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TECSES INSIGHTS: REPORT OF HIGH-PERFORMING EDUCATION SYSTEMS

Written by Dr. Marko van den Berg
Introduction

This report examines the common characteristics shared by high-performing education systems
(some researchers use the term school system) that achieve strong learning outcomes. In a report
published in 2007, How the World’s Best-Performing School Systems Come Out on Top, Michael
Barber, a key architect of the education reforms under the UK government led by Tony Blair, and
Mona Mourshed, leader of numerous UNICEF education initiatives in developing countries, argued
that three factors in particular influence the performance of education systems: (1) selecting the
right people to become teachers, (2) the quality of teacher education, and (3) ensuring that every
student has access to the best possible teaching.! Similarly, the well-known American education
researcher Marc Tucker emphasizes that one of the fundamental prerequisites for building a high-
quality education system is the recruitment of talented individuals into teaching and school
leadership positions. Tucker also highlights the importance of a strongteacher education systemand
the need to provide teachers with adequate incentives to continue developing their professional

skills throughout their careers.?

The German education researcher and statistician Andreas Schleicher, in turn, draws attention to the
importance of the broader social climate. In countries with high-quality education systems,
policymakers have succeeded in convincingcitizens that investingin education is worthwhile. At the
same time, these countries recognize that their success ininternational markets is based on a highly

skilled workforce rather than low wage levels.?

Unfortunately, there are no guaranteed models for building a successful education system.
Outcomes are influenced by factors such as each country’s historical development, values, and
specific strengths. The success formula of one country cannot simply be copied or replicated

elsewhere. However, according to Schleicher, international comparisons of education systems can

! Barber & Mourshed 2007, 5, 12-16.
2 Tucker 2016, 1-9.
3 Schleicher 2018, 61-63.
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still be highly useful, much like the way business leaders learn from successful companies: they draw

inspiration from them and adapt the insights to their own context.*

The following sections examine in greater detail what research reveals about the typical features of

highly successful education systems.
Attitudes towards education and the role of teachers

Researchers have shown that attitudes towards educational opportunities help to explain why
education systems perform differently across countries. In some societies, there is a widespread
belief that children from working-class backgrounds should mainly be prepared for working-class
occupations. When such views prevail, they can easily become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Research
based on PISA results suggests that attitudes of this kind — which are relatively common, for
example in countries like Germany — strongly influence not only parents’ expectations but also
students’ own perceptions of their educational possibilities. In contrast, countries that perform well
in PISA tend to hold more flexible views about educational pathways. In many East Asian countries,
forinstance, thereis a strongbelief that high expectations, effort, and hard work are the main drivers

of academic success, rather than students’ socio-economic background.?

Teachers’ attitudes are also highly significant. Some studies show that teachers tend to give more
praise and provide longer, more detailed answers to students whom they perceive as more capable.
These students also receive more support from their teachers.® By contrast, when teachers do not
believe that all students can improve their skills through sustained effort, they may hesitate to set
high expectations. They may even feel uncomfortable demanding strong performance from students
whom they believe are unlikely to succeed. As a result, teachers may lower expectations and assign
easier tasks to these students. Research suggests that such actions, although well-intentioned, can
have clearly negative effects on student performance. When students are given easy tasks and
praised for completing them, they may conclude that their teachers do not consider them very
capable. According to researchers, a negative self-image can significantly undermine a student’s

achievement.’

4 Schleicher 2018, 62.

5Schleicher 2018, 66; Jerrim 2014.
SBandura 2012.

7Schleicher 2018, 67.
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Attitudes towards the nature of teachers’ work also matter. Countries with stronglearning outcomes
typically view teachers and school leaders as highly skilled professionals who perform demanding
expert work. Their judgment is trusted, and they are given a substantial degree of autonomy.®
Finland is a well-known example of this approach. Teachers there are generally seen as committed
professionals who can be trusted to make decisions about how national curriculum goals are
implemented in practice. Thisis reflected in the absence of a school inspectorate and in the fact that

teachers are not required to report regularly on their work to supervisors or public authorities.
Assessment and monitoring systems

Well-functioning education systems are also characterized by clear learning goals and by explicit
criteria for assessing whether these goals have been achieved. At the upper secondary level, many
countries use national examinations to measure learning outcomes. It is noteworthy that countries
with such examinations typically achieve better learning results at the upper secondary level than
countries that do not use national tests. It is also highlyimportant that there is a shared belief that
every student can achieve high learningoutcomes. In high-performing education systems, students
are not tracked into different educational pathways at an early stage, especially pathways that lead
to limited future opportunities. This does not mean that all students are taught in the same way.
Teaching needs to consider both students with exceptional abilities and those who face learning
difficulties. At the same time, successful education systems also invest in students’ overall well-

being, not only in academic achievement.?

Most high-performing education systems use monitoring systems to track school performance.
These systems can be divided into two main types. In some countries, schools and teachers are
primarily accountable to educational authorities. In such systems, test results may influence
decisions aboutthe recruitment of teachers and principals, as well as career advancement. A second
group of countries follows a different approach. Their teachers are not primarily accountable to
central authorities but rather to their colleagues and school leadership. In places such as Ontario in
Canada, Finland, Japan, and New Zealand, strong emphasis is placed on collaboration among
teachers and on professional trust. Teachers are seen as experts who do not require constant

administrative control. '° Systems that emphasise teacher professionalism and autonomy can

8 Greatbatch & Tate 2019, 50.
®Schleicher 2018, 71; see also OECD 2013.
°Schleicher 2018, 116.
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produce very strong results. In Ontario, for example, challenges in mathematics achievement were
addressed by allowing teachers to develop their own solutionsforimproving learning outcomes. The
role of the administration was to provide initial funding to support local development work. It did
not prescribe detailed implementation measures or threaten poorly performing schools with
sanctions, as happensin some countries. This trust-based approach led to significantimprovements
in Ontario, as school performance improved across the system.! In countries that rely on a culture
of trust, assessment data are not primarily used to identify failures or assign blame. Instead, the
results are used to direct resources towards teaching improvement and school development. In
systems where teachers are regarded as highly educated professionals, they typically feel a strong
sense of responsibility for their work. High levels of teacher autonomy have therefore not led to

weak learning outcomes or large performance gaps between schools, for example in Finland.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that increasing teacher autonomy is not a universal
solution forimprovinglearning outcomes. Andreas Schleicher points out that autonomy works best
in countries where teacher education and selection processes produce well-qualified teachers who
are capable of working independently.'> Under these conditions, autonomy is likely to support
school improvement. Where these conditions are notin place, increased autonomy may lead to the

opposite result.
Selecting the right people for teaching and ensuring high-quality teacher education

Everywhere, education systems naturally aim to attract highly capable and talented individuals into
the teaching profession. The attractiveness of teachingis influenced by several factors. These include
the status of the profession, the meaningfulness of the work, and the intellectual challenges it offers.
Salary levels also naturally play an important role.'® The perceived status of teaching, or the lack of
it, has a strong impact on whether talented individuals choose the profession. In many countries
with high-performing education systems that achieve strong results in PISA, teaching is a highly
respected profession. Teachers in these countries are typically paid relatively well, and teaching

qualifications are more highly valued than in countries with weaker educational performance.*

" Schleicher 2018, 116.

2Schleicher 2018, 97.

8Schleicher 2018, 80.

4 Akiba, Motoko, et al. 2023; Schleicher 2018, 64.
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In the 2024 OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS), lower secondary teachers
were asked whether they felt that society values their work. Teachers reporting the highest levels of
societal respect were found in several Asian countries, including Vietnam, Kazakhstan, the United
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, and Shanghai (China). Outside Asia, teachers felt most
valued in South Africa and Colombia. In Europe, relatively high levels of respect for the teaching
profession were reported, for example, in Finland, Bulgaria, Romania, Denmark, and the

Netherlands. *°

When examining the status of the teaching profession, it is also important to consider a country’s
historical development. In Singapore, for example, teaching was not a particularly respected
profession at the time of independence in the 1960s. Overall, educational attainment was low, and
illiteracy was widespread. Soon after independence, however, Singapore began to invest
systematically in raisingthe educational level of its population. This was seen as essential for lifting
the country out of poverty. Improving the quality of teacher education was identified as a key
priority. In the 1970s, Singapore introduced a reform that centralised teacher education at the
National Institute of Education (NIE) and integrated it as an autonomous part of Nanyang
Technological University (NTU). Following this reform, all teachers completed a four-year academic
degree. The integration with NTU also strengthened the academic profile of NIE by fostering
collaboration with researchers from other disciplines. This further enhanced the status of teacher
education.'® Today, Singapore’s teacher education system is widely regarded as very high quality. It
is strongly aligned with 21st-century skills, and student performance in international assessments
such as PISA isamongthe bestin the world.*” Teachers are relatively well paid, and student teachers
receive a salary during their training. Teachers also have opportunities for career progression and

access to extensive continuing professional development.*®

In Finland, the status of the teaching profession has been shaped in part by reforms introduced in
the 1970s. At that time, all teacher education became fully academic. Today, both class teachers at
the primary level and subject teachers at the lower and upper secondary level complete a university-

level master’s degree. Finnish teachers enjoy a high degree of professional autonomy, and their

SOECD 2025, 241; See also Akiba, Motoko, et al. 2023.

'® Gopinathan & Loh 2023, 5-6; Liu 2024, 30-32.

7 National Institute of Education (NIE) Singapore 2023a, 5-6; See also National Institute of Education (NIE)
Singapore 2023b, 12.

'8 See for example Liu 2024; Gopinathan & Loh 2023; See also Schleicher 2018, 127.
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expertise is widely trusted.'® The strong status of teachingin Finland also has deeper historical roots.
Compulsory education was introduced in the 1920s, when the general level of education amongthe
population was still low. Primary school teachers were trained in teacher seminaries. Although
teacher education was not yet academic, teachers’ level of knowledge was high relative to the
population as a whole. Teachers were particularly respected in rural areas. Finland was still a poor,
agrarian country at the time, and education was seen as a pathway to a better life. Teachers were

viewed as playing a central role in this process.
Leadership and school autonomy

The quality of leadership also appears to play a crucial role in building well-functioning education

systems. Research published by the OECD highlights four key features of effective leadership. 2°

The first feature relates to supporting teacher competence and improving teaching quality.
Structured induction for new teachers is especially important. School leaders need to ensure that
teachers have the skillsrequired to implement the curriculum effectively. They must also make sure
that teachers have opportunities to develop their expertise through continuing professional
development. Professionallearningis most effective when itis embedded in a collaborative working
culture. In such settings, teachers work together to improve teaching and share their expertise. It is
the responsibility of school leadership to ensure that school structures provide both the time and

the opportunities for this kind of collaboration.

The second key feature of good leadership is the setting of clear learning goals and the systematic
monitoring of their achievement. Schoolleaders need to ensure that both teachers and students are
aware of these goals. Progress towards the goals must be followed closely. Students should also

receive timely support when learning goals are not being met.

The third feature concerns the effective use of resources. Resources such as time, funding, and
professional expertise should be used strategically to support teaching and learning in the best
possible way. For example, it may be more effective to allocate teachers substantial time for lesson
planning and professional collaboration rather than using large amounts of time for frequent

meetings.

¥ See for example Schleicher 2019.
20 pPont , Nusche & Moorman 2008.
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The fourth feature identified in OECD research relates to productive cooperation with actors outside
the school. In high-performing education systems, schools work closely with stakeholders who
influence children’s learningand well-being. These include parents, other schools, local businesses,
and various organizations. Such cooperation does not emerge automatically. It requires supportive

structures, and creating these structures is a key responsibility of school leadership.

In many countries with excellent learning outcomes, schools also enjoy a high degree of
administrative autonomy. They have substantial freedom to make decisions about their own
operations. Evidence from PISA suggests that education systems where schools have significant
discretion — for example, in assessment practices, course offerings, curriculum content, and the
choice of textbooks — tend to perform better than average in international comparisons.?! School
autonomy can also create stronger incentives for innovation that support learning. Successful
schools are often workplaces where teachers want to stay and where they feel encouraged to test

and implement new ideas related to teaching methods and assessment.

However, the effectiveness of school autonomy depends heavily on how well knowledge and
expertise are shared withinschools. Whenteachers actively share ideas and professional knowledge,
autonomy appearsto benefit learning outcomes as well. In contrast, in systems where peer learning

and knowledge sharing are weak, increased autonomy may even reduce student performance. >

Education researchers have long noted that professional knowledge in education is often “sticky”. It
does not spread easily from where it is created unless there are stable structures that encourage
sharing.”® There are, however, examples of systems where schools have a high degree of autonomy
and where strong cultures of collaboration and teamwork are also in place. Such systems can be
found, for example, in Denmark, Finland, Japan, Norway, Shanghai, and Sweden. In all of these
contexts, different mechanisms have been developed to support teacher networks and the sharing

of professional expertise.
Incentives at work, Instructional Organization, and teachers’ use of time

Invirtually all education systems, the aimis to ensure that teachers are committed to their work and

motivated to develop their professional skills. However, there are significant differences between

21OECD, 2013.
22Schleicher 2018, 115.
2Schleicher 2018, 114.
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countries in how teacher incentive systems are designed. One approach is to reward teachers who
perform exceptionally well, for example, on the basis of students’ test results. This model encourages
competition amongteachers and may motivate individualsto improve their performance. Over time,
however, it can also create tensions between teachers. Such tensions may undermine collaboration,
which is a key feature of effective professional learning communities.?* It can also be difficult to
determine reliably which aspects of student performance are attributable to an individual teacher

and which are influenced by other factors.*

In well-functioning education systems, a culture of collaboration is typically strong, and teachers
actively share their expertise. This is the case, for example, in Singapore, where teachers are
encouraged to form networks that connect different schools and support the exchange of
professional knowledge.?®* Among actors outside the school, parents play a particularly important
role in shaping how school communities function. In many European and Asian countries, primary
education is organised around a class teacher system, in which the same teacher works with a class
forseveral years, often during the first six years of schooling. Only after this phase do students move
to subject-specialist teachers. The key idea behind this model is that one teacher takes primary
responsibility for a class and teaches most subjects. One advantage of thisapproachisthat teachers
come to know their students very well over time. Close and sustained relationships are also typically
formed with parents, which helps to involve them in the life of the school.?” At its best, this results
in a strong community in which teachers, students, and parents feel they are working towards a

shared goal.

Education systems also differ greatly in how teachers use their working time. In some systems,

almost all of teachers’ time is spent on classroom instruction. In others teachers are able to devote

substantial time to lesson planning and collaboration with colleagues.

In both Brazil and Japan, the average class size in lower secondary education is around 37 students.
Despite this similarity, Brazil has about 29 students per teacher while Japan has only about 11. In
both the United States and Vietnam, there are roughly 15 students per teacher. However, class sizes

in Vietnam are almost twice as large as those in the United States. These differences reflect

24Schleicher 2018, 102.
% See for example Engida, lyasu & Mossu Fentie 2024, 7.

% Academy of Singapore Teacher “s, Website.
?7Schleicher 2018, 102-103.
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education policy choices. In Brazil and the United States, teachers have limited time for tasks other
than teaching. In contrast, teachers in Japan and Vietnam teach fewer hours. They can therefore
spend more time supporting individual students, working with parents, and, most importantly,
collaborating with other teachers. 2 Accordingto researchers, systems that allow teachers to devote

substantial time to collaboration enable more effective knowledge sharing and leave room for

innovation. Ultimately, these conditions benefit students.

It is often assumed that large class sizes leave teachers with little opportunity to address individual
students’ needs. Evidence from PISA does not fully support this assumption. Students’ reports of
teacher supportin PISA surveys do not appearto be strongly related to class size. Large classes also
do not necessarily mean that teaching relies solely on lecturing. 2° Interactive and student-centred
teaching methods can be used even in larger groups. This view is supported by findings from Japan,
where class sizes are relatively large but teachers commonly use instructional approaches that

actively engage students.
School reforms and successful education systems

Poorly designed and poorly implemented education reforms can lead to weak system performance,
even when the basic conditions for success are in place. Developing a coherent education policy is
challenging because education is shaped by many competing expectations. Public debate often
focuses on concerns such as declining learning outcomes or problems with classroom discipline.
Education reforms are frequently presented as solutions to these challenges. At the same time,
teachers and school leaders often criticise education policy for being too short-term and politically
driven. Policy priorities may change quickly in response to political cycles. As a result, new reforms
may be introduced before earlier ones have been fullyimplemented. In some cases, political leaders
push through new reforms even though the effects of previous changes are still unclear. In many
countries, education policy is therefore marked by short-term thinking and frequent shifts in

direction.>®

Reforms also often fail to deliver the desired results, especially when the perspectives of teachers
and school leaders are not taken into account during the planning phase. Increasing school

autonomy, for example, may not be effective if teacher education does not prepare teachers to work

22 Schleicher 2018, 98-99.
2Schleicher 2018, 100.
30Schleicher 2018, 121.
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independently. It may also fail if education authorities and schools do not share a common
understanding of what students are expected to learn. Similarly, raising the formal qualification level
of teachers may not lead to improvement if teachers experience their work as frustrating. This can
happen when schools are subject to tight administrative control and detailed top-down regulations
that are poorly aligned with everyday school realities. Poorly designed reforms can increase tensions
between education authorities and schools. They can also suppress well-founded development
efforts that would otherwise have strong potential. Implementing sensible reforms requires careful
planning, a realistic understanding of current conditions, and genuine dialogue. Requires and
education authorities need to listen not only to each other but also to researchers and practitioners

in schools.

Singapore offers an example of education policy decision-making that has produced strong results.
There, professors from the National Institute of Education (NIE) regularly participate in discussions
and decision-making processes within the Ministry of Education. School principals are also kept
informed about upcoming reforms, and their views are actively sought. Schools do not first learn
aboutreforms through the media, as is common in many countries. In Singapore, close attention is
also paid to the implementation of reforms. Policy decisions are not made without detailed plans
for how changes will be put into practice. Another strength of the Singaporean system is that both
researchers and education administrators are often recruited from among experienced teachers. 3!
This helps to build mutual understanding and prevents policy-making institutions from becoming
detached from school practice, as can happen elsewhere. Singapore also operates a system of
continuous evaluation. The Ministry of Education makes systematic use of current research evidence
as well as feedback from teacher educators and schools. This supports ongoing improvement and

policy learning.??
Conclusion

A successful education system is the result of a complex combination of many factors. It is essential
that education authorities and policymakers have a solid understanding of the key elements that

shape system performance. They also need a clear vision of where education should be developed

3'Schleicher 2018, 122-123. See also Gopinathan & Loh 2023.
%2 Gopinathan & Loh 2023, 6-7; Liu 2024, 30-32.
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and why. Equally important is the recognition that meaningful improvement requires long-term

commitment.

What could the application of the research evidence described above mean in practice in the
Nepalese context? One characteristicshared by high-performing education systems is a strong belief
that all students are capable of achieving good learning outcomes, regardless of factors such as their
socioeconomic background. On this basis as well, Nepal should continue its determined efforts to
combat caste-based discrimination. The same applies, for example, to strengthening gender
equality. Promoting equality can be seen as not only a matter of fairness but also as highly beneficial
for the development of society as a whole, as it, for example, enables better utilization of the

population’s talent reserves.

Attention should also be paid to the status of the teaching profession. Status is the result of many
factors and is linked, among other things, to the level of teachers’ education. The ongoing reform
of teacher education curricula in many Nepali universities, placing greater emphasis on teachers’
practical pedagogical skills, is a step in the right direction. Teachers’ salary levels and opportunities
for professional development also influence the status of the profession and how attractive it is.

These factors, therefore, deserve attention as well.

In countries known for their high-performing education systems, considerable attention is also paid
to monitoring learning outcomes. An accurate overall picture creates opportunities for system
development and for addressing shortcomings. Nepal should also focus on this. It is very positive
that Nepal has a national final examination at the end of upper secondary education. Leadership
systems are also a crucial part of a well-functioning education system. An overly centralized and top-
down approach can make the system rigid. Better outcomes are likely to be achieved with a system
in which local authorities also have a say in how reforms are implemented at the regional level. It is
also extremely important that teachers learn from one another. However, school structures must
support this. One such structure could be a shared weekly time allocation for all teachers dedicated

to planning and peer learning.™t!

W See pedagogical leadership: Lahtero 2023.
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