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RATIONALE 

Complexity in education systems is on the rise due to a number of intersecting trends. Parents in 

OECD countries have become more diverse, individualistic and highly educated. As evidence about 

school and student achievement has become more readily available, stakeholders have also 

become more demanding, pushing schools to cater for the individual needs of their children. 

One of the most important responses to this increasing complexity has been decentralisation: 

allowing local authorities, school boards and schools a greater degree of freedom to respond to 

diverse and local demands. In fact, decentralisation may be too limited a term for what has 

happened. In many countries tasks have not simply devolved to regional, local or school levels. 

Lump sum funding, strengthening of stakeholders, horizontal accountability, and holding local 

authorities and schools accountable through performance indicators have changed the nature of 

the relationship between the central, regional and local levels, moving away from a hierarchical 

relationship to a division of labour and more mutual independence and self-regulation. Education 

systems are now characterised by multi-level governance where the links between multiple actors 

operating at different levels are to a certain extent fluid and open to negotiation.  

At the same time, ministries of education remain responsible for ensuring high quality, efficient, 

equitable and innovative education. Therefore, one of the crucial questions for OECD countries is 

how their increasingly complex education systems can achieve national objectives. The Governing 

Complex Education Systems (GCES) project focuses on this issue by targeting two key elements: 

governance mechanisms and knowledge options. 

PROJECT BACKGROUND AND GOALS 

The project focuses on the following two questions: 

1) What models of governance are effective in complex education systems?  

2) What knowledge system is necessary to support the effective governance of complex 

education systems? 

The GCES project addresses these questions through the following aims and activities: 

 Establish the state of research and evidence in these areas and contribute to the 

analytical and conceptual knowledge base in the field. 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/gces
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/gces
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 Explore current practices in OECD member countries through a series of 

thematic workshops, working papers, and case studies. 

 Build an international network of policy makers and researchers with expertise 

in this area. 

The Highlights section below details what was accomplished in the first biennium of the GCES 

project (2011-12). 

HIGHLIGHTS 2011-12 

2011: ANALYTICAL PHASE 

 GCES Project Launch Meeting (Oslo, 28-29 March 2011) 

 Advisory Group Meeting (Paris, 22-23 June 2011) 

 First Thematic Conference: Effective Governance from the Centre (The Hague, 21-22 November 

2011) 

2012: ANALYTICAL/EMPIRICAL PHASE 

 Second Thematic Conference: Effective Governance on the Local Level (Warsaw, 16-17 April 

2012).  

 Advisory Group Meeting (Paris, 10 September 2012) 

 GCES Working Paper: Exploring the Complex Interaction between Governance and Knowledge in 

Education 

 GCES Working Paper: Looking Beyond the Numbers: Multiple School Accountability 

  

http://oecd.org/edu/ceri/oslogcesprojectlaunch.htm
http://www.oecd.org/document/17/0,3746,en_2649_35845581_48643409_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.oecd.org/document/54/0,3746,en_2649_35845581_49564726_1_1_1_1,00.html
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/exploring-the-complex-interaction-between-governance-and-knowledge-in-education_5k9flcx2l340-en;jsessionid=1rrsnlymh3n2m.delta
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/exploring-the-complex-interaction-between-governance-and-knowledge-in-education_5k9flcx2l340-en;jsessionid=1rrsnlymh3n2m.delta
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/looking-beyond-the-numbers-stakeholders-and-multiple-school-accountability_5k91dl7ct6q6-en
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GCES2: 2013-14 

The second phase of the GCES project (GCES2) builds on the explorative work of 2011-12 and 

focuses on key themes identified by participating countries as their biggest priorities:  

1) Accountability systems: This theme includes issues of evaluation and assessment, 

stakeholder uptake and implementation, the possible tension between accountability and 

innovation, and levels of trust in the system. Access and management of knowledge 

systems and research evidence is a central component to this strand.  

2) Capacity building: This strand focuses on identifying gaps, needs, and dynamics of capacity 

building on individual, institutional, and system level. Key elements are the production, 

diffusion, and mobilisation of knowledge (including funding and priority setting), and 

integrating different forms of knowledge: practitioner/expert, research, indicators, etc. 

GCES2 will identify effective strategies and country initiatives addressing this challenge. 

3) Complexity: This theme looks at the challenges posed by education governance systems as 

complex systems. Processes and outcomes of these systems are by definition non-linear 

and unpredictable. The analysis of a particular system therefore requires an approach that 

leads the various interconnections between actors, levels, processes, outcomes and 

feedback loops to a coherent whole.  

4) Trust: In education, trust has been shown to be important for school effectiveness, pupil’s 

achievement, and teachers’ job satisfaction. Building trust is thus a stated goal for many 

actors. However, it co-exists with other goals, for example, the push to increase 

accountability. In order to understand these interactions better, this strand looks 

particularly at definitions, measurements and the role of trust in education governance. 

Each issue is explored analytically in working papers and also provides the basis for annual 

conferences. Smaller expert meetings and peer learning activities are envisaged in order to work 

with individual countries or groups of countries on issues of particular concern. GCES2 continues to 

develop one of the goals of the first phase of the project: building an international network of 

policy makers and researchers with expertise in this area. 

The conceptual and analytical work is augmented by work on relevant indicators. In particular, 

data from the OECD Network on Education System Level Indicators (NESLI) on autonomy and locus 

of decision-making is used. In addition, GCES2 continues to expand its case study strand to further 

develop the project’s empirical base. 
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CALENDAR OF ACTIVITIES 2013 

 Third thematic conference: Effective Multi-level Governance in Education (Paris/France, 17-18 
June 2013). 

 Publication of GCES Case Studies:  

 The Netherlands 
 Norway 

 Advisory Group Meeting (Paris/France, 16 September 2013) 

 Continuing work and launch of further GCES Case Studies 

 GCES working paper: The simple, the complicated and the complex: Educational governance 
through the lens of complexity theory 

CALENDAR OF ACTIVITIES 2014 

 GCES International Conference: Understanding Complexity: The Future of Education 
Governance (Oslo/Norway, 10 February 2014) 

 Publication of GCES Case Studies: 

 Germany 
 Poland 
 Sweden 

 Publication of GCES Working Papers: 

 Policy Experimentation in Complex Education Systems 
 Steering from the Centre: New Modes of Governance in Multi-level Education Systems 
 Trust and Education Governance 

 Advisory Group Meeting (Paris/France, late summer 2014) 

 Ongoing analytical work on working papers 

 GCES Conference: dissemination conference for GCES2 (fall 2014) 

Output: Volume on Empirical Lessons in Governing Complex Education Systems 

  

http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/thirdthematicconferenceannouncement.htm
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/Dutch%20GCES%20case%20study%20OECD%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/Norwegian%20GCES%20case%20study%20OECD.pdf
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/the-simple-the-complicated-and-the-complex-educational-reform-through-the-lens-of-complexity-theory_5k3txnpt1lnr-en
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/the-simple-the-complicated-and-the-complex-educational-reform-through-the-lens-of-complexity-theory_5k3txnpt1lnr-en
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/4th-gces-conference-oslo.htm
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/4th-gces-conference-oslo.htm
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GCES CASE STUDY SERIES 

The GCES case study strand is made up of original research following a specific framework.  

Already published: 

 The Netherlands 

This case study looks at the effectiveness of policy instruments aimed at reducing the number of 

underperforming primary schools in a system with a long tradition of school autonomy. The 

primary mechanism is a combination of policy guidelines and formal law to strengthen the role of 

the Inspectorate. The study looks at reform impact as well as the dynamics of the implementation 

process. The role of media, parents, and other stakeholders is given special attention. 

 Norway 

This case study looks at the Norwegian initiative on better assessment for learning. In particular it 

will focus on the use of formative assessment in schools, including the reform and dynamics of 

change and capacity building in teachers and large-scale implementation. This reform has been 

brought about using various mechanisms including law, policy development programmes, and 

knowledge management/capacity building for teachers and administrators. 

Forthcoming: 

 Germany  
This case study looks at the use of educational monitoring on the municipal level in Germany, 
which has been introduced by the federal policy programme “Local Learning”. The analysis will 
focus on the use of data and its influence on education governance across system levels. 

 Poland  

This case study looks at a new system of evaluation that replaces the current inspection system. 

There are a number of implementation challenges, e.g. logistic and structural issues, or a lack of 

trust that evaluation will be used to improve performance rather than punitively. 

 Sweden 

This case study looks at a series of reforms that shifted almost all responsibilities for compulsory 

education from the centre to the municipalities. Implementation difficulties, mainly connected to 

the lack of necessary local capacity building and the lack of a systemic vision, emerged early. 

 Further education systems will be added in 2014 and the upcoming biennium 2015/16. 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/GCES%20Framework%20FINAL_new.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/Dutch%20GCES%20case%20study%20OECD%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/Norwegian%20GCES%20case%20study%20OECD.pdf
http://www.lernen-vor-ort.info/

