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

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

Trends in education policies 

Nearly one in five 15-year-old students in OECD countries does not acquire the minimum skills 
ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ǘƻ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘŜ Ŧǳƭƭȅ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΦ {ƻƳŜ мс҈ ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜŦƻǊƳǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ŜƴǎǳǊƛƴƎ quality 
and equity in education. Many countries have prioritised policies to support disadvantaged students or 
schools ǿƛǘƘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ aņori 
ŀƴŘ tŀǎƛŦƛƪŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ tǳǇƛƭ tǊŜƳƛǳƳ ŀƴŘ /ƘƛƭŜΩǎ [ŀǿ ƻƴ tǊŜŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ {ǳōǎƛŘƛŜǎΦ aŜŀƴǿƘƛƭŜΣ 
Australia and Poland have focused on enlarging enrolment in, and improving the quality of, early 
childhood education and care. 

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

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

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



 

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

Given that the governance of education systems is becoming increasingly complex (9% of reforms in 
this dataset address governance issues), some countries have elaborated overarching visions for their 
ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ό5ŜƴƳŀǊƪΩǎ Folkeskole ǊŜŦƻǊƳ ŀƴŘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ŀƎǊŜed strategies and priorities) 
or have refined roles and responsibilities, either by creating new institutions or by reorganising local 
governance arrangements (Estonia). 

Funding reforms (11% of all reform measures considered in the report) have been widespread at the 
ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ƭŜǾŜƭ όάwŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ¢ƻǇέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ DŜǊƳŀƴȅΩǎ άLƴǾŜǎǘƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜέύΣ ǘƘŜ 
ƛƴǎǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴ ƭŜǾŜƭ όaŜȄƛŎƻΩǎ ά5ƛƎƴƛŦƛŜŘ {ŎƘƻƻƭǎέ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳŜ ŀƴŘ .ŜƭƎƛǳƳΩǎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭ-funding reforms), and at 
the level of the individual student (New Zealand).  

Successful implementation of policies 

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

More generally, the analysis of selected reforms shows that the most effective policies are those 
ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎΣ ōǳƛƭŘ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ŎŀǇŀŎƛǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜ ŀƭƭ ǎǘŀƪŜƘƻƭŘŜǊǎΦ Lƴ 
Ƴƻǎǘ h9/5 ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΣ ǘŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛƴ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊΣ ŀǊŜ ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ 
increasingly involved in policy implementation. TŜŀŎƘŜǊǎΩ ǳƴƛƻƴǎ ŀǊŜ ŎŀƭƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ŘƛŀƭƻƎǳŜ 
with governments, while the business sector is keen to establish closer links with education systems.  

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

 

  



 

Education Policy Outlook 2015: Making Reforms Happen 

Highlights 
Policy options for better education  

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

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

 
Source: PISA 2012 Results: Excellence through Equity (Volume II): Giving Every Student the Chance to Succeed
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Achieving equity and quality in an education system is possible. Among OECD countries, Korea, 
Japan, the Netherlands, Finland, Canada, Estonia and Australia combine high performance and high levels 
of equity (upper right quadrant Figure 1). ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƻ ƳƛǘƛƎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ƻŦ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘǎΩ 
background on mathematics performance (percentage of variation in performance explained by the PISA 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888933171349


 

index of economic, social and cultural status [ESCS]) while delivering high-quality results. And progress is 
possible for countries with different performance levels.   

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

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

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

Exploring policy options to improve education 

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

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

The OECD Education Policy Outlook is designed to help education policy makers with reform choices. 
It addresses the need for improvement in education in a comparative manner, while taking into account 
ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘΦ ¢ƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ƻŦ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŎƻǳƴǘǊƛŜǎΩ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎ ƛƴ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘƛƴƎ 
education reform, the report offers directions and strategies to facilitate future changes.  

The Education Policy Outlook framework for analysis: Policy levers 

The Education Policy Outlook has devised a comparative framework to analyse education policies 
across different areas. These policy levers refer to the governing instruments which policy makers have at 
ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŀƭ ǘƻ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅ άǎǘŜŜǊέ ǘƘŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎΦ {ƛȄ ǇƻƭƛŎȅ ƭŜǾŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ 
grouped in three categories:  

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

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

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



 

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

Table 1. Education Policy Outlook policy levers 

 
Source: Proposal for an Education Policy Outlook  

 
 

  



 

Equity and quality in education 

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

Delivering equity and quality to foster education improvement is a challenge across many OECD 
countries. Almost one in five 15-year-old students across OECD countries does not reach a minimum level 
ƻŦ ǎƪƛƭƭǎ ǘƻ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŜǘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǎǘǳŘents of 
different socio-economic backgrounds. Countries have adopted different policy options to respond to 
their equity challenges.  

Students from disadvantaged or diverse backgrounds are at greater risk of lower performance and 
attainment, and OECD countries have made it a priority to improve their outcomes (Table 2). Countries 
have introduced either general strategies focused on equity or disadvantaged schools or students, such 
ŀǎ /ƘƛƭŜΩǎ [ŀǿ ƻƴ tǊŜŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀƭ {ǳōǎƛŘƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜŘ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ƻǊ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇǳǇƛƭ ǇǊŜƳƛǳƳΣ ƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ 
ǘŀǊƎŜǘŜŘ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ƳƛƎǊŀƴǘǎ ƻǊ ƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ bŜǿ ½ŜŀƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎ ǘƻ 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ aņƻǊƛ ŀƴŘ tŀǎƛŦƛƪŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ 

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) policies aim to provide a strong foundation for students, 
to raise performance and ensure well-being from early ages (Table 3). ECEC policies have been prioritised 
in a number of countries, most often through comprehensive approaches focused on improving the 
quality and coverage of provision for young children, such as in Australia and Poland where universal 
coverage has been a priority. A small number of OECD countries have introduced policies to strengthen 
ǘƘŜ 9/9/ ŎǳǊǊƛŎǳƭǳƳΣ ƻǊ ǘƻ ŜƴƘŀƴŎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ ƭŜŀǊƴƛƴƎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀǎǎŜǎǎƳŜƴt tools. 

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

 

 



 

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

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