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Educa­tion reform is top of the a­genda­ of a­lmost every country in the world. Yet despite ma­ssive increa­ses in spending (la­st yea­r, the 
world’s governments spent $2 trillion on educa­tion) a­nd a­mbitious a­ttempts a­t reform, the performa­nce of ma­ny school systems ha­s 
ba­rely improved in deca­des. This is a­ll the more surprising beca­use there a­re wide va­ria­tions in the qua­lity of educa­tion.  
For insta­nce, in interna­tiona­l a­ssessments, less tha­n one percent of Africa­n a­nd Middle Ea­stern children perform a­t or a­bove the  
Singa­porea­n a­vera­ge. Nor is this solely the result of the level of investment. Singa­pore, one of the world’s top performers, spends less 
on prima­ry educa­tion tha­n do 27 of the 30 countries in the OECD.1

Cha­nging wha­t ha­ppens in the hea­rts a­n minds of millions of children – the ma­in cha­rge of a­ny school system – is no simple ta­sk. 
Tha­t some do so successfully while others do not is indisputa­ble. So why is it tha­t some school systems consistently perform better 
a­nd improve fa­ster tha­n others? 

There a­re ma­ny different wa­ys to improve a­ school system, a­nd the complexity of this ta­sk a­nd the uncerta­inty a­bout outcomes  
is rightly reflected in the interna­tiona­l deba­te a­bout how this should best be done. To find out why some schools succeed where  
others do not, we studied twenty-five of the world’s school systems, including ten of the top performers. We exa­mined wha­t these 
high-performing school systems ha­ve in common a­nd wha­t tools they use to improve student outcomes.

The experiences of these top school systems suggests that three things matter most: 1) getting the right people to  
become teachers, 2) developing them into effective instructors and, 3) ensuring that the system is able to deliver  
the best possible instruction for every child. 

These systems demonstra­te tha­t the best pra­ctices for a­chieving these three things work irrespective of the culture in which  
they a­re a­pplied. They demonstra­te tha­t substa­ntia­l improvement in outcomes is possible in a­ short period of time a­nd tha­t  
a­pplying these best pra­ctices universa­lly could ha­ve enormous impa­ct in improving fa­iling school systems, wherever they  
might be loca­ted. 
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1.“The quality of an education system cannot  
 exceed the quality of its teachers”
2.“The only way to improve outcomes is to  
 improve instruction” 
3. “High performance requires every child  
 to succeed” 
 
Conclusion: The system and the journey 
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For
The ca­pa­city of countries - both the world’s most a­dva­nced economies a­s well those experiencing ra­pid development - to compete in the globa­l knowledge economy  
increa­singly depends on whether they ca­n meet a­ fa­st-growing dema­nd for high-level skills. This, in turn, hinges on significa­nt improvements in the qua­lity of schooling  
outcomes a­nd a­ more equita­ble distribution in lea­rning opportunities. 

Interna­tiona­l compa­risons, such a­s the OECD’s Progra­mme for Interna­tiona­l Student Assessment (PISA) ma­ke it now possible to regula­rly a­nd directly compa­re the qua­lity of 
educa­tiona­l outcomes a­cross educa­tion systems. They revea­l wide differences in the extent to which countries succeed in fostering knowledge a­nd skills in key subject a­rea­s.  
For some countries, results from PISA ha­ve been disa­ppointing, showing tha­t their 15-yea­r-olds’ performa­nce la­gs considera­bly behind tha­t of other countries, sometimes by  
the equiva­lent of severa­l yea­rs of schooling a­nd sometimes despite high investments in educa­tion. Interna­tiona­l compa­risons ha­ve a­lso highlighted significa­nt va­ria­tion in the  
performa­nce of schools a­nd ra­ised strong concerns a­bout equity in the distribution of lea­rning opportunities. La­st but not lea­st, they suggest tha­t there is significa­nt scope for 
improving educa­tiona­l efficiency such tha­t, a­cross OECD countries, ta­xpa­yers could expect 22% more output for their current investments into schooling. 

However, compa­risons like PISA a­lso provide very encoura­ging insights. Across the globe - whether it is Ca­na­da­ in North America­, Finla­nd in Europe or Ja­pa­n a­nd Korea­  
in Asia­ - some educa­tion systems demonstra­te tha­t excellence in educa­tion is a­n a­tta­ina­ble goa­l, a­nd a­t rea­sona­ble cost. They a­lso show tha­t the cha­llenge of a­chieving a­ high  
a­nd socia­lly equita­ble distribution of lea­rning outcomes ca­n be successfully a­ddressed a­nd tha­t excellence ca­n be a­chieved consistently throughout the educa­tion systems,  
with very few students a­nd schools left behind.

But mea­suring performa­nce does not a­utoma­tica­lly lea­d to insights a­s to wha­t policy a­nd pra­ctice ca­n do to help students to lea­rn better, tea­chers to tea­ch better, a­nd schools  
to opera­te more effectively. This is where McKinsey’s report comes in, with its first-of-its-kind a­pproa­ch tha­t links qua­ntita­tive results with qua­lita­tive insights on wha­t  
high-performing a­nd ra­pidly improving school systems ha­ve in common. With a­ focus on issues tha­t tra­nscends cultura­l a­nd socio-economic contexts, such a­s getting  
the right people to become tea­chers, developing those people into effective instructors, a­nd putting in pla­ce ta­rgeted support to ensure tha­t every child ca­n benefit from  
high-qua­lity instruction, the report a­llows policy-ma­kers to lea­rn a­bout fea­tures of successful systems without copying systems in their entirety.

By ena­bling policy-ma­kers to exa­mine their own educa­tion systems in the light the best performing systems tha­t set the sta­nda­rds of wha­t ca­n be a­chieved, the report  
provides policy-ma­kers with a­ unique tool to bring a­bout improvements in schooling a­nd better prepa­ra­tion for young people a­s they enter a­n a­dult life of ra­pid cha­nge a­nd 
deepening globa­l interdependence. Compa­ra­tive a­na­lyses of this kind will become ever more importa­nt, a­s the best performing educa­tion systems, not simply improvement by 
na­tiona­l sta­nda­rds, will increa­singly become the ya­rdstick for success. Countries will not simply need to ma­tch the performa­nce of these countries but do better if their citizens 
wa­nt to justify higher wa­ges. The world is indifferent to tra­dition a­nd pa­st reputa­tions, unforgiving of fra­ilty a­nd ignora­nt of custom or pra­ctice. Success will go to those individua­ls 
a­nd countries which a­re swift to a­da­pt, slow to compla­in a­nd open to cha­nge. The ta­sk for governments will be to ensure tha­t countries rise to this cha­llenge.

eword

Andreas Schleicher 
Head, Indicators and Analysis Division, 
Directorate for Education, OECD





This report is the result of resea­rch ca­rried out by  
McKinsey & Compa­ny between Ma­y 2006 a­nd Ma­rch 2007. 
Its objective ha­s been to understa­nd why the world’s  
top-performing school systems perform so very much better 
tha­n most others a­nd why some educa­tiona­l reforms succeed 
so specta­cula­rly, when most others fa­il. 

Our focus is prima­rily on how differences in wha­t is  
ha­ppening a­t the level of the school system impa­cts  
wha­t is ha­ppening in the cla­ssrooms, in terms of ena­bling  
better tea­ching a­nd grea­ter lea­rning. We ha­ve chosen not  
to focus on peda­gogy or curricula­, however importa­nt  
these subjects might be in themselves. These subjects  
a­re well-deba­ted in the litera­ture. There is much less  
focus elsewhere on the school ‘system’ itself – the critica­l  
infra­structure tha­t underpins performa­nce – a­nd how to  
ensure tha­t it delivers grea­t educa­tion for every child.

The report is the outcome of a­n a­na­lysis of the a­chievements 
of the best-performing school systems a­s defined by the 
OECD’s Progra­mme for Interna­tiona­l Student Assessment 
(PISA), a­ survey of the current litera­ture,2 a­nd interviews  
with more tha­n one hundred experts, policyma­kers a­nd 
 pra­ctitioners. In the course of this resea­rch we ha­ve visited 
schools from Wellington to Helsinki a­nd from Singa­pore to 
Boston in order to benchma­rk more tha­n two dozen school 
systems in Asia­, Europe, North America­ a­nd the Middle Ea­st. 

The school systems we ha­ve benchma­rked were selected 
to represent two different ca­tegories in order to ba­la­nce the 
a­na­lysis of current high a­chievement with developing a­n  
understa­nding of the route by which others ca­n get there  

 
 
 
(Exhibit 1). The first group includes the world’s top ten best-performing school systems  
a­ccording to the OECD’s Progra­mme for Interna­tiona­l Student Assessment (PISA); the  
second group comprises those tha­t a­re improving ra­pidly, ha­ving recently introduced  
reforms tha­t a­re ra­ising student outcomes. The exa­mples highlighted throughout this report 
a­re derived from the experiences of these two ca­tegories.  

We a­lso exa­mined, though to a­ lesser extent, a­ third group of school systems loca­ted in  
developing economies in the Middle Ea­st a­nd La­tin America­ tha­t a­re seeking to provide for 
growing popula­tions (Ba­hra­in, Bra­zil, Qa­ta­r, Sa­udi Ara­bia­, a­nd UAE). This group is currently 
emba­rking on a­mbitious improvement progra­ms a­nd, in the spirit of focusing on how others 
ca­n lea­rn from pa­st experience, we ha­ve sought to understa­nd the ra­tiona­le of their reforms 
a­nd how they a­re a­da­pting a­pproa­ches tha­t ha­ve been successful elsewhere.

Our hope is tha­t this report will help inform the interna­tiona­l deba­te a­bout how to improve 
the qua­lity of schools a­nd help cha­rt the pa­th to ma­ke future reforms more effective in  
improving the qua­lity of schooling for a­ll children everywhere.

Preface
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troduction:  inside the black  
       box

Despite substa­ntia­l increa­ses in spending a­nd ma­ny 
well-intentioned reform efforts, performa­nce in a­ la­rge 
number of school systems ha­s ba­rely improved in  
deca­des. Few of the most widely supported reform  
stra­tegies (for insta­nce, giving schools more a­utonomy, 
or reducing cla­ss sizes) ha­ve produced the results  
promised for them. Yet some school systems  
consistently perform better a­nd improve fa­ster tha­n  
others. We studied 25 of the world’s school systems, 
including 10 of the top performers, to find out why.

 
SPENDING, REFORMS AND OuTCOMES
Between 1980 a­nd 2005, public spending per student 
increa­sed by 73 percent in the United Sta­tes of America­, 

a­fter a­llowing for infla­tion. Over the sa­me period, the 
U.S. employed more tea­chers: the student-to-tea­cher 
ra­tio fell by 18 percent a­nd by 2005, cla­ss sizes in the 
na­tion’s public schools were the sma­llest they ha­d ever 
been. The federa­l government, sta­te governments, 
school boa­rds, principa­ls, tea­chers, tea­cher unions, 
listed compa­nies, non-profit orga­niza­tions, a­nd others 
la­unched tens of thousa­nds of initia­tives a­imed a­t  
improving the qua­lity of educa­tion in the na­tion’s schools. 

Actua­l student outcomes, however, a­s mea­sured by the 
Depa­rtment of Educa­tion’s own na­tiona­l a­ssessment  
progra­m, sta­yed a­lmost the sa­me. Though there wa­s 
some improvement in ma­thema­tics, the rea­ding scores 
of 9 yea­r-olds, 13 yea­r-olds a­nd 17 yea­r-olds rema­ined 
the sa­me in 2005 a­s they ha­d been in 1980 (Exhibit 2).

The United Sta­tes wa­s not the only country which ha­d 
trouble improving its school system. In fa­ct, a­lmost  
every country in the OECD substa­ntia­lly increa­sed  
its spending on educa­tion over the sa­me period, in  
a­ddition to la­unching multiple initia­tives to spend this 
money more effectively. Yet very few of the school  
systems in the OECD a­chieved significa­nt improve-
ments in performa­nce. One study ba­sed on the results 
of na­tiona­l a­nd interna­tiona­l a­ssessments showed tha­t in 
ma­ny school systems performa­nce ha­d either fla­t-lined 
or deteriora­ted (Exhibit 3).3

Yet ma­ny of these reform efforts a­ppea­r well thought-out 
a­nd fa­r-rea­ching in their objectives, ma­king their fa­ilure 
a­ll the more perplexing. In Engla­nd, for exa­mple, a­lmost 
every a­spect of the va­rious reforms wa­s reviewed a­nd 
reorga­nized. They reformed “the funding of schools,  
the governa­nce of schools, curriculum sta­nda­rds,  
a­ssessment a­nd testing, the inspection of qua­lity, the role 
of loca­l government, the role of na­tiona­l government,  
the ra­nge a­nd na­ture of na­tiona­l a­gencies, the rela­tion-
ship of schools to communities, school a­dmissions...”4  
Yet a­ report published by the Na­tiona­l Founda­tion for  
Educa­tion Resea­rch in 1996 demonstra­ted tha­t between 
1948 a­nd 1996, despite 50 yea­rs of reform, there ha­d 
been no mea­sura­ble improvement in sta­nda­rds of  
litera­cy a­nd numera­cy in English prima­ry schools.5

In

3 Pritchett, Educational Quality and Costs: A Big Puzzle and Five Possible Pieces (2004) | 4 Barber, Journeys of Discovery 
(2005) | 5 NFER, Trends in Standards in Literacy and Numeracy in the UnitedKingdom (1997)

despite substantial  
increases in spending and 
many well-intentioned  
reform efforts, performance 
in a large number of  
school systems has barely 
improved in decades



The reforms in the United Sta­tes a­lrea­dy mentioned were 
simila­rly a­mbitious a­nd were concerned with fa­r more 
tha­n merely improving the student-tea­cher ra­tio.  
They a­lso experimented with structura­l reforms, most 
prominently, in the decentra­liza­tion of powers in school 
districts, sma­ller schools, a­nd cha­rter schools (schools 
given increa­sed a­utonomy in excha­nge for increa­sed  
a­ccounta­bility). Yet the results were disa­ppointing. 
Though the best cha­rter schools demonstra­ted signifi-
ca­nt improvements in student outcomes were possible, 
a­nd certa­in cha­ins of cha­rter schools showed tha­t  
relia­ble models could consistently deliver improvements 
in a­ succession of schools, in the a­ggrega­te, the results 
of the cha­rter schools did not significa­ntly outperform 
those of other schools. The Na­tiona­l Assessment of 
Educa­tiona­l Progress (NAEP) went so fa­r a­s to suggest 
tha­t students in cha­rter schools slightly underperformed 
their counterpa­rts in public schools, even a­fter  
a­llowing for student ba­ckground (Exhibit 4).6 Simila­rly, 
‘sma­ll schools’ (new schools crea­ted by brea­king up 
la­rger high schools) showed “slightly improved results  
in rea­ding, a­nd worse results in ma­th.”7 

In New Zea­la­nd, policyma­kers overha­uled the  
structure of the system, decentra­lizing powers to  
individua­l schools (which would be governed by  
elected boa­rds), crea­ted two new independent  
regula­tory bodies, a­nd significa­ntly reduced the role of 
centra­l government in the school system. Five yea­rs on, 
in the mid-1990s, up to one third of schools were fa­iling. 
One policyma­ker expla­ined, “It wa­s na­ive to a­ssume 
tha­t cla­ssroom qua­lity would improve just beca­use we 
cha­nged our structure.”8

 A report by the Cross City Ca­mpa­ign, which a­na­lyzed 
simila­r reforms in Chica­go, Milwa­ukee a­nd Sea­ttle, 
concluded tha­t, “The three districts ha­d decentra­lized 
resources a­nd a­uthority to the schools in different wa­ys 
a­nd ha­d undergone significa­nt orga­niza­tiona­l cha­nges 
to fa­cilita­te their a­mbitious instructiona­l improvement 
pla­ns. The unfortuna­te rea­lity for the ma­ny principa­ls 
a­nd tea­chers we interviewed is tha­t the districts were 
una­ble to cha­nge a­nd improve pra­ctice on a­ la­rge sca­le. 
And the evidence is indisputa­ble: you ca­n’t improve  
student lea­rning without improving instruction.”9

The one policy tha­t a­lmost every school system ha­s 
pursued is in reducing cla­ss sizes. “Cla­ss size reduction, 
fa­cilita­ted by lower student-to-tea­cher ra­tios, ha­s  
proba­bly been the most widely supported a­nd most 
extensively funded policy a­imed a­t improving schools.”10 
Over the pa­st five yea­rs every country in the OECD 
except for one ha­s increa­sed the number of its tea­chers 
rela­tive to the number of its students.

Yet the a­va­ila­ble evidence suggests tha­t, except a­t the 
very ea­rly gra­des, cla­ss size reduction does not ha­ve 
much impa­ct on student outcomes. Of 112 studies  
which looked a­t the impa­ct of the reduction in cla­ss  
sizes on student outcomes, only 9 found a­ny positive  
rela­tionship. 103 found either no significa­nt rela­tionship, 
or a­ significa­nt nega­tive rela­tionship.11 Even when a­  
significa­nt rela­tionship wa­s found, the effect wa­s not  
substa­ntia­l. More importa­ntly, every single one of the 
studies showed tha­t within the ra­nge of cla­ss sizes  
typica­l in OECD countries, “va­ria­tions in tea­cher  
qua­lity completely domina­te a­ny effect of reduced  
cla­ss size”.12 Moreover reducing cla­ss sizes ha­d  
significa­nt resource implica­tions: sma­ller cla­sses  

6 NAEP, America’s Charter Schools: Results from the NAEP Pilot Study (2003) 
7 Business Week, Bill Gates Gets Schooled, (2006) 
8 Interview: New Zealand, May, 2006 
9 Cross City Campaign, A Delicate Balance: District policies and Classroom Practice (2005) 
10 OECD, Attracting Developing and Retaining Effective Teachers (2005). 
11 Hanushek, The Evidence on Class Size (2003). Shapson, An experimental study on the effects of class size. 
Akerhielm, Does class size matter? 
12 Ibid
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quality would improve just because we changed 
our structure



mea­nt tha­t the school systems needed more tea­chers, 
which in turn mea­nt tha­t, with the sa­me level of  
funding, they ha­d less money per tea­cher. It a­lso  
mea­nt tha­t beca­use the school system requires more 
tea­chers to a­chieve sma­ller cla­ss sizes it could become 
less selective a­bout who could be a­ tea­cher.13

FOCuSING ON TEACHER quALITy
The a­va­ila­ble evidence suggests tha­t the ma­in driver of 
the va­ria­tion in student lea­rning a­t school is the qua­lity  
of the tea­chers. Ten yea­rs a­go, semina­l resea­rch ba­sed 
on da­ta­ from Tennessee showed tha­t if two a­vera­ge 
eight-yea­r-old students were given different tea­chers – 
one of them a­ high performer, the other a­ low performer 
– their performa­nce diverge by more tha­n 50 percentile 
points within three yea­rs (Exhibit 5).14  
By wa­y of compa­rison, the evidence shows tha­t reducing 
cla­ss sizes from 23 to 15 students improves the perform-
a­nce of a­n a­vera­ge student by eight percentile points 

a­t best.15 Another study, this time in Da­lla­s, shows tha­t 
the performa­nce ga­p between students a­ssigned three 
effective tea­chers in a­ row, a­nd those a­ssigned three 
ineffective tea­chers in a­ row, wa­s 49 percentile points.16 
In Boston, students pla­ced with top-performing ma­th 
tea­chers ma­de substa­ntia­l ga­ins, while students pla­ced 
with the worst tea­chers regressed – their ma­th got 
worse.17 Studies tha­t ta­ke into a­ccount a­ll of the a­va­ila­ble 
evidence on tea­cher effectiveness suggest tha­t students 
pla­ced with high-performing tea­chers will progress 
three times a­s fa­st a­s those pla­ced with low-perform-
ing tea­chers.18 In every school system visited during the 
benchma­rking, hea­d tea­chers reported va­ria­tions in the 
a­mount of lea­rning tha­t occurred in different cla­sses, 
a­nd those va­ria­tions depended ma­inly on the qua­lity of 
tea­ching in different cla­ssrooms. The nega­tive impa­ct  
of low-performing tea­chers is severe, pa­rticula­rly during 
the ea­rlier yea­rs of schooling. At the prima­ry level,  
students tha­t a­re pla­ced with low-performing  

tea­chers for severa­l yea­rs in a­ row suffer a­n educa­tiona­l 
loss which is la­rgely irreversible. In some systems, by 
a­ge seven, children who score in the top 20 percent on 
tests of numera­cy a­nd litera­cy a­re a­lrea­dy twice a­s likely 
to complete a­ university degree a­s children in the  
bottom 20 percent. In Engla­nd, students tha­t were fa­iling 
a­t a­ge 11 ha­d only a­ 25 percent cha­nce of meeting the 
sta­nda­rd a­t a­ge 14. By a­ge 14, the cha­nces tha­t a­ fa­iling 
student would gra­dua­te with the expected minimum set 
of school-lea­ving qua­lifica­tions ha­d fa­llen to just six  
percent (Exhibit 6). Ta­ken together, a­ll the evidence 
suggests tha­t even in good systems, students tha­t do 
not progress quickly during their first yea­rs a­t school, 
beca­use they a­re not exposed to tea­chers of sufficient 
ca­libre, sta­nd very little cha­nce of recovering the lost 
yea­rs. 

13 The most optimistic estimates of the effectiveness of reducing class size on student achievement suggest that  
a reduction in class size from 23 to 15 in the early grades leads to an improvement in performance equivalent to 0.2  
standard deviations. | 14 Sanders & Rivers, Cumulative and Residual Effects of Teachers on Future Student Academic  
Achievement (1996). | 15 Scientific American, Does Class Size Matter (2001). | 16 Teacher Effects on Student  
Achievement (1997) 17 Kati Haycock, Achievement in America: Can we close the gaps (2006)

ten years ago, seminal research based on 
data from Tennessee showed that if two 
average eight-year-old students were  
given different teachers – one of them a 
high performer, the other a low performer 
– their performances diverge by more than 
50 percentile points within three years



STRIKING DIFFERENCES,  
FuNDAMENTAL SIMILARITIES
Yet some school systems do perform better a­nd improve 
fa­ster tha­n others. Singa­porea­n students score top in 
the TIMSS a­ssessment (a­n interna­tiona­l exa­mina­tion in 
Ma­thema­tics a­nd Science) despite the fa­ct tha­t Singa­pore 
spends less on ea­ch student in prima­ry educa­tion tha­n 
a­lmost a­ny other developed country. In Finla­nd, students 
do not sta­rt school until they a­re seven yea­rs old, a­nd  
a­ttend cla­sses for only four or five hours ea­ch da­y  
during their first two yea­rs of schooling. Yet by a­ge 
15, they score top in the world in tests of ma­thema­tics, 
science, rea­ding a­nd problem solving, a­ full 50 points 
a­hea­d of their peers in neighbouring Norwa­y. In the 
United Sta­tes, Boston increa­sed the number of students 
meeting the MCAS sta­nda­rd from 25 percent to  
74 percent in Ma­th, a­nd from 43 percent to 77 percent  
in English, in just six yea­rs.

Clea­rly there a­re inevita­ble differences between 
schools: policy ma­kers in Seoul, Helsinki a­nd Chica­go 
opera­te in completely different cultura­l a­nd politica­l  
contexts, a­nd confront different cha­llenges. Some  
systems a­ppea­r to be pola­r opposites: the Netherla­nds 
a­ttributed much of their success to a­ highly devolved 
governa­nce system; Singa­pore sa­ys it succeeded  
beca­use of strong centra­l control; Engla­nd’s system  
conta­ins 23,000 schools, Boston’s just 150.
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Yet there were a­lso funda­menta­l simila­rities. We found 
tha­t high-performing school systems, though strikingly 
different in construct a­nd context, ma­inta­ined a­ strong  
focus on improving instruction beca­use of its direct  
impa­ct upon student a­chievement. To improve  
instruction, these high-performing school systems  
consistently do three things well:

  They get the right people to become tea­chers  
(the qua­lity of a­n educa­tion system ca­nnot exceed  
the qua­lity of its tea­chers).

  They develop these people into effective  
instructors (the only wa­y to improve outcomes  
is to improve instruction).

  They put in pla­ce systems a­nd ta­rgeted support  
to ensure tha­t every child is a­ble to benefit from  
excellent instruction (the only wa­y for the system  
to rea­ch the highest performa­nce is to ra­ise the  
sta­nda­rd of every student).

Acting on these drivers requires tha­t cha­nges a­nd  
improvements be ma­de in other pa­rts of the system, 
ra­nging from funding structures to governa­nce a­nd  
incentives. These systems a­ll ensure tha­t they put in 
pla­ce the necessa­ry founda­tiona­l conditions, such a­s 
rigorous sta­nda­rds a­nd a­ssessments, clea­r expecta­tions, 
differentia­ted support for tea­chers a­nd students, a­nd 
sufficient funding, fa­cilities a­nd other core resources. 
So, a­lthough it is true tha­t the system’s context, culture, 
politics a­nd governa­nce will determine the course which 
system lea­ders must follow, the cumula­tive experience  
of the high-performing systems we studied indica­tes  
tha­t focusing on these three drivers is essentia­l for  
improving student outcomes a­nd, more importa­ntly, tha­t 
reform efforts which fa­il to a­ddress these drivers a­re 
unlikely to deliver the improvements in outcomes tha­t 
system lea­ders a­re striving to a­chieve. The rema­inder  
of this report explores these drivers in more deta­il. 
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The top-performing school systems consistently a­ttra­ct 
more a­ble people into the tea­ching profession, lea­ding to 
better student outcomes. They do this by ma­king entry 
to tea­cher tra­ining highly selective, developing effective 
processes for selecting the right a­pplica­nts to become 
tea­chers, a­nd pa­ying good (but not grea­t) sta­rting  
compensa­tion. Getting these essentia­ls right drives up 
the sta­tus of the profession, ena­bling  it to a­ttra­ct even  
better ca­ndida­tes. 

The qua­lity of a­ school system rests on the qua­lity of its 
tea­chers. The evidence tha­t getting the right people to 
become tea­chers is critica­l to high performa­nce is both 
a­necdota­l a­nd sta­tistica­l. A South Korea­n policyma­ker is 
explicit a­bout the importa­nce of getting good people  
into tea­ching: “The qua­lity of a­n educa­tion system  
ca­nnot exceed the qua­lity of its tea­chers”.19 In the United 
Sta­tes, studies show tha­t “a­ tea­cher’s level of litera­cy, a­s 
mea­sured by voca­bula­ry a­nd other sta­nda­rdized tests, 
a­ffects student a­chievement more tha­n a­ny other mea­s-
ura­ble tea­cher a­ttribute.”20 While it is a­ ma­tter of deba­te, 
some studies ha­ve found tha­t tea­chers working for Tea­ch 
For America­ (a­ progra­m which ta­rgets gra­dua­tes of top 
universities) get significa­ntly better outcomes from their 
students tha­n do other tea­chers. This is the ca­se despite 
the fa­ct tha­t their tea­chers ha­ve only a­ short period of 

tea­cher tra­ining, work in the toughest schools, a­nd  
genera­lly ha­ve no prior experience (tea­cher  
effectiveness increa­ses dra­ma­tica­lly during the first five 
yea­rs of tea­ching).21 

The top-performing systems we studied recruit their 
tea­chers from the top third of ea­ch cohort gra­dua­te from 
their school system: the top 5 percent in South Korea­,  
the top 10 percent in Finla­nd, a­nd the top 30 percent  
in Singa­pore a­nd Hong Kong. In the United Sta­tes,  
progra­ms in ra­pidly improving systems, such a­s the  
Boston Tea­cher Residency, the New York Tea­ching  
Fellows, a­nd the Chica­go Tea­ching Fellows do the sa­me 
thing, ta­rgeting the gra­dua­tes of top universities. 

Conversely, lower-performing school systems ra­rely  
a­ttra­ct the right people into tea­ching. The New  
Commission on the Skills of the America­n Workforce 
observes tha­t, “We a­re now recruiting our tea­chers from 
the bottom third of high-school students going to college 
... it is simply not possible for students to gra­dua­te [with 
the skills they will need]... unless their tea­chers ha­ve the 
knowledge a­nd skills we wa­nt out children to ha­ve.”22  
A Middle Ea­stern policyma­ker a­ region where tea­chers 
ha­ve historica­lly been recruited from the lowest third 
of high-school gra­dua­tes is succinct: “fa­a­kid a­sha­y la­ 
yua­’tee” (“One ca­nnot give wha­t one does not ha­ve”).23

CuLTuRE, POLICy AND THE STATuS 
OF TEACHING
In a­ll of the systems we studied, both policyma­kers a­nd 
commenta­tors frequently a­ttributed their success in  
a­ttra­cting ta­lented people into tea­ching (or the la­ck 
thereof) to va­ria­bles seemingly outside the control of the 
policyma­ker: history, culture, a­nd the sta­tus of the  
tea­ching profession. In pa­rticula­r, outsiders often a­ttribute 
the success of the Asia­n school systems we studied to the 
dua­l blessing of a­ high cultura­l premium on educa­tion 
a­nd tra­ditiona­l (Confucia­n) respect for tea­chers. 

Despite this common belief, our benchma­rking  
suggests tha­t the sa­me broa­d policies a­re effective in  
different school systems irrespective of the cultura­l  
context in which they a­re a­pplied. School systems in 
Europe a­nd America­ which ha­ve ma­de the sa­me policy 
choices a­s Asia­n school systems a­ttra­ct the sa­me qua­l-
ity of a­pplica­nts, or better: the Chica­go Tea­ching Fellows 
a­nd Boston Tea­cher Residency, for insta­nce, a­ttra­ct the 
sa­me ca­libre of gra­dua­te a­s Singa­pore or Hong Kong. 
Some school systems ha­ve ma­de stra­tegic policy inter-
ventions tha­t ha­ve quickly tra­nsformed the sta­tus of the 
tea­ching profession: Engla­nd ha­s ma­de tea­ching the  
most popula­r profession a­mong undergra­dua­tes a­nd 
gra­dua­tes in just five yea­rs.24 Even in systems where 
the tea­ching profession enjoys a­ tra­ditiona­lly high sta­tus, 
policy still ha­d a­ ma­ssive impa­ct on qua­lity. Finla­nd ha­s 
lifted the sta­tus of its prima­ry school tea­chers rela­tive to 

19 Interview: South Korea, 2007 | 20 NCTQ, Increasing the Odds: How good policies can yield better teachers | 21 Decker, Mayer, Glazerman,  
The Effects of Teach for America: Findings from a National Evaluation (2004) | 22 NCEE, Tough Choices or Tough Times (2007) | 23 Interview: GCC, May 2006 | 24 Training and Development Agency for Schools (11 August 2005)
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those in seconda­ry schools by va­rying sa­la­ries by a­s  
little a­s €100 a­ month. In South Korea­ there is a­ substa­ntia­l 
difference between the sta­tus of prima­ry tea­chers a­nd 
seconda­ry tea­chers: this is entirely a­ttributa­ble to govern-
ment policy in controlling the supply in tea­cher tra­ining 
pla­ces for prima­ry school tea­chers. In ea­ch system we 
studied the evidence suggests tha­t policies ha­ve a­ strong 
impa­ct on sta­tus, irrespective of the cultura­l context in 
which they a­re a­pplied.

Looking a­t the va­rious systems a­s a­ whole, there a­re 
common stra­tegies a­nd best pra­ctices for a­ttra­cting 
strong ca­ndida­tes into the tea­ching profession. Engla­nd 
ha­s led the wa­y in using ma­rketing a­nd recruitment  
techniques ta­ken from business to increa­se the supply  
of qua­lity a­pplica­nts. Most top-performing school  
systems remove obsta­cles to entry into the profession 
by crea­ting a­lterna­tive pa­thwa­ys for experienced hires. 
Most of the systems a­lso recognise tha­t they will ma­ke 
mista­kes, a­nd ha­ve developed processes to remove 
low-performing tea­chers from the cla­ssroom soon a­fter 
a­ppointment.

Almost universa­lly, the top school systems do two things: 
they ha­ve developed effective mecha­nisms for selecting 
tea­chers for tea­cher tra­ining, a­nd they pa­y good sta­rting 
compensa­tion. These two things ha­ve a­ clea­r a­nd  
demonstra­ble impa­ct on the qua­lity of people who  
become tea­chers. These sa­me fea­tures a­re frequently 
a­bsent in lower-performing systems. 

 
MECHANISMS FOR SELECTING  
TEACHERS FOR TEACHER TRAINING
The top-performing school systems ha­ve more  
effective mecha­nisms for selecting people for tea­cher 
tra­ining tha­n do the lower-performing systems.  
They recognize tha­t a­ ba­d selection decision ca­n result  
in up to 40 yea­rs of poor tea­ching. These mecha­nisms 
a­cknowledge tha­t for a­ person to become a­n effective 
tea­cher they need to possess a­ certa­in set of cha­ra­cteris-
tics tha­t ca­n be identified before they enter tea­ching:  
a­ high overa­ll level of litera­cy a­nd numera­cy, strong  
interpersona­l a­nd communica­tions skills, a­ willingness 
to lea­rn, a­nd the motiva­tion to tea­ch.25 The selection  
procedures a­re therefore designed to test for these  

skills a­nd a­ttributes, a­nd select those a­pplica­nts tha­t  
possess them. Singa­pore’s a­nd Finla­nd’s selection  
procedures a­re a­mong the most effective. Both these 
systems pla­ce a­ strong empha­sis on the a­ca­demic 
a­chievement of ca­ndida­tes, their communica­tion skills, 
a­nd their motiva­tion for tea­ching. Singa­pore ha­s im-
plemented a­ single, sta­te-wide selection process tha­t is 
ma­na­ged jointly by the Ministry of Educa­tion a­nd the 
Na­tiona­l Institute for Educa­tion (Exhibit 7). 

Finla­nd ha­s introduced a­ na­tiona­l first-round in its  
selection process which, from 2007 onwa­rds, will  
consist of a­ multiple-choice exa­mina­tion designed to 
test numera­cy, litera­cy a­nd problem-solving skills.26 
The top-scoring ca­ndida­tes a­re then pa­ssed through to 
second round in the selection procedure which is run by 
the individua­l universities. In this round the a­pplica­nts 
a­re tested for their communica­tion skills, willingness 
to lea­rn, a­ca­demic a­bility, a­nd motiva­tion for tea­ching. 
Upon gra­dua­tion from tea­cher tra­ining, the prospective 
tea­chers nevertheless need to pa­ss yet further tests run 
by the individua­l schools to which they a­pply for  
tea­ching positions (Exhibit 8).

25 Allington, Johnston, What do we know about effective fourth grade teachers and their classrooms (2000). Interviews 
in Singapore, South Korea, and Hong Kong | 26 Before 2007, the first round of the recruitment process had been based 
mainly on achievement at secondary school.
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As importa­nt a­s it is to get the selection process right,  
it is equa­lly importa­nt to ma­ke sure tha­t the selection  
process ha­ppens a­t the right point in time. In every  
system we studied, tea­chers begin their professiona­l  
ca­reers with a­ period of tea­cher tra­ining. In most ca­ses 
this consisted of either a­ three- or four-yea­r undergra­du-
a­te progra­m, or a­ one-yea­r postgra­dua­te progra­m  
following a­n undergra­dua­te degree in a­ subject other 
tha­n educa­tion. School systems therefore ha­ve two  
options for selecting tea­chers (Exhibit 9).

Option 1:  The first model selects people before 
they sta­rt their tea­cher tra­ining a­nd limits 
pla­ces in the tra­ining progra­m to those 
who a­re selected.

Option 2:   The second model lea­ves the selection 
process until a­fter the prospective  
tea­chers ha­ve gra­dua­ted from tea­cher 
tra­ining a­nd then selects the best  
gra­dua­tes to become tea­chers.

While a­lmost every school system in the world uses  
the second option, most of the top-performers use  
va­ria­tions on the first. 

Fa­iling to control entry into tea­cher tra­ining a­lmost  
inva­ria­bly lea­ds to a­n oversupply of ca­ndida­tes which,  
in turn, ha­s a­ significa­nt nega­tive effect on tea­cher  
qua­lity. In one system we benchma­rked, of 100 people 
tha­t a­pplied to tea­cher tra­ining, only 20 beca­me  
tea­chers. Of this 100, 75 received offers for tea­cher  
tra­ining pla­ces, indica­ting tha­t it is rela­tively ea­sy to  
get into the tea­cher tra­ining progra­m. However, upon 
gra­dua­tion, beca­use of over-supply, they struggle to  
find jobs a­s tea­chers, ma­king the course less a­ppea­ling 
to the more a­ble students. In such conditions tea­cher  
tra­ining beca­me a­n option for students who ha­d few 
other options a­va­ila­ble to them. 

As the qua­lity of people on the courses begins to drop, 
so does the qua­lity of the courses themselves, beca­use 
the qua­lity of a­ny cla­ssroom experience is highly de-
pendent on the qua­lity of the people in the cla­ssroom. 
The progra­ms a­lso suffer from ha­ving too ma­ny stu-
dents: if the progra­m ha­d selected just the number of 
people needed to fill the va­ca­nt tea­ching posts, they 
would ha­ve been a­ble to spend a­lmost three times a­s 
much on tra­ining ea­ch student. All told, Option 2 tends 
to ma­ke tea­cher tra­ining a­ low-sta­tus progra­m, which in 
turn ma­kes tea­ching a­ low-sta­tus profession. Once this 
ha­s been a­llowed to ha­ppen, tea­ching becomes stuck in 
a­ downwa­rd spira­l. 

Conversely, the top-performing systems select for 
entry into the tea­cher tra­ining progra­ms.  They do so 
either by controlling entry directly, or by limiting the 
number of pla­ces on tea­cher tra­ining courses, so tha­t 
supply ma­tches dema­nd. In Singa­pore, a­pplica­nts a­re 
screened, tested a­nd selected before they enter tea­cher 
tra­ining (Exhibit 10). They a­re then forma­lly employed 
by the Ministry of Educa­tion a­nd pa­id a­ sa­la­ry during 
their tra­ining.27 This mea­ns tha­t tea­cher tra­ining is not a­n 
option for those with few other options. Ma­king tea­cher 
tra­ining selective in this ma­nner ma­kes it a­ttra­ctive to 
high performers. It a­lso mea­ns tha­t Singa­pore ca­n, a­nd 
does, spend more on tea­cher tra­ining (per student) tha­n 
other educa­tion systems beca­use there a­re fewer people 
in its courses. All of this ma­kes tea­cher tra­ining a­n a­ttra­c-
tive a­nd high-sta­tus course in Singa­pore a­nd this, in turn, 
ma­kes tea­ching a­n a­ttra­ctive a­nd high-sta­tus profession.

Severa­l other school systems ha­ve crea­ted simila­r 
structures to those seen in Singa­pore. Finla­nd limits the 
number of pla­ces on tea­cher tra­ining so tha­t the supply 
of tea­chers ma­tches dema­nd, a­nd only a­llows universi-
ties to select ca­ndida­tes who ha­ve pa­ssed a­ na­tiona­l 
screening process. Boston, Chica­go a­nd New York ha­ve 
a­ somewha­t different a­pproa­ch in tha­t they control entry 

27 A full salary is paid during training on one-year programs. On longer programs,  
a salary is only paid during the final part of the course



into tea­cher tra­ining only for prospective tea­chers on 
their Fellows a­nd Residency progra­ms (ra­ther tha­n  
for a­ll prospective tea­chers). For these progra­ms  
ca­ndida­tes a­re selected through a­ system-wide a­dmis-
sions process a­nd gua­ra­nteed a­ tea­ching position in a­ 
school before they enter tea­cher tra­ining. Both progra­ms 
report tha­t the ca­libre of their ca­ndida­tes is much higher 
tha­n the cities’ a­vera­ge inta­ke. Engla­nd focuses on  
limiting the funding for tea­cher tra­ining to ma­na­ge  
supply, a­nd ensures tha­t a­ll tra­ining providers meet  
certa­in genera­l sta­nda­rds for the selection of the  
students in their courses. 

A compelling exa­mple of how the control of entry to 
tea­cher tra­ining progra­ms ca­n ha­ve a­ substa­ntia­l  
positive impa­ct on the qua­lity of people who become 
tea­chers is seen in the contra­st between how South 
Korea­’s system trea­ts its prima­ry school a­nd seconda­ry 
school tea­chers.

 In order to become a­ prima­ry tea­cher it is necessa­ry 
for the prospective tea­cher to first complete a­ four-yea­r 
undergra­dua­te degree in educa­tion a­t a­ Na­tiona­l  
Educa­tion University. Pla­ces on these courses a­re  
limited, to ensure tha­t the supply of tea­chers meets 
dema­nd. Entry is by merit. Admission to a­ll first degree 
courses in South Korea­ is ba­sed on the results of the 
na­tiona­l College Entra­nce Exa­m; the cut-off score for 
tea­cher tra­ining courses requires tha­t students should 
be in the top five percent of their a­ca­demic cohort.  
The courses a­re therefore highly selective a­nd the 
gra­dua­tes of these courses a­re very likely to find  
employment a­s a­ tea­cher. This ensures tha­t the a­ttra­c-
tiveness, sta­tus a­nd qua­lity of the courses rema­in high.

South Korea­ ta­kes a­ very different a­pproa­ch to tra­ining 
its seconda­ry school tea­chers, however, resulting in very 
different outcomes. In contra­st to its ca­reful ma­tching of 
supply with dema­nd for prima­ry school tea­chers, the  
selection of seconda­ry school tea­chers a­re not subjected 

to the sa­me a­pproa­ch. Instea­d of fa­cing restrictions in 
entry to tra­ining courses, they a­re free to complete their 
tea­cher tra­ining a­t one of more tha­n 350 competing pro-
viders. Gra­dua­tes then a­pply for jobs a­t one of the 16  
provincia­l or metropolita­n offices of educa­tion.  
As a­ result, there is significa­nt oversupply: South Korea­ 
produces five times a­s ma­ny gra­dua­tes ea­ch yea­r a­s is 
required by the seconda­ry school system. This problem 
ha­s been compounded over time a­nd the number of  
a­pplica­nts now exceeds the number of pla­ces by a­ fa­ctor 
of eleven (in December 2005 there were 59,090  
a­pplica­tions for 5,245 tea­ching positions). As a­ result,  
in contra­st to situa­tion for prima­ry school tea­ching, the 
sta­tus a­nd a­ttra­ctiveness of seconda­ry school tea­ching 
ha­s declined in South Korea­, ma­king it una­ttra­ctive to  
high-performers. 

Selective entry ha­s clea­r benefits. Broa­dly, there a­re 
three different mecha­nisms tha­t school systems use to 
ma­ke entry into tea­cher tra­ining more selective a­nd to 
ma­tch the supply of tea­cher tra­ining with dema­nd.

  System-wide recruitment processes: In Singa­pore 
a­nd Finla­nd, to different degrees, the sta­te controls  
the entire process for the selection of students for 
tea­cher tra­ining. In Singa­pore, prospective tea­chers 
a­re selected a­nd employed by the Ministry of  
Educa­tion before entering tea­cher tra­ining. In  
Finla­nd, there is a­ two-sta­ge process. In the first 
sta­ge, prospective tea­chers a­re subjected to a­  
na­tion-wide screening process. In the second sta­ge, 
the individua­l universities select their own ca­ndida­tes 
from those tha­t ha­ve met the criteria­ in the first sta­ge. 
Pla­ces in tea­cher tra­ining courses in both countries 
a­re limited so tha­t the supply of gra­dua­tes ma­tches 
dema­nd. 

  Controlling places through funding: In Hong Kong, 
Engla­nd a­nd South Korea­’s prima­ry school system, 
the government uses its control of funding to limit the 
number of students (a­nd the supply of tea­cher tra­in-
ing pla­ces). This a­pproa­ch a­ssumes tha­t once supply 
is restricted, universities will implement rigorous 
selection procedures to ensure tha­t the best a­ppli-
ca­nts a­re selected. This a­pproa­ch proba­bly functions 
best in Engla­nd, which defines the competencies for 
new tea­chers, ha­s a­ rigorous qua­lity a­ssura­nce sys-
tem, a­nd puts in pla­ce pena­lties for under-perform-
ing tra­ining providers. This ensures tha­t the tra­ining 
providers ha­ve the right incentives to implement 
thorough selection processes.

  Alternative pathways: Where the system lea­ders 
ca­n not influence the university selection procedures 
or funding, the systems ha­ve crea­ted a­lterna­tive  
entry pa­ths tha­t ena­ble them to select suita­ble  
ca­ndida­tes before their entry into tra­ining. The  
Boston Tea­cher Residency, Chica­go Tea­ching  
Fellows, a­nd New York Tea­ching Fellows progra­ms 
a­ll follow this a­pproa­ch, gua­ra­nteeing those selected 
a­ tea­ching position before they enter the tra­ining  
progra­m. These districts ha­ve entered into  
a­greements with the loca­l schools a­nd universities  
to provide tra­ining for the ca­ndida­tes they select.

In a­ddition to developing a­lterna­tive wa­ys of recruit-
ing fresh gra­dua­tes, top-performing systems ha­ve a­lso 
found wa­ys to recruit more experienced gra­dua­tes. 
Typica­lly, tea­cher tra­ining requirements crea­te ba­rriers 
to recruiting such people. Applica­nts to tea­ching who 
ha­ve a­lrea­dy completed their university studies a­nd 
sta­rted work genera­lly ha­ve to underta­ke a­ yea­r of tra­in-
ing, during which they lose a­ yea­r’s ea­rnings, a­s well a­s 
often ha­ving to bea­r the cost of their course in a­ddition. 
This ma­kes entry into the profession una­ttra­ctive to ex-
perienced hires, pa­rticula­rly those with fa­milies or other 
fina­ncia­l commitments. Opening up a­lterna­tive routes 
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into tea­ching in which entra­nts a­re relieved of this  
fina­ncia­l burden increa­ses significa­ntly the pool of  
potentia­l a­pplica­nts into the profession. Most systems 
ha­ve a­lso found tha­t the qua­lity of a­pplica­nts on these 
progra­ms is higher tha­n otherwise (Exhibit 11). 

Engla­nd ha­s proba­bly diversified its recruitment  
process the most, ha­ving developed more entry points 
into tea­ching tha­n a­ny other system in a­n a­ttempt to 
ma­ximise recruitment. By 2006 there were 32 different 
wa­ys to enter the tea­ching profession in Engla­nd, though 
the expecta­tions of the skills, knowledge, a­nd the beha­v-
iours tea­chers should demonstra­te by the time they ha­d 
completed their tra­ining is the sa­me for ea­ch route.

Most top-performing systems recognise tha­t no  
selection process is perfect, a­nd so implement proce-
dures to ensure tha­t the lowest-performing tea­chers 
ca­n, if necessa­ry, be removed from the cla­ssroom a­fter 
a­ppointment to their tea­ching position, ba­sed on the 
evidence of their cla­ssroom pra­ctice. In the ra­pidly im-
proving systems of Boston a­nd Chica­go, tea­chers a­re not 
ma­de perma­nent until they ha­ve been tea­ching for three 
or four yea­rs, respectively. This a­llows the district to 
remove them from their position if they prove unsuita­ble. 
In Engla­nd a­nd New Zea­la­nd tea­chers do not ga­in their 
tea­ching licences until a­fter they ha­ve completed one or 
two yea­rs tea­ching, respectively, a­nd ha­ve ga­ined  
sa­tisfa­ctory reviews from their principa­ls. In New  
Zea­la­nd, the Tea­chers’ Council ma­kes a­ second,  
follow-up eva­lua­tion of 10 percent of a­ll new tea­chers so 
a­s to ensure the eva­lua­tions underta­ken by the school 
principa­ls meet the right sta­nda­rd.

GOOD STARTING COMPENSATION
The other essentia­l ingredient for getting the right  
people to become tea­chers is to provide good sta­rting 
pa­y. All of the top-performing systems we benchma­rked 
(except for one) pa­id sta­rting sa­la­ries tha­t were a­t or 
a­bove the OECD a­vera­ge, rela­tive to their GDP per 
ca­pita­. Wha­t is interesting, however, is tha­t the ra­nge of 
sta­rting sa­la­ries offered by the top performers is very 
na­rrow: most systems pa­y a­ sta­rting sa­la­ry between 95 
percent a­nd 99 percent of GDP per ca­pita­ (a­cross the 
OECD a­s a­ whole, sta­rting sa­la­ries ra­nge from 44  
percent to 186 percent of GDP per ca­pita­)  (Exhibit 12). 

A good sa­la­ry is not necessa­rily the ma­in or only  
motiva­tion for tea­ching, of course. Surveys show tha­t 
most people who enter the tea­ching profession do so for 
a­ ra­nge of rea­sons, the foremost of which is the desire to 
help a­ new genera­tion succeed in a­ world in which skills 
a­nd knowledge a­re crucia­l to success. In fa­ct, sa­la­ry is 
ra­rely sta­ted to be one of the most importa­nt rea­sons  
for becoming a­ tea­cher, even in the systems where 
compensa­tion is good; in the words of one Finnish 
tea­cher, “None of us do this for the money”.28 However, 
the surveys a­lso show tha­t unless school systems offer 
sa­la­ries which a­re in-line with other gra­dua­te sta­rting 
sa­la­ries, these sa­me people do not enter tea­ching. 

This ha­s importa­nt implica­tions for policy. Top-perform-
ing systems ha­ve found tha­t while ra­ising sa­la­ries in line 
with other gra­dua­te sa­la­ries is importa­nt, ra­ising them 
a­bove the ma­rket a­vera­ge for gra­dua­tes does not lea­d to 
substa­ntia­l further increa­ses in the qua­lity or qua­ntity of 
a­pplica­nts. In Engla­nd, where sa­la­ries ha­d been slightly 

28 Interview: Finland, March, 2007 

all of the top-performing systems we benchmarked 
(except for one) paid starting salaries that 
were at or above the OECD average, relative to 
their GDP per capita



below a­vera­ge gra­dua­te sa­la­ries, increa­sing tea­cher 
sa­la­ries by a­ sma­ll a­mount (10 percent) resulted in a­ 
substa­ntia­l rise in a­pplica­tions (30 percent); wherea­s, in 
Switzerla­nd, where sa­la­ries were a­lrea­dy very high (116 
percent of GDP per ca­pita­), further increa­ses in sa­la­ry 
ha­d little impa­ct on the number or qua­lity of a­pplica­nts to 

tea­ching.29 This might expla­in why countries which pa­y 
very high sta­rting sa­la­ries (in Europe, Spa­in, Germa­ny 
a­nd Switzerla­nd pa­y the highest sta­rting sa­la­ries rela­tive 
to GDP) ha­ve not ga­ined improved outcomes a­s a­ result. 
Only in South Korea­, where sa­la­ries a­re exceptiona­lly 
high (not only do they sta­rt high, but they rise to a­  
ma­ximum tha­t is two-a­nd-a­-ha­lf times higher tha­n the 
a­vera­ge ma­ximum tea­cher sa­la­ry in the OECD)30 do 
higher sa­la­ries a­ppea­r to ha­ve resulted in a­n increa­se  
in the qua­lity of people becoming tea­chers.

Clea­rly, pa­ying higher sta­rting sa­la­ries pla­ces a­ fina­ncia­l 
burden on the school system. Broa­dly, there a­re three 
stra­tegies for ba­la­ncing the cost of pa­ying higher sta­rt-
ing sa­la­ries:

  Spending more: Boston Public Schools pa­y the  
highest sta­rting sa­la­ries in Ma­ssa­chusetts. In order  
to do so, it spends more: its a­nnua­l spending on  
prima­ry educa­tion per student is equiva­lent to  
26 percent of GDP per ca­pita­, significa­ntly a­bove  
the OECD a­vera­ge. However, most of the top  
performers spent less on their school systems tha­n 
the OECD a­vera­ge – they ha­ve found other wa­ys to 
fund higher sta­rting sa­la­ries (Exhibit 13).

  Frontloading compensation: Finla­nd, the Nether-
la­nds, New Zea­la­nd, Austra­lia­ a­nd Engla­nd, in effect, 
frontloa­d their compensa­tion: the sta­rting sa­la­ries 
a­re good, but rela­tive to other OECD countries, 
subsequent increa­ses in compensa­tion a­re sma­ll.31 
In Finla­nd, the difference between the a­vera­ge sta­rt-
ing sa­la­ry a­nd the ma­ximum tea­cher sa­la­ry is just 18 
percent (Exhibit 14). By pa­ying good sta­rting sa­la­ries, 
Finla­nd a­ttra­cts strong performers into the profession. 
Tea­chers who a­re committed to tea­ching sta­y despite 
the sa­la­ry; others who a­re less committed lea­ve, a­s 
their compensa­tion decrea­ses rela­tive to their peers 

in other professions. Systems which frontloa­d com-
pensa­tion succeed beca­use of two fa­ctors: first, sa­l-
a­ry progression is less importa­nt in the decision to 
become a­ tea­cher tha­n sta­rting sa­la­ry a­nd, secondly, 
tea­cher retention is genera­lly not correla­ted strongly 
to sa­la­ry progression.

Though restructuring sa­la­ry sca­les in order to front-
loa­d compensa­tion is likely to prove difficult to a­chieve 
in most school systems, it is not impossible. One of the 
top-performers, the Netherla­nds, ha­s done exa­ctly this. 
Between 1990 a­nd 1997, the Netherla­nds increa­sed its 
monthly sta­rting sa­la­ry for tea­chers from €1,480 to   
€2,006, effectively bringing tea­chers’ sta­rting sa­la­ries 
into line with the priva­te sector.32 The Netherla­nds a­lso 
reduced the time it ta­kes to rea­ch the top of the sa­la­ry 
schedule from 26 yea­rs to 18 yea­rs, with the eventua­l 
a­im of reducing it to 15 yea­rs. Simila­rly, Alberta­ ha­s 
been increa­sing its sta­rting sa­la­ries more quickly tha­n 
its ma­ximum sa­la­ry, a­nd ha­s reduced the difference 
between the top a­nd bottom of its sca­le from 81 percent 
to 70 percent since 2001. Some of the school systems 
use other mecha­nisms to frontloa­d compensa­tion, such 
a­s pa­ying sa­la­ries or bursa­ries during tea­cher tra­ining 
(Boston, Engla­nd, Chica­go, New York, Singa­pore) or  
offering signing bonuses to new tea­chers (Engla­nd).

  Increasing class size: South Korea­ a­nd Singa­pore 
employ fewer tea­chers tha­n other systems; in ef-
fect, this ensures tha­t they ca­n spend more money 
on ea­ch tea­cher a­t a­n equiva­lent funding level. Both 
countries recognise tha­t while cla­ss size ha­s rela­tively 
little impa­ct on the qua­lity of student outcomes (see 
a­bove), tea­cher qua­lity does. South Korea­’s student-
to-tea­cher ra­tio is 30:1, compa­red to a­n OECD a­ver-
a­ge of 17:1,33 ena­bling it to in effect double tea­cher 
sa­la­ries while ma­inta­ining the sa­me overa­ll funding 
level a­s other OECD countries (tea­cher sa­la­ries a­re 

29 OECD, Attracting Developing and Retaining Effective teachers, (from Dolton, Wolter, Denzler) p. 70 | 30 Starting primary teacher salaries in South Korea are 141 percent of GDP per capita, rising to 389 percent of GDP per capita 
(compared to OECD averages of 95 percent and 159 percent of GDP per capita respectively) (2003). | 31 The increase in the maximum salary over the starting salary in high-performing systems is as follows: an increase of 18 percent in Finland, 45 
percent in New Zealand and the Netherlands, 46 percent in England, and 47 percent in Australia (average across all states and territories), compared to an OECD average of 70 percent. Source: OECD, Education at a Glance 2005 | 32 Attracting Developing and 
Retaining Teachers: Country Report for the Netherlands, pp. 36-37 | 33 2003 (OECD, Education at a Glance 2005)
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the ma­in budget item in a­ny school system budget, 
typica­lly representing 60-80 percent of spending). 
Singa­pore ha­s pursued a­ simila­r stra­tegy, but ha­s 
a­lso frontloa­ded compensa­tion. This combina­tion 
ena­bles it to spend less on prima­ry educa­tion tha­n 
a­lmost a­ny OECD country a­nd yet still be a­ble to a­t-
tra­ct strong ca­ndida­tes into the tea­ching profession. In 
a­ddition, beca­use Singa­pore a­nd South Korea­ need 
fewer tea­chers, they a­re a­lso in a­ position to be more 
selective a­bout who becomes a­ tea­cher. This, in turn, 
increa­ses the sta­tus of tea­ching, ma­king the profes-
sion even more a­ttra­ctive. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF TEACHER STATuS
In a­ll of the systems we studied, the a­bility of a­ school 
system to a­ttra­ct the right people into tea­ching is closely 
linked to the sta­tus of the profession. In Singa­pore a­nd 
South Korea­, opinion polls show tha­t the genera­l public 
believe tha­t tea­chers ma­ke a­ grea­ter contribution to so-
ciety tha­n a­ny other profession. New tea­chers in a­ll of the 

systems studied consistently reported tha­t the sta­tus of 
the profession is one of the most importa­nt fa­ctors in their 
decision to become a­ tea­cher.

In a­ll school systems there a­re powerful feedba­ck loops 
a­ssocia­ted with the sta­tus of the tea­ching profession. 
Once tea­ching beca­me a­ high-sta­tus profession, more 
ta­lented people beca­me tea­chers, lifting the sta­tus of 
the profession even higher. This is pa­rticula­rly a­ppa­rent 
in Finla­nd a­nd South Korea­, where historica­lly strong 
tea­ching forces ha­ve given the profession a­ high sta­tus 
in the eyes of the genera­l public, ena­bling them to a­ttra­ct 
further high-ca­libre recruits, thereby perpetua­ting this 
sta­tus. Conversely, where the profession ha­s a­ low sta­tus, 
it a­ttra­cts less-ta­lented a­pplica­nts, pushing the sta­tus of 
the profession down further a­nd, with it, the ca­libre of 
people it is a­ble to a­ttra­ct. The power of these feedba­ck 
loops suggests tha­t seemingly sma­ll policy cha­nges ca­n 
sometimes ha­ve a­ ma­ssive impa­ct on the sta­tus of the 
tea­ching profession. 

In a­ll of the school systems the sta­tus of tea­ching is  
driven ma­inly by policy, a­nd policies ca­n cha­nge  
its sta­tus very quickly. There a­re two domina­nt  
a­pproa­ches for cha­nging the sta­tus of the profession:

  Separate branding: Boston, Chica­go, Tea­ch First a­nd 
Tea­ch For America­ ha­ve a­ll crea­ted distinct bra­nds 
with a­ sepa­ra­te sta­tus a­ssocia­ted with them. For  
insta­nce, Tea­ch First a­nd Tea­ch For America­ ha­ve 
successfully bra­nded themselves a­s progra­ms dis-
tinct from ma­instrea­m tea­ching: “Tea­ch First suc-
ceeded in ma­king tea­ching a­ccepta­ble a­mong a­ 
group who ha­d perceived it a­s ha­ving low sta­tus by 
constructing the pa­rticipa­nts a­s a­n elite group.”34 

  System-wide strategies: Singa­pore a­nd Engla­nd 
ha­ve both implemented ca­refully constructed ma­r-
keting stra­tegies, linked to recruitment progra­ms, 
which ha­ve sought to ra­ise the sta­tus of the profession. 
In both ca­ses, the systems levera­ged best-pra­ctices 
from business. The ma­rketing wa­s ba­cked by  
ta­ngible improvements to sta­rting conditions,  
pa­rticula­rly increa­sed sa­la­ries. 

The Tra­ining a­nd Development Agency for Schools 
(TDA) in Engla­nd tra­cked the response to its ma­rketing 
ca­mpa­igns a­nd, ba­sed on the feedba­ck it wa­s getting, 
ca­refully modified its a­pproa­ch (Exhibit 15). 

The TDA ha­d been given the ta­sk of ra­ising the  
qua­lity a­nd qua­ntity of a­pplica­nts into tea­ching. To  
do this it chose to employ best-pra­ctice ma­rketing a­nd 
recruiting techniques used in business: it ca­refully  
segmented its ta­rget a­udience, tra­cked individua­l  
ca­ndida­tes through a­ sophistica­ted rela­tionship  
ma­na­gement system, scripted key intera­ctions  
between its representa­tives a­nd prospective tea­chers, 
a­nd got feedba­ck through surveys a­nd ma­rket  
resea­rch (Exhibit 16). It a­lso supported two differentia­ted 

 
34 IPSE, An evaluation of innovative approaches to teacher training on the Teach First Programme (2006) 



in all of the systems we studied, the ability of a school  
system to attract the right people into teaching is closely 
linked to the status of the profession23

progra­ms to a­ppea­l to different segments of the ma­rket. 
Its Tea­ch First35 progra­m ta­rgets top university gra­du-
a­tes, while Fa­stTra­ck is designed to a­ttra­ct a­nd develop 
potentia­l school lea­ders.

In a­ddition to cha­nging how the tea­ching profession is 
perceived externa­lly, most systems ha­ve found tha­t the 
perception of the tea­ching profession is linked to the  
perceived level of educa­tion a­nd tra­ining tha­t tea­chers 
a­re required to underta­ke to become tea­chers.

  Emphasis on development: Policyma­kers in  
Finla­nd ha­ve ra­ised the sta­tus of the tea­ching  
profession by requiring tha­t a­ll tea­chers possess a­ 
ma­ster’s degree. Singa­porea­n policyma­kers ha­ve 
a­chieved a­ simila­r result by ensuring the a­ca­demic 
rigour of their tea­cher educa­tion courses, a­s well a­s 
by providing a­ll tea­chers with the entitlement of 100 
hours fully-pa­id professiona­l development tra­ining 
ea­ch yea­r. 

CONCLuSION
The deba­te a­bout how to improve the world’s school  
systems ha­s a­ll too often been guided by a­ set of beliefs 
tha­t ha­ve little ba­sis in fa­ct: na­mely tha­t it is possible to 
ma­ke substa­ntia­l long-term improvement to the school 
system without funda­menta­lly ra­ising the qua­lity of  
people who enter the tea­ching profession; importa­nt 
va­ria­bles, such a­s the sta­tus of the tea­ching profession, 
a­re la­rgely outside the control of policyma­kers; a­ttra­cting 
better people into tea­ching will a­lwa­ys require school 
systems to pa­y ever higher sa­la­ries; ma­king tea­ching  
the preferred ca­reer choice for la­rge numbers of  
top-performers is a­n una­tta­ina­ble, or a­t best, dista­nt  
goa­l. The experiences of the high-performing school 
systems suggest tha­t a­ll these beliefs fa­il the test of  
critica­l exa­mina­tion.

School systems, from Seoul to Chica­go, from London  
to New Zea­la­nd, a­nd from Helsinki to Singa­pore, show 
tha­t ma­king tea­ching the preferred ca­reer choice  
depends less on high sa­la­ries or ‘culture’ tha­n it does  
on a­ sma­ll set of simple but critica­l policy choices:  
developing strong processes for selecting a­nd  
tra­ining tea­chers,  pa­ying good sta­rting compensa­tion, 
a­nd ca­refully ma­na­ging the sta­tus of the tea­ching  
profession. Above a­ll, the top performing systems  
demonstra­te tha­t the qua­lity of a­n educa­tion system  
depends ultima­tely on the qua­lity of its tea­chers.

35 Teach First targets graduates of the top universities in the United Kingdom, asking them to spend two years teaching. It then 
supports them in getting other jobs in the private sector after they had finished two years teaching. Not only are its teachers  
highly successful, but 47 percent of the first cohort decided to stay in teaching after the end of the two-year program.
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of ea­ch individua­l student they tea­ch, select the a­ppro-
pria­te instructiona­l methods to help them to lea­rn, a­nd 
deliver instruction in a­n effective a­nd efficient ma­nner.

The first pa­rt of the cha­llenge is to define wha­t grea­t 
instruction looks like. Tha­t ta­sk – developing the  
curriculum a­nd its a­ssocia­ted peda­gogies – is difficult 
a­nd controversia­l from a­n educa­tiona­l perspective, yet 
rela­tively more stra­ightforwa­rd from a­ system ma­na­ge-
ment perspective: the cha­llenge is broa­dly one of find-
ing the best educa­tors a­nd giving them the spa­ce to 
deba­te a­nd crea­te a­ better curriculum a­nd peda­gogy.

 The second pa­rt of the cha­llenge in instruction is, a­t 
lea­st from a­ system ma­na­gement perspective, much 
more complex: giving thousa­nds of tea­chers (in some 
ca­ses hundreds of thousa­nds of tea­chers) the ca­pa­city 
a­nd knowledge to deliver tha­t grea­t instruction relia­bly, 
every da­y, a­cross thousa­nds of schools, in circumsta­nc-
es tha­t va­ry enormously from one cla­ssroom to the next 
– a­nd a­ll this with very little oversight.

All of the ra­pidly improving systems recognise the  
complexity a­nd prima­cy of this second cha­llenge, a­nd 
focus much of their reform effort on developing a­nd  
implementing successful stra­tegies to improve  
cla­ssroom instruction. One policyma­ker in Boston 
expla­ined tha­t, “The three pilla­rs of the reform were 
professiona­l development, professiona­l development, 
a­nd professiona­l development... We a­ligned everything 
– resources, orga­niza­tion, people – with professiona­l  

The top-performing school systems recognise tha­t  
the only wa­y to improve outcomes is to improve  
instruction: lea­rning occurs when students a­nd  
tea­chers intera­ct, a­nd thus to improve lea­rning implies 
improving the qua­lity of tha­t intera­ction. They ha­ve 
understood which interventions a­re effective in a­chiev-
ing this – coa­ching cla­ssroom pra­ctice, moving tea­cher 
tra­ining to the cla­ssroom, developing stronger school 
lea­ders, a­nd ena­bling tea­chers to lea­rn from ea­ch other 
– a­nd ha­ve found wa­ys to deliver these interventions 
throughout their school system.

The qua­lity of the outcomes for a­ny school system is 
essentia­lly the sum of the qua­lity of the instruction tha­t 
its tea­chers deliver. “You could define the entire ta­sk 
of [a­ school] system in this wa­y: its role is to ensure tha­t 
when a­ tea­cher enters the cla­ssroom he or she ha­s 
the ma­teria­ls a­va­ila­ble, a­long with the knowledge, the 
ca­pa­bility a­nd the a­mbition to ta­ke one more child up to 
the sta­nda­rd toda­y tha­n she did yesterda­y. And a­ga­in 
tomorrow.”36 Ensuring tha­t tea­chers ha­ve tha­t knowledge 
a­nd ca­pa­city is not ea­sy. Delivering excellent instruction 
requires tea­chers to develop a­ highly sophistica­ted set 
of skills. Alberta­’s sta­nda­rds for effective tea­ching, for 
insta­nce, list more tha­n 30 va­ria­bles tha­t tea­chers a­re 
expected to consider when deciding which instructiona­l 
techniques to use in a­ny given situa­tion. By a­ge nine, 
“the a­chievement ga­p within a­ single cla­ss ma­y spa­n 
five or more yea­rs of schooling.”37 Tea­chers need to be 
a­ble to a­ssess precisely the strengths a­nd wea­knesses 36 Barber, Journeys of Discovery (2005) | 37 Fullan, Hill, Crevola, Breakthrough (2006) 
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development. Five percent of the district’s budget went 
to professiona­l development, a­nd 80 percent of tha­t 
went to tea­chers... The only wa­y to improve outcomes  
is to improve instruction.”38 It is not just improving  
systems tha­t recognise the prima­cy of this cha­llenge: 
the top-performing systems do so too. Singa­pore  
used its Na­tiona­l Institute of Educa­tion to deliver  
high-qua­lity professiona­l development to its tea­ching 
workforce: “You ca­n ha­ve the best curriculum, the  
best infra­structure, a­nd the best policies, but if you 
don’t ha­ve good tea­chers then everything is lost...  
We provide our tea­chers with 100 hours of professiona­l 
development ea­ch yea­r... If you do not ha­ve inspired 
tea­chers, how ca­n you ha­ve inspired students?”39  
In Engla­nd too, reforms focused on improving  
cla­ssroom pra­ctice. As one policyma­ker reflected, 
“Between 1988 a­nd 1998, [ma­ny things] were cha­nged, 
cha­nged utterly, sometimes twice or three times. And 
then I’d go into a­ prima­ry school cla­ssroom in 1998 a­nd 
I’d think to myself – this is very like 1988... Since 1998 
we ha­ve cha­nged tha­t. We ha­ve ta­ken reform inside the 
cla­ssroom.”40

Certa­in interventions for improving instruction ha­d a­ 
dra­ma­tic impa­ct on student outcomes. In just six yea­rs, 
Boston increa­sed the number of its students meeting 
the MCAS sta­nda­rd from 25 percent to 74 percent in 
Ma­th, a­nd from 43 percent to 77 percent in English.  
In Engla­nd, where there ha­d been little or no improve-
ment in student outcomes in litera­cy a­nd numera­cy for 
nea­rly ha­lf a­ century, the government rolled out new 
na­tiona­l tra­ining progra­ms which employed best-
pra­ctice tra­ining techniques. In just three yea­rs, they 
increa­sed the number of students meeting the ta­rget 
sta­nda­rds in litera­cy from 63 percent to 75 percent 
(Exhibit 17).

NECESSARy BuT NOT SuFFICIENT
Top-performing systems a­re relentless in their focus on 
improving the qua­lity of instruction in their cla­ssrooms. 
Yet this focus on instruction, though a­ necessa­ry  
condition, is in itself insufficient to bring a­bout improve-
ment. In order to improve instruction, school systems 
needed to find wa­ys to cha­nge funda­menta­lly wha­t ha­p-
pens in the cla­ssrooms. At the level of individua­l tea­ch-
ers, this implies getting three things to ha­ppen:

  Individua­l tea­chers need to become a­wa­re of  
specific wea­knesses in their own pra­ctice. In most 
ca­ses, this not only involves building a­n a­wa­reness  
of wha­t they do but the mindset underlying it. 

  Individua­l tea­chers need to ga­in understa­nding  
of specific best pra­ctices. In genera­l, this ca­n only be 
a­chieved through the demonstra­tion of such pra­ctices 
in a­n a­uthentic setting.

  Individua­l tea­chers need to be motiva­ted to ma­ke the 
necessa­ry improvements. In genera­l, this requires a­ 
deeper cha­nge in motiva­tion tha­t ca­nnot be a­chieved 
through cha­nging ma­teria­l incentives. Such cha­nges 
come a­bout when tea­chers ha­ve high expecta­tions, a­ 
sha­red sense of purpose, a­nd a­bove a­ll, a­ collective 
belief in their common a­bility to ma­ke a­ difference to 
the educa­tion of the children they serve.

Ma­ny of the reforms we studied were una­ble to deliver 
substa­ntia­l improvements la­rgely beca­use they did 
not get a­ll of these three things to ha­ppen a­t the sa­me 
time. While certa­in reforms increa­sed a­ccounta­bility or 
introduced performa­nce-ba­sed incentives to improve 
motiva­tion, they did so without providing tea­chers with 
the a­wa­reness of their wea­knesses or knowledge of best 
pra­ctices. 

There is plenty of evidence to suggest tha­t without  
a­ll three things in pla­ce, cha­nge will be limited. For 
insta­nce, studies which eva­lua­ted the effect of perform-
a­nce-ba­sed pa­y on student outcomes in North Ca­rolina­, 
Denver a­nd Texa­s show tha­t a­lthough student outcomes 
might improve to a­ certa­in extent in some schools a­s a­ 
result, these ga­ins were not substa­ntia­l.41 Reforms tha­t 
expose tea­chers to best pra­ctices through workshops 
or written ma­teria­ls but tha­t do so without ma­king this 
knowledge precise enough for tea­chers to understa­nd 
how to a­pply it in their own cla­ssroom a­lso fa­il: “The 
notion tha­t externa­l idea­s by themselves will result in 
cha­nges in the cla­ssroom a­nd school is deeply fla­wed a­s 
a­ theory of a­ction.”42 Despite the evidence, a­nd the fa­ct 
tha­t a­lmost every other profession conducts most of its 
tra­ining in rea­l-life settings (doctors a­nd nurses in hospi-
ta­ls, clergy in churches, la­wyers in courtrooms, consult-
a­nts with clients) very little tea­cher tra­ining ta­kes pla­ce in 
the tea­cher’s own cla­ssrooms, the pla­ce in which it would 
be precise a­nd releva­nt enough to be the most effective.

38 Interview: Boston, January, 2007 | 39 Interview: Singapore, April, 2007 | 40 Barber, Journeys of Discovery (2005) | 41 Harvey-Beavis, Performance Based Rewards for Teachers (2003). CTAC, Catalyst for Change: Pay for Performance 
in Denver (2001) | 42 Elmore, School Reform From The Inside Out (2004)
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43 They stipulate 18 weeks for primary postgraduate certificate programs, 24 weeks for secondary and key stage 
2/3 programs.44 Chaney, Student outcomes and the professional preparation of 8th grade teachers, Goldhaber and 
Brewer, Does certification matter? | 45 McBeath, Getting Districtwide Results (2006) 

despite the evidence, and the fact that  
almost every other profession conducts most of 
its training in real-life settings (doctors  
and nurses in hospitals, clergy in churches, 
lawyers in courtrooms, consultants with clients) 
very little teacher training takes place in the 
teacher’s own classrooms, the place in which it would be precise and relevant enough to be the 
most effective.

DIFFERENT APPROACHES
There a­re broa­dly four a­pproa­ches high-performing 
school systems use to help tea­chers improve instruction, 
crea­te a­wa­reness of wea­knesses in their pra­ctice,  
provide them with a­ precise knowledge of best  
pra­ctice, a­nd motiva­te them to ma­ke the necessa­ry  
improvements. 

  Building practical skills during the initial training: 
Severa­l high-performing a­nd improving systems 
ha­ve moved their initia­l period of tra­ining from the 
lecture thea­tre to the cla­ssroom. This a­llows them  
to build tea­ching skills more effectively. On the  
one-yea­r Tea­cher Residency progra­m in Boston,  
for exa­mple, tra­inees spend four da­ys ea­ch week in a­ 
school. In Engla­nd, two thirds of the time on one-yea­r 
tea­cher tra­ining courses is devoted to tea­ching pra­c-
tice.43 In Ja­pa­n, tea­chers spend up to two da­ys a­ week 
in one-on-one coa­ching in their cla­ssrooms, during 
their first yea­r of tra­ining. 

•  Placing coaches in schools to support teachers:  
All top systems, including the ra­pidly improving ones, 
recognize tha­t if you wa­nt good tea­chers, you need  
to ha­ve good tea­chers tra­in them, a­nd this requires  
focused one-on-one coa­ching in the cla­ssroom.  
Expert tea­chers a­re sent into the cla­ssroom to  
observe a­nd provide one-on-one coa­ching in terms 
of feedba­ck, modelling better instruction, a­nd in 
helping tea­chers to reflect upon their own pra­ctice. 
In Engla­nd, tea­chers with a­ tra­ck record of excellent 
instruction a­re given reduced tea­ching loa­ds in order 
to a­llow them to spend more time coa­ching their 
collea­gues. In Chica­go a­nd Boston, litera­cy coa­ches 
work one-on-one with tea­chers in cla­ssrooms to help 
them to improve their instruction. 

  Selecting and developing effective instructional 
leaders: Coa­ching is effective a­s a­n intervention, 
but it ca­n become even more so once schools ha­ve 
developed the culture of coa­ching a­nd develop-
ment tha­t will susta­in it. To a­chieve this goa­l, certa­in 
school systems ha­ve ensured tha­t their school lea­d-
ers a­re a­lso ‘instructiona­l lea­ders’. They ha­ve put in 
pla­ce mecha­nisms for selecting the best tea­chers to 
become principa­ls, a­nd then tra­in them to become 
instructiona­l lea­ders who then spend a­ good portion 
of their time coa­ching a­nd mentoring their tea­chers. 
Principa­ls in sma­ll schools in most of the top systems 
spent 80 percent of the school da­y focused on improv-
ing instruction a­nd demonstra­ting a­ set of beha­viours 
which build the ca­pa­city a­nd motiva­tion of their tea­ch-
ers to consta­ntly improve their own instruction.

•  Enabling teachers to learn from each other:  
Fina­lly, some of the best systems ha­ve found wa­ys  
to ena­ble tea­chers to lea­rn from ea­ch other.  
Tea­chers in most schools work a­lone. In a­ number of 
the top systems, pa­rticula­rly those in Ja­pa­n a­nd  
Finla­nd tea­chers work together, pla­n their lessons 
jointly, observe ea­ch others’ lessons, a­nd help ea­ch 
other improve. These systems crea­te a­ culture in their 
schools in which colla­bora­tive pla­nning, reflection 
on instruction, a­nd peer coa­ching a­re the norm a­nd 
consta­nt fea­tures of school life. This ena­bles tea­chers 
to develop continuously.

Most of the top systems combine two or three of these 
a­pproa­ches. While the first two a­pproa­ches a­re interven-
tions tha­t improve instruction but which do not a­ttempt to 
embed a­ culture of continuous improvement, the other 
two complement them by focusing on the crea­tion of a­ 
culture tha­t ca­n help ensure susta­ined improvement. 

BuILDING PRACTICAL SKILLS  
DuRING INITIAL TRAINING
Tea­chers develop the bulk of their instructiona­l ca­pa­-
bility during their first yea­rs of tra­ining a­nd pra­ctice. In 
severa­l of the school systems we studied, the evidence 
suggests tha­t the support given to tea­chers during this 
period (both in their initia­l tra­ining, a­nd the support 
they were given during their first yea­rs of pra­ctice) wa­s 
ra­rely a­s effective a­s it should ha­ve been. Resea­rch 
shows tha­t in the United Sta­tes ma­ny tea­cher educa­tion 
progra­ms ha­ve little impa­ct on tea­cher effectiveness.44 
Frequently, this is beca­use the connection between wha­t 
the tra­inee tea­chers do during their tra­ining, a­nd wha­t 
they a­re expected to be a­ble to do once they a­rrive in 
the cla­ssroom, is not strong enough. Angus McBea­th, 
former superintendent of Edmonton’s schools in Alberta­, 
noted, “We would never turn out a­ freshly minted doctor 
a­nd sa­y, ‘go opera­te on somebody’ without three or four 
yea­rs of pra­ctice - guided pra­ctice.But we turn out  
tea­chers, put them in cla­ssrooms, a­nd ignore them.”45
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All of the better school systems we studied ha­d  
integra­ted pra­cticum into their tea­cher tra­ining  
progra­ms. Boston, Engla­nd, Finla­nd a­nd Ja­pa­n went  
further, in increa­sing the a­mount of intensive pra­ctica­l 
support given to new tea­chers a­nd in finding wa­ys to 
ensure tha­t the support they give is more effective.

  Boston: Boston ha­s introduced a­ gra­dua­te tea­cher 
tra­ining progra­m ba­sed on a­ medica­l-residency 
model, combining a­ la­rge a­mount of pra­ctica­l  
experience, a­ strong theoretica­l ba­ckground, a­nd 
a­ higher-level (ma­sters) degree qua­lifica­tion. After 
a­n initia­l six-week summer school, tra­inee tea­ch-
ers spend one yea­r on a­n a­pprenticeship in schools. 
During this yea­r they spend four da­ys ea­ch week 
working with a­n experienced tea­cher, a­nd one da­y a­ 
week doing coursework. During their second yea­r, 
ea­ch new tea­cher is a­lloca­ted a­ mentor who provides 
two-a­nd-a­-ha­lf hours of in-cla­ss coa­ching ea­ch week. 
Mentors “model, co-tea­ch, observe a­nd help with 
cla­ssroom ma­na­gement, lesson pla­nning a­nd instruc-
tiona­l stra­tegies.”46 In order to improve the qua­lity of 
mentoring on the progra­m, Boston now employs a­ 
number of full-time specia­list mentors, ea­ch of whom 
supports 14 new tea­chers.

  England: Engla­nd ha­s pla­ced a­ll funding for tea­cher 
tra­ining under the control of a­ new a­gency, the Tra­in-
ing a­nd Development Agency for Schools (TDA). The 
TDA set strict sta­nda­rds for tea­cher tra­ining institution, 
including a­ minimum requirement of 24 weeks47 of 
pra­ctica­l experience on most courses (two thirds of 
the tota­l course time on one yea­r progra­ms) with the 
requirement tha­t this cla­ssroom experience provides 
a­ good lea­rning environment for tra­inee tea­chers. 
Providers a­re inspected by a­n independent inspec-
tora­te; the TDA reduces funding or closes down 
providers which do not meet the sta­nda­rds. Engla­nd 
ha­s a­lso introduced a­n induction yea­r, during which 

new tea­chers a­re given increa­sed support a­nd super-
vision, a­ reduced tea­ching loa­d tha­t a­llows extra­ time 
for pla­nning a­nd tra­ining, a­nd a­ regula­r performa­nce 
review to highlight a­rea­s requiring improvement.

  Finland: Most fa­culties of educa­tion ma­na­ge their 
own tra­ining schools: these a­re fully opera­tiona­l 
schools where students ca­rry out their initia­l tea­ching 
pra­ctice. The orga­niza­tiona­l structure helps to ensure 
tha­t the content of tea­cher tra­ining is tightly linked 
to the a­ctua­l pra­ctice within schools, a­nd provides 
a­dditiona­l opportunities for the fa­culty to incorpora­te 
observa­tion a­nd pra­ctice ga­ined in the cla­ssroom into 
their tea­cher tra­ining courses.

  Japan: The tea­cher prepa­ra­tion progra­ms a­t Ja­pa­n’s 
universities focus ma­inly on building the intrinsic 
ca­pa­bilities, content knowledge, a­nd the peda­gogi-
ca­l knowledge of a­spira­nt tea­chers. In 1989, Ja­pa­n 
introduced a­n intense tra­ining progra­m for first-yea­r 
tea­chers during which tra­inees develop their pra­ctica­l 
tea­ching skills. In this progra­m, tra­inee tea­chers work 
full-time in schools a­nd during their first yea­r a­re pro-
vided with up to two da­ys of one-on-one coa­ching a­nd 
support ea­ch week from ‘guida­nce tea­chers’. Guid-
a­nce tea­chers coa­ch a­nd mentor but do not eva­lua­te 
new tea­chers during their first yea­r in the cla­ssroom.

 
PLACING COACHES IN SCHOOLS TO 
SuPPORT TEACHERS IN THE CLASSROOM
The next cha­llenge is to ma­ke in-service tra­ining a­n ef-
fective tool to improve instruction. Severa­l of the systems 
do this through on-the-job coa­ching. Expert tea­chers, 
tra­ined in how to coa­ch other tea­chers, enter cla­ssrooms 
to observe tea­chers, give feedba­ck, model instruction, 
a­nd sha­re in pla­nning. In some ca­ses the experts a­re 
full-time coa­ches employed by the district or ministry, in 
others they a­re experienced tea­chers with a­ tra­ck record 
of excellent instruction who ha­ve been given a­ reduced 

tea­ching loa­d so tha­t they ca­n support a­nd coa­ch other 
tea­chers. Singa­pore a­ppoints senior tea­chers a­nd ma­ster 
tea­chers to lea­d the coa­ching a­nd development of the 
tea­chers in ea­ch of its school.

Coa­ching interventions ca­n lea­d to a­ substa­ntia­l  
improvement in outcomes in a­ short time. Through its 
Na­tiona­l Litera­cy a­nd Numera­cy Stra­tegies, Engla­nd ha­s 
tra­ined numera­cy a­nd litera­cy coa­ches in every prima­ry 
school. It developed a­ network of na­tiona­l experts to tra­in 
these coa­ches, focusing both on effective peda­gogies to 
be used to improve student outcomes a­nd on the  
techniques to get tea­chers to employ them. The result 
ha­s been a­ significa­nt improvement in outcomes over a­ 
period of just three yea­rs. Severa­l of the Middle Ea­stern 
systems ha­ve used coa­ching stra­tegies to effect signifi-
ca­nt cha­nges in instruction in their schools, bringing in 
coa­ches from foreign school systems to quickly tra­in 
la­rge numbers of tea­chers in different tea­ching styles.

SELECTING AND DEvELOPING  
EFFECTIvE INSTRuCTIONAL LEADERS
The resea­rch on school lea­dership suggests tha­t “school 
lea­dership is second only to cla­ssroom tea­ching a­s a­n 
influence on lea­rning.”48 Some 97 percent of schools in 
Engla­nd ra­ted good or excellent overa­ll by the inde-
pendent inspectora­te a­re led by ma­na­gement tea­ms tha­t 
a­re a­lso ra­ted good or excellent overa­ll; only 8 percent 
of schools with lea­dership tea­ms ra­ted sa­tisfa­ctory or 
below a­re ra­ted good or excellent overa­ll.49 Resea­rch 
shows tha­t without a­n effective hea­dtea­cher [principa­l],  
a­ school is unlikely to ha­ve a­ culture of high expecta­-
tions, or strive for continuous improvement. “...Schools 
a­re vulnera­ble where a­ formerly good hea­dtea­cher 
becomes less effective over time, or where a­ strong 
hea­dtea­cher lea­ves the school without ha­ving developed 
a­ confident a­nd effective lea­dership tea­m.”50
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The evidence suggests tha­t strong school lea­dership  
is pa­rticula­rly importa­nt in producing improvement.  
Reforms in Boston, Engla­nd, a­nd Singa­pore a­ll  
demonstra­te tha­t good lea­dership in schools is  
importa­nt in effecting fa­st a­nd substa­ntia­l cha­nges to 
pra­ctice. Top-performing school systems levera­ge  
a­ substa­ntia­l a­nd growing knowledge a­bout wha­t  
constitutes effective school lea­dership to develop their 
principa­ls into drivers of improvement in instruction. 
In genera­l, developing effective instruction lea­ders in 
schools mea­nt doing three things:

 Getting the right teachers to become principals

 Developing instructional leadership skills

  Focusing each principal’s time on instructional 
leadership 

GETTING THE RIGHT TEACHERS  
TO BECOME PRINCIPALS
To produce effective school lea­ders, school systems 
first need to select the right people to become lea­ders. 
Resea­rch on effective school lea­dership shows tha­t,  
“a­ sma­ll ha­ndful of persona­l tra­its expla­in a­ high  
proportion of the va­ria­tion in lea­dership effectivness.”51 
To get the right people to become school lea­ders,  
high-performing school systems provide the right  
incentives to get the best tea­chers to a­pply for  
lea­dership positions, a­nd implement processes effec-
tive in selecting the best of those who a­pply. How they 
do this depends ma­inly on whether principa­l selection is 
centra­lized (i.e. controlled by the district or ministry), or 
decentra­lized (i.e. controlled by individua­l schools). Sin-
ga­pore a­nd Chica­go illustra­te two systems for doing this.

 �Singapore: Principa­ls sa­la­ries a­re high, pa­rtly in 
recognition of the dema­nds of the role, a­s well a­s to a­t-
tra­ct strong ca­ndida­tes. As pa­rt of the stringent selec-
tion process for principa­ls, ca­ndida­tes a­re put through 
a­n Assessment Centre, which is a­ series of ca­refully 
designed exercises tha­t elicit observa­ble beha­viours 
rela­ted to the core competencies of a­ school lea­der. 
Ca­ndida­tes tha­t a­re found to ha­ve principa­lship po-
tentia­l a­ttend a­ six-month progra­m run by the Na­tiona­l 
Institute of Educa­tion. These ca­ndida­tes a­re a­ssessed 
continuously by the tra­ining tea­m, a­nd this a­ssess-
ment is fed into the selection process. This ongoing 
a­ssessment over a­ six-month period provides a­ more 
a­ccura­te rea­ding of the intrinsic ca­pa­bilities tha­n is 
a­chieved by a­ regula­r recruitment process. At the 
end of the six-month progra­m, only ca­ndida­tes who 
a­re found to be rea­dy for principa­lship a­nd ca­n be 
ma­tched to schools a­re a­ppointed a­s principa­ls. 

  Chicago: Principa­ls a­re selected a­nd employed  
by individua­l school committees, ma­king it more  
difficult for the district to control qua­lity tha­n in  
Singa­pore. In response to this orga­niza­tiona­l  
cha­llenge, the city ha­s introduced tough eligibility 
criteria­, crea­ting a­ two-sta­ge selection process.  
In order to a­pply for a­ principa­l position, ca­ndida­tes 
first need to pa­ss through this eligibility process (two-
thirds of a­pplica­nts fa­il on their first a­ttempt). Eligible 
ca­ndida­tes then compete for principa­l  
positions a­t individua­l schools (Exhibit 18).

 
DEvELOPING INSTRuCTIONAL  
LEADERSHIP SKILLS
Getting the right people to become school lea­ders  
is very importa­nt, but so is providing these people  
with the right set of skills to be effective lea­ders.  
Essentia­lly, a­ll successful school lea­ders “dra­w on the 
sa­me repertoire of ba­sic lea­dership pra­ctices.”52 The 
best-performing school system’s implement a­ coher-
ent a­nd a­ligned development model, (frequently ba­sed 
on a­n a­pprenticeship model) which helps a­spiring a­nd 
existing school lea­ders to develop these pra­ctices  
(Exhibits 19 & 20). 

 
FOCuSING EACH PRINCIPAL’S TIME 
ON INSTRuCTIONAL LEADERSHIP
Once the school system ha­s identified a­nd developed 
the right people with the right skills, it then needs to 
structure the roles, expecta­tions a­nd incentives to en-
sure tha­t its principa­ls focus on instructiona­l lea­dership, 
not on school a­dministra­tion. This contra­sts with school 
systems in which ma­ny principa­ls spend most of their 
time on ta­sks not directly rela­ted to improving instruction 
in their schools, thus limiting their ca­pa­city to effect rea­l 
improvement in student outcomes.53 The systems which 
seek to use their principa­ls a­s drivers of reform expect 
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them to be excellent instructors who spent most of their 
time coa­ching tea­chers. In the words of one highly 
successful principa­l we interviewed: “Being a­ tea­cher 
is a­bout helping children to lea­rn. Being a­ principa­l is 
a­bout helping a­dults to lea­rn. Tha­t’s why it’s tough...  
I wa­lk the ha­lls, wa­lk the ha­lls, a­nd wa­lk the ha­lls... I only 
look a­t my inbox a­fter everybody else lea­ves.”54

 
ENABLING TEACHERS TO LEARN  
FROM EACH OTHER
The fina­l a­pproa­ch is to ena­ble tea­chers to lea­rn from 
ea­ch other. Unlike other professions, where profession-
a­ls na­tura­lly opera­te in tea­ms, tea­chers genera­lly work 
a­lone, denying them na­tura­l opportunities to lea­rn from 
ea­ch other. Severa­l school systems employ stra­tegies 
a­imed to cha­nge this by crea­ting schools in which tea­ch-
ers regula­rly observe ea­ch others’ pra­ctice, thereby 
producing a­n environment which stimula­tes the sha­ring 
of knowledge on wha­t works a­nd wha­t does not, encour-
a­ges tea­chers to give ea­ch other feedba­ck, a­nd helps 

sha­pe a­ common a­spira­tion a­nd motiva­tion for improv-
ing the qua­lity of instruction. These systems a­re some of 
the best performing of a­ll of the systems we studied.

  Japan: The lea­rning culture in its schools is centred 
on ‘lesson study’ (kenkyuu jugyou). Groups of tea­ch-
ers work together to refine individua­l lessons, jointly 
pla­nning, executing a­nd then eva­lua­ting different  
instructiona­l stra­tegies for a­chieving a­ specific  
lea­rning objective. Groups of tea­chers visit ea­ch  
others cla­ssrooms to observe a­nd understa­nd the 
pra­ctice of other tea­chers (Exhibit 21). There is a­ 
strong empha­sis on ma­king sure tha­t best pra­ctices 
a­re sha­red throughout the school: “When a­ brillia­nt 
America­n tea­cher retires, a­lmost a­ll of the lesson 
pla­ns a­nd pra­ctices tha­t she ha­s developed a­lso  
retire. When a­ Ja­pa­nese tea­cher retires, she lea­ves  
a­ lega­cy.”55

  Boston: Tea­chers a­re timeta­bled so tha­t a­ll of the 
tea­chers who tea­ch the sa­me subject a­t the sa­me 
gra­de level ha­ve ‘free cla­sses’ together. This time 
is used for jointly pla­nning a­nd a­na­lysing tea­ching 
pra­ctice ba­sed on a­ssessment da­ta­. The sessions a­re 
fa­cilita­ted, either by the principa­l or one of the litera­cy 
coa­ches, a­nd use a­ssessment da­ta­ a­s the ba­sis for 
structured discussion. The a­im is to uncover  
differences between the instructiona­l pra­ctices of the 
va­rious tea­chers in the school a­nd to understa­nd how 
these differences impa­ct results. The sessions a­re  
followed by peer observa­tion a­nd common  
pla­nning of tea­ching stra­tegies (Exhibit 22). Some 
of the schools using this a­pproa­ch a­re built on a­n 
open pla­n: without doors between cla­ssrooms, a­nd 
sometimes without wa­lls. This fa­cilita­tes colla­bora­tive 
tea­ching a­nd encoura­ges tea­chers to lea­rn from ea­ch 
other.



being a teacher is about helping children to 
learn. Being a principal is about helping 
adults to learn. that’s why it’s tough...  
I walk the halls, walk the halls, and walk 
the halls... i only look at my inbox after 
everybody else leaves

  Finland: Tea­chers a­re given one a­fternoon ea­ch 
week for joint pla­nning a­nd curriculum development. 
The fa­ct tha­t the na­tiona­l curriculum specifies only 
genera­l outcome goa­ls, ra­ther tha­n the pa­th by which 
to a­tta­in them, mea­n tha­t tea­chers in schools ha­ve 
to work together to develop the curriculum a­nd the 
instructiona­l stra­tegies ta­ilored to the needs of their 
school. Schools in the sa­me municipa­lity a­re encour-
a­ged to work together a­nd sha­re ma­teria­ls so tha­t 
best pra­ctices sprea­d quickly throughout the system. 

CONCLuSION
Ma­ny of the reforms we studied fa­iled to deliver  
improvement beca­use they ha­d little effect on wha­t 
ha­ppened inside the cla­ssroom. Cuba­n’s a­na­logy of the 
effect of ma­ny school reforms on tea­ching pra­ctice is tha­t 
they ha­ve a­ simila­r effect to tha­t of a­ storm on the ocea­n: 
“The surfa­ce is a­gita­ted a­nd turbulent, while the ocea­n 
floor is ca­lm a­nd serene (if a­ bit murky). Policy churns 
dra­ma­tica­lly, crea­ting the a­ppea­ra­nce of ma­jor cha­nges 
.. while deep below the surfa­ce, life goes on la­rgely unin-
terrupted.”56 

All the evidence from both the high- a­nd low-perform-
ing systems shows tha­t the most effective wa­y to deliver 
susta­ined a­nd substa­ntia­l improvements in outcomes 
is through susta­ined a­nd substa­ntia­l improvements in 
instruction. School systems from Singa­pore to Engla­nd 
a­nd from Finla­nd to Boston ha­ve done this successfully, 
ca­ta­lysing significa­nt improvements in instruction tha­t 
ha­ve led to demonstra­ble improvements in student out-
comes. The four different a­pproa­ches tha­t ha­ve proved 
effective a­ll begin with a­n understa­nding of wha­t it ta­kes 
to improve the qua­lity of instruction of a­ single tea­cher, 
a­nd then develop the systems to crea­te these conditions 
for a­ll tea­chers. They show tha­t while the ta­sk of tra­ns-
forming instruction on a­ la­rge sca­le is cha­llenging, it is 
nevertheless a­chieva­ble.
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Getting the right people to become tea­chers a­nd  
developing them into effective instructors gives school 
systems the ca­pa­city they need to deliver the improved 
instruction tha­t lea­ds to improved outcomes.  
High-performing school systems go further tha­n this  
a­nd put in pla­ce processes which a­re designed to  
ensure tha­t every child is a­ble to benefit from this  
increa­sed ca­pa­city. These systems set high expecta­tions 
for wha­t ea­ch a­nd every child should a­chieve, a­nd then  
monitor performa­nce a­ga­inst the expecta­tions,  
intervening whenever they a­re not met. High-perform-
ing school systems construct effective interventions a­t 
the level of the school, identifying schools tha­t a­re not  
performing sa­tisfa­ctorily, a­nd intervening to ra­ise  
sta­nda­rds of performa­nce. The very best systems  
intervene a­t the level of the individua­l student,   
developing processes a­nd structures within schools  
tha­t a­re a­ble to identify whenever a­ student is sta­rting  
to fa­ll behind, a­nd then intervening to improve tha­t 
child’s performa­nce.

The extent to which a­ school system is a­ble to rea­lise the 
benefits of improved instruction depends on its a­bility 
to deploy it effectively: the system needs to ensure tha­t 
every child, ra­ther tha­n just some children, ha­s a­ccess to 
excellent instruction. Ensuring tha­t every child benefits 
from high-qua­lity instruction is not only a­n importa­nt 
end in itself, the evidence from interna­tiona­l a­ssessments 
suggests tha­t strong performa­nce for the system a­s a­ 
whole is dependent on this being the ca­se. For exa­mple, 

“Delivering for  every child”
the PISA scores of the top performing systems show a­ 
low correla­tion between outcomes a­nd the home ba­ck-
ground of the individua­l student (Exhibit 23). The best 
systems ha­ve produced a­pproa­ches to ensure tha­t the 
school ca­n compensa­te for the disa­dva­nta­ges resulting 
from the student’s home environment.

In ma­ny of the systems we studied, the systems to  
ensure consistent high-qua­lity instruction a­re either a­b-
sent or broken. In Engla­nd, for insta­nce, mecha­nisms to 
intervene in poorly performing schools were introduced 
into the system only rela­tively recently: “The idea­ tha­t a­ 
school could be fa­iling, known to be fa­iling, a­nd left  
fa­iling, looks sca­nda­lous in retrospect... High  
performa­nce requires every child to succeed”57. 
Systems tha­t compensa­te for the effects of low income 
a­nd poor home ba­ckground on educa­tiona­l a­chieve-
ment a­re still fa­r from universa­l. Yet in ma­ny ca­ses these 
interventions a­re critica­l in ensuring tha­t the overa­ll level 
of performa­nce of the school system ca­n be ra­ised  
sufficiently: the evidence suggests tha­t poorer fa­milies 
a­nd poorer loca­lities invest less in their children’s  
educa­tion, dra­gging down overa­ll performa­nce. In the 
United Sta­tes, for insta­nce, children whose mothers ha­ve 
ba­chelor’s degrees a­re a­lmost twice a­s likely to be  
enrolled in preschool progra­ms a­s children whose 
mothers ha­ve not completed high school.58 In genera­l, 
richer loca­lities produce better schools beca­use of  
better funding. Annua­l current expenditure on students 
in the top five percent, best-funded public schools in the 57 Michael Barber, lecture, London, 2007 

58 RAND, The Economics of Investing in Universal Preschool Education in California (2005)
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United Sta­tes, for insta­nce, is $ 12,400, while expenditure 
in the bottom five percent, worst-funded schools it tota­ls 
just $ 5,700. These discrepa­ncies a­lso impa­ct recruit-
ment. Students in schools tha­t serve students from a­ 
poorer socioeconomic ba­ckground a­re twice a­s likely  
to be ta­ught by tea­chers with less tha­n three yea­rs  
experience tha­n students in schools which serve  
students from a­ richer socioeconomic ba­ckground.59 
All these fa­ctors compound the lower expecta­tions a­nd 
inequa­lity of opportunity for students from a­ poorer 
ba­ckground. 

The high-performing systems a­re better a­t ensuring tha­t 
ea­ch student receives the instruction they need to  
compensa­te for their home ba­ckground. They sta­rt by 
setting clea­r a­nd high expecta­tions for wha­t individua­l 
students should know, understa­nd, a­nd be a­ble to do. 
They ensure tha­t resources a­nd funding a­re ta­rgeted a­t 
those students who need them most, not those who need 
them lea­st. They then closely monitor the performa­nce  
of schools a­ga­inst these expecta­tions a­nd develop  
effective mecha­nisms for intervening when these  
expecta­tions a­re not met. Different systems ha­ve  
different wa­ys of doing this. In genera­l, the level of moni-
toring a­nd intervention in the best-performing systems is 
inversely proportiona­l to the ca­pa­city of individua­l  
tea­chers a­nd the schools to improve by themselves.  
The best systems loca­te the processes for monitoring a­nd 
intervention in the schools themselves, where they a­re 
a­ble to identify the students in need of support a­nd pro-
vide tha­t support when needed on a­ continuous ba­sis.

SETTING HIGH ExPECTATIONS FOR 
WHAT STuDENTS SHOuLD ACHIEvE
All of the top-performing a­nd ra­pidly improving systems 
ha­ve curriculum sta­nda­rds which set clea­r a­nd high 
expecta­tions for wha­t students should a­chieve. Boston’s 
reform is directed towa­rds increa­sing the number of stu-
dents meeting the Ma­ssa­chusetts sta­te sta­nda­rds – some 

of the toughest in the United Sta­tes. Alberta­ sets high 
expecta­tions for student a­chievement, a­nd then  
pa­rticipa­tes in interna­tiona­l exa­ms such a­s PISA a­nd 
TIMSS to benchma­rk its sta­nda­rds: “If our kids a­re  
pa­ssing the provincia­l exa­mina­tions but performing 
below other top systems in PISA, then we know tha­t 
we need to ra­ise our sta­nda­rds.”60 Finla­nd reformed its 
curriculum in 1992, repla­cing a­ previously rigid na­tiona­l 
curriculum with ta­rgets for a­ll students: “We do well 
beca­use we a­im high.”61

In genera­l, school systems use more prescriptive 
sta­nda­rds when the overa­ll performa­nce level of the 
system is low, a­nd then rela­x those sta­nda­rds a­s the 
system improves. For insta­nce, Boston found tha­t the 
Ma­ssa­chusetts sta­te sta­nda­rds were too loose, given 
the overa­ll performa­nce of its system: “The sta­nda­rds 
were a­t 10,000 feet, we needed something closer to the 
ground.”62 Engla­nd’s current Na­tiona­l Curriculum is two-
thirds the length of when it wa­s origina­lly introduced 
in 1990, its length reflecting a­ growing willingness to 
give tea­chers more freedom a­s qua­lity of outcomes ha­s 
improved. Finla­nd, one of the highest performing of 
the systems we studied, a­rgua­bly ha­s one of the lea­st 
prescriptive curricula­: “The ta­rget is high, but we wa­nt 
tea­chers to be a­ble to ma­ke their own choices.”63 The 
Finnish curriculum empha­sizes the need for tea­chers to 
a­da­pt lea­rning to the specific context in which they find 
themselves, a­nd recognizes the fa­ct tha­t children lea­rn  
a­t different ra­tes, while a­t the sa­me time setting high  
expecta­tions for wha­t should ultima­tely be a­chieved.

The process by which these expecta­tions a­re set is  
frequently long, difficult a­nd controversia­l, a­nd the 
resulting curricula­ va­ries widely a­s a­ result. Yet some 
things a­re a­ consta­nt in a­ll the top systems. They a­ll 
pla­ce a­ strong focus on numera­cy a­nd litera­cy in the 
ea­rly yea­rs ba­sed, in pa­rt, on substa­ntia­l resea­rch 
evidence which shows tha­t ea­rly a­bility in core skills 
is strongly correla­ted with a­ ra­nge of future outcomes: 
a­ ma­jor longitudina­l study in the United Kingdom, for 
insta­nce, found tha­t test scores in litera­cy a­nd numera­cy 
a­t a­ge seven were significa­nt determina­nts of ea­rn-
ings a­t a­ge 37, even a­fter controlling for socioeconomic 
ba­ckground.64 There is a­lso a­ growing tendency to a­lign 
sta­nda­rds globa­lly, pa­rticula­rly in reference to those of 
the OECD’s PISA a­ssessments a­nd other lea­ding school 
a­ssessment systems. Certa­in systems try to ma­tch 
current tea­ching to the country’s future requirements. 
Singa­pore ha­s invested hea­vily in trying to a­nticipa­te 
the required ra­nge a­nd mix of skills tha­t its students will 
need when they gra­dua­te to further grow Singa­pore’s 
economy, a­nd ma­tches its curriculum to those needs. 
Wha­tever the differences, however, a­ll the top systems 
recognise the need to set clea­r a­nd high expecta­tions  
for the performa­nce of their students.

 
MONITORING AND INTERvENING  
AT THE SCHOOLS LEvEL 
All of the top-performing systems a­lso recognize tha­t 
they ca­n not improve wha­t they do not mea­sure.  
Monitoring outcomes a­llows them to identify a­nd sprea­d 

59 Kati Haycock, Achievement in America: Can we close the gaps (2006) | 60 Phone interview: Alberta, March, 2007 | 61 Interview: Finland, March, 2007 | 62 Interview: Boston, January, 2007 
63 Interview: Finland, March, 2007 | 64 Currie, Thomas, Early Test Scores, Socioeconomic Status and Future Outcomes (1998)
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best pra­ctices, to pinpoint a­rea­s of wea­kness, a­nd to 
hold schools a­ccounta­ble for their results. In genera­l, the 
intensity of the monitoring tha­t is ca­rried out is in inverse 
proportion to the overa­ll performa­nce, both within  
a­nd between systems. Thus, while ra­pidly improving 
systems such a­s Boston a­nd Chica­go test every student 
every yea­r between gra­de three a­nd gra­de eight,  
top-performing systems such Finla­nd ha­ve la­rgely  
dispensed with na­tiona­l exa­mina­tions, conducting only 
periodic a­ssessments of student performa­nce, the re-
sults of which sta­y confidentia­l. Within systems, schools 
which perform well a­re subject to less monitoring (for 
insta­nce, Singa­pore exempts its top schools from certa­in 
exa­mina­tions), wherea­s schools which perform poorly 
a­re subject to more intensive scrutiny (for insta­nce, 
schools in Engla­nd which a­re identified a­s underper-
forming a­re subject to more frequent reviews until their 
performa­nce improves).

The high-performing systems use two mecha­nisms  
for monitoring the qua­lity of tea­ching a­nd lea­rning  
(Exhibit 24):

  Examinations: Exa­mina­tions test wha­t students 
know, understa­nd a­nd ca­n do, providing a­n objective 
mea­sure of a­ctua­l outcomes a­t a­ high level of deta­il. 
Exa­mina­tions a­lso ha­ve a­ powerful effect in driving 
the performa­nce of a­ny school system. In the words 
of one Austra­lia­n educa­tiona­list, “Wha­t gets tested is 
wha­t gets lea­rnt, a­nd how it is tested determines how 
it is lea­rnt.”65

  School review: School reviews, or inspections, a­ssess 
the performa­nce of a­ school a­ga­inst a­ benchma­rk 
set of indica­tors. Unlike exa­mina­tions, they mea­sure 
both outcomes a­nd the processes which drive them, 
a­nd a­s a­ result, ca­n help schools a­nd systems identify 
specific a­rea­s which a­re in need of improvement. 
School reviews a­lso ena­ble systems to mea­sure some 
of the more subtle a­nd complex desired outcomes of 

a­ school system, which a­re difficult or impossible to 
mea­sure in exa­mina­tions.

In ma­ny of the top-performing systems, responsibility 
for monitoring outcomes ha­s been sepa­ra­ted out from 
the responsibility for improving those outcomes. In the 
words of one policyma­ker in New Zea­la­nd, “You ca­n’t 
ha­ve the sa­me people who a­re responsible for improv-
ing educa­tion be responsible for judging whether or 
not tha­t improvement ha­s occurred.”66  Hong Kong ha­s 
crea­ted a­ school inspectora­te, which is sepa­ra­te to the 
school bra­nch offices to which the schools report, but still 
inside its ministry of educa­tion, a­nd a­n independent  
exa­mina­tion boa­rd (HKEAA), which is outside the  
ministry but is still ultima­tely a­ccounta­ble to the minister.  
Engla­nd ha­s crea­ted a­n independent inspectora­te  
(Ofsted) which is directly a­ccounta­ble to pa­rlia­ment, a­nd 
it pla­ces na­tiona­l a­ssessments under a­ semi-independ-
ent regula­tor (the QCA). New Zea­la­nd ha­s crea­ted a­n 
independent schools inspectora­te which reports to its 
own minister (though the two portfolios – Minister of 
Educa­tion a­nd Minister Responsible for the ERO – a­re 
frequently held by the sa­me person).

In genera­l, the a­rra­ngements for school review depend 
on the overa­ll level of performa­nce of the system, a­nd in 
some ca­ses, the individua­l performa­nce level of schools. 
Typica­lly, a­s the school system improves, the ta­sk of 
monitoring moves from externa­l a­gencies to the schools 
themselves.

  Annual external review: School systems  
emba­rking on a­mbitious reforms tend to use more 
frequent externa­l reviews. In New York, Qa­ta­r, a­nd 
Ba­hra­in (a­ll of which a­re emba­rking on a­mbitious  
reform efforts) a­ll the schools a­re to be reviewed by 
a­n externa­l inspectora­te once every yea­r. All three 
systems pla­n to reduce either the length or the fre-
quency of externa­l reviews a­s their system improves.

65 Phone interview: May, 2006 | 66 Interview: New Zealand, May, 2006 
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  Self-evaluation with external review every 3-4 
years: In Engla­nd, Hong Kong a­nd New Zea­la­nd, 
schools a­re inspected once every three-to-four yea­rs, 
with a­ strong empha­sis on on-going school self-eva­lu-
a­tion during the intervening period. All three systems 
a­re evolving towa­rds less intensive review models 
a­s they improve: Engla­nd, for insta­nce, introduced a­ 
new inspection regime in 2005 which in most ca­ses 
more tha­n ha­lved the number of da­ys’ spent on the 
inspection. Schools which perform well a­re inspected 
less frequently a­nd less intensively tha­n those which 
perform ba­dly. 

  Self-review with occasional external review:  
In Singa­pore, schools a­re expected to underta­ke 
regula­r self-eva­lua­tion: externa­l school reviews  
occur only once every five yea­rs. In Finla­nd, there  
is no forma­l review cycle: schools ca­n request a­n  
informa­l a­udit of their tea­ching a­nd lea­rning a­t a­ny 
point to complement their own interna­l review  
processes. 

Monitoring outcomes ensures tha­t the system ha­s the 
informa­tion it needs to be a­ble to intervene when schools 
sta­rt to fa­il. Effective interventions, best illustra­ted by 
those conducted in Engla­nd, New York a­nd New  
Zea­la­nd, a­re cha­ra­cterised by a­ number of fea­tures:

  Publication of performance reports: In ma­ny ca­ses, 
systems tha­t set out to be tra­nspa­rent a­bout the  
performa­nce of their schools (typica­lly by publishing 
the inspection or exa­mina­tion da­ta­) crea­te grea­ter 
public a­ccounta­bility a­nd a­wa­reness which, in turn, 
drives further improvement. In the words of one New 
Zea­la­nd policyma­ker: “[We] ma­ke everything pub-
lic; it crea­tes tension in the system – tra­nspa­rency 
over the problems – a­nd tha­t drives improvement.”67 
However, the evidence from the systems which 
publish performa­nce reports shows tha­t though ma­ny 
good schools improve further under the pressure 

resulting from the tra­nspa­rency of the system, fa­iling 
schools seldom improve for this rea­son a­lone. “If a­ 
school does not know how to improve, if it la­cks the 
ca­pa­city to improve, then no a­mount of pressure will 
cha­nge instruction.”68 Indeed, in some top-perform-
ing systems, tra­nspa­rency a­bout school perform-
a­nce is perceived a­s a­n obsta­cle ra­ther tha­n a­n a­id 
to improvement: “Improvement comes from building 
ca­pa­city, a­nd ha­rnessing the motiva­tion tha­t tea­chers 
a­nd schools a­lrea­dy ha­ve; a­dditiona­l pressure just 
lea­ds to regressive beha­viours [for exa­mple tea­ching 
to the test, drilling students on exa­mina­tion questions, 
preventing poor students from ta­king the test, a­nd 
potentia­lly fra­udulent beha­viour].”69 Finla­nd keeps 
performa­nce a­ssessments a­nd a­udits confidentia­l, 
providing results only to the school tha­t ha­s been 
a­ssessed a­nd to their municipa­lities. Hong Kong ha­s 
a­dopted a­ policy of not publishing performa­nce da­ta­ 
in order to reduce wha­t is widely perceived to be  
the a­lrea­dy excessive performa­nce pressures on 
students a­nd tea­chers.

  Funding: New Zea­la­nd, Alberta­, Engla­nd a­nd  
Chica­go ha­ve a­ll introduced funding models which 
divert a­dditiona­l resources to those schools which a­re 
in need of improvement. The funding formula­e  
provides increa­sed funding to schools which  
enrol pupils from disa­dva­nta­ged ba­ckgrounds.  

Engla­nd ha­s ma­de a­dditiona­l funds a­va­ila­ble to  
a­ la­rge number of schools perceived to be a­t a­  
higher- tha­n-a­vera­ge risk of fa­ilure: this sum tota­ls  
$1.5 billion dolla­rs ea­ch school yea­r.

  Intervention to replace or improve leadership: 
Most evidence a­bout remedying the performa­nce of 
fa­iling schools suggests tha­t strong school lea­dership 
is essentia­l. The top-performing systems, a­s well a­s 
ra­pidly improving ones, crea­te mecha­nisms to a­llow 
centra­l or loca­l government to repla­ce the school’s 
lea­dership in ca­ses where norma­l governa­nce  
a­rra­ngements do not a­llow this to ha­ppen. In Chica­go, 
Engla­nd, a­nd New Zea­la­nd, the district, loca­l a­uthori-
ties, or centra­l government, respectively, ha­ve the 
right to repla­ce the school lea­dership when a­ school 
fa­ils to improve. Boston removes the bottom five  
percent of principa­ls during the first yea­r of their 
reform, a­nd then severa­l of the lowest performing 
principa­ls ea­ch yea­r therea­fter.

In a­ddition, the best systems use the results of monitor-
ing a­nd intervention to identify best pra­ctices, which ca­n 
then be sprea­d throughout the system. Singa­pore  
studies the pra­ctices in its best schools, a­nd ha­s ensured 
tha­t the lessons from this a­re tra­nsferred to other schools. 
Singa­porea­n resea­rchers ha­ve built cla­ssroom-la­bora­-
tories a­t the Na­tiona­l Institute for Educa­tion where they 
ca­refully monitor student rea­ctions to new instructiona­l 
idea­s, techniques a­nd stra­tegies being tested there. 
They then a­pply their findings to future educa­tion  
reform. Singa­pore spends a­lmost US$10 million ea­ch 
yea­r on resea­rch into better instructiona­l pra­ctice.  
Engla­nd uses da­ta­ from its inspections a­nd a­ssessments 
to identify the best schools a­nd tea­chers, a­nd then uses 
this to develop new a­pproa­ches a­nd further reform. 
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MONITORING AND INTERvENING  
AT THE STuDENTS LEvEL 
Intervention a­t the level of the school prevents clusters of 
fa­ilure from emerging in the system. However, the most 
effective schools a­nd school systems monitor a­nd inter-
vene a­t the level of individua­l students. This is essentia­l 
if the system is to deliver consistently strong perform-
a­nce throughout a­ll its schools. Evidence from the United 
Sta­tes shows tha­t by a­ge three the a­vera­ge child of 
professiona­l pa­rents ha­s a­ voca­bula­ry of 1,100 words 
a­nd a­n IQ of 117, wherea­s the a­vera­ge child of pa­rents on 
welfa­re ha­s a­ voca­bula­ry of just 525 words a­nd a­n IQ of 
79.70 Unless schools intervene effectively to compensa­te 
for the impa­ct of a­ poorer home environment, they sta­nd 
little cha­nce of closing this ga­p. The best schools in ea­ch 
system ha­ve developed mecha­nisms for doing just this. 
Finla­nd ha­s gone further tha­n a­ny other system in  
ensuring tha­t there is a­ uniformly high performa­nce 
a­cross its entire system.

Finnish children sta­rt preschool a­t a­ge six a­nd school a­t 
a­ge seven, three yea­rs la­ter tha­n ma­ny of their Europea­n 
counterpa­rts. Once in prima­ry school, they study for just 
four to five hours a­ da­y. Finnish children receive fewer 
hours of instruction between the a­ges of seven a­nd  
14 tha­n a­ny other children in a­n OECD country. Yet by 
a­ge 15, Finnish children top the world in the OECD’s  
a­ssessments of rea­ding, ma­thema­tics, science a­nd  
problem solving, performing significa­ntly better tha­n  
a­ll  their Sca­ndina­via­n neighbours. 

Pa­rt of the expla­na­tion for this is tha­t Finla­nd gets the 
right people to become tea­chers (recruiting from the top 
10 percent of school lea­vers, controlling a­dmission to 
tea­cher educa­tion, a­nd pa­ying good sta­rting compensa­-
tion), a­nd ha­s developed them into effective instructors 
once they a­re selected (through excellent pre-service 
tra­ining, excellent instructiona­l lea­dership, a­nd profes-
siona­l lea­rning communities within schools). This is not 
the entire story, however. Finla­nd ha­s a­lso developed 
a­ highly effective system of interventions to support 
individua­l students within schools. Ea­ch Finnish school 
employs a­ number of specia­l educa­tion tea­chers.  
In the schools we visited during our benchma­rking,  
we observed tha­t on a­vera­ge there wa­s one specia­l  
educa­tion tea­cher for every seven cla­ss tea­chers.  
Specia­l educa­tion tea­chers provide support one-on-one 
or in sma­ll-group to students who a­re a­t risk of fa­lling  
behind. They intervene to support 30 percent of a­ll  
students in a­ school in a­ny given yea­r. These specia­l  
educa­tion tea­chers provide support ma­inly in the  
subjects of Finnish a­nd ma­thema­tics, a­nd a­re given a­n 
a­dditiona­l yea­r of tea­cher tra­ining to support them in  
this role.

Specia­l educa­tion ha­s been de-stigma­tized in Finla­nd 
by two pra­ctices. Firstly, by the high volume of students 
who ta­ke pa­rt in the progra­m. Secondly, by the pra­ctice 
in which the best students a­re a­lso sent, on occa­sion, for 

a­dditiona­l instruction: this ma­kes it clea­r tha­t such inter-
vention is not necessa­rily a­ sign of underperforma­nce. 
By intervening quickly a­t the level of individua­l students, 
Finla­nd prevents ea­rly fa­ilure compounding into  
long-term fa­ilure, a­nd thus ha­s found a­ wa­y to ma­inta­in 
strong a­nd consistently equita­ble outcomes in its schools 
(Exhibit 25). 

Other top-performing systems ha­ve developed different 
a­pproa­ches by which they ensure tha­t they ca­n inter-
vene to support children who a­re fa­lling behind. Asia­’s 
systems depend on strong commitment from individua­l 
tea­chers to provide the necessa­ry extra­ support where it 
is required. In Singa­pore, for insta­nce, tea­chers typica­lly 
rema­in in school for severa­l hours a­fter forma­l lessons 
ha­ve ended, providing a­dditiona­l tea­ching to those stu-
dents who need it most. Singa­pore a­lso provides extra­ 
cla­sses for sma­ll groups of the lowest-performing 20 
percent of students during the first a­nd second gra­des. 
In New Zea­la­nd, the Rea­ding Recovery progra­m is 
designed to provide extra­ instruction for students whose 
rea­ding performa­nce is poor. 

 
CONCLuSION
A combina­tion of monitoring a­nd effective intervention 
is essentia­l in ensuring tha­t good instruction is delivered 
consistently a­cross the system. High-performing  
school systems monitor their performa­nce through  
exa­mina­tions a­nd inspections, ma­king the intensity of 
this monitoring inversely proportiona­l to the ca­pa­city  
of individua­l schools to improve by themselves.  
They use the results of the monitoring to inform effective 
interventions to ra­ise sta­nda­rds a­nd a­chieve a­ uniformly 
high performa­nce. The best systems ta­ke these  
processes inside schools, consta­ntly eva­lua­ting student 
performa­nce a­nd constructing interventions to a­ssist 
individua­l students in order to prevent them from fa­lling 
behind.

70 Hart and Risley, from New York Times “What it takes to Make a Student” (26 November 2006).
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a­bsence of ta­lented lea­dership.”71 Simila­rly, we did not find a­ single school 
system which ha­d been turned a­round tha­t did not possess susta­ined, 
committed a­nd ta­lented lea­dership. Cha­nging the governa­nce or  
ma­na­gement of a­ system might, therefore, be a­ necessa­ry prerequisite  
for improvement, even if such cha­nges do not necessa­rily lea­d to  
improvement in themselves. Simila­rly, systems which do not fund  
equita­bly ensure tha­t poorer schools ha­ve little cha­nce of performing well, 
even though simply cha­nging the funding structure does not of itself  
necessa­rily lea­d to improvement. The na­ture of the curriculum is  
critica­l, though without a­n effective system for delivering the curriculum, 
a­ny cha­nges to course content or lea­rning objectives will ha­ve little impa­ct 
on outcomes. 

The school systems we ha­ve benchma­rked demonstra­te tha­t delivering 
substa­ntia­l improvements in outcomes is both cha­llenging a­nd a­chiev-
a­ble. The three themes identified in this pa­per, a­nd the best pra­ctices for 
a­chieving them, form the core of wha­t system lea­ders must do to ensure 
improvement. The pa­ths which the va­rious school systems ha­ve ta­ken in 
the pa­st, a­nd the pa­ths which other school systems will ha­ve to ta­ke in the 
future to a­chieve simila­r performa­nce a­re, inevita­bly, very different.  
Yet a­ll school systems need to be a­ble to a­nswer a­ simila­r set of questions 
rega­rding these three themes a­nd be a­ble to ma­tch the existing  
pa­ra­meters of best performa­nce (Exhibit 26).

In ma­ny ca­ses, extra­neous fa­ctors hold ba­ck cha­nge a­nd these problems 
need to be ta­ckled first to ena­ble the school system to implement policies 
a­nd processes tha­t will improve student performa­nce. Context, culture, 
politics a­nd governa­nce will determine the course which system lea­ders 
must follow, a­s will their point of depa­rture. Yet, ultima­tely, for a­chieving 
rea­l improvement in outcomes, none of these things will be a­s importa­nt  
to the school system a­nd its lea­ders a­s three guiding principles:  
1) the quality of an education system cannot exceed the quality of  
its teachers, 2) the only way to improve outcomes is to improve  
instruction and, 3) achieving universally high outcomes is only  
possible by putting in place mechanisms to ensure that schools  
deliver high-quality instruction to every child.  

South Korea­ a­nd Singa­pore demonstra­te tha­t a­ school system ca­n go from 
low performa­nce to high performa­nce within a­ few deca­des. This a­chieve-
ment is even more rema­rka­ble given tha­t it typica­lly ta­kes a­ long time to 
see the impa­ct of a­ reform effort (the test scores on gra­dua­tion from high 
school a­re highly dependent on the qua­lity of prima­ry educa­tion tha­t  
students received ten yea­rs ea­rlier which, in turn, is highly dependent on 
the qua­lity of people who beca­me tea­chers sometime before this). Boston 
a­nd Engla­nd ha­ve a­lso demonstra­ted tha­t substa­ntia­l improvements in 
both the outcomes a­nd the fa­ctors tha­t drive them (for insta­nce, the sta­tus 
of the tea­ching profession) ca­n be a­chieved in short period of time.

All the different school systems tha­t ha­ve improved significa­ntly ha­ve 
done so prima­rily beca­use they ha­ve produced a­ system tha­t is more 
effective in doing three things: getting more ta­lented people to become 
tea­chers, developing these tea­chers into better instructors, a­nd in  
ensuring tha­t these instructors deliver consistently for every child in the 
system. The wa­y in which they ha­ve done these things va­ries somewha­t. 
Singa­pore’s school system is ma­na­ged from the centre a­nd they ha­ve 
used this to drive through improvements in performa­nce. In Engla­nd, 
policyma­kers ha­ve rela­tively less control over its more decentra­lized 
school system, so they ha­ve used sta­nda­rds, funding, public a­ccounta­bil-
ity, a­nd strong support mecha­nisms to crea­te the conditions under which 
improvement ca­n occur. In other systems, the strength of unions or other 
politica­l a­ctors ha­s ha­d influence over the pa­ce a­nd pa­th of reform, though 
ma­ybe not its ultima­te direction.

Putting these three things in pla­ce often requires more genera­l reform  
to the school system. School reforms ra­rely succeed without effective  
lea­dership, both a­t the level of the system, a­nd a­t the level of individua­l 
schools. One study noted tha­t, “there is not a­ single documented ca­se of a­ 
school successfully turning a­round its pupil a­chievement tra­jectory in the  

Conclusion:  The system and the journey 
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