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Introduction 

Serbia’s education system performs well compared to its neighbours in the Western 
Balkans. In 2018 in the OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 
students in Serbia performed at least 40 points higher in all three domains assessed by PISA 
(reading, mathematics and science) than the average across the Western Balkan. Yet, while 
students’ learning outcomes have improved over time - Serbia’s 15-year-olds performed 
41 points higher in reading in 2009 compared with 2006 – improvements have stalled in 
recent years  (OECD, 2018[1]). Over a third of the country’s students continues to lack basic 
reading competencies, and average student performance remains significantly behind 
students in European Union (EU) countries. Creating an education system where all 
students, teachers and schools can excel will support the country’s economic development, 
social prosperity and integration with the EU.  

Purpose and scope of this report 
In 2019, the OECD and United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) undertook the Review 
of Evaluation and Assessment in Education: Serbia (“OECD-UNICEF review”). The 
review analyses the country’s systems for student assessment, teacher appraisal, school 
evaluation and system evaluation and makes recommendations for improvements. At the 
heart of the review is how to use evaluation and assessment more effectively to improve 
students’ learning outcomes (Maghnouj et al., 2019[2]). In the same year, the results from 
PISA 2018, in which Serbia participated, were published. PISA is an international 
assessment that measures 15-year-olds' ability to use their reading, mathematics and 
science knowledge and skills to meet real-life challenges. It also collects background 
information on students, their teachers and their schools (OECD, n.d.[3]). 

This report highlights key findings from the OECD-UNICEF review and Serbia’s PISA 
data. It focuses on how to use evaluation and assessment to effectively address some of the 
challenges in student learning and outcomes highlighted by the review and data such as: 

• Using assessment to monitor what students know and can do in respect to national 
learning standards and identify those at risk of falling behind. Using assessment 
information to adapt future teaching and learning to student needs to best help each 
student advance.  

• Making sure that teacher professional development is accessible and good quality 
so that each teacher develops pedagogical skills and knowledge to meet every 
learner’s needs.  

• Building on Serbia’s strong frameworks for school evaluation so that schools 
appropriate evaluation as a tool to monitor the quality of their educational 
environment and continually improve. 

• Addressing gaps in national learning data by developing a new national assessment 
that provides regular data on student learning to inform policy making and teaching 
and learning practices. 

• Building sensitivity throughout the education system around different learners’ 
needs, especially those most at risk of falling behind – boys, students from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds and students in vocational schools – 
and using evaluation and assessment tools to help mitigate the impact of student 
background on outcomes. 
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Overview of results from PISA 2018 for Serbia  

Student performance 

Student performance in Serbia is the highest in the Western Balkans, but 
significantly below students in OECD and EU countries 
In PISA 2018, average student performance in Serbia was the highest among the Western 
Balkans (Figure 1)1. In reading, writing and science, Serbia’s 15-year-olds scored around 
forty points more than the average across the other Western Balkans2. In contrast, Serbia’s 
average scores were around 40 points lower than the averages in the EU3 and OECD.    

Figure 1. Mean performance, PISA 2018  
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

Student performance in Serbia has remained largely stable between 2006 and 
2018 
In 2018, average student performance in reading in Serbia was 38 points higher than in 
2006. However, much of the improvement in reading occurred between 2006 and 2009, 
with little improvement across subsequent cycles (Figure 2). In the other domains that PISA 
assesses there has been a slight improvement in mathematics across cycles with student 
performance improving by an average of three score points every three years. Performance 
in science has remained largely stable, with the average score point increasing by just six 
score points between 2006 and 2018. 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Figure 2. Average reading scores across PISA cycles, PISA 2018 

401

442
446

439

495
499 501

493

350

370

390

410

430

450

470

490

510

530

550

2006 2009 2012 2018

Serbia OECD average

 
Note: As Serbia did not participate in PISA 2015 data is not included from this cycle. 
 Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

More than a third of 15-year-olds in Serbia do not demonstrate basic reading 
competencies 
In 2018, over a third (37.7%) of students in Serbia did not reach Level 2 on the PISA test. 
Level 2 is a benchmark for basic reading competence and reflects the minimum skills that 
students need for success in life and work in modern economies. Students who reach Level 
2 are able to identify the main ideas in a text, find information and reflect on some aspects 
of the text (OECD, 2019[2]). The share of students mastering basic reading competencies in 
Serbia was higher than the average across the other Western Balkans, where over half 
(53.7%) of students did not reach Level 2 in 2018. Yet the average performance of Serbia’s 
students was below those in OECD countries, where less than a quarter (22.6%) of 15-year-
olds did not reach at least Level 2. The share of students mastering basic reading 
competencies in Serbia was also significantly lower than in countries that were among the 
strongest performers in PISA, including other Central and Eastern Europe countries. In 
Estonia and Poland for example, over 85% of students demonstrated at least Level 2 
reading competencies  (OECD, 2019[2]). 

At the other end of the performance spectrum, only 2.6% of students in Serbia demonstrated 
advanced reading competencies, associated with Levels 5 and 6 on the PISA test. At these 
levels, students understand lengthy texts, abstract concepts and implicit information 
(OECD, 2019[2]). While more students in Serbia performed at these higher levels than on 
average across the other Western Balkans, a much smaller proportion of students were top 
performers compared with the OECD average (8.7%) (Figure 3).  

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Figure 3. Share of students by levels in reading, PISA 2018 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

One in four students have not mastered basic reading, mathematics and science 
competencies 
Almost a quarter (24.7%) of Serbia’s 15-year-olds have not mastered basic competencies 
in all three of the domains assessed by PISA. This figure is lower than in the other Western 
Balkans. However, it is higher than in many OECD and EU countries. On average, just 
over one in ten (14.1%) of EU students did not reach Level 2 in all three domains. 

The gap between top and bottom performers increased in 2018 
In 2018, the share of performers at the top (Levels 5 and 6) and bottom (below Level 2) 
increased (Figure 4). While the increase in high performers (increasing from less than 1% 
in 2009 to 2.6% in 2018) is very positive, the increase in the share of low performers is 
concerning. Students who are not mastering basic reading competencies as they reach the 
end of schooling have limited options for further study and employment. Serbia’s future 
economic development and convergence with the EU will depend on many more of its 
young people developing the basic skills and knowledge to integrate successfully into the 
modern global economy. 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Figure 4. Share of high and low performing students in reading across PISA cycles, PISA 2018 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

Equity 

Boys are at greater risk of low performance 
In PISA 2018, girls in Serbia performed 36 points higher than boys in reading (the 
difference between boys and girls in mathematics was not statistically significant). This 
reflects a similar pattern to how girls and boys performed across OECD countries, where 
girls scored 30 points higher than boys in reading and boys scored 5 points higher than girls 
in mathematics. However, Serbia’s lower performance overall means that boys are 
particularly at risk of lower performance, and this is especially the case for boys from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds (girls from lower socioeconomic backgrounds also perform 
below their peers from more advantaged socioeconomic backgrounds). 

In Serbia, a student’s socio-economic background impacts their performance less 
than the OECD average 
Evidence from PISA shows that, on average, the most influential factor for a student’s 
learning outcomes is their socio-economic background. Consistently across all 
participating countries, students from more advantaged backgrounds perform better on 
average that those from disadvantaged backgrounds. In 2018, advantaged students scored 
89 points more on average in reading than disadvantaged students in OECD countries 
(OECD, 2019[2]).  

In Serbia, a student’s socio-economic background has slightly less impact on their 
performance than in OECD countries. In 2018, students from advantaged backgrounds 
scored 73 points in reading more than their disadvantaged peers (Figure 5). The 
comparatively weaker impact of socio-economic background on student performance in 
Serbia, and the other Western Balkans, is positive. However, to a large extent, this is 
associated with the fact that student performance in the region is lower overall, with fewer 
students performing at the higher end of the spectrum. 

% 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Figure 5. Score point difference between socially advantaged and disadvantaged students in 
reading, PISA 2018 
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Note: All values are statistically significant. 
Source: Adapated from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

Students in general high schools perform well-ahead of students attending 
vocational schools 
Almost all students taking PISA in Serbia attend either vocational or general high schools. 
Students develop a list of the schools they wish to attend in order of preference and are 
granted a place based on their school marks and results in the final examination in grade 
8.. The academic selection into high school unsurprisingly results in significant differences 
in PISA performance across the different types of schools in Serbia. On average in 2018, 
students in general academic schools scored 90 points more than their peers in vocational 
high schools. Other OECD and PISA-participating countries with separate vocational and 
general tracks for 15-year-olds have a similar pattern of performance however the 
difference between the two school types in Serbia is more significant than in OECD 
countries and the other Western Balkans (Figure 6).  

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Figure 6. Reading score difference between vocational and general programmes, PISA 2018 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

One reason the differences in student performance between vocational and general high 
schools in Serbia might be particularly pronounced is the difference in the distribution of 
students across the two types of schools. Across the OECD and Western Balkans, students 
from advantaged backgrounds are more likely to attend a general school than students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. This tendency is more pronounced in Serbia. Half of the 
students in the country’s general schools come from the most advantaged socio-economic 
background, while just 15% are from the most disadvantaged (Figure 7). This suggests that 
a large part of high school selection in Serbia is a function of socio-economic background, 
rather than ability alone. Other factors like future career aspirations can also impact student 
choice and placement, such as opting for vocational programmes in order to enter the labour 
market directly after school. 

Figure 7. Share of socio-economically advantaged students by school type, PISA 2018 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

% 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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School environment and well-being 

Over three-quarters of students in Serbia feel that they belong at school 
Most students in Serbia (76.0%) feel that they belong at school (Figure 8). A sense of 
belonging reflects how accepted, respected and supported students feel in their social 
context at school (Goodenow and Grady, 1993[4]). Sense of belonging at school is 
important, not least because research suggests that it is positively associated with academic 
performance (Wentzel, 1998[5]). In PISA 2018, a one-unit increase in the index of sense of 
belonging at school was associated with an increase of four score points in reading, after 
accounting for the socio-economic profile of students and school (OECD, 2019[5]). In 
Serbia, the relationship was even more significant, with a one-unit increase in sense of 
belonging being associated with an eight point increase in reading performance, after 
accounting for socio-economic background (OECD, 2018[1]). 

Figure 8. Sense of belonging at school  
Percentage of students who agreed or strongly agreed that they feel like they belong at school, PISA 2018 

 
Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

The classroom climate is less favourable to learning than in OECD countries and 
the other Western Balkans  
There are a number of disruptions which reduce effective learning time in classrooms in 
Serbia. The share of students (16.2%) reporting that students do not listen to the teacher in 
every or most lessons is higher than the average in OECD countries (10.1%). Another 
disruption is when students arrive late to school. Serbia has one of the highest shares of 
students reporting late for school across all the countries that participated in PISA. In 2018, 
over 60% of students in Serbia reported that they arrived late at least once in the two weeks 
prior to taking the PISA test, in contrast with 47.6% on average across the OECD 
(Figure 9). Students from disadvantaged backgrounds reported being late more often. 
Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are also more likely to report being truant.  
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https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Figure 9. Student lateness, PISA 2018  
Percentage of students who reported that they had arrived late for school at least once in the two weeks prior 

to the PISA test 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

How can assessment better drive learning? 

Using student assessment more effectively in Serbia will help to improve learning, 
supporting improvements in overall student performance and encouraging more equitable 
outcomes. In particular, strengthening formative assessment – which provides information 
about what students know and can do – will help teachers to continuously monitor student 
progress, and use the information to better adapt teaching to student needs. It is especially 
important that assessment is used well to detect and address learning gaps early on so that 
students most at risk of underperforming in Serbia – students from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, boys and those in vocational schools – keep making good progress, and 
remain motivated and engaged at school. 

Provide more guidance on how to use formative assessment effectively 
In PISA 2018, schools in Serbia reported using assessment frequently for formative 
purposes, such as to guide student learning and adapt teaching to student needs (Figure 10). 
One type of assessment that is regularly used in schools in Serbia is diagnostic assessment, 
which assesses a student’s starting point or baseline at the beginning of a school year or 
cycle. The information can be used formatively to adapt future teaching and learning. It can 
also be used to identify students who are at risk of failing by identifying particular needs 
so that additional support or learning strategies can be put in place (OECD, 2013[1]).  

In Serbia, all teachers must prepare and conduct a diagnostic test (called an “initial test”) 
to assess their students’ acquired levels of achievement in particular subjects and topics at 
the start of the school year. Teachers are supposed to use of the results of the initial test to 
develop lesson plans adapted to the learning needs of their students. In the schools that the 
OECD visited, teachers and school managers were clearly aware of this requirement and 
reported that they were conducting the initial test each year. While the initial test is a 

% 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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positive feature of Serbia’s assessment framework, the OECD-UNICEF review 
recommends that teachers should receive better and more consistent guidance on how to 
design diagnostic tests and use the results to inform learning (Box 1). 

Figure 8. Schools’ use of student assessment for formative purposes 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 
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Help teachers adapt teaching to student needs 
An essential component of formative assessment is using information from assessments to 
adapt future teaching plans in response to what assessments reveal a student can and cannot 
do. Teachers and schools in Serbia report a need for greater support to help them adapt 
teaching to student needs (Maghnouj S., et al., 2020[9]). Similarly, in PISA 2018 when 
students were asked about the teaching styles that their teachers employed they reported 
that instruction tends to be more teacher-led and less adaptive to students (Figure 11). The 
OECD-UNICEF review provides recommendations for providing teachers in Serbia with 
greater support to differentiate teaching to student learning levels (Box 2).  

Box 1. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for strengthening diagnostic 
assessment  

Develop a standardised initial test for key transition grades in basic education 
The Institute for Education Quality and Evaluation (IEQE) Exam Centre should develop 
nationally standardised initial tests for key transition grades e.g. Grade 1 to assess 
students’ readiness to learn, and Grade 5 to inform teaching and learning in the two 
cycles of basic education.  

Create a pool of initial test items mapped against the learning standards 
The IEQE Exam Centre should map student initial test answers against the learning 
standards’ performance levels. This could help teachers identify the level at which their 
students are performing at the start of the school year.   

Give teachers space in the curriculum to adapt teaching based on the initial 
test results 
Teachers should be given some flexibility to adapt the curriculum to the needs of their 
students based on the results of the initial test.  
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Figure 9. Teacher-directed instruction and adaptive instruction 

 
Note: To account for differences in response style across countries and economies (e.g. if students from a 
country tend to respond more positively or negatively in general), OECD analysts adjust the value of each 
individual index according to the average response across all indices. 
Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

Box 2. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review to help teachers better differentiate 
teaching to students’ learning levels  

The Institute for Improvement of Education (IIE) can, for example, work with the IEQE 
Exam Centre to identify the most common mistakes in the initial tests and provide 
teachers with examples of pedagogical strategies to deal with these common problems. 
The IIE also needs to ensure that pedagogues (pedagogical support staff in the schools) 
and psychologists are sufficiently trained in how to help teachers adapt their teaching 
practices and organise good remediation classes.  

Provide greater support to ensure the fairness and reliability of assessment 
Compared to EU and OECD countries, schools in Serbia report using assessment more 
frequently for summative purposes such as to guide decisions regarding students’ 
progression and award certificates to students. This reflects a similar pattern across the 
other Western Balkans (Figure 12). While the formative and summative functions of 
assessment both have important roles in education, the formative purposes of assessment 
can be overshadowed when assessments carry high stakes for students (OECD, 2013[7]). In 
Serbia, as in a number of its neighbouring countries, students’ marks in classroom 
assessments influence their progression into different tracks of upper secondary education. 
Student marks in Grades 6, 7 and 8 are considered alongside scores in the central 
examination at the end of primary school for selection into general or vocational high 
schools. One consequence is that summative assessment weighs heavily on the education 
system, creating little space for formative assessment to flourish (Box 3).  
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Figure 10. Schools’ use of student assessments for summative purposes 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 
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Box 3. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for revising the student assessment 
framework to encourage a shift in focus from marks to learning  

Define clearly the core principles of student assessment in Serbia 
This might include a statement about what effective classroom assessment looks like, 
and an explanation of how results from formative assessments can be used to deepen 
and shape subsequent learning.  

Extend the marking scale to allow for a more refined description of students’ 
abilities 
To make marking more meaningful from an educational perspective, the ministry should 
consider replacing the traditional 1-5 scale used for reporting classroom outcomes with 
a longer common scale.  

Limit the frequency of summative numerical marks to create space for more 
formative dialogue 
For example by, ending numerical marking in Grades 1 to 4 and reducing the number 
of compulsory summative marks in Grades 5 to 8 to give teachers greater opportunity 
to engage in more formative practices and more complex, longer-term assessment 
assignments.  

When assessment carries high stakes, such as for student placement in different education 
tracks, fairness and reliability are critical. The disproportionately high share of 
disadvantaged students in vocational schools in Serbia suggests that high stakes assessment 
might not always accurately reflect student ability. By ensuring that teacher judgements are 
fair and based on national standards, the OECD-UNICEF review suggests how assessments 
can be used to mitigate some of the effects of student background that are associated with 
student placements at present (Box 4).  

In Serbia, teachers are currently required to record the marks of students’ assessments in 
their classroom records. They should be required for at least some marks to also include 
descriptive feedback and justification for the mark vis-à-vis performance levels. Such 
practice will help school advisors monitor the effective use of performance levels and 
provide teachers with feedback on how to improve.  
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Box 4. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review to promote fair teacher judgements 

Linking marks with achievement levels 
Linking the marking scale with the performance levels in an explicit manner will help 
teachers and students better appropriate the learning standards. It will also help teachers 
provide a fairer assessment of student learning.  

Give teachers examples of what performance at each level means 
The IIE and IEQE Exam Centre should work together to collect examples of students’ 
work at each performance level and make these available on the teacher e-learning 
platform. Examples need to be accompanied by commentary explaining how the student 
demonstrates a given level of achievement. These examples are important in helping 
teachers to understand different levels of performance and provide more reliable 
judgements and feedback on student learning achievement.  

Require teachers to record descriptive feedback for at least some assessments 
Require that teachers include some descriptive feedback and justification for marks 
when recording at least some classroom assessment marks. Such practice will help 
school advisors monitor the effective use of performance levels and provide teachers 
with feedback on how to improve. 

Consider the quality of feedback to students 
The vast majority of students in Serbia report receiving feedback from their teachers on 
their strengths, areas to improve and how to improve (Figure 13). While this is positive, it 
is the quality of feedback that is essential. Research suggests that to be effective, feedback 
should be descriptive and constructive so that it enables students to clearly identify their 
strengths and areas for improvement. Feedback is most useful when it is clearly connected 
to an explicit action that helps students do something specific to improve their work 
(BOSTES, 2016[9]). As well supporting learning progress, feedback can also play an 
important role in motivating students, especially those at risk of underperformance or 
disengagement with school.  
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Figure 11. Teacher feedback, based on students’ reports 
Percentage of students who reported that “the teacher gives me feedback on my strengths in the following 

areas in my language-of-instruction lessons” 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/ 

Use professional development to strengthen teaching 

In order for teachers to encourage better, more equitable student outcomes, they need to 
regularly access development opportunities where they can acquire new and deeper 
understanding for their pedagogical practice. For example, as new assessment practices are 
introduced – such as the national assessment - or strengthened – such as the diagnostic 
assessments – teachers in Serbia need opportunities for hands-on learning and to 
collaborate with peers to understand how to use these assessments most effectively. 
Collaborative, practical learning opportunities also provide teachers with essential 
opportunities to understand what kinds of learning support and feedback is most effective 
for struggling students, for example by sharing examples among colleagues about what has 
worked in their classrooms.  

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Improve the quality of professional development 
Professional development provides teachers with opportunities to update, develop and 
broaden the knowledge they acquired during initial teacher education, as well as to develop 
new skills and professional understanding (OECD, 2005[10]). In PISA 2018, just over half 
of Serbia’s teachers (52%) had participated in a professional development programme in 
the past three months. This is similar to the average level of participation in OECD 
countries (Figure 14). However, in a number of PISA-participating countries where reading 
performance was significantly above the OECD average teachers’ participation in 
professional development was notably higher. For example, in Australia, Singapore, 
Sweden and the United States more than 80% of teachers had participated in professional 
development in the three months prior to the PISA test (OECD, 2018[1]). 

Figure 12. Teacher professional development 
During the last three months, what percentage of teaching staff attended a programme of professional 

development? 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

One deterrent for teachers to participate more in professional development in Serbia is the 
lack of financial support. Continuous professional development is financed by the ministry 
in selected priority areas, local authorities, schools, as well as teachers who sometimes 
cover the costs of training or transportation. Another issue is the quality, with teachers 
reporting low levels of satisfaction with the professional development that they complete. 

% 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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The OECD-UNICEF review suggests that one way to improve quality is to ensure that 
professional development accurately reflects teachers’ learning needs (Box 5).  

Box 5. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for appraisal to identify teachers’ 
professional development needs 

Systematically collect information about teachers’ development needs 
For example by asking advisors, school principals, psychologists and pedagogues to 
regularly fill in a simple questionnaire about training priorities identified in the schools 
where they work. Also by making greater use of the national report on external school 
evaluation, and the national student assessment results (when developed) to make sure 
that teachers are provided with opportunities to improve their teaching in key or weak 
areas of student learning. 

Make sure that major gaps in teachers’ competencies are effectively addressed 
Principals should be given the authority to require teachers who do not meet satisfactory 
benchmarks to undertake training. It is also recommended that training in key 
competency areas be free of charge for schools and teachers so that poorer areas are not 
disadvantaged. 

Address obstacles for more collaborative, in-school professional development 
Data from PISA 2018 and the findings from the OECD-UNICEF review suggest that more 
collaborative, in-school professional development is growing in Serbia. In PISA 2018, 40% 
of schools reported that there is scheduled time for teachers to meet to share, evaluate or 
develop instructional material. While this is significantly less than in some of the countries 
where student performance in PISA was the highest – such as Singapore, B-S-J-Z (People’s 
Republic of China) and Sweden, where more than 80% of schools reported such 
collaborative activities – it is similar to the average across OECD countries (Figure 15). 
The joint UNICEF and IEQE SHARE project which promotes classroom observation by 
peers, is also a good example of this developing culture of collaboration and peer learning 
(UNICEF, n.d.[11]). Across OECD countries, in-house professional development activities 
when teachers collaborate, for example by sharing ideas and materials, are positively 
related to student performance, even after students’ socio-economic background has been 
taken into account. In PISA 2015, in schools where principals reported that such 
collaboration and cooperation among teachers took place, students scored nine points 
higher on average in science (OECD, 2016[1]). 

Despite the evolving use of in-school and collaborative professional development in Serbia, 
its main form continues to be seminars provided outside schools. Several hurdles, such as 
lack of funding and limited national guidance for schools on how to organise in-school 
activities, are currently limiting the transformation of the emerging collaborative practices 
into a lever for systemic change in Serbia (Box 6). 
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Figure 13. Teacher collaboration 
At school is there scheduled time for teachers to meet to share, evaluate or develop instructional materials? 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

Box 6. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for developing in-school professional 
development opportunities and peer learning 

Secure resources for in-school professional development 
The ministry should provide schools with funds to enable them to organise professional 
development activities for their staff. 

Develop schools’ capacity for collaborative professional learning 
The IIE should consider using a train-the-trainer model to train one teacher per subject 
group in each school to conduct classroom observations, provide feedback and work 
collectively to improve lesson plans.  

Develop online tools to foster peer learning and collaboration between schools 
Further develop the new IIE e-learning platform by allowing teachers to upload and 
share lesson plans and assessment examples. Long-term funding for the maintenance 
and development of the platform over time should also be secured. 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Make greater use of certification as a lever to improve teaching 
In Serbia, a large share (38%) of teachers are not certified (OECD, 2018[1]). Certification 
acts as a gatekeeper to ensure that new entrants to the profession have the necessary skills, 
knowledge and motivation to teach. It is common in many education systems to have a 
share of non-certified teaching staff - on average across OECD countries 21% of teachers 
are not certified. Recruiting teachers through alternative routes into teaching can provide 
flexibility, for example to address short-term shortages, perhaps in specific subjects or 
geographical locations. However, across the Western Balkans the share of non-certified 
teachers is almost ten percentage points higher than the OECD average and almost twenty 
percentage points higher in Serbia (Figure 16). Since certification ensures that new entrants 
to the profession meet minimum requirements to teach it is an important lever for 
improving the quality of education.  

Figure 14. Share of fully certified teachers 

 
Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

There are a number of challenges with the programmes of initial teacher education in 
Serbia. Many subject teachers enter the classroom without having had any training in 
pedagogy or having been in a classroom as part of a teaching practicum. The content taught 
in the faculties of education is often outdated and not aligned with the student-centred 
approach of the new curriculum  (European Commission, 2016[12]). The lack of quality 
standards in teacher education content and certification also creates heterogeneity between 
programmes and universities (Box 7). 
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Box 7. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for improving initial teacher 
preparation programmes 

Significantly strengthen quality assurance for initial teacher preparation 
programmes 

• Set programme-specific accreditation criteria that is developed in line with the 
revised teacher standards and expectations for novice teachers. 

• Develop guidelines that set out the requirements for different programme types, 
including the design and duration of the practicum.  

• Limit the number of state-funded places available in initial teacher programmes 
to reflect more closely projections of teaching needs for the coming years.  

• Set minimum entry requirements, such as using the new State Matura to set 
minimum scores in language and mathematics for entry into teacher education 
programmes.  

Introduce a certification and selection examination at the end of initial teacher 
education 
Consider introducing a national qualification examination at the end of initial teacher 
education to ensure that candidates have met the minimum requirements to become a 
teacher. 

Ensure that mentoring is good quality 
Serbia has a national mentorship programme for novice teachers which is reflected in a 
very high share of schools reporting teacher mentoring. Over 90% of schools in Serbia 
reported that they had mentoring in place in PISA 2018, compared with just under 80% 
across OECD countries on average (Figure 17). Mentorship programmes are an effective 
way to help new teachers develop their classroom practices, build their confidence and 
learn from their more experienced peers (OECD, 2010[13]). They are particularly important 
in countries like Serbia where the quality of initial teacher education varies a lot between 
faculties and where opportunities for practical training are limited. However, while a large 
share of the Serbia’s schools report that mentoring exists, the OECD-UNICEF review 
found mentors in charge of providing support to teachers receive no training for the role 
and national mentoring guidelines are outdated (Box 8). 
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Figure 15. Teacher mentoring 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

Box 8. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for developing the mentorship 
programme of novice teachers 

• Introduce mandatory training for all appointed mentors 

• Update the 2007 mentoring manual  

• Assign mentors to work across several schools in a network to exchange ideas 
and practices  

• Use external school evaluation to check if schools are providing novice teachers 
with adequate support  

• Over the medium term, only teachers qualified as pedagogical advisors should 
be appointed as mentors. 

Use school evaluation to catalyse improvements in learning 

By providing both support to improve and accountability, school evaluation can be an 
important catalyst to improve learning conditions across Serbia. Evaluation encourages 
schools to monitor student learning outcomes and understand how different groups of 
students in school – such as boys and girls, students of different socio-economic 
backgrounds and different ability levels – make progress. It also encourages schools to 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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consider the broader teaching and learning environment, such as behaviour and student 
well-being.  

Both external and internal school evaluation are well-established in Serbia, and the 
framework underpinning evaluation focuses on many of the aspects of the school 
environment that are important for teaching and learning. PISA 2018 also shows that school 
evaluation is well-established in Serbia, with the use of external and internal school 
evaluations being higher than in many EU and OECD countries (OECD, 2018[1]). Despite 
these positive features, the OECD-UNICEF review found that school evaluation is not yet 
having a transformative impact on quality in Serbia’s schools. External and internal 
evaluations remain primarily externally-driven activities, and schools have not yet 
appropiated evaluation as a tool to reflect on and drive their own improvements. 

Ensure that external school evaluation supports schools to improve  
There are two main types of school evaluation. External evaluation is led by an external 
actor, frequently a central inspectorate, to ensure compliance with rules and procedures and 
promote quality and improvement. Very nearly all schools (99%) in Serbia have external 
school evaluations, compared with 77% of schools on average across OECD countries 
(Figure 18). The high prevalence of external school evaluation in Serbia is driven by a 
national policy which makes it mandatory. The evaluation process is one of the most 
advanced in the Western Balkans and reflects many of the features of mature systems in 
OECD countries. It has a clear reference framework focused on school quality with 
indicators that cover many important practices for teaching and learning.   

Figure 16. External school evaluation 
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While the framework for external school evaluation in Serbia seems strong, school 
evaluation has so far remained largely peripheral to education reforms and has also done 
little to trigger improvements within schools. One reason for this is schools’ perception of 
the process as a purely summative exercise and the lack of quality feedback. If school 
evaluation is to help lead to improvement, the OECD-UNICEF review suggests that 
schools need to have the capacity and incentives to take action in response to the issues 
identified. They also need to receive clear guidance from evaluators on where and how they 
might improve (Box 9). 

Box 9. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for how evaluation results are 
reported and used to support school improvement 

Revise the school report template to include recommendations for improvement 
Introduce a summary of the report with the main recommendations for improvement. 
Numerical scores should also be replaced with qualitative descriptors (e.g. very good, 
good, weak, and very weak) and examples of practices that illustrate the judgement to 
help inform the next steps. 

Develop the school boards’ capacity to monitor the quality of school planning 
and programmes 
Provide boards with examples of good action plans, make training available to help them 
with their monitoring role and make sure school principals are adequately prepared to 
plan for school improvement. 

Introduce a risk-based approach to follow-up support 
The ministry needs to focus its technical and financial support on schools that did not 
meet the minimum level of quality during the external evaluation, i.e. schools that 
received a score of “weak” or “very weak”. 

Focus school principals’ accountability on their leadership role rather than the 
schools’ overall performance 
Develop school principals’ accountability for demonstrating good leadership 
competencies by making leadership part of the core areas evaluated during the external 
school evaluation. 

Schools need more support to develop a culture of self-reflection and 
improvement 
Nearly every school (95%) in Serbia also undertakes self-evaluations (Figure 19). Internal 
evaluation or school self-evaluation is led by a school to promote reflection, goal-setting 
and inform school development plans (OECD, 2013[1]). As with external school evaluation, 
the high share of self-evaluations is driven by a national requirement that schools carry out 
self-evaluations at least once a year. In contrast, self-evaluation is a school-initiated process 
in just less than half of OECD countries on average.   

While school self-evaluation is well-established in Serbia, the OECD-UNICEF review 
found that it has not yet led to the development of a culture of continuous learning and 
improvement in schools. This is because the capacity for self-evaluation and planning in 
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most schools is low. Schools need more national guidance and support to understand what 
they can do in practical terms to kick-start a meaningful reflection on quality (Box 10). 

Figure 17. Internal school evaluation 
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Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed on 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

 

Box 10. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for providing schools with guidance 
on how to evaluate quality and use the results to inform development plans 

Create a new self-evaluation manual and encourage schools to use it 
A new manual should be created that draws on schools’ experiences of self-evaluation 
and provides schools with a list of simple prompting questions that they can use during 
self-evaluations such as “how good is our school?” and “how can we make it better?” 
(Riley, 2010[14]). 

Ensure that schools have access to training and technical support 
This should include seminars to help school staff improve their understanding and 
practice of self-evaluation such as collecting evidence, analysing information and 
providing recommendations for improvement.  

Encourage peer learning and sharing of experiences in self-evaluation 
Create an online platform where schools can exchange templates for surveys and other 
instruments for collecting evidence.  

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Review schools’ capacity for improvement through the external school 
evaluation 
The current framework for school evaluation in Serbia does not assess the quality of a 
school’s self-evaluation process. This is a lost opportunity to signal to schools the 
importance of school self-evaluation and ensure that it informs school policies and 
practices. 

Help schools make better use of data for evaluation purposes 
Schools in Serbia draw on a wide range of information sources for quality assurance. For 
example, almost three-quarters of schools (75.2%) report that they seek written feedback 
from students regarding aspects of teaching and learning or the school climate such as 
lessons, teachers or resources. The vast majority of schools also report that they 
systematically record data such as attendance, teachers’ professional development, student 
test results and graduation rates. The share of schools reporting such practices in Serbia is 
slightly higher than the average in OECD countries (Figure 20). The practice of using a 
wide range of information sources to monitor quality is positive. However, schools in 
Serbia need more support to analyse data to better understand its implications for school 
performance and what can be improved (Box 11). 
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Figure 18. Sources of evidence for schools’ quality assurance 

0 20 40 60 80 100

OECD average

EU average

WB average without Serbia

Serbia

EU average

OECD average

Serbia

WB average without Serbia

EU average

OECD average

Serbia

WB average without Serbia

Sy
ste

m
ic 

re
co

rd
ing

 o
f a

tte
nd

an
ce

an
d 

PD
Sy

ste
m

ic 
re

co
rd

ing
 o

f te
st 

re
su

lts
St

ud
en

t f
ee

db
ac

k

Yes, this is mandatory, e.g. based on district or ministry policies Yes, based on school initiative No

%

 
Source: Adapted from (OECD, 2019[1]) accessed 20 May 2020, PISA 2018 Database, OECD, Paris, 
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/. 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/


30 | HIGHLIGHTS OF THE OECD-UNICEF REVIEW  

  
  

Box 11. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for providing schools with indicators 
and tools to measure their performance against key national targets 

The IEQE should work with the data analysis team in the ministry to provide schools 
with contextualised benchmarks of schools’ performance on key indicators such as 
enrolment and completion rate by different student categories (e.g. gender, socio-
economic background, ethnic group, SEN). Standard measures of school quality help 
schools understand how their practices and results compare to other schools and national 
goals (OECD, 2013[8]). In the medium term, the centre should also make sure that 
contextualised benchmark results of the school Matura exam (the planned end-of-upper 
secondary- school exit exam) and the national assessment are provided to schools. 

School leadership should be developed to help schools lead improvements 
How far any school evaluation, internal or external, leads to improvement depends on the 
ability of schools to act upon the results. In Serbia, well-over half of schools (62%) report 
drawing on external support, in the form of regular consultation, for improvement. In many 
cases, this consultation has been initiated by schools themselves (Figure 21). While 
drawing on external sources of support might help schools to lead improvements and act 
on evaluation results, building each schools’ leadership capacity is essential for 
improvement activities. Improving school principals’ initial and continuous professional 
development will help to make sure that schools in Serbia are able to act upon the 
recommendations of the evaluation results (Box 12).  

Figure 19. Regular consultation aimed at school improvement 
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Box 12. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for developing school leadership for 
improving school quality 

Strengthen training for school principals 
The ministry should consider introducing free and mandatory initial education for 
principals. One option is to develop an independent School Leadership Academy to 
manage the initial training, certification and continuous professional development of 
school principals.  

Use the external school evaluation to provide formative feedback to school 
principals 
Serbia should make use of the external evaluation process to identify leadership capacity 
gaps and recommend professional development opportunities. 

Evaluate education performance more comprehensively and fairly 

System evaluation is central to improving educational performance. It holds the 
government and other stakeholders accountable for meeting national goals and provides 
information that can help develop effective policies. Serbia has established some of the 
basic components of system evaluation. However, an important gap is reliable data on 
learning outcomes. Fully implementing a national assessment will provide the country with 
regular information about how different groups of students perform across the different 
school levels. This will be particularly useful for monitoring the impact of efforts to 
improve teaching and learning, and especially to monitor their impact on key groups of 
students at risk of not making adequate progress at school.   

Develop a national assessment to address gaps in national data 
Tracking achievement data, such as school performance on tests and graduation rates, is 
one way that national and local authorities can monitor the performance of their education 
system and promote accountability. In Serbia, around half of schools (54.7%) reported that 
their achievement data are tracked by administrative authorities. In contrast, nearly 9 in 10 
schools (89.8%) across the Western Balkans and almost 7 in 10 schools (67.4%) across the 
OECD report the tracking of achievement data by administrative authorities (Figure 22). 
The comparatively limited data on learning in Serbia might be one reason why there is less 
tracking of achievement data. To address the gaps in national data on learning outcomes, 
Serbia is developing a national assessment. The OECD-UNICEF review set out some of 
the key options for its design (Box 13). 
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Figure 20. School achievement data are tracked over time by an administrative 
authority 
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Box 13. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for designing the national assessment 

Implement a national assessment in Grades 2 and 6, and consider Grade 10 in 
the future 
This would provide data on learning in the early primary grades (Grade 2) and lower 
secondary (Grade 6), and a broader measurement of the curriculum by testing subjects that 
may not be covered by PISA or the new Matura (Grade 10). 

Maintain plans for sample-based assessment but consider census-based 
assessments in the future 
In the future, Serbia could consider making the Grade 6 assessment census-based. This 
would provide data that could be used formatively to improve teaching and learning within 
and across schools.  

Develop a timetable to assess foundation skills in Grades 2 and 6 
To generate regular, predictable and timely information about learning outcomes for 
system monitoring, develop a clear assessment timetable.  

Use challenging test items that are designed to assess student learning 
Serbia will need to ensure that test items in the national assessment do not encourage 
memorisation and that proper item-writing convention is followed, such as reviewing the 
tests and items for potential bias and varying the placement of distractor choices (the 
incorrect options in a multiple-choice test) (Anderson and Morgan, 2008[15]). 

Consider computer-based assessment delivery 
In the medium to long term, Serbia should consider moving towards a computer-based 
assessment. 

https://www.oecd.org/pisa/data/2018database/
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Carefully consider how data from the new national assessment is disseminated 
At present, schools in Serbia report publicly posting (e.g. in the media) achievement data 
like school performance on tests and graduation rates more than in OECD countries and 
the other Western Balkans. Just over half of Serbia’s schools (54.7%) post achievement 
data publicly, compared to just over a third (37.6%) of schools in OECD countries 
(Figure 23). Almost all schools (97.3%) in Serbia also report that achievement information 
is provided directly to parents. When the new national assessment is developed, Serbia will 
need to carefully consider which data are made available and how they are made available. 

While reporting the performance of individual schools can support transparency and 
accountability, using a single indicator, such as a school result on an assessment, is not an 
accurate indication of the school’s effectiveness as it does not consider factors outside of 
the school’s control (OECD, 2013[1]). The OECD-UNICEF review sets out how Serbia 
might assess the potential risks and benefits of publishing school-level results and develop 
a policy for how this information can be used most effectively (Box 14). 

Figure 21. School achievement data are posted publicly and provided directly to parents 
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Box 14. Recommendations from the OECD-UNICEF review for disseminating and using results 
from the national assessment to inform education policy 

Disseminate results in different ways 
Develop a report on the national assessment that highlighting its relevance for 
policymaking. For example, it could clearly state how the instrument supports 
monitoring of the curriculum, education strategy and sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) and provides a description of achievement results and correlations according to 
background information that is relevant for national policy e.g. results might be 
disaggregated by gender, mother tongue language, the geographic location of school or 
socio-economic background.  

Avoid de-contextualised rankings of individual schools in census assessments 
For example, school-level information could be presented alongside contextualised 
comparison groups, such as gender, linguistic minorities and Regional School 
Authorities as well as the country as a whole. 

Use results to help inform teaching and learning practices 
Serbia should report national assessment results in a way that supports teachers and 
schools. For example, Serbia could develop a national report for teachers to leverage the 
formative value of the assessment by providing item-level analysis with information 
about how students across the country performed on each item. 
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Notes

1 The calculations in this report are based on the international PISA data files available on the PISA website 
(www.oecd.org/pisa). 
2 The Western Balkans average has been calculated without Serbia to fully distinguish the difference between 
Serbia’s values and the average of the other Western Balkans’ values. 
3 EU averages include the following countries and economies: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Romania, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden 
and the United Kingdom. 
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