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Rainbow Mountain—|
Asheville’s Finnish
Alternative?

Without equivocation, Rainbow Mountain
Children’s School is a unique learning envi-
ronment. Everyone knows it the minute they
step onto campus. Although Americans
would find Rainbow’s education very differ-
ent compared to American prep schools and
public schools, it is not at all unusual com-
pared to Scandinavian schools. Erica DiMer-
curio, a young substitute teacher for Rain-
bow, just returned from an internship in Den-
mark, exclaiming, “I love Rainbow Moun-
tain; It’s so much like the Scandinavian
Schools.” This comment, and others like it,
prompted me to research Scandinavian
Schools. What is it that makes us so similar?

I was astonished to discover the similarities.
I found that not all Scandinavian Schools are
alike, of course, but they almost all perform
higher than the United States on the PISA —
the international standardized test comparing
15 year olds. In fact, even if you take one of
the very top schools in the US, such as Palo
Alto, students on average only rank at the
67" percentile compared to other developed
nations! Using testing, graduation rates, and

other measures, the US merely ranks in the
middle among other nations. Therefore, we
have no intention of striving to imitate the
American model at Rainbow. Rainbow

Mountain doesn’t have a high school, so we
can’t directly compare how our 15 year olds
perform on the international PISA. However,
we know that our 8" graders go on to be very
successful in high school, and on the few stan-
dardized tests we do take, our 13 and 14 year
olds perform at exceptionally high levels in all
subjects, especially in Reading and Science.
Finland, in recent years, has been the top na-
tion in the world in every subject, so let’s look
at what Finland and Rainbow Mountain have
in common.




Learning to Read

In Finland, school doesn’t even begin until the age
of seven, and there is absolutely no pressure to
learn reading before then. (This is also true in Sin-
gapore, which has no formal schooling before first
grade, and other high scoring countries.) Finnish
students attend daycares before the age of seven
that emphasize social skills and play.

One of the features of Rainbow that requires a lot of
faith from parents who are accustomed to the
American model is an acceptance of our trajectory
of learning to read. Although students at Rainbow
receive phonics instruction in kindergarten and
those who are ready do begin learning sight words
and even reading simple books (some are reading at
very high levels in kindergarten), we don’t require
students to read until they are really ready. One of
the advantages of this approach is that students
truly enjoy Reading and take to it like ducks on wa-
ter when they are ready. At Rainbow, our reading
scores reflect this — consistently averaging between
80th - 95th percentiles (compared with other US
students) in the 8" grade. Such high reading scores
by that age means that Rainbow students really
comprehend what they are reading, and know how
to think.

Play Time and Outdoor Time

In Finland, students on the average have 45 minutes
of recess time and they take a 15 minutes break
about once an hour to play, and if possible, step
outside. It isn’t unusual for classes to be conducted
outdoors, even in the winter. At Rainbow, both
structured outdoor time and open play time are sa-
cred aspects of our program. Younger children are
required to keep raincoats and boots at school so
they can venture outside every day, no matter the
weather.

Teacher Quality and Development

In Finland teachers are given the same level of pro-
fessional respect as doctors, scientists, and the like.
They are chosen from the top students in the coun-
try and all receive a master’s degree before teach-
ing. They continue to engage in development based
on their needs as professionals and their personal
interests, rather than bureaucratic training deci-
sions.

Most Rainbow teachers have their master’s
degrees, and we only accept the very best. As
you know, our hiring practices have led to hir-
ing an exceptionally high quality, intelligent
faculty, trained at schools such as Emory,
Cornell, University of Michigan, Elon,
George Washington University, Duke, NYU,
Warren Wilson and so on. The reason we
have been able to attract this talent is largely
because of the degree of academic freedom
they enjoy here, as well as the opportunity to
develop professionally as individuals. Teach-
ers throughout the year and during the sum-
mer have a menu of classes, conferences, and
retreats to chose from. One of the reasons
they stay is the level of respect they are af-
forded at Rainbow by the administration and
parents; and the fellowship and respect they
have for one another.

Teacher Autonomy

Like Finland, we hire the best teachers with
the expectation that they are qualified to de-
sign their own curriculum within broad stan-
dards. Instead of a massive document of spe-
cific standards, such as North Carolina’s Core
Curriculum, both Finland and Rainbow pre-
scribe a simpler, broader set of standards, and
then expect professional teachers to design
their lessons to match or exceed those goals.
Teacher innovation is celebrated rather than
squashed.

School Year and Teacher Time

Finland has the fewest scheduled hours of all
the developed nations, giving both teachers
and students time to absorb what they have
learned and to stay excited about teaching and
learning. Homework is minimal in Finland.
Teachers in Finland have at least two hours a
week for professional development and to col-
laborate with other teachers. At Rainbow, we
have early release every Wednesday for
teachers to meet, work, and train. Although
this can be inconvenient, it keeps teachers in-
spired so they don’t sink into the day-to-day
factory model of “punch in, punch out.”




Teachers in Finland only teach four hours a day
so they have plenty of time to prepare lessons
and so they don’t burn out — this is a goal for
lead teachers at Rainbow, who currently work
much longer hours. Clearly, in both Finland and
Rainbow, there is an understanding that the most
important factor in a classroom is the quality and
consciousness of the teacher.

Not a Standardized Testing Environment
There is absolutely no formal standardized test
or national comparison testing until the age of 13
in Finland, and not a single compulsory test until
students are leaving high school. Evaluation of
students is completely within the realm of the
teacher, and mostly presented in the form of nar-
ratives. National testing and school ranking does
not exist in Finland. This is sooooo different
than the US. Even as a private school, Rainbow
is required by state law to administer one norm-
referenced test beginning in the 3™ grade.
(Fortunately, we don’t have to do anywhere near
the massive amount of testing required in public
schools.) In our American culture, it is too un-
comfortable for parents to go longer than this
without seeing how their child compares in a
quantitative measure. However, we put little
emphasis on the tests at Rainbow and focus on
student portfolios and in-house teacher evalua-
tions, which are comprehensive with long ana-
lytical narratives. The culture is one of learning,
not standardized testing; and students value
learning for the sake of learning, without self-
consciousness about their rank or stress about
test performance.

Best Practices

Finnish pedagogical practices are not unusual or
overly complex. In fact, ironically, when
Finland set out to improve its school system in
the 1970’s it looked to American best practices
that result in critical thinking. This is very simi-
lar to Rainbow. We don’t have esoteric teaching
practices that are highly unusual, but draw from
research-based teaching practices, such as those
developed at Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion by educators such as Howard Gardner and
Grant Wiggins. The difference from American
schools today (and the same is true with Finland)

is that it is up to each Rainbow teacher to apply
those practices in ways that work for her particular
class and her own style. In America, the control
of the teacher was removed, in favor of larger pre-
scribed practices and scripted curriculum, defined
by politicians rather than teachers. At Rainbow,
every class is slightly different. In general, you
will see the same practices as Finland — a mixture
of whole group, individual, small group activities,
with students engaging in multi-faceted projects.
Hands-on, discovery learning is key. Students
develop meta-cognitive skills to help them define
and solve problems that they self-evaluate and dis-
cuss with other students. The strong emphasis on
student reflection builds capable learners.

Enrichment Classes

Unlike the American educational system, the cur-
riculum isn’t narrowed down to just the basics. In
both Finland and Rainbow, the music and arts,
physical activities, religion, and foreign language
classes begin at young ages.

Small Schools with Small Classrooms

Finnish Schools are smaller than 300 students and
class size averages 20. Rainbow has 140 students
(with a goal to grow to 230) and an average class
size of about 16 (with two teachers in each class.)
Small schools are an important feature. Even al-
ternative schools, when they get to be over 300,
have a hard time avoiding the factory feel of the
American industrial model school — with long
hallways and the like. We believe that school
should feel as much like home as possible — inti-
mate and comfortable. Finnish schools are re-
ferred to as “informal and relaxed.” When Erica
returned from Denmark, this is what she was re-
ferring to more than anything — the fee/ of Rain-
bow.

A Culture of Learning and Joy

Let’s talk more about that “feel.” That Scandina-
vian feeling Erica referred to is mostly about the
culture on campus at Rainbow — loving, playful,
and creative, with highly motivated and engaged
students. Finnish teachers are reported to have a
high level of respect for students, which is mutu-
ally returned by students, sounding very much like
Rainbow. The joy of learning is palpable!




Care for the Whole

Finally, the true meaning of leaving no
child behind is making sure that students
have what they need — and that is differ-
ent for each child. When a student is
struggling, they receive more attention
from the teacher and if necessary, re-
ceive special support. This is beneficial
to all students, whether in Finland or
Rainbow. We deeply care, and provide
the time and resources necessary.

Too Good to Be True?

At this point, you may be thinking that it
is really the socialized political system
in Finland (which makes sure that there
is not a large difference between the rich
and poor) and the culture of care within
the family that is the real reason for
Finland’s high performance. However,
you may be surprised to learn that
Finland actually had very low perform-
ing schools up until the 1970’s. Its edu-
cational practices are not an accident,
and experts agree their success is di-
rectly related to their educational efforts
— they systematically set out to improve
their schools, slowly building to the
model they have today. And, they have
far more diversity than one would ex-
pect, partly because of the inflow of im-
migrants — it isn’t unusual for urban
schools to have an immigrant, non-
mother tongue population of 50% . One
of the articles I read, was based on a low
income Finnish school where half of its
population had learning disabilities.
Also interesting, is that the one Scandi-
navian country that isn’t ranking as high
as the others is Norway — also a country
with a reputation for good family life
and a socialized economy. However,
Norway chose to adapt American style
school improvement methods, such as
longer school years and standardized
testing. Its academic results are more
similar to the US.

Rainbow Mountain Simply Does What Works

Rainbow isn’t intentionally imitating Finland. We are
simply providing an education that is enjoyable and
practical. We do imitate best teaching practices both
within the US and without. In fact, one of the reasons
we are adopting Singapore Mathematics is because of
the success it has had in Singapore, which consistently
ranks with Finland in the area of Math. However, we
aren’t adopting Singapore Math just because of that
country’s test scores, but because we have investigated
the pedagogy of the program and it makes sense. Singa-
pore Math is a seamless fit with our hands-on inquiry
style of teaching.

Finland began its school improvement program in the
1970’s and it took almost three decades for it to reach
the quality and success of today. Rainbow was founded
in 1977, and while it was always a wonderful school, we
are now reaching our apex of quality and success.
Thanks for being a part of it and congratulations on hav-
ing the courage to engage your child in an educational
experience that is so different from the rest of America.
May the joy of learning be with you!
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