
               

EQUITY AND QUALITY IN EDUCATION:  

A focus on the Czech Republic 

 
 

OECD, November 2013 

 

  

This report presents the key recommendations of the OECD publication Equity and Quality in 

Education: Supporting Disadvantaged Students and Schools (2012a), with a particular focus on the 

Czech Republic for the international conference “Current Situation and Recommendations for Fair 

Access to Education,” Prague, Czech Republic, 6 December 2013. It has been prepared by Anna Pons 

and Beatriz Pont, from the OECD Directorate for Education and Skills. 



 
  

EQUITY AND QUALITY IN EDUCATION: A FOCUS ON THE CZECH REPUBLIC - 2 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 

PLACING EQUITY AT THE FOREFRONT .............................................................................. 3 

IMPROVING EQUITY IN EDUCATION: A COMMON CHALLENGE ACROSS OECD 

COUNTRIES ................................................................................................................................ 3 

IDENTIFYING KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC ................. 6 

MOVING FORWARD: BUILDING A MORE EQUITABLE EDUCATION SYSTEM ......... 10 

MAKING CHANGE HAPPEN .................................................................................................. 17 

ANNEX 1. KEY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE EQUITY AND QUALITY IN 

EDUCATION IN OECD COUNTRIES ..................................................................................... 19 

REFERENCES ............................................................................................................................ 21 

NOTES ........................................................................................................................................ 23 

 

Figures 

Figure 1. High performing education systems combine equity with quality ............................. 4 
Figure 2. How many individuals have not attained at least upper secondary education? .......... 5 
Figure 3. A small proportion of students are enrolled in general programmes ......................... 9 

 

Boxes 

Box 1. Preparing teachers to cater for more diverse classrooms in Finland ............................ 11 
Box 2. Selected country experiences in delaying tracking ...................................................... 14 
Box 3. The use of data for school and student improvement in the Netherlands .................... 16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo credits: © Brian Kennedy/Flickr/Getty Images  



 
  

EQUITY AND QUALITY IN EDUCATION: A FOCUS ON THE CZECH REPUBLIC - 3 

 

PLACING EQUITY AT THE FOREFRONT 

School failure penalises a child for life. Individuals who leave school without completing upper 

secondary education or without the relevant skills have poorer life prospects: lower initial and lifetime 

earnings, more difficulties in adapting to rapidly changing knowledge-based economies, and higher 

risks of unemployment. Also, they are less likely to take up further learning opportunities and to fully 

participate in the civic and democratic aspects of modern societies.  

Educational failure also imposes high costs on economies and societies. Poorly educated people 

limit economies’ capacity to produce, grow and innovate. School failure damages social cohesion and 

mobility, and imposes additional costs on public budgets – higher spending on public health and social 

support and greater criminality, among others. For all these reasons, improving equity in education 

and reducing school failure is an increasing priority in OECD education policy agendas. To support 

them with a framework to analyse equity in education and clarify what works in improving equity and 

supporting disadvantaged students, the OECD undertook the Review on Overcoming School Failure, 

which culminated with the report Equity and Quality in Education: Supporting Disadvantaged 

Students and Schools (OECD, 2012a). 

Building on the work of the OECD, the Czech Republic has undertaken a consultation process to 

provide an assessment and formulate policy recommendations to improve equity in education. This is 

an important step ahead as placing equity at the forefront of education can be key to respond to the 

considerable challenges ahead in the country, such as raising overall student performance and reducing 

the proportion of those who are underperforming. Addressing these challenges entails rethinking some 

system-level practices, such as early tracking and streaming into special schools, which can hinder 

equity and quality, and reinforcing the systemic support provided to disadvantaged schools and 

students. 

This report aims at providing an overview of recent efforts to improve equity in education in the 

Czech Republic in a comparative perspective. It starts by reviewing key indicators to situate the Czech 

Republic in comparison, and summarising international evidence on the impact of inequities and 

school failure as well as the key system and school-level policies that can promote equity and quality. 

It then provides an assessment of the main challenges of the Czech Republic from an international 

perspective, building upon the challenges identified in the national consultation process. It concludes 

by presenting some policies and practices that a range of countries have successfully implemented in 

order to address similar challenges and with considerations on how to make reform happen in the 

Czech Republic.  

IMPROVING EQUITY IN EDUCATION: A COMMON CHALLENGE ACROSS OECD 
COUNTRIES 

There is no trade-off between equity and quality 

The highest performing education systems are those that combine quality with equity. Equity in 

education means that personal or social circumstances such as gender, ethnic origin or family 

background, are not obstacles to achieving educational potential (fairness) and that all individuals 

reach at least a basic minimum level of skills (inclusion) according to the OECD report Equity and 

Quality in Education (2012). In high performing education systems, the vast majority of students have 

the opportunity to attain high level skills, regardless of their own personal and socio-economic 
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circumstances. Finland, Korea and Canada are examples of education systems that have climbed the 

ladder to the top in both quality and equity indicators (see Figure 1). The Czech Republic is around the 

OECD mean in mathematics performance while the impact of students’ socio-economic background is 

slightly above the OECD mean.  

Figure 1. High performing education systems combine equity with quality 

Strength of the relationship between performance and socio-economic background (PISA 2012) 

 

Source: OECD (2013), PISA 2012 Results in Focus, OECD, Paris. http://www.oecd.org/pisa. English 

However, even in high performing systems a significant number of students fail to obtain a 

minimum level of education, jeopardising their own future and the progress of their society. The 

degree of inclusion of an education system can be measured by the percentage of low performers and 

individuals who do not attain upper secondary education (OECD, 2012a). In terms of low 

performance, around 23.1% of 15-year-old students across OECD countries scored below Level 2 in 

mathematics in PISA 2012, which signals that more than one out of five youngsters lacks basic 

mathematics skills and could struggle to continue studying, drop out, and enter the workforce with low 

skills. In the Czech Republic this proportion is slightly lower but has increased from 16.8% in PISA 

2000 to 21% in PISA 2012.  

The Czech Republic has one of the lowest dropout rates across OECD countries with only 6% of 

25 to 34 years-old not having completed upper secondary education, compared to 19% across OECD 

countries (see Figure 2) (OECD, 2013). However, dropout might concentrate in certain groups at 

http://www.oecd.org/pisa/keyfindings/pisa-2012-results-overview.pdf
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disadvantage, such as Roma students. In contrast, tertiary education attainment is lower than the 

OECD average (25% of 25-to-34 year-olds compared to the OECD average of 39%), although it has 

been gradually increasing in recent years. 

Figure 2. How many individuals have not attained at least upper secondary education? 

Proportion of 25-34 and 55-64 years-old who have not completed upper secondary education (2011) 

 

Source: OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators, OECD, Paris. 

Students’ background has a significant impact on academic achievement in many countries, and 

often, low socio-economic background and low performance converge in specific population groups. 

The increased likelihood of disadvantaged students to perform below level 2 can be interpreted as an 

indicator of fairness of an education system. For example, in Korea, the few students that do not 

achieve basic skills are often disadvantaged students. In the Czech Republic, students from low socio-

economic backgrounds are 2.63 times more likely to be low performers than their peers with high 

socio-economic status, according to PISA 2012, which is below the OECD average (OECD, 2013).  

Improving equity and reducing school failure pays off 

Reducing school failure pays off for both society and individual and contributes to economic 

growth and social development. The economic and social costs of school failure and dropout are high, 

whereas investing early in education and up until upper secondary education completion is more 

efficient (Heckman, 2011). Individuals with at least upper secondary education have better 

employment and healthier lifestyle prospects, resulting in greater contributions to public investment 

through higher tax revenues. More educated people contribute to sustainable economies, and are less 

dependent on public aid and less vulnerable to economic downturns which in turn contribute to more 

equitable societies (OECD, 2012a). Moreover, education can help raise the productivity of the 

workforce, which is key in an ageing society such as the Czech one (OECD, forthcoming). 

The benefits of investing in education outweigh the costs for both individuals and society, and the 

evidence is clear in the Czech Republic. Unemployment rates are lower for those with higher 

education levels and higher valued upper secondary tracks. Individuals with upper secondary 
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education had a 33 points higher employment rate in the Czech Republic in 2011 and the current 

economic crisis has had a higher impact on those with lower levels of education (OECD, 2013).  

Policies require investing in students early and through upper secondary education 

Education has become a central element of OECD countries’ growth strategies. To be effective in 

the long run, improvements in education need to enable all students to have access to quality education 

early, to stay in the system until at least the end of upper secondary education, and to obtain the skills 

and knowledge they will need for effective social and labour market integration. The OECD report 

Equity and Quality in Education (OECD, 2012) proposes two parallel strategies to improve equity in 

education (see Annex 1):  

 Design education systems that are conducive to equity: The way education systems are 

designed can exacerbate initial inequities and have a negative impact on student motivation 

and engagement, eventually leading to dropout. Making education systems more equitable 

benefits disadvantaged students without hindering other students’ progress. Eliminating 

grade repetition, deferring student selection, managing school choice, making funding more 

responsive to needs and improving upper secondary education are avenues to prevent failure 

and promote completion of upper secondary education. 

 Focus on and support disadvantaged schools: Schools with higher proportions of 

disadvantaged students are at greater risk of low performance, and trap down the whole 

education system. Low performing disadvantaged schools often lack the internal capacity or 

support to improve, as school leaders and teachers as well as the learning environments 

frequently fail to offer a quality learning experience for the most disadvantaged. 

Strengthening and supporting school leadership, improving the learning environment, 

ensuring high quality teaching, using more effective classroom strategies and prioritising 

links with parents and communities are ways to support more effectively the improvement of 

low performing disadvantaged schools. 

Addressing these challenges is a difficult endeavour in any country. Improvements across an 

entire education system can come only with strong and consistent political support and leadership 

sustained over time. It also requires policy design and implementation that is aligned to governance 

structures. Moreover, education policies need to be aligned with other government policies, such as 

housing or welfare, to ensure student success. 

IDENTIFYING KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES IN THE CZECH REPUBLIC 

The Czech Republic launched a consultation process to identify the key challenges and areas of 

opportunity to improve equity in the education system. The process will conclude with the formulation 

of policy proposals that will guide current policy reforms and feed the EU 2020 Strategy in the Czech 

Republic.  

An international perspective on the key challenges and areas of policy opportunity to improve 

equity in education identified in the consultation process underlines the relevance and urgency to 

address them. Indeed, many of these policy challenges have already been raised in different OECD 

reviews (see, for example, OECD 2006, OECD 2010, OECD, 2012, Santiago et al. 2012).  
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A national perspective  

The consultation process was organised by the Czech School Inspectorate and consisted of four 

workshops and a roundtable held between September and December 2012. Consultations involved 

almost 200 participants, including school leaders, teachers, school inspectors, public officials at the 

regional and local level, professional school counsellors, representatives from the Ministry of 

Education and also non-profit organisations. The conclusions highlight that improving equity will 

require (CSI, 2013): 

 Increasing the participation of children in pre-school education and cooperation with parents 

as basic conditions for overcoming school failure. For example, it was suggested to make 

attendance of the last year of pre-school education mandatory. 

 Improve the preparation and working conditions of teachers to facilitate inclusion of students 

with special needs into mainstream schools. This was considered one of the most important 

issues in the public discussions and the conclusion was widely supported. 

 Raising ambitions and ensuring completion of secondary education for all young people. 

Many  respondents agreed on the need to reduce segregation.  

 To improve and reform the advisory system, which implies reviewing the diagnostics of 

students with special needs, moving from “labelling” increasing the emphasis on 

pedagogical diagnostics and support.  

 To set assessment approaches that encourage weaker students to reach the best possible 

results. Developing skills and experiences in the use formative assessment, school self-

evaluation and students’ self-evaluation prove a. 

 More effective collection, analysis and use of information about socio-economic background 

of students to identify schools and students that need more support. 

 Making equity in education a political priority and strengthening the links with schools and 

families. 

The Czech Republic in a comparative perspective  

The main challenges identified in the national consultations are corroborated by international 

evidence on policies to improve equity in education.  

Efforts are underway to make early childhood education and care (ECEC) more accessible to all. 

ECEC can provide children with strong foundations, which can prevent future learning disadvantages 

and lessen social inequities. About 72% of 3-4 year-old children were enrolled in pre-primary school 

and only 6% of 0-2 year-olds in child-care education in 2011, which is similar to the OECD average 

(3% and 74%, respectively) but has much scope for improvement  (OECD, 2013). Also, there is scope 

to raise the quality in the provision of ECEC services (Taguma, Litjens and Makowiecki, 2012).  

Roma students seem to be in a particular situation of disadvantage in the Czech Republic. Only 

40% of Roma students are estimated to attend early childhood education (GAC, 2009), which place 

them in an unequal footing before the start of formal schooling and perpetuates inequalities from an 

early age. Roma students might not have equal access to and information about the provision of pre-

primary education opportunities. Despite the creation of specific classes for Roma students in recent 

years, these are not used to the desirable extent (Santiago et al., 2012). As children are not admitted to 
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school if they are not deemed “ready”, even if no additional support is given promote school readiness, 

Roma children are more likely to enter school late.  

Special schools are extensively used to cater for students with learning difficulties and/or a social 

disadvantage. Educational guidance and counselling services have been at the forefront of the process 

of streaming students into special schools, as they develop opinions on student’s capacities, with the 

actual responsibility placing pupils in this type of education taken with pupils parents and head of 

schools. The counselling system has been recently complemented with school-based counselling 

centres. In OECD countries, special schools are only attended by students with disabilities who cannot 

be supported in mainstream schools. The Czech School Inspectorate has reported a clear situation of 

discrimination with the extensive placement of Roma students in special education schools – for 

instance, it found 35% of Roma students in the group of children with a diagnosis of mental 

impairment in the special schools visited (CSI, 2010).  

A central feature of the Czech education system is the early age in which students are tracked into 

different educational pathways. At the age of 11 or 13, earlier than in many other OECD countries, a 

minority of students go into Gymnasiums, which are elite publicly-funded schools. In 2009/10, about 

11% of students aged 11-15 attended a Gymnasium (Santiago et al., 2012). Research studies have 

shown that family background matters more than academic ability in explaining access to the 6- or 8-

year Gymnasium in the Czech Republic (Koucký et al., 2004, in Santiago et al, 2012). The differences 

are marked: a student whose mother has a tertiary education qualification has a 31% higher probability 

to enrol into a Gymnasia vis-à-vis those whose mothers only have a primary qualification (Münich, 

2005, in Santiago et al, 2012).  

Almost all students complete upper secondary education (94%), the second highest attainment 

rate in OECD altogether with Poland, the Slovak Republic and Slovenia. However, high rates of 

completion might be at the expense of high standards and those that drop out are in a particular 

situation of disadvantage. Upper secondary pathways are not equivalent: changes to a lower status 

track are possible but moving upwards is more difficult. Further educational opportunities are strongly 

linked to the socio-economic background of students (Koucky et al. 2008, in Santiago et al. 2012).
1
  

Only about 27% of upper secondary education students were enrolled in academic programmes in 

2011, the second lowest proportion in OECD countries (see Figure 3).
2
 The quota imposed on the 

maximum number of places offered in educational programmes and fields of education and training 

severely limits individual educational opportunities, although the demographic decline has alleviated 

the problem in recent years (Kuczera, 2010). The demand for the academic programme is higher than 

the supply and about 30% of applicants cannot enrol and choose instead another programme, crowding 

out students who had that one as first preference (see OECD 2006a and Kuczera 2010).  

The most academically talented students do not seem to attend the academic programme. Münich 

(2006, in Santiago et al, 2012) estimated that 40% of 15 years-old boys and 24% of girls enrolled in 

secondary technical schools in large municipalities outperform the bottom quarter of those who attend 

a Gymnasium. The geographical differences in the supply of Gymnasium, which concentrate in 

Prague and Brno, might also limit learning opportunities (OECD, 2006a). 
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Figure 3. A small proportion of students are enrolled in general programmes 

Percentage of upper secondary students enrolled in general programmes (2011) 

 

Source: OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators, OECD, Paris. 

The choice of an academic or vocational upper secondary education programme influences 

further learning opportunities and the transferability of skills across sectors. Few apprentices continue 

their studies in tertiary institutions and nearly 40% of those who do so drop out in the course of their 

studies (NÚOV 2009, in Kuczera 2010). The scope to improve vocational education and training is 

large
3
, particularly in the apprenticeship programmes not leading to a final examination. These 

programmes tend to receive less educational resources than gymnasiums and technical programmes 

and are the most likely to suffer from teacher shortages and an unfavourable classroom climate 

(Kuczera, 2010).  

More funding is provided according to the number of special needs students’, but the overall 

funding levels per student are low. Among OECD countries for which data are available, the Czech 

Republic ranks among the lowest in terms of the amount of public resources devoted to primary, 

secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary institutions, with about 2.8% of GDP and 9.7 % of total 

public spending in 2010 (OECD, 2013). As in many other OECD countries, schools with students 

from more advantaged backgrounds tend to have more full-time certified teachers and teachers with a 

university degree than those with students from disadvantaged backgrounds (OECD, 2010a). Also, the 

low motivation of teachers has been an issue for a long time (OECD, 2006a), although significant 

efforts have been done in recent years to improve working conditions and attract higher quality 

teachers. 

A general problem throughout the education system is the difficulty to  have information on 

students, especially in relation to their socio-economic background. The OECD Review of Evaluation 

and Assessment in the Czech Republic (see Santiago et al, 2012) reports that there are no measures of 

students’ socio-economic background at either student or school level, which hinders the potential to 

conduct research about its impact on student performance, establish and monitor equity objectives and 

design strategies for specific groups at disadvantage. Also, the progress and trajectories of students in 

the education system are not followed.  
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A significant reform of the education system to take into account equity considerations would 

require strong political commitment and leadership. Santiago et al. (2012) note that currently equity is 

not a high priority in the national agenda for education. There are neither specific targets for reducing 

educational disadvantage nor a systematic and comprehensive strategy to monitor inequities in the 

school system. The 2005 Education Act states that equal access to education is a principle of the 

education system but does not specify equity or inclusiveness among the stated education goals and 

none of the 4-year Long-Term policy objectives is directly and clearly associated with equity and 

inclusion as areas for further policy attention.  

MOVING FORWARD: BUILDING A MORE EQUITABLE EDUCATION SYSTEM 

The challenges that the Czech Republic is confronting to build a high quality and equity 

education system are similar to those faced by many other OECD countries. Past and current 

international policy experiences can provide relevant lessons to respond to current Czech reform 

efforts to improve equity and quality in education. Many OECD high performing education systems 

have put into place policies to: 

Provide children from all backgrounds with a strong start  

High quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) can provide children with a strong 

foundation on which to build later on, particularly in the case of disadvantaged children. In recent 

years, several OECD countries have made important efforts to expand access to ECEC by advancing 

the compulsory schooling years or increasing the number of places available for children, including 

Australia, Austria, Poland and Spain. Some countries, such as the United States, have opted for a 

targeted approach by promoting access for disadvantaged groups, although these segregate, may 

stigmatise and may fail to provide ECEC for many of the children eligible or for a large group of more 

moderate income families that are also unable to afford the private costs (OECD, 2006b). 

To provide a strong start in education, early childhood education and care needs to be of quality. 

The OECD Review of Early Childhood Education and Care in the Czech Republic (Taguma, Litjens 

and Makowiecki, 2012) notes that ECEC is receiving increased policy interest and, in assessing the 

quality of the curriculum and standards, recommends to develop age-appropriate content based on 

children’s needs, a common framework covering the whole ECEC age range, improving working 

conditions or providing practical tools to stimulate the effective implementation of the curriculum; and 

evaluating its implementation. 

Raise the quality of teachers and develop their skills to teach in classrooms with a wider range of 

abilities 

High quality teachers can make a difference in disadvantaged schools. The key to the success of 

some countries – such as Finland and Korea – which combine equity and high performance, lies in 

designing policies to recruit, develop, support and retain quality teachers, especially in low performing 

disadvantaged schools by providing:  

 Strong initial teacher education and continuous professional development to well-prepare 

them to teach in very heterogeneous groups in terms of abilities as well as socioeconomic 

backgrounds. Teacher education can develop teachers’ capacity to diagnose students’ 

difficulties and to understand the school context, and can provide them with practical field 

experiences. Professional development can improve the quality of existing staff and adapt 
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the teachers’ skills and knowledge to the specific school and students’ needs. To be 

effective, professional development needs to be sustained, systematic and aligned with the 

school’s needs and goals. Box 1 describes the Finnish set of reforms in teacher education to 

ensure that teachers would be able to effectively teach in more diverse classrooms as a result 

of the comprehensive school reform (see Box 2). 

Box 1. Preparing teachers to cater for more diverse classrooms in Finland 

The quality of teachers and teaching lies at the heart of Finland’s educational success. High quality 
teaching has been the result of reforms to raise the bar to entry the profession, strengthen teacher preparation 
and provide them with autonomy in the classroom to select materials and design instruction tailored to the 
needs of their students.  

In the early 1970s policy makers realised that a successful implementation of the ambitious 
comprehensive school reform, which brought all Finnish students into the same school expecting them to 
master the same curriculum, would require not only different systems of support but a very different level of 
understanding and knowledge from each and every teacher. This recognition led to a sweeping set of reforms 
that significantly raised the bar for aspiring teachers and made teaching a more attractive career. Indeed, today 
teaching is a selective career: in 2010, over 6 600 applicants competed for 660 available slots in primary 
school preparation programmes in the 8 universities that educate teachers.  

The form and length of teacher preparation changed from the seminarium (the Finnish equivalent of 
teacher college) into the university, and ultimately requiring all teachers, primary through upper secondary, to 
obtain a masters degree as a condition of employment. Teacher education has an emphasis on: i) research to 
to engage in disciplined inquiry in the classroom throughout their teaching career; ii) developing pedagogical 
content knowledge; iii) training for all teachers in diagnosing students with learning difficulties and in adapting 
their instruction to the varying learning needs and styles of their students; and, iv) a very strong clinical 
component. In addition, a long tradition of in-service teacher training has developed over the years as national 
curricular changes have been implemented. In particular, during the intensive adaptation to the new 
educational structure from 1972 to 1977, Finland instituted a special, comprehensive, compulsory in-service 
training programme for all teachers in all municipalities.  

Source: Adapted from OECD (2011b), Lessons from PISA for the United States, Strong Performers and Successful 
Reformers in Education, OECD, Paris.  

 

 Supporting and mentoring novice teachers in disadvantaged schools. Induction and 

mentoring may improve teacher effectiveness, increase retention of novice teachers, 

diminish the negative effects of inexperience and increase retention of novice teachers, lower 

the attrition rate and reinforce their integration into the school staff (Johnson and Birkeland, 

2003; Smith and Ingersoll, 2004). Mentoring is especially important for new teachers in 

disadvantaged schools as it can help them understand the main challenges and develop 

adequate pedagogical and relational strategies to respond to students’ needs faster. 

 More supportive working conditions to increase teacher retention and effectiveness. 

Principal support, teacher collaboration and school resources play a significant role in 

teachers’ decisions to stay in disadvantaged schools (Allensworth, Ponisciak and Mazzeo, 

2009). More supportive working conditions also include providing time and facilities for 

meetings, time for common planning, and the availability of additional support and 

resources.  

 Adequate financial incentives to attract and retain teachers in disadvantaged schools. Many 

OECD countries offer incentives, such as additional yearly or one-time bonuses, as a reward 

for teaching in a disadvantaged and/or remote area. Incentives need to be large enough to 
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make a difference and be combined with appropriate support and development to effectively 

improve teacher quality and student achievement in disadvantaged schools. For example, 

Korea offers multiple incentives to candidates who work in high need schools, including 

additional salary, smaller class size, less instructional time, additional credit towards future 

promotion to administrative positions, and the ability to choose the next school where to 

work. In the United States, North Carolina offered between 2001 and 2004 a retention bonus 

($1 800 US) for certified mathematics, science and special education teachers in high-

poverty and low-performing schools that reduced teacher turnover by 17%. 

More effective strategies to address learning gaps in mainstream schools can also be explored. 

For example, the OECD Review of Evaluation and Assessment in the Czech Republic (see Santiago et 

al, 2012) recommends a stronger of formative assessment to enhance student learning, rather than 

simply through the use of assessment summatively for recording and reporting learning. Effective 

formative assessment requires that teachers develop sophisticated skills for uncovering students’ level 

of understanding, for providing feedback and adjusting teaching strategies to meet identified needs, 

and for helping students to develop their own skills for learning to learn.  

Reduce selection mechanisms  and set high expectations for all students 

Many OECD countries are taking steps to build comprehensive school systems since early 

selection hinders equity without necessarily enhancing overall student performance. In the case of the 

Czech Republic, the OECD has recommended to end streaming of students with learning 

difficulties into special schools and to postpone early tracking of students (see, for example, 

OECD 2006a). While the Czech Republic has already taken some steps in both directions, no 

significant changes have materialised yet. For example, in 2001 the National Programme for the 

Development of Education stated that: “A decisive change in the basic schools will be the significant 

strengthening of their lower secondary level as a result of the gradual elimination of multi-year general 

secondary schools (gymnázia). Starting from 2002, no new students should be admitted to the first 

year of these types of general secondary schools.”  

In most OECD education systems, only students with severe disabilities that cannot attend a 

mainstream school are streamed into special schools. Streaming into special schools is very unusual in 

OECD countries and has severe consequences for children, such as poorer educational opportunities 

and stigmatisation. In Finland, for example, 8% of children are deemed as having special education 

needs but only half of them are placed in special schools; the other half are mainstreamed (OECD, 

2011b). Finnish educators believe that if schools focus on early diagnosis and intervention, most 

students can be helped to achieve success in regular classrooms. A specially trained teacher works 

closely with the class teachers to identify students in need of extra help and to work individually or in 

small groups with these students to provide the support they need to keep up with their classmates. 

Furthermore, every comprehensive school has a “pupils’ multi-professional care group”, which 

consists of the principal, the special education teacher, the school nurse, the school psychologist, a 

social worker, and the teachers whose students are being discussed. 

Many OECD countries have adopted comprehensive education aproaches, and raised the age of 

first tracking or postponed it to a later educational stage – most commonly to the end of lower 

secondary education. The Nordic countries were among the first to make the change in the 1970s and 

became a reference of comprehensive education systems. One of the most recent reforms was 

undertaken in Poland, where early tracking was postponed one year, until the age of 15. The reform 

raised students’ performance substantially, particularly for those students that would have been 

assigned into vocational tracks, without hindering the performance of top achievers (Wisniewski, 

2007). 
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Delaying early tracking is usually a tough and long reform. It requires challenging prevailing 

views and building a consensus towards a more equitable system. Moreover, these strategies need to 

be carefully designed to ensure results, prevent the emergence of new selective practices and ensure 

fair distribution of resources. For example, in Finland, the comprehensive school reform was coupled 

with other reforms, notably a set of reforms to improve teachers’ quality and ensure that they were 

prepared to teach in classrooms with a wider range of abilities (see Box 1).  

In contexts where key stakeholders may be reluctant to end early tracking, suppressing low-level 

tracks and groups or ensuring that these offer equivalent education opportunities and outcomes to 

other pathways can mitigate some of the negative effects of tracking. This is particularly beneficial in 

systems in which there are different and very impermeable tracks in a hierarchy. In recent years, 

Austria, Luxembourg, Slovak Republic and some German states have taken steps in this direction. 

If students continue to be tracked at an early age, improving the selection methods and increasing 

flexibility to change tracks can be considered to limit its negative effects on equity. Also, all tracks 

should set high expectations for students regardless of their ability or socio-economic background, 

providing students a challenging curriculum and high quality instruction. Finally, tracking could be 

replaced by heterogeneous classes but with short-term flexible ability grouping for specific subjects or 

purposes, while classes remain heterogeneous. Mentoring, coaching and career guidance can build 

student confidence, raise their expectations about schooling and help them navigate through the 

different educational pathways. 
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Box 2. Selected country experiences in delaying tracking 

In Sweden a reform was conducted in the 1960s to introduce a nine-year comprehensive school 

system (Meghir and Palme, 2005; Holmlund, 2006). Before, compulsory schooling lasted 6 years (7 in 

big cities); the reform aimed to keep all students together until the 10
th

 year. However, the reform 

found some resistance and an agreement was reached to track students at the 9
th

 year into a vocational 

track, a theoretical one preparing for upper-secondary school or a third general track, although students 

remained in the same establishment. The reform was first introduced in the school year 1949-50 and 

was implemented progressively in municipalities that were representative of the entire country. In 

1962 the Parliament decided to extend it to the whole country, giving the remaining municipalities 7 

years to implement the reform. The reform resulted in mixed-ability classrooms, although there is 

some evidence that today streaming is increasingly used within the unified compulsory school. 

In Finland comprehensive schooling was introduced gradually (Pekkarinen, Uusitalo and 

Pekkala, 2006). The reform aimed at introducing new curricula with higher shares of mathematics and 

sciences, and having all students follow the same curriculum in the same establishment until the age of 

16. The reform was envisaged in the late 1940s but the first experiments began in 1967. In 1968, the 

Parliament approved the introduction of a nine-year comprehensive school. The adoption of the new 

school system was introduced gradually between 1972 and 1977 on the basis of regional 

implementation plans, from the less populated areas of the North of the country to the capital. As a 

result of some opposition, ability tracking was partially retained, dividing students into ability groups 

in foreign language and mathematics classes, but students were grouped together in other subjects. 

This form of ability grouping was eventually abolished in 1985. 

In 1999, Poland reformed the structure of its educational system, deferring tracking in secondary 

education, embracing a deep curriculum reform, and giving more autonomy to schools. Prior to the 

reform, primary school lasted eight years and was followed by four-year secondary or three-year 

vocational school. The 1999 reform replaced this system with a shortened primary school career of 6 

years, followed by 3 years academic school and 2 years vocational education, which implied that all 

children were kept together for one extra year, until the age of 15. Research has shown that the deferral 

of tracking accounts for the substantial improvement in international assessments (OECD, 2011c). 

Source: Meghir, C. and M. Palme (2005), “Educational Reform, Ability and Family Background”, American 

Economic Review, Vol. 95, No. 1, pp. 414-424; Holmlund, H. (2007), “A Researcher’s Guide to the Swedish 

Compulsory School Reform”, Working paper 9/2007, Swedish Institute for Social Research, Stockholm 

University; Pekkarinen, T., S. Pekkala and R. Uusitalo (2006), “Education Policy and Intergenerational Income 

Mobility: Evidence from the Finnish Comprehensive School Reform”, IZA Discussion Paper, No. 2204; 

OECD (2011c), "The Impact of the 1999 Education Reform in Poland", OECD Education Working Papers, No. 

49, OECD, Paris.  
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Increase the relevancy and equivalence of upper secondary pathways 

Upper secondary education is a strategic level of education for individuals and societies, 

representing a pivot between a basic educational foundation and a move into advanced study or 

employment. Upper secondary should respond to the preferences of students
4
 and the needs of the 

labour market through the flexible combination of vocational and academic choices of an equivalent 

value for further study or the labour market (Sahlberg, 2007). The OECD Vocational Education and 

Training Review of the Czech Republic recommends clearer procedures and criteria in the regional 

planning, to strengthen the involvement of employers and to give more weight to student preferences 

in planning the mix of upper secondary provision, and to improve the lower level VET track. 

Equivalence between pathways is key to ensure that students can choose between a range of 

choices in upper secondary and in transitions into tertiary education and that VET is not perceived as a 

second best option. In many cases, equivalence implies improving the quality and relevancy of VET to 

provide a mix of generic and technical skills. It also means ensuring transferability between 

programmes and avoiding dead ends, providing further learning options to students who made wrong 

choices earlier on, changed interests or want to re-enter the education system.  

Targeted policies to support disadvantaged students who are at risk of dropping out as well as to 

provide opportunities for those that have already left the education system can increase upper 

secondary education completion rates. Some countries have introduced the concept of an education or 

training guarantee until the age of 18, among which Austria, New Zealand, and United Kingdom and 

others seek to guarantee a given basic education level (Australia and Netherlands). Also, a few 

countries, such as Mexico, Spain, and Great Britain (United Kingdom), provide financial incentives to 

encourage poorer students to stay in school or improve their performance. 

Guidance and counselling services are also fundamental in upper secondary education to help 

students make an appropriate educational and career choice, particularly in systems that offer a range 

of vocational and general studies leading to further study, work or combinations of the two. Also, 

these can be an effective way to maintain the motivation in studying and open up new horizons for 

disadvantaged students. In Ireland, enhanced guidance and counselling targeted at supporting junior 

secondary students is provided in schools with the highest concentrations of disadvantage (Irish 

Ministry of Education, 2011). The OECD Vocational Education and Training Review of the Czech 

Republic recommends to improve the quantity and quality of career guidance in basic education by 

splitting counselling from career guidance, placing a greater focus on career guidance, improving the 

initial and in-service training of career advisors, and diversifying forms of career guidance provision.  

Use data to drive school-level and system-level improvement 

Data can help identify students at risk of falling behind or dropping out and intervene early. High 

absenteeism, behavioural problems and course failure are strong predictors of both student 

disengagement and school failure (MacIver, 2009).  

In schools, data can be used to establish to highlight where the school is adding most value and 

where improvement is needed. The OECD Review of Evaluation and Assessment in the Czech 

Republic recommends that schools should collect, analyse and use national level data (such as 

standardised tests) and school-based data (e.g., report cards, teacher reports of annual progress, school 

records of behaviour, attendance, etc.) for school and classroom decision-making and to design 

effective prevention and support mechanisms that promote engagement and academic achievement. 

However, data should be used to support students in their learning and not to deflect them into tracks 

with lower expectations and should take into consideration contextual factors that influence 
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performance. Box 3 describes the case of the Netherlands, where 85% of schools use a “learning 

monitoring system” that is used to monitor students’ progress and development.  

At the system level, data can be used to design strategies to monitor and redress educational 

disadvantage. The OECD Review of Evaluation and Assessment in the Czech Republic recommends 

the development of measures and collection of socio-economic background data to analyse 

educational disadvantage in the system across specific groups (e.g. by gender, socioeconomic or 

immigrant background, minority status) as well as the analysis across regions. Data could be collected 

in the enrolment procedures or during the administration of the national standardised tests and the 

common part of the national school-leaving examinations. Also, such an enlarged database could 

contain the results of students’ assessments, more detailed information about the teaching staff, and 

some information about non-teaching staff in the school. 

Box 3. The use of data for school and student improvement in the Netherlands 

An important source for research and monitoring is the Personal Identification Number 
(PGN), which has been issued to every child in the country over the age of 3½. Commonly 
referred to as the education number, it is the same as the tax and social insurance number. 
Schools pass on the PGN together with certain other data on pupils to other schools, as the 
child progresses through education. These data are increasingly used for purposes such as 
monitoring pupils’ school careers, school attendance or dropout.  

The PGN is very useful in the action plan against dropout, because it offers complete 
and reliable figures on rates nationally, regionally and at municipal and district levels. All 
schools in secondary education are expected to register absenteeism, disengagement and 
dropout, and a monthly report is available to municipalities and schools to allow them to 
give priority to those at risk. Also, these data are linked to socio-economic data (including 
demographics, native Dutch citizens, ethnic minorities, unemployment, people entitled to 
benefits, etc.) by region, city and district, which provides a wealth of information for 
implementing and adjusting policy. This monitoring of results enables the authorities to 
assess what works and what doesn’t, and therefore to disseminate good practices. 

The Inspectorate uses a number of (output) indicators to identify and assess the risk of 
an individual school of underperforming. If a school is deemed at risk they will receive 
inspection, which will lead to an overall assessment as “normal”, “weak” or “very weak”. 
Schools that are weak or very weak will receive more intense follow up inspection, and 
those that are labelled very weak must improve or be closed down within two years. During 
these two years the Inspectorate engages with school boards and monitors the 
implementation of its recommendations. Alongside this top-down intervention weak schools 
are provided with specialised advice and assistance, mostly subsidised by the Ministry and 
carried out by organisations in the field. Each year most schools labelled as weak or very 
weak improve but new schools are labelled weak. The number of very weak schools has 
moved down slowly from slightly less than 120 schools in 2009 to less than 100 in 2011.  

Source: Akkerman, Y., et al. (2011), Overcoming School Failure: Policies that Work, Background Report for 

the Netherlands, Ministry of Education, Culture and Science, Den Haag. www.oecd.org/edu/equity; Van Twist, 

M., M . van der Steen, M. Kleiboer, J. Scherpenisse and H. Theisens (2013), Coping with very weak primary 

schools: towards smart interventions in Dutch education policy. A Governing Complex Education Systems Case 

Study, OECD. 

 

Many OECD countries have introduced targets to measure and foster progress on equity in 

education, such as targets on numeracy or literacy skills and completion. Ontario (Canada) has set 

file://FS-CH-1.main.oecd.org/Users3/Pons_A/www.oecd.org/edu/equity


 
  

EQUITY AND QUALITY IN EDUCATION: A FOCUS ON THE CZECH REPUBLIC - 17 

 

targets in both basic skills and dropout, as it aims at increasing the provincial passing rate in literacy 

and numeracy from 55% to 75%, and at raising upper secondary graduation rates from 68% to 85% 

(OECD, 2011b). Targets can also be focused on specific groups. For example, halving the gap for 

indigenous students in reading, writing and numeracy is one of the targets of the Australian education 

system.  

Encourage disadvantaged schools to increase parental engagement 

Greater parental involvement in education, both supporting their children at home and 

participating in in-school activities, is associated with more positive attitudes towards school, better 

homework habits, lower absenteeism, disengagement and dropout, and better education outcomes 

(OECD, 2012a). In disadvantaged schools, high achieving students are more likely to have parents 

involved in their learning at home and actively participating in their schooling than those who are 

falling behind (Ingram, Wolfe and Lieberman, 2007).  

Some countries have introduced specific policies to promote the use of effective communication 

strategies in order to increase parental engagement, especially targeting parents who are more difficult 

to reach or might require extra support to engage in their child’s learning, by encouraging schools to 

(OECD, 2012a):  

 Proactively and systematically identify and try to engage families who are not yet involved 

in their children’s schooling. 

 Use diverse communication channels as formal arrangements to link parents and schools 

may not work for disadvantaged groups.  

 Provide information about students’ performance in a balanced way. If the only information 

reaching home is bad news, there will be little chance of winning support from parents for 

the efforts being made at school.  

 Develop clear information guidelines on how parents can contribute to their child’s 

schooling.   

In Ireland, for example, home-school liaison coordinators targeting disadvantaged students at risk 

promote partnership and collaboration between parents and teachers (Irish Ministry of Education, 

2011). In the Netherlands, particular efforts have been made to engage parents from migrant groups 

through the creation of a platform to facilitate exchanges, encouraging home visits by teachers, 

offering information and activities for parents in the school (e.g. meeting room, language course, 

information point), developing a school-level parental engagement policy and also providing support 

for parental initiatives and more information for parents at the municipal level (Akkerman et al, 2011). 

MAKING CHANGE HAPPEN 

Any child should have the chance to succeed in education. The Czech Republic has made 

considerable efforts to identify main challenges and propose ways to improve equity in education 

through a consultation with the main stakeholders. These can contribute to support the needed reforms 

efforts to bring significant changes into schools. The main equity indicators underline the need of 

reforms, particularly in embracing more comprehensive settings in which all students can fully 

develop their talent.  
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Reforms should provide each student with high quality schooling and equal opportunities from 

the early years to at least the end of upper secondary and should aim at: 

 Providing children from all backgrounds with a strong start  

 Raising the quality of teachers and developing their skills to teach in classrooms with a 

wider range of abilities 

 Reducing selection mechanisms and setting high expectations for all students 

 Increasing the relevancy and equivalence of upper secondary pathways 

 Using data to drive school-level and system-level improvement 

 Encouraging disadvantaged schools to increase parental engagement. 

The conclusions of the consultation process should be widely disseminated in order to build and 

sustain the momentum, which could facilitate placing equity at the forefront and launching reforms of 

sufficient breadth to make a significant change in the education system. Embracing significant reforms 

and effectively reaching schools will also require challenging widespread views on education and 

selection of students as well as supporting and aligning the incentives of teachers and school leaders to 

make change happen.  
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ANNEX 1. KEY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO IMPROVE EQUITY AND 
QUALITY IN EDUCATION IN OECD COUNTRIES 

 
 

EQUITY AND QUALITY IN EDUCATION: 
KEY POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS FOR OECD COUNTRIES 

 

The OECD report Equity and Quality in Education: Supporting Disadvantaged Students and 

Schools (2012a) recommends to invest early and all the way up to upper secondary, eliminating 

education policies and practices that hinder equity; and supporting low performing disadvantaged 

schools.  

Eliminate education policies and practices that contribute to school failure 

1. Eliminate grade repetition. Grade repetition is costly and ineffective in raising educational 

outcomes. Alternative strategies to reduce this practice include: preventing repetition by addressing 

learning gaps during the school year; automatic promotion or limiting repetition to subject or modules 

failed with targeted support; and raising awareness to change the cultural support to repetition. 

Reinforcing schools and teachers’ capacities to respond appropriately to students’ learning needs, and 

to provide early, regular and timely support as well as setting objectives and aligning incentives for 

schools are option to support these strategies.  

2. Avoid early tracking and defer student selection to upper secondary. Early student selection 

has a negative impact on students assigned to lower tracks and exacerbates inequities, without raising 

average performance. Early student selection should be deferred to upper secondary education while 

reinforcing comprehensive schooling. In contexts where there is reluctance to delay early tracking, 

suppressing lower-level tracks or groups can mitigate its negative effects. Limiting the number of 

subjects or duration of ability grouping, increasing opportunities to change tracks or classrooms and 

providing high curricular standards for students in the different tracks can lessen the negative effects 

of early tracking, streaming and grouping by ability.  

3. Manage school choice to avoid segregation and increased inequities. Providing full parental 

school choice can result in segregating students by ability, socio-economic background and generate 

greater inequities across education systems. Controlled choice schemes can combine parental choice 

and ensure a more diverse distribution of students. Options for balancing choice and equity also 

include providing incentives to make disadvantaged students more attractive to high quality schools, 

ensuring that school selection mechanisms lead to a balanced intake and providing disadvantaged 

families’ access to information about schools and supporting them in making informed choices.  

4. Make funding strategies responsive to students’ and schools’ needs. Available resources and 

the way they are spent influence students’ learning opportunities. To ensure equity and quality across 

education systems, funding strategies should: guarantee access to quality early childhood education 

and care (ECEC), especially for disadvantaged families; use funding strategies, such as weighted 

funding formula, that take into consideration that the instructional costs of disadvantaged students may 

be higher. Decentralisation/local autonomy should be balanced with resource accountability to ensure 

support to the most disadvantaged students and schools.  

5. Design equivalent upper secondary education pathways to ensure completion. While 

upper secondary education is a strategic level of education for individuals and societies, between 10 
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and 30 percent of young people starting do not complete this level. Policies need to increase the 

relevancy and ensure completion: making academic and vocational tracks equivalent by improving the 

quality of vocational education and training, allowing transitions from academic to vocational studies 

and removing dead ends; reinforcing guidance and counselling for students and designing targeted 

measures to prevent dropout - such as additional pathways to obtain an upper secondary qualification 

or incentives to stay in school until completion. 

Help disadvantaged students and schools improve 

1. Strengthen and support school leadership. School leadership is the starting point for the 

transformation of low performing disadvantaged schools but often, school leaders are not well 

selected, prepared or supported to exercise their roles in these schools. To strengthen their capacity, 

school leadership preparation programmes should provide both general expertise and specialised 

knowledge. Coaching, mentoring and networks can be developed to achieve durable change and good 

working conditions, systemic support and incentives are needed to attract and retain competent 

leaders. Support for restructuring schools should be considered whenever necessary as well as splitting 

low performing disadvantaged schools, merging small ones and closing recurrently failing ones.  

2. Stimulate a supportive school climate and environment for learning. Low performing 

disadvantaged schools are at risk of difficult environments for learning. Policies specific for these 

schools need focus more than other schools on prioritising the development of positive teacher-student 

and peer relationships; promoting the use of data information systems for school diagnosis to identify 

struggling students and factors of learning disruptions; providing adequate student counselling, 

mentoring to support students and smoothing their transitions to other education levels. In addition, 

these schools may benefit from alternative organisation of learning time and school size. Smaller 

classrooms and schools can reinforce student-student and student-teacher interactions and facilitate 

better learning strategies in some cases. 

3. Attract, support and retain high quality teachers. Despite the large effect of teachers on 

student performance, disadvantaged schools are not always staffed with the highest quality teachers. 

Policies must raise teacher quality for disadvantaged schools and students by providing targeted 

teacher education to ensure that teachers receive the skills and knowledge they need for working in 

schools with disadvantaged students, mentoring programmes for novice teachers, supportive working 

conditions to improve effectiveness and retention, and adequate financial and career incentives to 

attract and retain high quality teachers in disadvantaged schools.  

4. Ensure effective classroom learning strategies. Academic expectations are often lower for 

disadvantaged schools and students and effective pedagogical practices for low performing students 

might not be in place. To improve learning in classrooms, disadvantaged schools can promote the use 

of a balanced combination of student-centred instruction with aligned curricular and assessment 

practices. Schools and teachers should use diagnostic tools and formative and summative assessments 

to monitor children’s progress and ensure they are acquiring good understanding and knowledge. 

Also, schools should follow a curriculum promoting a culture of high expectations and success. 

5. Prioritise linking schools with parents and communities. Disadvantaged parents tend to be 

less involved in their children’s schooling, for multiple economic and social reasons. Policies need to 

ensure that disadvantaged schools prioritise their links with parents and communities and improve 

their communication strategies to align school and parental efforts. The more effective strategies target 

parents who are more difficult to reach and identify and encourage individuals from the same 

communities to mentor students. Building links with the communities around schools, both business 

and social stakeholders, can also strengthen schools and their students. 
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NOTES 

 
1
 Koucký, Bartušek and Kovarovic (2008), using three rounds of the European Social Survey, assess inequality 

in access to tertiary education for a set of 23 European countries. For the period 1990-2005, they find 

that the Czech Republic is among the six countries with the greatest inequality as measured by the 

odds ratio of attending tertiary education between a student whose father has the highest occupational 

status (as classified by the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status) and a student 

whose father has the lowest occupational status. 

2
 In the 2008/09 school year, secondary school leavers were distributed as follows: 20% completed secondary 

general education, 54% completed technical education and 26% completed secondary education 

programmes not requiring a school-leaving examination (Santiago et al, 2012). 

3
 The OECD Review of Vocational Education and Training (2010) found that initial and in-service education 

and training of upper secondary school counsellors focus more on pedagogical and psychological 

counselling than on career guidance. School counsellors combine career guidance with other roles: 

teaching other school subjects, and providing counselling and guidance for personal problems and 

study difficulties. Governance of upper secondary VET at regional level lacks the transparency and 

accountability mechanisms that would ensure a match between labour market demand and student 

choice, and secure quality standards across the country. The participation of companies in work place 

training provision is low and the institutional system for social partners’ involvement in VET is 

fragmented.  

4
 Satisfying student preferences is important for at least two reasons: first, well-informed students choose 

programmes that correspond best to their abilities and interests leading to better job matches and more 

satisfying careers; and second, students exert pressure on labour and education markets by avoiding 

programmes of low quality or programmes leading to unattractive or poorly paid jobs. 


