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Education Policy Outlook 2015:
Making Reforms Happen

Executive Summary

Across OECD countries, more than 12% of public spending is invested in education. Yet as
international surveys like the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) show, there
is considerable variation in how that money is spent and the aue®it produces. This first edition of
the Education Policy Outlook 2015: Making Reforms Hapgers to help policy makers and other
stakeholders in education learn how their peers in other countries respond to common challenges, from
teaching diversestudent populations to instituting measures that render schools accountable for the
guality of the education they provide. The report offers a detailed look at some 450 education reforms
that were adopted across OECD countries between 2008 and 2014. thaske policies were developed
in specific contexts, they can serve as inspiration for policy makers who are looking for effective ways to
improve their own education systems.

Trends in education policies

Nearly one in five 1§earold students in OECD cdues does not acquire the minimum skills
ySOSaalrNE (2 LINIHAOALIGS TFdAte Ay G2RI & Quualitg 2 OAS
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Australia and Poland have focused on enlarging enrolmentand improving the quality of, early
childhood education and care.

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

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

To guide their reform efforts, school systems relyemaluation and assessmenSome 2% of the
policies under discussion targeted tligcet of education. Chile and Mexico, for example, strengthened



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

Given that thegovernanceof education systems is becoming increasingly complex (9% of reforms in
this dataset address governance issues), some countries have elaborated overarching visions for their
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or have refined roles and responsibilities, either by creating new institutions or by reorganising local
governance arrangements (Estonia).

Fundingreforms (1% of all reform measures considered in the report) have been widagpat the
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the level of the individual student (Nedealand).

Successful implementation of policies

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

More generally, the analysis of selected reforms shows that the most effectiveigsohrethose
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with governments, while the business sector is keen to establish closer links with education systems.

As important, the analysis shows that once new policies are adopted, there is little dgho@nly
10% of the policies considered in this dataset have been evaluated for their impact. Measuring policy
impact more rigorously and consistently will not only be esfétctive in the long run, it is also essential
for developing the most useful, practible and successful education policy options.
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Policy options for better education

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

Figurel. Student performance ad equity
Student performance in mathematics and strength of relationship with ESCS

< Strength of the relationship between performance and socio-economic status is above the OECD average

<> Strength of the relationship between performance and socio-economic status is not statistically
significantly different from the OECD average
4 Strength of the relationship between performance and socio-economic status is below the OECD average
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Achieving equity and quality in an education system is possible. Ar@&@Dcountries, Korea,
Japan, the Netherlands, Finland, Canada, Estonia and Australia combine high performance and high levels
of equity (upper right quadrant Figure)1¢ KS&S &aeaidisSvya YIlIyFr3asS G2 YAGAIl
background on mathematics perfoance (percentage of variation in performance explained by the PISA
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index of economic, social and cultural status [ESCS]) while deliveringUdtity results And progress is
possible for countries with different performance levels.

There has been pragss in education attainment and in skills development: On average, 82% of
younger adults (284 yearolds) have attained at least upper secondary education, compared to 64% of
older adults (5564 yearolds). Aso, anong the 22 OECD national and s\diional entities participating
in the OECD Survey of Adult Skills, younger adults342%earolds) showed higher proficiency in
numeracy than older adults (586 yearolds).

Still, » averagearound 23% of 14earolds across OECD performed below LevelrBathematics
and around 20% of tpearolds performed below Level 2 in reading on PISA 2012. Level 2 is considered
the baseline level of reading or math proficiency at which students begin to demonstrate the skills that
will enable them to participate efféiwely and productively in lifeAt the same timeat least 18% of
young adults across OECD countries have not completed upper secondary education, and that rises to
25% in Italy, Spain, Portugal, Turkey and Mexico and a spnilportion hadow skills.

Evidence shows thatising skills angompleting upper secondary level and beyond offers better
chances to prevent unemployment and to find rewarding and better paying jobs. Moreover, in a
knowledge economy, highly skilled citizens are more likely taesehtheir goals and develop the
knowledge and potential to participate fully in society (OECD, 12013

Exploring policy options to improve education

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

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

The OECEducation Policy Outloak designed to help education policy makers witforen choices.
It addresses the need for improvement in education in a comparative manner, while taking into account
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education reform, the report offerdirections and strategies to facilitate future changes

The Education Policy @look framework for analysis: Blicy levers

The Education Policy Outlook has devised a comparative framework to analyse education policies
across different areas. Thepelicy levergefer to the governing instruments which policy makers have at
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grouped in three categories:

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

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

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



This framework used to analyse and compare policies implemented across OECD countries from

2008 through 2014, is explained in Table 1 and the section that foflot¥ser explains current education
trends in each of the policy levers

Tablel. Education Policy Outloofolicy levers

Policy levers

Definition

Policy options

Policies

Students: Raising outcomes

Equity (and quality)

Preparing students
for the future

Policies to ensure that
personal or social
circumstances do not hinder
achieving educational
potential (fairness) and that
all individuals reach at least
a basic minimum level

of skills (inclusion)

Policies to help prepare
students for further
education or the labour
market

Investing early on

Tackling system level policies

Supporting low-performing
disadvantaged schools and
students

Upper secondary

VET

Tertiary education

Transitions

Provision of quality early childhood education and care

Avoiding grade repetition, early tracking and student selection; managing
school choice; developing funding strategies that address students’ and
schools’ needs; designing upper secondary pathways to ensure completion.

Supporting school leadership; stimulating positive school climates;
strengthening the quality of teachers; ensuring effective classroom learning
strategies; linking schools with parents and community.

Flexibility in choice; ensuring quality across programmes; engaging
communities, parents and the private sector; ensuring effective transitions
into the labour market or further education.

Matching skills offered by VET programmes with labour market needs;
adequate career guidance; quality of teachers; providing workplace training;
tools for stakeholder engagement.

Steering tertiary education; matching funding with priorities; assuring quality
and equity; enhancing the role of tertiary education in research and
innovation; strengthening links with the labour market; shaping
internationalisation strategies.

Transitions across education pathways and links to the labour market.

Institutions: Enhancing quality

School improvement

Evaluation and
assessment

Policies to strengthen
delivery of education in
schools that can influence
student achievement

Policies to support
measurement and
improvement of school
system’s outcomes

Learning environments
High quality teachers
School leaders

System evaluation
School evaluation
Teacher appraisal
Student assessment

Evaluation and assessment
frameworks

Class size; curriculum; instruction time; learning strategies; interactions in
schools.

Recruitment, selection and induction; salary and working conditions; initial
training; professional development opportunities and career paths.
Attracting, developing and retaining school principals in the profession;
support and networks.

Evaluation of the system as a whole and of sub-national education systems;
programme and policy evaluation.

Internal school evaluation; external school evaluations; school leadership.
Probationary periods; developmental appraisal; performance management;
appraisal for accountability and improvement purposes.

Formative assessments; summative assessments.

Co-ordinated arrangements: governance, configuration/architecture;
competencies and skills; use of results; implementation strategies and
factors.

Systems: Governing effectively

Governance

Funding

Ensuring effective planning,
implementation and delivery
of policies

Policies to ensure effective
and efficient investment
in education systems

Formal structures

Setting objectives
Stakeholder process
Economic resources in the
education system

Use of resources

Type of government; organisation of education system; locus of decision
making.

Definitions of national education goals or priorities.

Relevant institutions and engagement with stakeholders.

Public expenditure: GDP and share by education level.

Time resources; human resources; material resources by education level.

Source:OECD (2012c), Proposal for an Education Policy Outlo§RDU/EDPC(2012)17/REV1).



Equity and quality in education

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

Deliveringequity and quality to fostereducation improvementis a challenge across many OECD
countries. Almost one in five Jearold students across OECD countries does not reach a minimum level
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different socieeconomic backgrounds. Countries have adopted different policy options to respond to
their equity challenges.

Students from disadvantaged or diverse backgrouram®e at greater risk of lower performance and
attainment, and OECD couidgs have made it a priority to improve their outcomes (Table 2). Countries
have introduced either general strategies focused on equity or disadvantaged schools or students, such
Fda / KAfSQa [lg 2y t NBFSNBYGAIf {QH AWRWSE [IRINY ARdr¥A>
GFNBSGSR LRtAOASE RANBOGSR (26 NRa YAINFyGa 2Ny
adzLILI2 NI GKSANI an2NRA YR tlFaAFALl LRLIAFGA2yaod

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) poliaiesto provide a strong foundatn for students,
to raise performance and ensure wéking from early ages (Table 3). ECEC policies have been prioritised
in a number of countries, most often through comprehensive approaches focused on improving the
quality and coverage of provision fgoung children, such as in Australia and Poland where universal
coverage has been a priority. A small number of OECD countries have introduced policies to strengthen
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Systemlevel policies such as grade repetition, unsupported school choice or early tracking, can
hinder equity. Some OECD countries have introduced policies aiming for more inclusive education
systems (Table 4). Targeted policies aim to reduedeayrepetition, as in France, or to raise the age of
early tracking, such as the New Middle School in Austria. Countries have also introduced policies to
manage school choice, either to introduce more school options or to mitigate its negative impact on
equity, as in Chile. A few countries have introduced structural changes to their systems, as in Turkey.



Table2. Policies to support disadvantaged students and schools, 20@8

Source:Education Policy Country Snapshots (Part I1I) and Education Policy Outlook Country Profiles, www.oecd.org/edu/profiles.htm
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