were guided into a typical family home, where I apparently chose to occupy the head of household’s seat. Very cosy, but of course no satellite TV in those days.

The visit concluded with a tour of a stave church, one of only a very few still surviving, with this one having been moved to the museum. Constructed only by joinery methods, its main need is constant maintenance with pine-tar.

From the museum, we ambled down to the local jetty, for the ferry back over to the main harbour & jetty area. We had travelled in a loop around a large inlet of the larger harbour which Oslo is based around. But why hurry back, when the jetty is also an outdoor bar and restaurant, you are thirsty and hungry, the weather’s beautiful, it’s a spectacular setting with the sun glinting off dozens of moored boats, and the ferries seem to come and go every few minutes? Well, some did, poor souls.

As the small foot ferry returned us to the main harbour and we stepped onto one of the jetties, it struck me how Oslo, in this area, has some similarities with Sydney, with its waterside setting, harbour and jetties, local ferries, and spectacular opera house. It’s just a pity the dazzling white, angular opera house is rather hidden from view around another corner, but you can use the imagination, I suppose. 

I left my remaining (mostly Irish & English plus one Czech) colleagues and Klaaspter, to make a little trip down memory lane, to the Bislett Stadium. This is easily reached by tram from the city centre. It’s been modernised since 1982 of course, but still readily recognisable. The concrete steps from where I watched Coe and Ovett in their prime, and Ingrid Kristiansen break the world 5000 metre world record, are now covered with shiny seats. The stadium was a hive of activity for athletes in training and most people in the surrounding area were doing training runs. I started to feel rather old and unfit (which I am) and returned to the hotel.

Thursday, 8th May

The last-but-one day, tomorrow was the journey home, unfortunate but inevitable. Today’s afternoon visit to NAV, which I think is collaboration between employment and social services, was been cancelled, so instead we visited the nearby Munch museum. 

So quite a low-key day overall, but with a big evening! 

After breakfast most of the group walked to Utdannings, very pleasant along a river and through a small park. The morning consisted mostly of summing-up, and a light-hearted (for most, anyway) group project in which we had to produce proposals for a “fantasy” new guidance service for a Norway of the future. We were joined by Klaaspeter’s colleague Jan-Erik at this point.

The Munch museum is devoted to Norway’s most famous painter, Edvard Munch (pronounced with a northern-English “u” and a “k” sound at the end). The museum is still not exhibiting his famous “Scream” painting, as it’s still being restored after being stolen and recovered many years ago. Apparently some guys took it from off the gallery wall and just walked out the front door. The museum featured a small theatre showing a documentary film on Munch’s life, which showed how he suffered from persecution and from mental health problems, and of course how he became celebrated after his death. After the group shared a splendid bottle of Bordeaux outside the museum (disgraceful - drinking in public!!), courtesy of Florence from France, we returned to the hotel and prepared to head out to dinner.

Academia Norway really did organise something special. Our restaurant was smack on the main quayside, and could have been a film-set, its multi-levels festooned with a huge collection of maritime memorabilia including a real stuffed polar bear which was hard not to keep a wary eye on. We were joined by Marit Hognestad and Jan-Erik, food was superb and the wine flowed, all courtesy of Academia. It was probably the only time that all participants were together socially, but it was also a shame that a small group decided to leave rather hurriedly after the meal, which I thought was impolite to our hosts.

Klaaspeter then lead a number of us back to the city centre and to the 42nd (or something like that) floor cocktail lounge of the Radisson Hotel back in the city centre and its panoramic views over the city. This can form part of a huge penthouse suite, so sometimes is off-limits. We were lucky on this occasion (Roman Abramovitch wasn’t in town), and fantasised that the other drinkers were really our guests.

The urinals were memorable, but I won’t go into detail.

Friday, 9th May

Waking and suddenly realising it was the last day, and that I was flying home later-on, I packed and checked-out but left my case with the hotel. Very handy for collecting later and footing it to the airport express train with maybe even a last beer at the Sir Winston Churchill pub around the corner on KJG, where I had frittered away a few late afternoon “tenners” (English pounds) on a pint and packet of peanuts.

We made our way to Majorstuen, just outside the centre of Oslo. The Confederation of Norwegian Enterprise (NHO) were our hosts for the morning and these were the presentations:

· Overview of NHO by Tor Erik Groeng.

Has 19,500 members, the largest having 750 employees. Overall 500,000 employees working for member companies.

NHO help with financial compensation to member companies in the event of strikes. They hold an annual conference, and are the “home” to various projects and programmes such as Junior Achievement & Young Enterprise Norway.

Tor Erik is a former teacher and school careers counsellor of 20 years – this seems to be quite a common type of career progression.

· Business at School Programme by Ola Risnes.

This is the largest NHO programme, it began in 1996 and employed 20 former teachers whose first task was to evaluate the curriculum and propose changes. Claims this was a better approach than Sweden’s due to teachers having more credibility. More recent developments are on relationship between universities and businesses. Focus of BatS has been lower secondary, aim of enhancing upper secondary subject choices. Very much looking on the work place as an arena for learning, BatS began by trying to broker formal partnership agreements between schools and companies (at senior level) involving long term commitments.

Now, the general curriculum is home to the BatS programme. A short video described the partnership between ABB Ltd and Lyn School. There is a website for teachers which includes further films featuring existing partnerships including student interviews in which they describe the activities they have experienced.

· Entrepreneurship in Education (EinE) by Kjell Vidar Jorgensen

This is actually a Europe-wide programme and goes by the name of Ja-Ye in Norway. (www.ja-ye.org) Features a range of programmes, which can be “lifted” by schools for use with ages 9-10 upwards right through to Universities. The centrepiece is a “Company Programme” for 15-19 year olds which entails setting up a real company (which has to be closed after a year). 

EinE has an aim of engaging 25% of all students in Norway’s schools by 2010.

Kinaesthetic learning, team work and self-awareness are promoted/developed.

EinE tries to foster skills and knowledge to support local economies and try to avoid increasing urbanisation in enterprise development.

We were shown a video which featured the finals of the European EinE awards ceremony.

· Female Future (FF) programme (have lost details of the presenter).

This is a government-backed NHO programme aimed at encouraging more women into leadership positions and for companies to be more proactive in this respect, especially within the private sector. It actually has the backing of parliamentary legislation, from 2003. Claims to have helped about 500 to move into boardroom roles or “more demanding leadership roles” since 2006. 

FF has a strong networking skills and facilitation element, which is seen as crucial for women successfully taking and maintaining this change.

It was a full morning, but the presentations were of good quality. In fact the quality of all presentations impressed me, and Academia have clearly been successful in promoting the Leonardo guidance exchange programme to partner organisations (with one exception!).

After the customary early lunch, delegates began to say their goodbyes as flights home beckoned. There was time for the customary visit to the nearby Viggen sculpture park.

Viggen is Norway’s most famous sculptor and many of his works are on display, most notably along the parapet of a bridge, around a large fountain, and rather disturbingly a tall column consisting entirely of entwined human bodies (not real ones!) of varying shapes, sizes and ages. The documentary film on Munch I had seen on Thursday, mentioned the rivalry between the two artists and how he (Munch) had refused to pay taxes for funding the building of the park and its sculptures. It seems that Munch, having felt persecuted for the content/nature of much of his earlier work, did not feel inclined to support the financing and display of art of a similar nature, especially as he had personally suffered and paved the way for such work to become “acceptable”.

The sculptures are a feature of a large park, and many Oslo people were enjoying its open space and picnicking or just sprawling on the grass.

Much as I would have enjoyed doing the latter, it was time for me to head home. After spending what remained of my Kroner, I boarded the express train to the (relatively) new main airport at Gardermoen.

Report continues on p.10 below

Facts, observations and summary

Norway

Norway is unfeasibly beautiful and (to visitors of moderate means) unfairly expensive.

I seemed to find things more comfortable there physically. Cleaner, fresher air, and train seats which seemed designed with tall people in mind.

There are about 4 million people and those of them I came across were polite, unstressed and civilised. It was very pleasing to note that, even in Oslo, I hardly saw anyone using a mobile phone, which to me is a good sign of a healthy psyche.

The country has not, however, escaped social and economic problems common to many others – drugs, decline in economic sectors, antisocial behaviour – but there was little evidence of it. 

Drivers always slowed or stopped to allow pedestrians over at zebra crossings – I had several “no, after you” incidents - , there was no visible animal-like behaviour and hardly any litter. 

It is a very long country. If you were to cut the country from out of a map of Europe, it would fit between Rome and where Oslo is, top to toe. It’s organised into about 15 districts, which are in turn divided into counties. Due to the geography and widely differing economic and social conditions, the regions have a strong tendency to be fairly autonomous in how they implement central Norwegian government policy.

Oslo

It is a very pleasant city indeed of about 1 million and seemed wealthy and prosperous. Being built around a large harbour, lots of green open spaces, with ready access to hills and open countryside, it’s a sought-after place to live in. Although not necessarily representative of the whole city, the people of central Oslo seemed ethnically diverse, much more so than I recall 25 years ago. 

The city has lots of cultural attractions, such as museums and galleries of all types, and not blighted by over-development. The harbour area is a feature, as is the long, straight and mostly pedestrianised Karl Johans Gate which stretches from central station to the Royal Palace. The public transport system of underground, trams, foot ferries, buses and local trains, means that cars are very low-key in Oslo.

The newly-finished Opera House is an architectural and visual wonder. In a response (I think) to Sydney, it is all straight lines and low gradients. You can stroll comfortably (quite legally) up the slopes of the roof to a vantage point over the harbour and city. The King’s yacht is moored alongside ferries to Sweden and Denmark, and the remains of a large fortress overlook the harbour – a popular place for strolling and post-work relaxing. 

Education system

Compulsory education is divided into 3 stages, starting at six years of age and culminating in three Lower Secondary grades which finish at 16. At this point, there is a school leaving examination which provides a school-leaving certificate. It is here that a second foreign language (English being compulsory) has to be taken.

About 6% of all school students are recognised as having special educational needs, but there no special schools – all are included-in although often within quite separate units.

There are no private/independent schools.

In practice, almost all students progress to the Upper Secondary level (post-16), which formed the main focus of the placement. Statutory right is for 3 years, but in practice can extend to four in some cases. This is because the system in Norway seems to be geared mainly to young people crystallising their decisions about learning pathways and career interests after 16. For instance, the system allows the switch between academic and vocational pathways or vice-versa without the young person being unduly disadvantaged and penalised though restricted opportunities.

Upper secondary education is designed to make equivalent courses to everyone, with the two pathways offered everywhere. 

Vocational education comprises two years at school, then a further, more specialised one or two years are spent as an apprentice and workplace based. If insufficient opportunities are available with employers, then the county authority must provide training at school. The final exam is the same whether training has been school or employer-based.

The new curriculum (see next section) provides for 15 foundation courses in upper secondary. These have a general education slant, leaving specialisation to the advanced academic and vocational courses.

Most institutions of Higher Education are publicly-owned and comprise six universities, six university colleges, 26 state colleges and two colleges of art. 

The university colleges offer programmes which are more vocational such as agriculture, veterinary, economics and business. Undergraduates programmes in HE last between 4 and 6 years, with Masters (2 years) and Doctoral programmes (2-3 years) following on.

The 26 state colleges offer various undergraduate programmes lasting from 1 to 4 years. These can be transferred to or combined with undergrad programmes at university. However, most of these programmes are profession-specific like engineering, social work, teaching, and health services.

Utdanningsdirektoratet (“UD”)

Otherwise known as the Directorate for Education and Training.

UD’s role in career guidance is to :

· Develop it as a policy area

· Develop competencies

· Quality development – including a framework for guidance competency (this is in the process of being developed)

· Foster co-operation and co-ordination

· Leading on national initiatives – e.g. trialling the individual career plan

· Be a home for international work e.g. Euroguidance Norway

· Help develop networks for careers counsellors

Curriculum

Reforms are currently being implemented at all levels in Norway. These cover content and structure of the syllabus, and organisation. Clear competency-based learning objectives and outcomes have been written.

There are three main areas to the reforms:

· Core curriculum – the main subjects including mandatory ones

· Quality Framework including student entitlements (comprising schools’ responsibilities, legislation, and broad principles covering all types of learning)

· Individual subject curricula (500 in total) with set syllabi but with 25% flexibility for schools

There will be increased focus on the following skills, which have been identified as a major failing in Norway: Writing, Oral, Reading, Maths, and Using Digital Tools.

Sounds a bit like our old Key & Basic skills /new Functional Skills  - no sign of anything resembling PLTS, however. (Personal Learning & Thinking Skills).

However, local responsibility has been given to the final content, organisation and methods of teaching, all they must do is ensure the national outcomes are met.

Schools and teachers are so far finding this autonomy to be hard work and have been asking for support from Utdannings to implement it.

Lower secondary school students can have tasters of courses on offer at the Upper level, but this needs good local co-operation and so is patchy. The onus is on Lower schools for this, and one reason it doesn’t always happen is down to funding issues. However, there is a national requirement that Lower Secondary students should try out at least two Upper Secondary programmes before moving-up.

Students can begin Upper Secondary by trying-out modules from various vocational programmes before committing themselves to anything, although the extent to which this is possible does vary from one area to another.

Interesting to know the government has a target of 50% to take up vocational education programmes at Upper Secondary. Students taking the vocational post-16 route can progress into Higher Education.

Career Education (CEd), Work Related Learning (WRL) and Enterprise Education (EE)

For a while, it was difficult to discern if there are any statutory requirements, or anything resembling national curriculum or learning outcomes. There is clearly a strong government-backed focus on supporting and developing Enterprise Education, in line with national economic strategy. 

In general, making more definite longer-term plans in Norway, the guidance associated with that, and underpinning education provision seems to kick in at the Upper Secondary (16+) stage.

However, the presentation by Janita Flem at Sandvika gave more insight. She introduced a new (from 2006) curriculum subject, called Kunnskapsloftet – or The Knowledge Promotion although I think this is a local name applied to a new national curriculum subject called Programme for Choice.

Looking back to one of Monday’s presentations, this seemed to tie-in. It is the closest approximation I could find to a career education programme and includes sharing of curriculum between the Lower and Secondary levels, in order to improve decision-making about courses by students. It is introduced at Lower secondary level and has inputs aimed at developing, via mostly practical methods (e.g. workplace experiences), insight into the content, structure and tasks of various jobs.

But the programme does also include exploration of talents, interests and decision-making skills so we can say that it approximates to CEd. It has a learn by doing emphasis, and can include the following activities:

Build a miniature house (relates to a range of occupations);

Parents come into school to talk about their work;

Write a CV, apply for a job, mock job interview;

Organised day trips to companies;

Making a survey of companies and occupation in the neighbourhood;

Making an individual career plan, incorporating options in upper/higher education

Programme for Choice also aims to equip students with skills in lifelong independent decision-making, and “a better and more individually adjusted education, plus an opportunity to choose practical activities or a specialisation at an earlier stage.”

Guidance

Individual guidance to young people on careers and on vocational and academic pathway, and subject choices in Norway, is provided by the school Careers Counsellor. 

There is no external agency involvement. 

All CC’s have to be teachers, there is no other accepted route in. Typically, the CC will keep a 20% teaching workload. There is no shortage or problem in attracting teachers to moving into the role, and once there, the turnover is low. The main rationale given for this method is that as teachers, they are better at knowing the young people from within the school context. 

However there is no formal training or qualification requirement for the role. Training tends to be a patchwork quilt of things such as counselling and attending such events as may be organised locally or occasionally by Utdannings. There is no equivalent of ICG or ACEG, and no national conference although regional meetings do sometimes take place.

Career Guidance is not subject to criteria for standards, and does not come within any inspection framework. There do not seem to be minimum competency standards in existence and I’m not sure what the arrangements are for supervision. 

However, as part of the educational reforms, the role of guidance is strongly linked to labour market and lifelong learning commitment, to boost recruitment to vocational options, reduce drop-outs, ensure match between supply and demand, and tackle gender segregation.

A government White Paper on school counselling services clearly separated Career Guidance on the one hand and Social & Pedagogical Guidance on the other, although responsibility for both lies with the schools.

It seems that, helped by the seemingly long-term nature of the post, Career Counsellors just get through by sheer experience and probably personal commitment to wider learning and enthusiasm for the job.

Partnerships between various organisations involved in careers counselling are initiated at county administrative level, and a range of models have been adopted. This includes meeting the guidance needs of adults. However, the effectiveness of such initiatives tends to be inconsistent – hence UD’s supporting role in this area. 

Post-transition support has recently been identified as an area of particular need.

During the placement, mention was made of other agencies but we didn’t get to know about any of them in too much detail. One such is a national agency was set up purely to deal with school drop-outs and help them to re-integrate into education or training as a project and is now fully established and further developed as the Youth Follow-Up Service. These are usually partnerships between various bodies and in some places have become called Careers Centres, some having close labour market links, some not. 

There are also 13 Youth Information Centres in Norway, covering absolutely any subject.

Otherwise, different districts and counties seem to develop their own strategies as far as support agencies is concerned. Adult Guidance, such as it is, tends to be mainly through the equivalent of Job Centres although in places a fully fledged Careers Centre (see above) has evolved.

Other EU countries

Without wishing to go into too much detail, there seemed to be a very general “split” between the countries taking part in this exchange, in terms of the underlying approach to careers guidance for young people. These are:

Psychologica/Pedagogical vs Socio-Economic based approach

School/education-based vs Wider agency-based approach

For instance, one country’s careers guidance service is located alongside the educational and child psychology service, based away from the education system (Czech Republic). The careers counsellers have supervision from the psychologists. 

In France, careers practitioners are trained occupational psychologists are linked to schools and carry out a lot of testing on students. They seem to have a strong focus on helping individuals to identify possible career pathways, but I had the impression they are not too well connected to the matter of opportunities and the labour market. It seems the government have embarked on a process of changing this approach, but the practitioners are not happy.

In Ireland, although there is a national careers service, practitioners are mainly school and college based. There is a set formula of one full-time careers counsellor per 500 students. 

The small Estonian service seems to have been designed and built along the lines of what used to be the Careers Service in England. 

Overall, a diverse set of approaches and ways of training and qualifying for practitioners. And then there was Connexions!

Summary

The 2004 OECD report into Guidance in Europe highlighted well-established local systems in Norway for Information & Guidance, but felt that overall the provision of career information was stronger than the guidance. It pointed to weak professionalisation and fragmentation of services. There have been efforts to redress this, which are on-going but progress is still at an early stage.

Whilst there are national requirements, the matter of provision and content of Career Guidance and Career Education are devolved down to localities and individual schools although the notion of partnership working is gaining ground. Enterprise Education is strongly encouraged and the provision is growing, it is part of the government’s strategy for the future development of the economy.

The training and professional development of Careers Counsellors has been highlighted as an area of concern, but the question of who will take responsibility for funding and co-ordinating this, seems to be as yet un-resolved although UD are doing their best.

For anyone considering Norway in a future Leonardo exchange programme, I would personally recommend the experience both as a county to visit, and for the quality of the week’s activities. From my point of view, having a close interest in guidance, curriculum including career and work-related education, and the education system overall, our hosts from Academia put together a programme which ticked all of my boxes in terms of relevance. Klaaspeter was extremely knowledgeable, not just on Norway but from his European perspective also.

Mark Wilkinson

Career Learning Adviser

Connexions Leicester Shire, England

June 2008
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