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Education Policy Outlook 2015:  

Making Reforms Happen 

 

Executive Summary 
Across OECD countries, more than 12% of public spending is invested in education. Yet as 

international surveys like the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) show, there 
is considerable variation in how that money is spent and the outcomes it produces. This first edition of 
the Education Policy Outlook 2015: Making Reforms Happen aims to help policy makers and other 
stakeholders in education learn how their peers in other countries respond to common challenges, from 
teaching diverse student populations to instituting measures that render schools accountable for the 
quality of the education they provide. The report offers a detailed look at some 450 education reforms 
that were adopted across OECD countries between 2008 and 2014. While these policies were developed 
in specific contexts, they can serve as inspiration for policy makers who are looking for effective ways to 
improve their own education systems. 

Trends in education policies 

Nearly one in five 15-year-old students in OECD countries does not acquire the minimum skills 
necessary to participate fully in today’s society. Some 16% of recent reforms focus on ensuring quality 
and equity in education. Many countries have prioritised policies to support disadvantaged students or 
schools with diverse student populations. These policies include New Zealand’s support to their Māori 
and Pasifika populations, England’s Pupil Premium and Chile’s Law on Preferential Subsidies. Meanwhile, 
Australia and Poland have focused on enlarging enrolment in, and improving the quality of, early 
childhood education and care. 

Some 29% of reform measures considered in the report aim to better prepare students for the 
future. To this end, many countries have focused on improving the quality and relevance of their 
vocational education and training (VET) programmes or expanding their work-based training and 
apprenticeship systems. Portugal introduced a comprehensive VET strategy, while Denmark and Sweden 
reformed their VET programmes. Many countries also introduced policies to ensure that students can 
find a job or a place in further education. National qualifications frameworks have also been revised, 
often in collaboration with the European Union, to increase transparency across education systems. 

Countries have also focused on school improvement (24% of reform measures considered in this 
report address this issue), with the aim of developing positive learning environments and attracting and 
retaining quality staff. Policies related to teachers have been a priority: Australia created the Australian 
Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, and the Netherlands developed a Teacher Programme. 
France and the United States concentrated on improving initial teacher training, while Finland adopted 
measures to create a system of professional development for school staff. Some of the Nordic countries 
and Japan reformed their curricula. 

To guide their reform efforts, school systems rely on evaluation and assessment. Some 12% of the 
policies under discussion targeted this facet of education. Chile and Mexico, for example, strengthened 



 

their evaluation institutions. With its VALES project, Italy has introduced policies to develop tools and 
processes to support internal and external evaluations of schools. 

Given that the governance of education systems is becoming increasingly complex (9% of reforms in 
this dataset address governance issues), some countries have elaborated overarching visions for their 
education systems (Denmark’s Folkeskole reform and Canada’s nationally agreed strategies and priorities) 
or have refined roles and responsibilities, either by creating new institutions or by reorganising local 
governance arrangements (Estonia). 

Funding reforms (11% of all reform measures considered in the report) have been widespread at the 
system level (“Race to the Top” in the United States and Germany’s “Investing in the Future”), the 
institution level (Mexico’s “Dignified Schools” programme and Belgium’s school-funding reforms), and at 
the level of the individual student (New Zealand).  

Successful implementation of policies 

Education reform can only be effective if policies are well implemented. This means that, to support 
reforms in evaluation and assessment, there must be a coherent framework in place, with sufficient 
capacity for conducting and interpreting evaluations at all levels of the education system. To be 
introduced successfully innovations in the learning environment must concretely address specific 
teaching and learning issues. And to improve the quality of the education that schools provide, policies 
must focus on changing classroom practices, balancing external pressure and support, and developing 
and pursuing long-term objectives.  

More generally, the analysis of selected reforms shows that the most effective policies are those 
that are designed around students and learning, build teachers’ capacity, and engage all stakeholders. In 
most OECD countries, teachers’ unions and business organisations, in particular, are becoming 
increasingly involved in policy implementation. Teachers’ unions are calling for more structured dialogue 
with governments, while the business sector is keen to establish closer links with education systems.  

As important, the analysis shows that once new policies are adopted, there is little follow-up. Only 
10% of the policies considered in this dataset have been evaluated for their impact. Measuring policy 
impact more rigorously and consistently will not only be cost-effective in the long run, it is also essential 
for developing the most useful, practicable and successful education policy options. 

 

  



 

Education Policy Outlook 2015: Making Reforms Happen 

Highlights 
Policy options for better education  

A need for effective education policy reforms: Innovation, growth, social cohesion, migration, and 
new technologies require investing in quality education outcomes. In our fast-changing knowledge 
economies, with globalisation, heightened competition, changing labour markets and employment 
instability, citizens have to learn skills for the jobs of today, tomorrow and the years to come. The reality 
across OECD countries shows a varied picture, with progress and challenges (Figure 1).  

Figure 1. Student performance and equity 
Student performance in mathematics and strength of relationship with ESCS 

 
Source: PISA 2012 Results: Excellence through Equity (Volume II): Giving Every Student the Chance to Succeed
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Achieving equity and quality in an education system is possible. Among OECD countries, Korea, 
Japan, the Netherlands, Finland, Canada, Estonia and Australia combine high performance and high levels 
of equity (upper right quadrant Figure 1). These systems manage to mitigate the impact of students’ 
background on mathematics performance (percentage of variation in performance explained by the PISA 
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index of economic, social and cultural status [ESCS]) while delivering high-quality results. And progress is 
possible for countries with different performance levels.   

 There has been progress in education attainment and in skills development: On average, 82% of 
younger adults (25-34 year-olds) have attained at least upper secondary education, compared to 64% of 
older adults (55-64 year-olds). Also, among the 22 OECD national and sub-national entities participating 
in the OECD Survey of Adult Skills, younger adults (25-34 year-olds) showed higher proficiency in 
numeracy than older adults (55-65 year-olds).  

Still, on average, around 23% of 15-year-olds across OECD performed below Level 2 in mathematics 
and around 20% of 15-year-olds performed below Level 2 in reading on PISA 2012. Level 2 is considered 
the baseline level of reading or math proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate the skills that 
will enable them to participate effectively and productively in life. At the same time, at least 18% of 
young adults across OECD countries have not completed upper secondary education, and that rises to 
25% in Italy, Spain, Portugal, Turkey and Mexico and a similar proportion has low skills.  

Evidence shows that raising skills and completing upper secondary level and beyond offers better 
chances to prevent unemployment and to find rewarding and better paying jobs. Moreover, in a 
knowledge economy, highly skilled citizens are more likely to achieve their goals and develop the 
knowledge and potential to participate fully in society (OECD, 2013b).   

Exploring policy options to improve education 

From a policy perspective, education systems can do more to deliver education that contributes to 
developing stronger skills and better outcomes for their citizens. A growing body of evidence points to 
different factors that contribute to education improvement: investing in teaching and teachers; setting 
high standards for all students and using data to follow student progress; recognising the key role of 
leadership; supporting disadvantaged students and schools and; ensuring sound policy making with 
consistent accountability mechanisms.  

In addition, much evidence highlights the importance of contextual factors in policy development 
and implementation. Policy reforms differ according to social, cultural and economic contexts and in 
different political structures. Policy making needs to be aligned to the governance structure and take into 
account the respective responsibilities of different actors (Fazekas and Burns, 2012).  

The OECD Education Policy Outlook is designed to help education policy makers with reform choices. 
It addresses the need for improvement in education in a comparative manner, while taking into account 
the importance of national context. Through a review of different countries’ experiences in implementing 
education reform, the report offers directions and strategies to facilitate future changes.  

The Education Policy Outlook framework for analysis: Policy levers 

The Education Policy Outlook has devised a comparative framework to analyse education policies 
across different areas. These policy levers refer to the governing instruments which policy makers have at 
their disposal to gradually “steer” the system towards better education outcomes. Six policy levers are 
grouped in three categories:  

 Students: How to raise outcomes for all in terms of equity and quality and preparing students 
for the future (refers to outputs of the education system). 

 Institutions: How to raise the quality of instruction through school improvement and evaluation 
and assessment (refers to quality of the inputs).  

 Systems: How to align governance and funding of education systems to be effective. 



 

This framework used to analyse and compare policies implemented across OECD countries from 
2008 through 2014, is explained in Table 1 and the section that follows further explains current education 
trends in each of the policy levers. 

Table 1. Education Policy Outlook policy levers 

 
Source: Proposal for an Education Policy Outlook  

 
 

  



 

Equity and quality in education 

What kinds of policy options do policy makers have to deliver equity and quality in education?  Policies that 
combine equity and quality refer to those focused on ensuring that personal or social circumstances do not hinder 
achieving educational potential (fairness) and that all individuals reach at least a basic minimum level of skills 
(inclusion). They comprise investing in early childhood education and care (ECEC), tackling system-level policies that 
may hinder equity (such as grade repetition, unsupported school choice or early tracking) and supporting students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Delivering equity and quality to foster education improvement is a challenge across many OECD 
countries. Almost one in five 15-year-old students across OECD countries does not reach a minimum level 
of skills to function in today’s society, and there are large performance differences between students of 
different socio-economic backgrounds. Countries have adopted different policy options to respond to 
their equity challenges.  

Students from disadvantaged or diverse backgrounds are at greater risk of lower performance and 
attainment, and OECD countries have made it a priority to improve their outcomes (Table 2). Countries 
have introduced either general strategies focused on equity or disadvantaged schools or students, such 
as Chile’s Law on Preferential Subsidies for disadvantaged schools or England’s pupil premium, or more 
targeted policies directed towards migrants or native populations, such as New Zealand’s policies to 
support their Māori and Pasifika populations. 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) policies aim to provide a strong foundation for students, 
to raise performance and ensure well-being from early ages (Table 3). ECEC policies have been prioritised 
in a number of countries, most often through comprehensive approaches focused on improving the 
quality and coverage of provision for young children, such as in Australia and Poland where universal 
coverage has been a priority. A small number of OECD countries have introduced policies to strengthen 
the ECEC curriculum, or to enhance and support children’s early learning through assessment tools. 

System-level policies, such as grade repetition, unsupported school choice or early tracking, can 
hinder equity. Some OECD countries have introduced policies aiming for more inclusive education 
systems (Table 4). Targeted policies aim to reduce grade repetition, as in France, or to raise the age of 
early tracking, such as the New Middle School in Austria. Countries have also introduced policies to 
manage school choice, either to introduce more school options or to mitigate its negative impact on 
equity, as in Chile. A few countries have introduced structural changes to their systems, as in Turkey. 

 

 



 

Table 2. Policies to support disadvantaged students and schools, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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Table 3. Policy options to consolidate early childhood education and care, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm

 
Table 4. Policies tackling system-level practices that hinder equity, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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Preparing students for the future  

What kinds of policy options do policy makers have to prepare students for the future? Policy options focus on 
promoting development of skills required for post-secondary education or for entering the labour market. They 
comprise those ensuring effective completion of upper secondary education, delivering quality vocational education 
and training (VET), improving the quality of tertiary education, and strengthening and facilitating transitions across 
education pathways and into the labour market.  

OECD countries are preparing students for the future, as indicated by increasing attainment rates in 
education. On average, 82% of 25-34 year-olds have attained at least upper secondary level in 
comparison to 64% of 55-64 year-olds. However, dropout remains high in some countries; labour market 
perspectives of young people remain challenging, and many education and VET programmes do not have 
strong links to the labour market. To respond to these challenges, there is a wide range of policy options 
to strengthen transitions across education levels and into the labour market. 

To achieve higher completion rates and provide more professional pathways into the labour market, 
vocational education and training (VET) has become a priority. Many countries have focused efforts in 
recent years on improving the quality of VET programmes and expanding work-based training or 
apprenticeships (Table 5). Some countries have adopted comprehensive strategies, as in Portugal with a 
national VET strategy that introduced new VET programmes, and in Denmark and Sweden which have 
reformed their VET systems. Countries have also introduced new qualifications or provided more 
flexibility in their VET systems to ensure that students have access to higher education. Quality assurance 
has also been targeted, such as with Austria’s Quality Management System.  

To prevent dropout and make upper secondary education more relevant to student and labour 
market needs, policies have focused mainly on improving curricula and supporting students at risk (Table 
6). For example, Poland introduced a new core curriculum listing the skills that upper-secondary students 
should develop, notably skills adapted to our fast-changing and technology-intensive economies. Mexico 
introduced a new system of upper secondary education with a new curricular framework, monitoring 
system and academic guidance.  

To enhance the effectiveness of tertiary education, a major driver of economic competitiveness, 
policies have focused on relevance to the labour market and quality control (Table 7). Comprehensive 
strategies introduced in different countries aim to raise the quality of tertiary education provision. For 
example, Ireland and New Zealand introduced general strategies to set direction and priorities, while in 
Flanders (Belgium) and Hungary they introduced new short-degree cycles. Targeted policies aim to 
increase access or to improve quality assurance, as in the Ntherlands. 

Many countries have adopted policies to support effective student transitions across education or 
into the labour market through either national strategies, youth guarantee policies or the development 
of Qualifications Frameworks (Table 8). Australia, for example, has introduced different strategies, such 
as the National Partnership on Youth Attainment and Transitions and a national qualifications framework. 
European Union member countries have particularly co-operated in this area. 

 

 



 

Table 5. Policies to develop quality vocational education and training, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm

 
Table 6. Policies to increase completion of upper secondary education, 2008-14 

 

Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm
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Table 7. Policies to strengthen quality and access in tertiary education, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm
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Table 8. Policies to improve transitions between education and the labour market, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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School improvement  

What kinds of policy options do policy makers have to enhance the quality and delivery of education in schools? 
Policy options to promote school improvement refer to those that strengthen the delivery of education in schools to 
positively influence student achievement. They comprise policies to promote the development of adequate learning 
environments and relevant curriculum, effective school leaders and high-quality teachers. 

Supporting schools to raise the quality of teaching and learning requires developing conducive 
learning environments and ensuring high-quality school leaders and teachers. A majority of 15-year-olds 
across OECD countries find that their classrooms are conducive to learning, but there are challenges 
across schools in some countries, including lack of student motivation, lack of relevant curriculum, 
difficulties in attracting and retaining qualified staff, lack of teacher collaboration and lack of 
professionalisation of school leadership. Most OECD countries have been introducing policies to respond 
to these challenges. 

As the quality of teachers is key for effective learning, OECD countries have made this a policy 
priority, adopting broad strategies, defined standards or more targeted approaches to develop the 
teaching profession as Mexico has done (Table 9). France, for example, has focused on reforming the 
content and structure of its teacher-training programmes through the creation of new schools combining 
practical and theoretical training, while in 2008 the United States introduced an incentive-based policy 
offering federal grants to institutions upgrading their programmes. Finland introduced systematic 
professional development for school staff, including school leaders, through the OSAAVA Programme and 
increased government funding.  

To support the increased professionalisation of school leadership, countries have introduced 
comprehensive strategies, set standards of practice and/or developed initial training programmes (Table 
10). Portugal has developed a comprehensive strategy and introduced initial school leadership training. 
Australia introduced the Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership. 

To develop more conducive learning environments that motivate students and ensure higher levels 
of skills, countries have introduced comprehensive curricular reforms, such as in Scotland (United 
Kingdom), with the broad Curriculum for Excellence, or in Japan, where curriculum guidelines for 
elementary and lower secondary schools have been revised and focused on core competencies, well-
being and communication skills (Table 11). Some reforms of curriculum and instruction also include 
capacity-building for school leaders and teachers.  

 

 



 

Table 9. Policies targeting the teaching profession, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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Table 10. Policies to develop school leadership, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm

Table 11. Policies to develop positive learning environments, 2008-14 

 
Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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Evaluation and assessment  

What kinds of policy options do policy makers have to enhance evaluation and assessment to improve student 
outcomes? Policy options to develop better evaluation and assessment policies. Evaluation and assessment policies 
can contribute to raising the quality of institutions by providing detailed information and identifying areas for 
improvement. They comprise policies which seek to measure performance and understand improvement for better 
school and student outcomes through system evaluation, internal and external school evaluation, and student 
assessments. 

The use of evaluation and assessment is increasing across OECD countries. According to PISA, 
student assessments have increasingly been used across OECD countries between 2003 and 2012 to 
monitor schools’ progress, as well as to identify aspects of the curriculum to be improved. In using data to 
guide improvement, countries face two challenges: balancing accountability and improvement, and 
ensuring the capacity of education stakeholders to develop and use evaluation. 

Policies for system-level evaluation aim to strengthen schools, and guide evaluation and assessment 
of the education system through comprehensive or targeted policies, such as public reporting of data 
(Table 12). Chile has introduced a Quality of Education Agency to evaluate system performance at 
different levels (students, teachers and schools) and to help schools that have lower results. Central 
institutions or agencies, often autonomous, can help guide improvement and increase coherence and 
independence of evaluation and assessment. 

School evaluation policies have aimed to improve evaluation criteria or to develop internal and 
external evaluation tools and processes (Table 13). For example, Italy expanded its pilot project (VALES) 
for schools to participate in an internal and external evaluation process. After a self-evaluation led by a 
school team and co-ordinated by the school leader, an external evaluation team points out and publishes 
the suggested areas of improvement for the school. 

Policies for student assessment have introduced national standards and standardised assessments 
at different grade levels for student improvement and accountability of school and student outcomes 
(table 14). Australia launched the National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) to 
introduce yearly student assessments at four different levels. This programme aims to engage the 
different stakeholders in student learning, mostly to hold teachers and principals accountable and inform 
parents. Using student assessments for both accountability and improvement is a challenge across 
countries. 

 



 

Table 12. Policies to guide evaluation and assessment at the system level, 2008-14 

 
Source: Education Policy Country Snapshots (Part III) and Education Policy Outlook Country Profiles, www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm.  

 
 

Table 13. Policies for school evaluation, 2008-14 

 
Source: Education Policy Country Snapshots (Part III) and Education Policy Outlook Country Profiles, www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm.  
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Table 14. Policies for student assessment, 2008-14 

 

Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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Governance and funding 

What kinds of options do policy makers have to steer education systems effectively? Policy options to steer 
education systems comprise governance and funding policies and approaches that ensure effective and efficient 
delivery of education systems. 

Steering education systems is a significant challenge for education policy makers. Education policy-
making environments have become increasingly complex, due to increased decentralisation and 
institutional autonomy, greater accountability, and reduced public budgets. Furthermore, educational 
contexts and institutional and policy approaches vary depending on each country’s historical 
development and political and institutional frameworks, as do distribution and approaches to education 
funding. 

Governance refers to the institutions and dynamics through which policy is defined and priorities are 
determined. Depending on their context, OECD countries are reforming governance by defining broad 
education strategies, setting clear policy priorities with concrete objectives, or reorganising the 
distribution of roles and responsibilities (Table 15). For example, the Danish Folkeskole reform was 
designed to raise standards for public schools, simplify the Danish Common Objectives, modify the 
distribution of learning opportunities and open up schools to their communities. Japan’s Basic Plan for 
the Promotion of Education set the priorities and course of action for the Ministry. At the local level, 
some countries have reorganised school networks or local governance arrangements, as in Estonia. 

Table 15. Policies targeting governance, 2008-14 

 

Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm
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Funding reforms have been widespread across countries, either with system-level funding changes, 
targeted institution-level funding to different education levels, or funding approaches focused on 
students (such as grants or different student aid mechanisms) (Table 16). At the system level, following 
the economic crisis, Greece and Spain have made efforts to improve efficiency in education investment. 
At the student level, many countries, such as Estonia, New Zealand or the United States, have introduced 
grants and financial support for students. 

Table 16. Policies targeting funding, 2008-14 

 

Source: www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm  
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A special focus on reforms 
 Key to support the success of reforms is the need to focus not only on the country context, and the 

design of policies, but also on the process of implementation. Three policy areas have been identified 
which point to the factors which are key to successfully implementing reforms in evaluation and 
assessment; growing and sustaining innovative learning environments; and implementing effective school 
improvement strategies. More generally, although there is no single model for success in education 
reforms, analysis shows that the key factors for effective implementation include: putting the student 
and learning at the centre; capacity-building; leadership and coherence; stakeholder engagement; and 
policy evaluation.  

Evaluation and assessment reforms in schooling  

Which factors do policy makers need to keep in mind when designing and implementing evaluation and 
assessment policies? Common factors across OECD education systems that contribute to successful evaluation and 
assessment policies have been identified from the research literature and from programmes implemented in recent 
years (OECD Review on Evaluation and Assessment Frameworks for Improving School Outcomes, OECD, 2013c). 
Reviewing past evaluation and assessment reform experiences can help policy makers seeking to design and 
implement reforms in this area.  

There is widespread recognition that evaluation and assessment arrangements are crucial to 
improve educational practices and student learning, to recognise the work of educational practitioners 
and to certify students’ achievements. The challenges faced by countries include designing a coherent 
framework for evaluation and assessment policies, targeting better classroom practices and better 
student outcomes, and building capacity at all levels. To respond to these challenges, it is important to 
understand what are the key elements and processes for successful design and implementation of 
evaluation and assessment policies at the student, school and system levels. 

Evaluation and assessment policies aim to actively engage students in their own learning, foster 
schools’ self-evaluation and give comprehensive accountability information to the public. They should 
provide school staff with a deep understanding of the purposes of assessment and build their capacity to 
use evaluation tools. In order to guarantee the success of evaluation practices, reforms must also develop 
staff evaluation skills and ensure a degree of externality in the process (e.g. an external evaluator to the 
school, a standardised national benchmarking tool). At the education system level, policies should go 
beyond measurement in order to map out evaluation results against system objectives. 

For effective policy implementation, each evaluation format has to be aligned to specific and 
explicit purposes, to permit efficient engagement of school staff and students. This engagement requires 
capacity building and collaborative work between schools and external evaluators. Beyond stakeholder 
mobilisation, policy implementation also has to guarantee coherence through well-distributed 
responsibilities and impartiality, and to measure impact through regular and easily-accessible reporting.  

Growing and sustaining innovative learning environments  

Which factors do policy makers need to keep in mind when designing and implementing policies to grow 
innovative learning environments (ILE)? Common factors across OECD education systems that contribute to develop 
successful innovative learning environments have been identified from the research literature and from ILE 
programmes implemented in recent years (OECD/CERI ILE, OECD, 2013d). Reviewing past experiences in innovative 
learning environments can help policy makers seeking to design and implement reforms in this area.  

Developing innovative learning environments (ILE) is necessary today, as traditional educational 
approaches will not be able to deliver 21st century competences for learners. Traditional education is 



 

facing difficulties in influencing actual changes in learning, in light of the complexity of education systems, 
the lack of recognition that learning takes place in non-formal ways and the perception that improvement 
and innovation are contrasting goals. 

The Innovative Learning Environment research and framework carried out by the OECD’s Centre for 
Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) identified the following key features of ILEs: integrating 
principles derived from a close research-based understanding of learning; innovating the “pedagogical 
core”; engaging in learning leadership and creating formative learning organisations; and extending 
capacity through partnerships. This can be applied both by schools and learning environments, by wider 
networks (the meso-level), and by systems (the macro-level). 

Policy implementation requires a facilitation role at the government level and a leadership role at 
the school level to create conductive conditions for ILEs. The appropriate processes of implementation 
for fostering and sustaining ILEs have been identified in the OECD/CERI ILE framework as a series of C’s, 
including: culture change, clarifying focus, capacity, creation, communities, collaboration, 
communication, change agents, coherence and consolidation.    

Implementing school improvement reforms  

Which factors do policy makers need to keep in mind when designing and implementing school improvement 
policies? Common factors across OECD education systems that contribute to successful school improvement policies 
have been identified from an analysis of available comprehensive studies or literature reviews of school 
improvement programmes (Skalde and Pont, 2013). Reviewing past school improvement reform experiences can 
help policy makers seeking to design and implement reforms in this area. 

There is an increasing trend across OECD countries to introduce school improvement programmes 
as a way to raise student outcomes. These programmes, defined at national or regional level and 
implemented at the school level, combine the introduction of new pedagogy, curriculum or instructional 
practices with teacher training and school leadership guidance, external support staff and constant 
assessment methods. These reforms may fail to take hold in classrooms because of lack of effective 
engagement by those involved or because of reform overload or shifts in policies when political agendas 
change. 

School improvement programmes aim to develop schools’ internal capacity for change and 
improvement. Key elements that can contribute to their success include changing classroom practices by 
focusing on teaching and learning; ensuring professional development and building on data for 
improvement; building schools’ capacities to deliver, along with providing enough ownership and 
autonomy; and ensuring policy consistency by balancing external pressure and support. 

Processes to consider for effective implementation include enhancing capacity-building as crucial 
for the implementation and long-term sustainability of reforms; understanding and engaging 
stakeholders in the process; finding a balance between political and policy agendas; considering further 
impact evaluation right from the policy design process; and keeping the context of education systems in 
mind.  

Education union partnerships in policy reforms  

Teacher unions can contribute to education reforms. This section presents an overview of the views of teacher 
unions on their contribution and engagement with governments on education reforms. It draws on responses from 
organisations representing 19 countries to a survey conducted in 2013 by the Trade Union Advisory Committee to the 
OECD (TUAC, www.tuac.org).  



 

Competent and motivated teachers are one of the most important ingredients of a thriving 
education system. Without teachers’ implementation efforts in the classroom, education reforms cannot 
be expected to be effective. In many OECD countries, teachers are organised within active unions, and 
teachers constitute one of the largest occupational groups in the workforce. To conduct reforms in 
education, building consensus on reform objectives and actively engaging stakeholders – especially 
teacher unions – can lead to success. 

While the survey by the Trade Union Advisory Committee to the OECD (TUAC) presents an 
encouraging picture of union involvement in most OECD countries, particularly on teacher and skills 
policies, there remains room for improvement concerning the stabilisation and institutionalisation of 
union-government dialogue. Examples of existing collaboration of teacher unions and governments 
across OECD member countries show that there are opportunities for unions to take on the provision of 
professional development and of spaces for teachers to engage in sharing professional practice and 
leadership. Governments could play a proactive role by recognising and supporting such initiatives. 

Arrangements for a fruitful social dialogue between governments and unions need development 
efforts and also need to recognise the importance of pluralism, involving respect for both agreement and 
disagreement. The continuing impact of the economic crisis reinforces the importance of this approach. 
Education systems are dependent on high-quality teachers and their role in implementing education 
policies. It is therefore essential that they and their unions be at the centre of policy development, 
practice and reform.  

Ensuring constructive co-operation with employers  

Employers can contribute to education reforms. This section presents employers’ views on education policies 
and their engagement in policy making. It draws from a survey conducted in 2013 by the Business and Industry 
Advisory Committee to the OECD (BIAC) with responses from 28 national employer organisations from 27 countries.  

Many countries today face the challenge of persistent unemployment, among youth as well as older 
workers, while employers often report that they are unable to find suitably skilled candidates to fill job 
vacancies. Employers, policy makers and education institutions could strengthen co-operation 
mechanisms to increase the employability of individuals. This co-operation should reinforce incentives to 
undertake the sorts of reforms required in education systems and labour markets by improving their 
policy design and implementation. 

According to the 2013 Business and Industry Advisory Committee to the OECD (BIAC) survey on 
involvement in education of employers’ organisations, forging closer linkages between the worlds of 
education and work was consistently identified as a top priority across all levels of education. 
Recognising that there are many different forms of cooperation and that employer engagement in 
education policy making can take many channels, there is a significant potential at the international level 
to share good practices and build effective employer engagement mechanisms in countries, regions and 
sectors. 

According to employers, priority needs first to be given to improving the provision of basic skill 
levels prior to individuals’ entry into the labour market. This entails increasing access for all individuals to 
high-quality and relevant education and ensuring a smooth transition into work. Improving co-operation 
in education policy making can be fostered through different forms, such as establishing multi-
stakeholder foresight systems, providing incentives to education institutions to engage with employers, 
raising awareness among employers about education trends and fostering joint initiatives for work-based 
learning opportunities. 



 

Education Policy Outlook Country Snapshots 

Snapshots of education policies in OECD countries offer an overview of education policy in a comparative 
format, presenting context, key issues and goals, and recent policies and reforms for each OECD country.  

These snapshots are based on the analytical framework developed for the Education Policy Outlook 
(Table 1). They draw mainly from country responses to an Education Policy Outlook Snapshot Survey, 
Education Policy Outlook Country Profiles and OECD comparative and country-specific analysis and 
statistics on education systems. The framework organises quantitative and qualitative knowledge on 
education policy in terms of: a) raising student achievement for all (through equity and quality and 
preparing students for the future); b) enhancing the quality of institutions (through school improvement 
and better evaluation and assessment policies); and c) steering education systems (through governance 
and funding). 

Individual Education Policy Outlook: Country Profiles and a Reforms Finder, a database categorising 
all the policy reforms included in this report can be found on the project website:  

www.oecd.org/edu/policyoutlook.htm.  
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