
 

    P a g e  | 1 

Summary of the Third Thematic GCES Conference 

Effective Multilevel Governance in Education 

Paris, France 

17-18 June 2013 

 

MONDAY, 17 JUNE 

The third in a series of three thematic conferences for the OECD/CERI Governing Complex 
Education Systems project (GCES), this event focused on two main themes in effective multilevel 
governance: differing approaches to steering from the centre, and the role data can play in 
accountability, transparency and trust. The conference was a joint collaboration between the OECD’s 
Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) and UNESCO. All presentations and 
background papers from the meeting can be found at www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/gces.  

 Opening session 

The meeting was opened by the chair of the conference, Ms. Margaret Pearce, Minister-
Counsellor of the Permanent Delegation of Australia to the OECD. 

Mr. David Atchoarena, Director of the Division for Teacher Development and Higher Education 
at UNESCO, welcomed the conference participants on behalf of UNESCO. In his speech, Mr. 
Atchoarena highlighted the various challenges modern education systems are confronted with, such 
as demographic change and increasingly complex decision-making structures. Despite the 
recognition of these trends, substantial segments of education systems lack the necessary reform, for 
example in the areas of assessment, where evaluation models are still based on linear assumptions, 
or capacity building, which requires decision makers to renew their attention to institutional 
capacity. Mr. Atchoarena stressed that the latter constitutes one of the major forms of co-operation 
between the OECD and UNESCO. 

Mr. Andreas Schleicher, Deputy Director for Education and Special Advisor on Education Policy 
to the OECD’s Secretary-General, then welcomed the participants of the conference on behalf of the 
OECD. In his presentation, Mr. Schleicher focused on the implications of major policy challenges 
(trust between actors, budget cuts, increased vulnerability of social institutions, globalization and 
population ageing) and education trends (education expansion, from routine cognitive skills to 
complex ways of thinking and working, changes in the teacher profession, development of new 
accountability systems) on governance. Greater transparency and more widespread data availability 
requires a new approach that reassesses the hierarchical relationship between ministries, schools, 
teachers, and students, and that focuses on governing learning instead of governing institutions.  

First keynote address 

The first keynote was given by Mr. Ben Levin of the University of Toronto, and was entitled “The 
Simple Art of Governing Complex Systems”. In his presentation Mr. Levin first outlined the features 
of complex education systems: multi-level structures, variety of demographics and values, a rising 
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number of stakeholders who are increasingly vocal, strong a-priori beliefs, turbulence and surprise 
as dominating conditions, growing cynicism about public institutions, and a 24/7-news cycle.  

Mr. Levin then described how education reform in the Province of Ontario/Canada was 
addressed during his time as the state’s Deputy Minister for Education. Ontario’s education system 
has 72 districts, 5000 schools, and 2 million students, of which more than 25% are foreign born. It 
has a complex governance structure with a provincial ministry, local school boards as well as many 
interest groups involved in the decision-making process. A range of policy reforms resulted in 
several improvements by the year 2011 with all student outcomes improved, better teacher morale 
(reflected e.g. in rising retirement ages), improved public satisfaction and fewer conflicts in the 
system.  

Mr. Levin described the key underlying governance principles of education systems. Successful 
systems should be open, inclusive, evidence-informed, and also value stability and be pragmatic yet 
outcome-focused. The presentation discussed four areas: a) structures (e.g. changes in the role of 
school boards; however, Mr. Levin argued that he would not spend too much time trying to 
fundamentally change structures); b) input and dialogue (e.g. partnership tables convened by the 
minister, integrating political opposition); c) evidence (especially increasing the availability of data, 
avoiding destabilising changes without strong evidence); d) capacity building for multiple actors 
(politicians and their staff, civil servants, school and district leaders, teachers, parents). All reforms 
should be based on achievable ideas, with their implementation focused on political leadership and 
support to facilitate the necessary dialogue between actors and across levels. Mr. Levin concluded 
that, in essence, political change happens when people make lasting changes in behaviour, and for 
that they need to be truly convinced of the underlying ideas and concepts. 

Discussion 

In his contribution, H. E. Mr. Mohd Zulkifli Mohammed, Ambassador and Permanent Delegate of 
Malaysia to UNESCO, described the situation in Malaysia’s education system with 400,000 teachers 
and 20,000 civil servants responsible for the sector and asked Mr. Levin how it is possible to change 
the mindsets of such a large group of actors. In his answer, Mr. Levin highlighted the importance of 
building an infrastructure that facilitates change and empowers those actors that already provide 
the needed expertise as change agents supporting the centre. 

Mr. Lorenz Lassnigg (Austria) pointed to an eventual inconsistency in the argument that 
structures in a system are not the foremost issue to address when addressing complexity and the 
recommendation to build infrastructure. Mr. Levin clarified that infrastructure indeed is important 
in this context, especially in order to facilitate dialogue between actors, but that changing 
governance structures or systems as a whole seems to be a less promising strategy. 

Mr. Petter Skarheim (Norway) challenged this argument by explaining the Norwegian 
experience, in which, for example, capacity building for various actors is considered to be an integral 
part of the governance system. Mr. Levin stressed that he would strongly recommend not focussing 
reform on the change of entire governance system in the sense of a redefinition of powers across the 
levels or the establishment of a middle tier between the central and the local level. 

Ms. Eli Sundby (Norway) in her comment drew upon another example from Norway, where 
three substantial public sectors have been merged to make the delivery of public services more 
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efficient. Ms. Sundby argued that if such a reform were not followed up by additional measures (e.g. 
bringing together the different professional cultures involved), the system might be confronted with 
serious problems. Mr. Levin in his response emphasised that there was no one-size-fits-all solution 
and that dialogue across the various levels was important to develop a better understanding of the 
various existing ideas and concepts. He also argued that even in relatively small country like Norway 
with – given its size – a rather extensive number of municipalities, the goal of education reform in his 
eyes would not be to reduce the number of municipalities, but rather to introduce a common 
approach directed at education outcomes. 

Second keynote address 

The second keynote was given by Mr. Dirk Van Damme, Head of CERI in the OECD’s Directorate 
for Education and Skills and entitled “When Evidence Confronts Politics: Competing Rationalities in 
the Smart State”. Mr. Van Damme first outlined the latest trends affecting governance and the role of 
the state (globalisation, fiscal crisis, changing communication channels, new forms of social action, 
self-regulation, the changing role of markets) which have lead to a “disempowered state”. In the 
context of education this means that the central level has lost power towards lower governance 
levels due to decentralisation, increasing choice and competition, multiplication of governance levels 
and stakeholders, and increased professionalization of main actors in the education system.  

Mr. Van Damme argued that as a response to this disempowerment, also fuelled by the ongoing 
financial crisis, discussions on the concept of the “smart state” have been revived. This concept aims 
to reduce the number and size of state interventions and at the same time improve regulations and 
governance. It tries to strengthen governance by drawing on multiple resources of regulation (self-
regulation of individuals, families, markets, civil society). Policies in the smart state, but also in any 
other modern governance context, have become increasingly knowledge-intense. At the same time, 
knowledge does not seem to find its way into policy development: evidence-based policy is 
developing, but at a slower pace than expected or needed. Mr. Van Damme also stressed that there 
are many examples of researchers feeling frustrated about the knowledge demands of policy makers 
and how research is used in the policy arena. On the other hand, policy-makers often find 
researchers unwilling to step out of their comfort zone. In the field of education, research evidence 
can find itself in a competitive relationship with other sources of knowledge (professional 
knowledge, personal anecdotes, common sense, political ideologies).  

Mr. Van Damme explained that attempts to merge the worlds of research and policy by 
integrating experts directly into the policy development process (“expertocracy”) often prove 
unsuccessful because of conflicting role definitions, an illusion of neutrality, the dynamics of politics, 
and problems of legitimacy. In his conclusions, Mr. Van Damme suggested transcending the 
boundaries between the two areas by a) acknowledging value and validity of intermediary forms of 
knowledge (e.g. tacit knowledge in the system); b) strengthening the organisation of knowledge and 
its flows (e.g. by knowledge-sharing networks across various groups of stakeholders, strategic 
frameworks for more reflexive forms of policy); strengthening epistemological communities (on the 
international level, e.g. the OECD, as well as the micro level, e.g. various interest groups). 

Discussion 

Ms. Edith Hooge (Tilburg University) commented that soft law and its approach of “hidden” or 
“secret” steering can sometimes be more effective in education than hard law, which relies on direct, 
deliberate forms of steering. In his follow-up comment, Mr. Van Damme stressed that soft law should 
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not be seen as a solution to every problem in education governance but rather as another way of 
knowledge-based interaction between stakeholders in the field. 

Mr. Petter Skarheim (Norway) commented that there is a clear lack of high quality educational 
research in many countries, especially when it comes to policy-relevant research. Mr. Van Damme 
responded that he was critical of the quality of contemporary educational research for a number of 
reasons, including different timelines, and underinvestment in education research. 

Mr. Lorenz Lassnigg (Austria) pointed out that there seems to be an inverse relationship 
between the extent to which knowledge is available to policy makers and their willingness to put 
certain issues on their agendas: Areas in which there is ample evidence often do not find their way 
into the set of priorities of policy makers. At the same time, those fields where there is a lack of 
evidence seem to trigger political action. 

 

The Governing Complex Education Systems (GCES) project 

Ms. Tracey Burns (OECD/CERI) presented the GCES project and outputs. The three main themes 
of the GCES project (accountability, capacity-building, strategic thinking) were highlighted in 
relation to the case studies and previous thematic conferences. This is the third in a series of 
thematic conferences for the GCES project. The first thematic conference, Effective Governance from 
the Centre, was held 21-22 November 2011 in The Hague, Netherlands. The second, Effective Local 
Level Governance, took place on 16-17 April 2012 in Warsaw, Poland. All conference materials, 
including presentations and background papers, can be found on the project website: 
www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/gces. 

This third thematic GCES conference looked at multi-level governance of complex education 
systems. Two fundamental areas addressed in the discussions were:  

1. Coordination and alignment: Is there an optimal division of labour among the different 
levels in the system that allows for maximum effectiveness while reducing overlap? How 
can this optimal division of labour be established, especially in the context of system 
change?  

2. Trust and conflict: How can sufficient levels of trust be ensured for the central and local 
levels to work together? What is the role of a middle tier? And what is the best way to 
manage conflicts between the different levels? 

 

Overview of workshop topics 

Ms. Tracey Burns and Mr. Harald Wilkoszewski from OECD/CERI presented an overview of the 
workshop topics. The topics of the workshops were 1) “Accountability, transparency and trust: the 
use and misuse of data”, and 2) “Facilitating reform: direct vs. indirect steering from the centre”.  
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Workshops 

Two parallel rounds of workshops took place during the afternoon sessions of the first day of 
the conference, so that all participants could take part in each workshop. In the following, the main 
points that arose from the discussions in the workshop sessions are presented. 

Workshop I: Accountability, Transparency and Trust: The use and misuse of data 

Ms. Burns and Mr. Henno Theisens (University of The Hague) chaired the sessions of this 
workshop.  

The workshop began with a brainstorming session of the tools with which the respective 
nations tracked accountability. They were further prompted to define what role accountability was 
intended to play for them – was it designed to allow for sanctions and encourage improvement? Was 
the aim more systemic assessment? Did they perhaps not collect data at all and why might that be? 

While there were a wide variety of approaches represented, many participants expressed the 
great difficulty they had implementing accountability systems. Reasons for this ranged from extreme 
decentralization and strong local autonomy, to resistance from teachers and, in some cases, parents, 
who were mistrustful of testing in general. Delegates also expressed a concern that there was too 
much reliance on outside assessments such as PISA. They felt that a broader range of data sets 
spanning regional, national, and transnational levels was necessary to get a fuller picture of systemic 
performance. Finally, finding a balance between high and low stakes testing was often difficult and in 
many cases there was a fear that even low stakes testing would eventually be transformed into a 
higher stakes form and bring with it sanctions and heavy administrative loads. Even when lower 
levels of the system were reassured that there would be no such sanctions, cooperation was often 
difficult to obtain, indicating a need for greater alignment between levels as to the purpose of 
assessment and substantial work building bridges to foster trust between stakeholders.  

Next, the workshop looked at what was done with the data collected. How was it disseminated 
and to whom? How well was the data being understood at different levels of government and what 
systems did the participants use to communicate the intended use of data to involved stakeholders? 
What unintended consequences had occurred as a result of greater data collection (or its absence?) 

A high degree of misunderstanding was reported between the various levels of governance as to 
what was to be assessed and why. Concerns were raised about putting too much pressure on the 
bottom of the chain of assessment in terms of grading and reportage to higher levels, and the friction 
this often caused between levels. Finally, unintended consequences, such as a narrowing of 
curricular focus and a loss of teacher preparation time, were discussed and highlighted as barriers to 
trust building and alignment.  

Lastly, the workshop tackled the question of the release of this data to the general public and 
other interested parties. It asked if nations had a cohesive strategy for engaging with the media to 
potentially control the message and what their experience had thus far been with regard to the 
public release of collected data such as rankings. The workshop also attempted to find out if the data 
was having an impact on systemic transparency and accountability and, if so, how? 

Many of the nations represented did not release data publicly, one even had the privacy of such 
data enshrined in its constitution, but several others had been compelled via lawsuits from media 
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outlets, to release data under their respective Freedom of Information acts. This surprising outcome 
had a generally negative effect on the public’s perception of the educational system, which makes the 
public release of data, whether voluntary or compelled, problematic. None of the participants 
expressed a strategy for media engagement, despite the fact that the relationship between the media 
and government is crucial and as institutions they are highly interconnected. Some delegates 
observed that their countries had press strategies in other areas but not in Education. Others 
reported using informal methods to encourage positive press (e.g., using local media rather than the 
large national outlets, as the local media were more open to profiling positive news of community 
and student success). However, the 24-hour news cycle, which requires quick reporting with no time 
for deep analysis, was making it extremely difficult to explain complex pictures that underlie ranking 
or league tables. Overall there was a consensus that a communication strategy was necessary in 
many countries, and there were two interesting recommendations suggested: 

1.  Governments must be unrelenting in selling the story they would like to tell and creating 
a narrative that media can use; 

2.  Moving away from the mainstream media, for example by creating communities of 
interest and using social media, is a promising way forward. 

In terms of the impact data collection was having on systemic transparency and accountability, 
again, results were mixed. This was largely due to the varying levels of power the different nations 
were able to bring to bear from the centre. Many expressed the need for greater tools and said there 
was no actual linkage between poor performance and sanctions of any kind. A lively discussion was 
had around the question of whether there should even be linkage between these things, as the 
differing nature of the representative’s home systems in terms of the role of the centre brought very 
different points of view to the table.  

Workshop II: Facilitating Reforms: direct vs. indirect steering form the centre 

Mr. Wilkoszewski and Mr. Rien Rouw (Ministry of Education, The Netherlands) led the sessions 
of this workshop. This workshop began with a round table discussion on how direct or indirect 
steering was perceived in the country contexts, and how their respective ministries employed it. 
Interestingly, what was perceived as very indirect or “soft” governance in one context was often 
viewed as a relatively direct and “hard” approach in another. In both sessions, the participants spent 
significant time discussing how to categorise the different steering approaches presented, which 
speaks to the need for further research and discussions amongst countries on this topic. One 
participant argued that in order to qualify a steering tool or policy as “hard”/”direct” or 
“soft”/”indirect”, one would have to look at the consequences or sanctions applied if the addressees 
of the policy fail to deliver on its goals. Overall, it was agreed that nearly all systems employ both 
approaches along a continuum that may vary depending upon which aspect of the system (finance, 
curriculum, assessment, etc.) is being considered.  

The discussion then turned to the question of advantages and disadvantages of hard and soft 
steering approaches. Participants agreed that, in general, direct steering bears the risk of being too 
rigid in certain decentralised contexts, thereby evoking resistance and hindering innovation on the 
local level. A range of countries had experienced this, resulting in a shift to softer approaches to 
steering. At the same time, these indirect steering tools and policies from the centre might result in 
uncertainty among local actors as well as ultimately in inequalities of educational infrastructure and 
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performance across systems as they lack an adequate set of sanctions to enforce policy goals and 
their implementation processes may be less transparent than the ones of harder approaches. 

During this debate, participants addressed the question of which policy issues may be suitable 
for either of the two approaches. Participants expressed that vulnerable or risky issues of education 
(e.g. innovation) that may be easily overlooked may be more suitable for centralised/direct 
approaches to guarantee their take-up by the education system. Also, in general, indirect steering 
approaches were perceived to be eventually less efficient but more effective in highly decentralised 
systems: even though softer policy reforms require many more resources to be implemented on the 
local level, they often result in better take-up across systems as convinced local actors can mobilise 
many other actors and therefore facilitate rather extensive changes.  

Participants then discussed barriers to steering from the centre, using either direct or indirect 
methods, and this proved to be a rich vein for debate. The most frequently cited barrier was, once 
again, trust between various layers of governance as lower levels (local municipalities, school boards, 
etc.) were often very resistant to steering of any form from the centre and held fast wherever 
possible to their local autonomy. While in some nations training and guidance from the Ministry 
level was welcomed, it was generally resisted when done too directly. Guidelines were desired, but 
direct intervention often caused friction. Some participants also expressed their relative lack of 
leverage, with funding and curricular decisions made at the local level in highly decentralized 
systems, as a major barrier to intervention. Finally, the role of technology in enabling the rapid 
spread of information, at times poorly understood by those receiving it, and its ability to both unify 
and fracture groups involved in a reform, was raised. Managing this rapid flow of information will be 
a key element of successful multilevel governance. 

The last issue discussed was that of generalizability of approaches to steering. On this issue 
there was strong consensus that while nations could learn from the examples of others, local 
contexts and national educational cultures reduced the portability of many individual solutions. This 
reinforced the need to take a broader view of the complexity of educational systems and focus on 
process and interactions rather than singular initiatives, as these are not likely to be as transferrable 
across contexts. 

 

TUESDAY, 17 APRIL 

Governance in action: The GCES case studies 

Therese Hopfenbeck of Oxford University presented the results of the Norwegian case study, 
released at the conference. This case study explores the development of implementation strategies 
used to enhance the programme “Assessment for Learning – 2010-2014” in Norwegian schools. 
Norway’s educational governance is highly decentralised, with 428 municipalities and 19 counties 
appointed as “school owners.” The Ministry of Education and Research formulates national 
education policy including acts, regulations and curricula. Within this framework, the school owners 
(counties, municipalities and private providers) are responsible for implementing education 
activities, organising and operating school services, allocating resources and ensuring quality 
improvement and development of their schools.  
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A substantive body of empirical data was collected for the report. In total, 56 interviews with 98 
key actors and stakeholders in the Norwegian education system were conducted and key policy and 
legal documents as well as a range of media articles were analysed. From the results of these 
analyses the following key findings were drawn: 

• The municipalities that successfully implemented the programme demonstrated clear 
communication between governance levels and a high degree of trust between 
stakeholders.  

• Municipal and school leaders who based their implementation strategies on a clear 
understanding of the programme goals and who could integrate these goals within the 
broader aims of educational policy and school practice were more successful in their 
implementation.   

• The establishment of learning networks between schools aided the exchange of knowledge 
and provided peer support in the implementation process.  

• Innovative forms of capacity building were of particular importance for the smaller 
municipalities, who reported being overextended by the continual stream of policy changes 
and struggled with prioritising activities. A set of tools was developed in the Assessment for 
Learning programme,, including an online platform where teachers and school leaders 
could access information on best practices. Smaller municipalities in particular reported 
that this tool helped them to implement the programme goals. 

Henno Theisens (University of Applied Sciences, The Hague) then presented a first analysis of 
the emerging synergies of the three GCES case studies already conducted: The Netherlands, Norway, 
and Poland. His first observation was that even in very decentralized countries like The Netherlands 
and Norway, the national level still plays a very important role. The second was that the case studies 
are more about processes, which are likely to be more universal, than structures, which are highly 
contextualized.  This allows for the identification of key elements of process that are necessary for 
good governance in modern systems: dialogue, communication, and building capacity. In addition, 
the case studies allow us to take an inner look at the process of governance, which can be a balancing 
act in a number of ways. For example, governments need to provide (or aspire to provide) open 
dialogue at the same time as clear direction. Similarly, the rise of accountability systems make clear 
the need for easily understandable and useable data, which must also be rich and nuanced at the 
same time. Lastly, the balancing act between accountability and improvement (and correlates such 
as innovation and risk taking) is one of the trickier ones that all countries struggle to get right. The 
GCES case studies series will continue to look at these and other core issues in the governance of 
education. The next country case study will be from Germany. 

Final discussion 

The final panel aimed to identify the most important themes emerging from the conference. The 
input for this final discussion was provided by four panellists: Mr. Lorenz Lassnigg (Institute for 
Advanced Studies, Austria), Mr. Christian Rasmussen (Special Advisor to the Ministry of Education, 
Denmark), Ms. Siv Lindstrom, (Directorate for Education and Training, Norway), and Mr. Jan 
Herczynski (Institute for Educational Research, Poland). Mr. Sean Snyder (OECD/CERI) moderated 
the discussion. 
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The discussion began with the question of whether or not decentralization in educational 
systems had perhaps gone too far. The panellists stated that the answer was too dependent on both 
the facet of education being discussed and the local contexts for there to be a clear-cut yes-or-no 
answer, but did raise several intriguing issues. They debated the extent to which decentralizing 
power limited the central government’s room to manoeuvre and implement policy and how well 
understood those policies might be. The question of the loci of power and its distribution also proved 
thorny. One panellist asserted that in many systems the local level is responsible for infrastructure 
while the national level handles pedagogical questions. While another panellist argued that this was 
necessary for a variety of reasons, including for example the professionalism of teachers, others 
were less sanguine. They argued that in the process of decentralization the ministries have 
increasingly withdrawn from their role and shifted more responsibility to municipalities, 
inadvertently creating very real and troublesome capacity issues. In theory, decentralisation should 
also mean better provision and more connection between public service providers (e.g., health, 
education, justice). However, in practice decentralisation has just re-created the same structures on 
multiple levels, and there is a need to rethink how structures could be created that would allow for 
better alignment of services and competencies. Finally, the question of political considerations was 
addressed and it was pointed out that politics at the local level could often prove even more 
intractable than what is experienced at the national level.  

From there the focus shifted to issues of trust between stakeholders. Several of the panellists 
acknowledged that the track record of cooperation between the government and the teacher unions 
was quite often poor and presented a significant barrier to overcome. There was strong consensus 
that teachers needed to be more involved in the decision-making process, but a question from the 
audience did point out the key difference between consultation and actual decision-making power. 
In many cases this line remains blurry and groups who are consulted do not see their input 
translated into policy, which further damages trust. There is also a question about how to consult 
such a broad section of stakeholders, who may or may not feel their views represented by national 
organisations. Another question from the audience stipulated that building trust was key, but asked 
what that might look like in practice – a key question not easily answered. The possibility of 
harnessing the power of technology and the phenomenon of crowdsourcing to better engage all 
parties and communicate whole system values across broad swaths of  governance structure was 
brought up. Too often, it was argued, issues get boiled down narrowly and then break down along 
local political lines. A holistic approach is necessary to move every stakeholder, together, toward 
broad mutual trust.  

Adieux 

Mr. Svein Osttiveit, the Director of the Executive Office of the Education Sector of UNESCO, 
thanked the organising team, the speakers and all the participants for an interesting and stimulating 
conference. 

Ms. Barbara Ischinger (OECD, Director, Education and Skills) summarised the next steps of the 
project and thanked the participants on behalf of the OECD and the GCES project for making this 
conference such a success. The full text of her closing remarks is available at 
www.oecd.org/edu/ceri/gces.  

The chair of the conference, Ms. Margaret Pearce, Minister Counsellor at the Permanent 
Delegation of Australia to the OECD, closed the conference. 
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