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MEASURING INNOVATION IN EDUCATION: DISCUSSION PAPER 

Innovation in education can be seen as crucial for improving learning outcomes, equity and cost-
efficiency in education. However, we still lack hard evidence on how much innovation takes place in 
education. Little is known on what is concretely happening in the large majority of schools and classrooms. 
Equally, little is known about what really has changed or is changing inside these places and how this is 
perceived by educational stakeholders.  

Objectives of the project 

A major part of the OECD/CERI Innovation Strategy for Education and Training aims to contribute to 
the measurement of innovation in education. The objectives of this project would be to: 

• Develop a questionnaire for a survey on innovation in education; 

• Pilot the survey in a few voluntary countries; 

• Develop a strategy for a full-scale implementation of the survey; 

• Ensure that the questionnaire is flexible enough to be used voluntarily by interested countries, 
regions and cities, even if there was no full scale implementation. 

Methodology of a survey focusing on educational establishments: first proposals 

What do we mean by innovation?  

The Oslo Manual represents a good starting point as it was designed for measuring innovation in the 
public sector. It considers innovation as the introduction of a new or significantly improved product, 
process, organisation and marketing method. For example, innovation in education may take the form of a 
book or of educational software, of a pedagogical or assessment process, of a pricing approach to market 
educational services or of a way of organising work among teachers.  

The Oslo Manual also emphasises the contextual dimension of innovation: innovations can be new to 
the world, to the sector (e.g. education) or to the organisation (e.g. school). Innovation can refer to the 
invention, the adoption or the adaptation of something. For example, from a perspective of a particular 
school, an innovation could be a completely new way to involve parents in student learning developed by 
that school, or to the adoption or adaptation of a pedagogical practice already used in other schools.  

A survey on innovation in education should build on these characteristics of innovation. 
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The basic approach: inferring innovation from change 

The proposed approach would be to avoid asking directly about innovation, but to capture innovation 
by getting information (1) on current practices and resources, 2) on their more or less recent introduction 
(so that change can be identified), and 3) on the perceived positive or negative impact of these changes by 
stakeholders as measured by specific objectives, and whether there are any objective measures of the 
impact of these changes (which is unlikely). The specific key objectives could be student learning, quality 
of teaching, equity and cost-efficiency. 

We could infer from these answers that there is an innovation – as defined by the Oslo Manual – if the 
practice or resource has been recently introduced and is (perceived as) having a positive impact on one or 
more educational objectives. Not asking directly about innovation would allow one to reduce interpretation 
challenges related to the term innovation and to focus on what is concretely happening and has happened. 

An additional possibility would be to track the impact of changes in one dimension of the education 
system on its other parts – for example, the impact of administrative changes on teaching. 

Contrary to the Community Innovation Survey approach, this measurement approach would allow 
identifying some of the specific educational innovations, and not just the broad category they belong to. It 
would also generate valuable information on tools and practices used in educational establishments, as well 
as possibly some information on the reasons why they are not used more. The survey would correspond to 
an object-based rather than a subject-based measurement approach. 

The retrospective measurement approach could also provide indications on the sustainability of 
innovations in education. This would mean asking about what kind of practices and products have been 
tried in the recent past but are no longer in use.  

In short, the measurement tool for innovation in education aims to find out: 

1. What is the state of play regarding some key practices, resources and products used within schools 
for teaching, administration and external relations? 

2. To what extent novelties and/or significant changes have been implemented and are still being 
implemented in these areas? 

3. What is the perceived and measured impact of those novelties and/or significant changes on some 
specific objectives or outcomes? 

4. To what extent are those novelties and/or significant changes related to certain characteristics 
and/or external environment of schools? 

One of the main challenges would be to determine and agree on what key aspects of education will 
need to be covered and how this should be done in an international context. At the same time, the survey 
would have to collect contextual information that will allow one to associate some driving or hindering 
factors with these novelties and/or significant changes. Therefore the measurement tool would also need to 
gather information on key factors expected to influence innovation in education. 
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Box 1. Example of a potential survey question  

1. Do you currently use a digital textbook to support your teaching 

a) In almost every class 
b) In about ¼ of the classes 
c) In about ½ of the classes 
d) In about ¾ of the classes 
e) Never or hardly ever 

1.1. A. If [Q1 = a, b, c or d], were you already using a similar kind of digital textbook to support your teaching 

a) More than 5 years ago 
b) 5 – 4 years ago 
c) 3 – 2 years ago 
d) 1 year ago or more recently 

1.1. B. If [Q1 = a, b, c or d], when compared to the time when you started using a digital textbook to support 
your teaching, has the extent of its use in your class  

a) Increased 
b) Decreased 
c) Remained approximately at the same level  

1.1. C. If [Q1 = a, b, c or d, in your experience], what is the impact of the use of digital textbooks on (please 
reply “positive”, “negative “or “neutral” for each option) 

a) Student learning outcomes 
b) Student motivation  
c) Teaching quality 
d) Cost-efficiency 
e) Equity 
f) Parental relations 
g) Other (please specify) _____________ 

1.2. A. If [Q1 = e], in the past, have you used a digital textbook to support your teaching more frequently at 
least for a period of three months (please note that it is possible to choose several options, if applicable)   

a) More than 5 years ago 
b) 5 – 4 years ago 
c) 3 – 2 years ago 
d) 1 year ago or more recently 
e) No 

1.2. B. If [Q1.2.A = a, b, c or d], in your experience, what was the impact of the use of digital textbooks on 
(please reply “positive”, “negative “or “neutral” for each option) 

a) Student learning outcomes 
b) Student motivation  
c) Teaching quality 
d) Cost-efficiency 
e) Equity 
f) Parental relations 
g) Other (please specify) _____________ 
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Scope of the survey 

The potential scope for a survey on innovation in education is very wide and could, in principle, cover 
all types of organisations involved in the education sector: private and public educational establishments at 
the different levels of education and training; public educational administrations and foundations; 
companies operating in the education sector – such as publishers, software, tool builders and consulting 
firms.  

Given other existing approaches under development, an educational approach to the measurement of 
innovation in education could focus on change within classrooms, schools and local public educational 
administrations. Other approaches under development aim to focus more on innovation in central 
administration.  

Education level to be addressed 

In principle, the survey on innovation in education could cover all levels of education from early 
childhood to higher education, including vocational education and training. For practical reasons, the 
survey will need to be narrowed down. 

One route would be to limit the survey to one level of education, at least at the beginning of the 
exercise, as each education level may face very different innovation challenges, opportunities and 
processes. The measurement exercise could, for example, focus on a part of compulsory education: 
primary education, or, alternatively, lower secondary education. 

Focusing on primary education holds substantial advantages.  Teaching in primary education is less 
subject-based and is less specialised than in lower secondary education, and the focus on primary 
education would alleviate difficulties related to subject differentiation. A focus on lower secondary 
education could likely require selecting few subjects to be surveyed.  

On the other hand, concentrating the survey on secondary education instead of primary education 
could potentially allow for more direct synergies with the OECD Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA). Depending on the final priorities of the second round, this is also likely to be the case 
for synergies with the OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS). 

An alternative route would be to limit the survey to a few disciplines as far as teaching is concerned. 
For example, the survey could concentrate on measuring innovation in teaching practices in reading, 
science, or mathematics in primary and secondary education. This would allow seeing whether practices 
and the pace of change in these practices are significantly different. 

People to be surveyed  

Ideally, the measurement of innovation in education would be a linked survey with four levels: the 
survey would question students/parents, teachers, school principals and relevant public authorities, 
depending on particular education systems. Teachers hold first hand information on what happens in 
classrooms, while principals have a comprehensive view on school activities. Just as teachers, students 
would provide valuable information on classroom activities, depending on their age. Regarding certain 
aspects of schooling, other stakeholders such as also parents and labour market representatives can also 
prove to be valuable sources of information. 

Surveying several stakeholders at the same time in a linked manner would increase the reliability of 
the information and allow the comparison of replies. Some conflicts of interests or ambiguities regarding 
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some innovations could thus be identified. For example, teachers’ perception on what happens in 
classrooms can differ from those of students.  

Time horizon for the survey  

The survey on innovation in education would be preferably repeated regularly over time. This would 
allow establishing a more reliable measure of change than can be tracked by retrospective questions, while 
also building an eventual knowledge base on innovation in education.   

The instrument should be designed in a way to allow for its use at the local level, for example as a 
way to enrich longitudinal information systems. 

Other issues to consider 

• What kind of strategy should the survey apply? A phone interview? An electronic survey? 

• Depending on the strategy, what would be the possible length of the survey? 

• What would be the cost estimation for (a) pilot survey(s)? What kind of a time-scale would need 
to be considered? 

• What could be the possible scaling-up strategies for the survey? 

Structure proposal by thematic functions 

The survey could focus on a few key functions of schools that should include teaching, administration 
and external relations. Teaching and related classroom activities represent the very core business of 
education, holding a primary place regarding the focus in measuring innovation in education. At the same 
time, schools, together with upper levels of the system, also carry out various administrative functions. 
Innovation in educational administration may not only be directly beneficial for innovation outcomes such 
as cost-efficiency, but also indirectly advancing other outcomes by supporting innovation, for example, in 
teaching. Finally, the relations with external stakeholders are an important aspect of school activities. As in 
the case of administration, changes regarding external relations can have both a direct and indirect impact 
on the final objectives of educational innovation such as student learning, equity and cost-efficiency.  

Finally, it is essential to gather information on the social, political and educational context that shapes 
these activities and these changes.  

Teaching 

Innovation in teaching and related classroom activities can occur at both classroom and school levels. 
Students, teachers, but also administrators, would be the appropriate respondents for the survey in this 
respect. 

Innovation in teaching and related classroom activities could be measured regarding teaching 
practices, the use of instructional tools and resources, research and development activities as well as the 
teaching work organisation: 

• Teaching practice and instructional tools and resources could include questions on dominant and 
other teaching and assessment practices, methods to maintain control over class, physical 
classroom organisation, educational contents, textbooks and other learning materials as well as on 
origins of the practices and products used. 
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• Development activities could address topics such as development of curriculum content, 
pedagogical practices and materials as well as participation in research projects and use of 
external knowledge.  

• Teaching work organisation could focus on issues such as teamwork, informal collaboration, 
availability of assistance and decision-making participation as well as use of targets and pace, 
timing and physical location of work.   

Administration 

Measuring innovation in educational administration should concentrate mainly on schools, but also 
include higher administrative levels. Both teachers and administrators would be the most appropriate 
respondents for the survey. Some information is already collected through administrative data and surveys 
and will not need to be asked to the respondents to the survey. 

Innovation in educational administration could be measured by looking at human resource 
management practices, procurement practices, administrative tools (e.g. use of ICT) as well as 
administrative work organisation. All three focus areas could include both inventions and innovation by 
adaptation:  

• Procurement practices may include learning materials, catering, transport and infrastructure 
maintenance could include questions on suppliers, procurement processes as well as on keeping 
abreast on related external developments. 

• Administrative mechanisms could focus on issues such as ways of gathering and storing 
information (attendance, tardiness, room management, teaching schedules, etc.), use of 
outsourcing and administrative synergies as well as on the tools used to undertake these tasks 
(use of automated systems and databases, of software, of paper records. etc.).  

• Administrative work organisation, just as teaching work organisation, could address topics such 
as teamwork, informal collaboration, availability of assistance and decision-making participation 
as well as use of targets and pace, timing and physical location of work.   

External relations 

Measuring innovation in external relations with educational stakeholders ought to target all levels of 
the education system, namely classroom, school and administrative levels. Teachers, school principals and 
administrators would be the appropriate respondents for the survey. External stakeholders that will not be 
surveyed, such as parents or employers, would also be relevant. 

Innovation in external relations of schools could be measured with respect to engagement in student 
learning, decision making participation as well as to marketing. As in the case of educational 
administration, all three focus areas could include both inventions and innovation by adaptation. While the 
first focus area would address the different ways applied to engage external stakeholders in student 
learning, the second would consider different ways for stakeholders to participate in school decision-
making and the third being focusing on marketing practices. All three focus areas could have intermediate 
impact to each other as well as on innovation in teaching and/or administration: 

• Engagement in student learning could focus on issues such as engagement of and regular 
communication with parents and collaboration with the labour market as well as use of 
technology to those ends and afterschool programmes. 
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• Decision making participation could include questions for example on type and intensity of 
involvement regarding different stakeholders such as students, parents, labour market 
representatives and community. 

• Marketing could address topics such as availability of information on schooling and pure 
marketing of educational services, for example, through pricing as well as monitoring client 
satisfaction and use of technology. 

Context 

As to the context, measuring innovation in education would need to take stock on the state of play and 
change regarding both internal school characteristics and external environment. This information would 
concern both the school and the administrative levels. This information could primarily be collected thanks 
to existing administrative data and to existing surveys. Teachers, school principals and administrators 
would be the best respondents for the remaining questions.  

More specifically, internal school characteristics could address school type, school staff and school 
governance structure, covering the dimensions of schools that can be to a large extent influenced by 
educational administration, from school to policy levels.  

• School type would include key features of schools such as level of education provided, type of 
ownership, size in terms of enrolment and staff as well as wealth of the school. 

• School staff would cover aspects such as demographic and socio-economic characteristics of 
staff, staff qualifications as well as match between skills demand and supply. 

• School governance structure would focus on formal rules, regulations and practices regarding, for 
example, decision-making, work autonomy, accountability, quality enhancement, human 
resource management as well as funding allocation, including funds for experimentation. 

External environment would include information on client profile, evidence provision and political 
stability, reflecting those factors that can often go beyond direct control of educational administration, 
especially at lower levels:  

• Client profile would include key features of students and their families such as past educational 
success and behaviour of students, their demographic and socio-economic characteristics as well 
as the ability of students and their families to choose schools in a competitive manner. 

• Evidence provision outside individual schools would focus, for example, on educational research, 
including basic research and its evaluation, nationally steered school and student assessments and 
evaluations, as well as on explicit practices to disseminate evidence.  

• Political stability would cover aspects such as pace of changes in education policy, changes in 
central and lower levels of government as well as political consensus among different 
stakeholders. 

Questions for discussion 

Several different aspects are to be determined when developing a survey to measure innovation in 
education. Some of the key questions include: 
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• What boundaries (units of analysis) should we apply for the educational sector? Schools? 
Administrative entities? Companies? 

• What levels of the system would be the most important to be surveyed? Classrooms? 
Administration? 

• What level of education should we start with? Primary education or lower secondary level? 
Several levels? 

• What thematic areas should we include in the measurement exercise? Teaching , educational 
administration, and/or external relations? 

• What level of education should we start with? Primary education and/or lower secondary level? 
Several levels? 

• Who should be interviewed in the schools and administrations? What about external 
stakeholders? What levels would be the most important (regardless of feasibility)? 

• What could we adapt from other ongoing initiatives? 

• Could education or innovation specific modules or cross-cutting questions be introduced to 
ongoing initiatives? 

• What are the next steps to be taken in taking the measurement work forward?   
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Annex 1. Types of potential innovations under different functions 

 
Teaching Administration External relations 

Product 

Student assessment tools 
Textbooks 
Technology 
Specific devices 
Curriculum 
 

Specific innovation funds  

Process 

Pedagogical practices 
Student assessment practices 
Maintaining control over class 
Quality control 
 

Procurement processes 
Catering 
School transport 
Handling inventories and 
supplies 
Computerised/automated 
systems 
 

 

Organisation 

Physical classroom organisation 
Pace and timing of work 
Consistency with the 
curriculum 
Database use 
Assessment, evaluation and/or 
research use 
Code of good conduct 
Use of quantitative/ qualitative 
targets 
Development work 
Following external  
developments 
Specific arrangements for 
improvement 
Teamwork 
Working outside the main 
establishment 
Informal collaboration 
 

Levels/units of organisation 
Synergies with external entities 
Work autonomy 
Vertical/ horizontal 
accountability 
Funding distribution 
Recruitment 
Outsourcing 
Database use 
Assessment, evaluation and/or 
research use 
Code of good conduct 
Use of quantitative/ qualitative 
targets 
Development work 
Quality control 
Performance management 
Training modalities 
Following external  
developments 
Specific arrangements for 
improvement 
Teamwork 
Internal meetings 
Decision-making participation 
Informal collaboration 
Availability of  assistance 
 

Database use 
Code of good conduct 
Decision-making participation 
Contacts with researchers/ 
experts 
Informal collaboration 
Parent participation in student 
learning 
Communication with parents 
Labour market collaboration 
Community participation in 
student learning 
 

Marketing 

  Marketing educational services 
Availability of information on 
schooling 
Monitoring student/parent 
satisfaction 
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