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Preface

Over the last fi fteen years, Central and Eastern Eu-

rope has seen a revival of political life as a result of 

the demolition of ancien régimes and its historical 

transition to democracy. What was once perceived as 

a homongenous bloc of centralized communist states 

is now thankfully considered diverse. In this context 

very few studies have analyzed contemporary educa-

tional reforms in transition countries as a basis to 

assertain what will come next for education in the 

region.

Th is is particularly true where the decentraliza-

tion of education in the transition states of Central 

and Eastern Europe is at stake. Decentralization of 

the educational systems of traditional democracies are 

considered a normal step toward strengthening demo-

cratic governance and social cohesion. In the transition 

states, however, this issue is controversial and relates 

directly to the debate over the shape of democracy and 

the (re)establishment of civil society.

Central and South Eastern European government 

systems rub against the agenda of contemporary de-

centralization of education in a challenging and often 

frustrating way, especially when burdened by historical 

perspective.

After World War II drastic changes were introduced 

to the educational systems in all these countries. Th e 

most common characteristic of these changes was the 

elimination of illiteracy and eight mandatory years of 

basic education. But it is undeniable that these systems 

were highly ideological, of which at least three distinc-

tive types could be observed: the Soviet (centralized), 

the Yugoslavian (decentralized but fragmented) and the 

Albanian (isolated) systems. Th e educational systems 

developed parallel to oscillations in ideological, political 

and economic powers of that period. As a general trend, 

there was fast-paced development of four-year technical 

schools parallel to traditional upper-secondary schools 

(gymnasia) and a “modernized” type of general educa-

tion. Vocational education and training were linked to 

the socialist industrial complex, organized in diff erent 

ways from one “bloc” to another. 

Under communisim there was little place for de-

centralization of education as an idea that had been 

promoted in postwar western societies and rapidly 

established itself in post-industrial, post-modern and 

multicultural societies at the end of the century. It was 

far too diff erent and totally opposed to the political 

philosophies of the time. Despite this opposition, the 

educational level in most countries was well deve-

loped by the end of the eighties. Problems that ap-

peared during the turbulent period of political and 

economic transition could be considered regressive. 

But relatively effi  cient educational systems and tradi-

tions still determine approaches to today’s topics and 

issues, at least in part.

Keeping these factors in mind, it is of little surprise 

that the issue of decentralization came to the fore of 

educational reforms in all transition countries imme-

diately after the political changes of the past decade 

and a half. By default, education became an important 

element of the new democratic process. 

Each country moved to develop diff erent practices 

and study diff erent experiences, albeit with little suc-

cess. Th e decentralization of education created several 

dilemmas for policymakers. Some central governments 

found decentralization a good tool for lowering their 

budget costs and competing with the political rheto-

ric of the provinces. Local governments, meanwhile, 

often set their priorities without properly considering 

education and thus inadvertantly returned the ball to 

the central authorities responsible for “the success of  

national education.” Th ere were—and still are—many 

other cases, and this study is an attempt to fi ll part of 

the gap.

Decentralization and the Transformation of the 

Governance of Education off ers three case studies on 

the development of education systems in Poland, Ro-

mania and Bosnia and Herzegovina. Today, Poland is 

among the countries that recently joined the European 

Union; Romania is a candidate country for accession; 

and Bosnia and Herzegovina is still overcoming a divisive 

war despite a great deal of attention from the interna-
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tional community. As representative cases, their diff erent 

backgrounds, problems and needs cross one another and 

allow for some broader considerations of the state of the 

decentralization of education in the region.

In order to strengthen national educational reforms 

it is necessary, fi rst of all, to improve the image of educa-

tion in (post) transitional societies. Th e overall position 

of education in these countries is rather weak. Th e share 

of GDP spent on education is lower everywhere—some-

times critically lower—than the re-commendations of 

international organizations. As a consequence, the social 

status of teachers is weak, their working conditions are 

poor and their readiness to engage in educational renewal 

is questionable. In such a situation, an education min-

ister’s fi rst priority is to guarantee routine functioning 

of the system. It is then extremely diffi  cult for him or 

her to launch the expected renewal projects even if the 

specifi c political context—often the worst possible factor 

for reform—is ignored. In such conditions international 

cooperation and help is worthy, but budgetary problems 

are usually a threat to any reform’s sustainability.

Public values and opinion are vital in helping to 

strengthen the general position of education in society. 

Renewal of national education is always linked with a 

change of public values and public opinion. Democratic 

and open societies are based upon individuals, who 

should be able to compete with their everyday problems 

and to cooperate with others on the basis of equal rights, 

solidarity and similar values. To live in a democratic soci-

ety, to take part in the economy and political life and to 

contribute to the values of open society—all these aims 

are based on quality education for all. Th ese aims can 

be seriously obstructed if the public’s opinion of edu-

cation connotes old schools without basic equipment, 

underpaid and poorly-trained teachers, and outmoded 

curricula. However, these aims can also be fostered if 

education is made a key national priority and if the pub-

lic recognizes the inherent value of the improvement 

of schools. Nonetheless, having reached this consensus 

between public and political will, any country can easily 

fall into circulus vitiosus, an enchanted circle—which is 

extremely dangerous for its development plans—if, due 

to inaction or poor results, public opinion loses trust 

and turns away from education. Th e state’s chance to 

facilitate individuals (carpe diem! ) via education should 

not be substituted with mere day-to-day survival. Th is is 

the most expensive scenario for the country as a whole, 

not only its educational budget.

Decentralization of education inevitably creates 

hard choices, but it is a principle appropriate to (post) 

transition societies. Refl ecting upon and analyzing these 

choices are of the utmost importance.

Pavel Zgaga

Former Minister of Education and Sports

Republic of Slovenia

Ljubljana

January 31, 2004
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Decentralization and the Governance of Education

An Introductory Summary

P é t e r  R a d ó

THE LGI PROJECT ON DECENTRALIZATION 
AND EDUCATIONAL GOVERNANCE

Th e LGI policy fellowship project on decentralization 

in education was launched in 2002 with the purpose 

of addressing a policy problem that is highly relevant 

in most Central and Southeastern European Coun-

tries. Th e policy fellows participating in the project 

were selected in an open and competitive procedure. 

Th e purpose of the development of policy studies in 

this fi eld was manifold:

• to identify and analyze the implications of de-

centralization for the role of central educational 

governance;

• to determine the conditions that enable the agen-

cies of central educational governance to replace 

the former, essentially regulatory and administra-

tive tools with rather indirect means of steering 

and policymaking; and

• to formulate recommendations for each of the 

individual countries for the improvement of such 

capacities.

ADDRESSING THE PROBLEM

Since 1989 most Central and Eastern European coun-

tries initiated major systemic reforms in their educa-

tion systems. Almost nothing was left untouched: the 

structure of service delivery, the content (curricula, 

examinations and qualifi cation requirements), the fi -

nancing and governance of education, and initial and 

in-service teacher training. 

Th e result was a shift from a centrally managed 

(“political-administrative”) management system to 

a rather decentralized system. Th e professional and 

institutional autonomy of  schools was strengthened and 

ownership and major decision-making competencies 

were deployed to local and regional authorities. 

In general, the region’s educational systems are 

moving from centralization to decentralization, from 

separation to integrated management settings and 

from control to liberal, market-based governance. 

To a great extent, this process is predetermined by 

the characteristics and overall direction of public 

administration reform. Th e cultural context also plays 

a role, as do politics. Although the legacy of previous 

regimes and the problems these countries face are 

similar, individual solutions and features do characterize 

this new governance. 

Coinciding with changes in post-communist 

states, developed countries started to build public 

administration systems in compliance with the 

requirements of “New Public Management” (NPM). 

A comparative study during the mid-nineties proved 

that western-style innovations in organizational struc-

tures, fi nancial management, human resource manage-

ment and public service delivery will remain irrelevant 

in  Eastern Europe as long as certain structural problems 

remain unresolved. 

Th is study focuses on problems: fragmentation; 

the lack of coordination, continuity, and policy-

making capacities; and weakness of accountability 

systems.1 In practice, decentralization “liberated or 

intends to liberate” the agencies of central educational 

governance from the burden of a huge proportion of 

daily administrative tasks. But this is not matched 

with the further steps of building and improving the 

quality and structure of central governance. Th is drives 

our attention to two inherent contradictions of the 

decentralization process in the region:

1. Huge resources were invested in capacity-building 

and other programs to enable the actors at the 

school, local and regional levels to cope with, 
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and adjust to, their changing roles and respons-

ibilities; however, the adjustment of the role of 

central governance (strategy and policy) was ignored 

in almost all of the countries.

2. As a consequence, decentralization did not neces-

sarily improve the incremental problem-solving 

capacity of central educational governance that 

NPM-type reforms emphasize. Th erefore these 

governments failed to improve the quality and 

eff ectiveness of educational services. Th eir realign-

ment is one of the most important conditions of 

the overall transition process.

THE RELEVANCE OF THE PROBLEM

Th e three studies in this volume on Bosnia and Herze-

govina, Poland, and Romania approach the problems 

described above. Th e studies on Romania and Poland 

provide the reader with a sophisticated system analy-

sis. Th e Romanian case focuses on the changing role of 

diff erent actors and the changing relationships among 

them. In the study on Poland there is an emphasis on 

the perception by the players of their own roles and 

the discrepancy between their formal assignments and 

informal power. Both studies identify several sources 

of dysfunction that allow for deliberate policy plan-

ning in order to overcome these shortcomings. 

Th e study on Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) drives 

our attention to an exciting paradox. It might happen 

that constitutional centralization, that is, overcoming 

the fragmentation of Bosnian “federalism,” is a pre-

condition before even considering systemic changes that 

may lead to decentralization and the improvement of 

governance and management. Th e study focuses on 

state-level curriculum policy that is considered to be the 

point of departure for the unifi cation of the governance 

of education in the country.

Disregarding the very special case of BiH, the 

direction is forward, and the process of change itself 

drives more and more attention to the matters of 

eff ective central governance. Th e clash of the lack of 

policy planning and implementation capacities, the lack 

of empowered local actors and the lack of a decent 

system of information exchange may endanger the 

success of the whole realignment of educational services. 

Th e studies on the three countries allows for identifying 

certain key aspects that are—or will be very soon—on 

the policy agenda of the ministries of education. 

MID-WAY DECENTRALIZATION AND 
FRAGMENTATION

Decentralization of education management systems is 

a common feature of the countries of the region.  

Serious measures were taken in Romania and Poland 

in this direction. County inspectorates in Romania and 

regional superintendents’ offi  ces (kuratoria) in Poland 

acted as agents of the ministries of education. Although 

the responsibility of local and regional self-governments 

was increased in Poland and Romania, the unbalanced 

and dysfunctional management cancelled the results of 

many decentralization measures. 

Bosnia and Herzegovina represents a fragmented 

system in which each regional body runs highly 

centralized management structures. Th e constitutional 

structure of BiH (“Republika Srpska,” the Federation 

composed of ten cantons, and the District of Brcko) 

does not allow for building a state-level governance 

and management system. Th us a highly centralized 

former-Yugoslav management system prevails in all of 

these administrative units. 

In all countries, consistent decentralization is en-

dangered by the “stop and go” nature of governance; any 

new government completely reconsiders the measures 

of the previous one. In BiH education reform became 

the “hostage” of the nationalism of those ethnic groups 

who rule the diff erent “Entities” of the country.

Fragmentation of governance and management are 

present in Romania and Poland too. Th ere they refer to 

the extent to which diff erent strands of management 

(decision-making on fi nancing, curriculum and program 

type, hiring of staff , in-service training, etc.) and quality 

assurance mechanisms are connected—for example, the 

relationship between local self-governments and the 

regional kuratoria (regional education authorities).

DIVERSIFICATION OF FUNCTIONS

In centralized education systems governed mainly 

by regulation and bureaucratic administrative man-

agement, there is a strong tendency to integrate 
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management, quality assurance and professional sup-

port mechanisms into a single subordinated line of 

governance and management. Th is integration then 

damages each of these functions. 

At the national level remarkable eff orts were made 

in Poland and Romania to separate central governance 

and some professional regulatory and support functions. 

National agencies were established for these purposes, 

such as centers and/or councils for assessment, curri-

culum and teacher training. Institutionalization is far 

from being complete in many post-communist states 

and the stability of the already existing agencies is not 

ensured. 

Regional services—in spite of major reorganizations

—are much less developed. For example, in Romania 

the portfolio of inspectorates in the judets (counties) 

still combine genuine management-type functions 

(such as the appointment of directors) with quality 

assurance of certain services provided to schools (such 

as the approval of training programs for teachers) and 

external quality control of schools. 

MULTILEVEL SYSTEM OF PLANNING 
AND POLICYMAKING

One of the sine qua non conditions of eff ective gov-

ernance is a multilevel system of planning and deve-

lopment. Th e fi rst step in this direction—with the 

exception of BiH—is institutional and professional 

autonomy. However, this autonomy is not completely 

matched with a well-functioning, school-level plan-

ning procedure. Although this mandate was given to 

schools in Romania, the conditions and prerequisites 

of quality planning are lacking and disconnected from 

regional and national levels. Th is is symptomatic of 

the region. 

Th e weak policy-planning capacity of central gov-

ernment agencies is also common. Policy analysis is 

often done in independent workshops having a very 

limited impact on actual policy decisions.

Policymaking is also not open to innovation from 

the bottom-up.  Th e involvement of relevant stakehold-

ers in decision-making procedures has not been taken 

advantage of, and has been much less institutionalized. 

Th e lack of open, institutionalized and transparent pol-

icy consultation procedures results in the overwhelming 

weight of politics on educational policies. 

FINANCING: THE USE OF INCENTIVES

In  BiH the old fi nancing system remains untouched. 

Th e system of allocation of fi nancial resources is 

highly centralized and is based on the pure funding 

of the operation of schools. Th is system has several 

consequences:

• Education service specifi cations (tasks) and fi nanc-

ing are not connected.

• Th ere is no space for incentives or disincentives, 

that is, one of the most important tools of policy-

making is lacking.

• All services that schools consume are supplied by 

the state, and these services are funded in the same 

way (i.e., the operation of the supplier is fi nanced 

regardless of the need for or relevance of such 

services).

• Since the system of allocation is hardly adjusted to  

specifi c costs, all educational-need student groups 

are streamed to separate schools.

• Th e space within which actors at lower levels may 

consider their own priorities is extremely small.

• Th e professional autonomy of schools is an illusion.

Romania and Poland moved to an allocation sys-

tem based on the number of students enrolled. Both 

countries created a rather complicated mechanism to 

adjust central budget support to certain service specifi -

cations: school-type, program-type (profi le and specifi c 

additional tasks, such as the education of special needs 

children) and other educational services. Th e role of 

local self-governments in fi nancing certain recurrent 

costs is also increasing. However, a common percep-

tion in both countries is that the education systems are 

under-funded, and the theoretical and technical pos-

sibilities to use built-in incentives for policy purposes 

are limited. Consonant with this, the fl ow of fi nancial 

resources is not transparent.

FOUR POINTS OF DEPARTURE 
(CONCLUDING REMARKS)

Th ese recommendations hope to go beyond their 

relevance to the three countries that are represented 

in this volume. Th ese policies might impose a “pull-

ing impact” on the entire system of educational 
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governance, and are important points of departure. 

Th e four common recommendations are the following:

• Fine-tune the system of allocating fi nancial re-

sources to education service providers. An alloca-

tion system that allows for the use of fi nancial 

incentives and disincentives (i.e., in order to in-

fl uence enrollment patterns in diff erent strands of 

upper-secondary education) is the precondition 

of a successful strategy.

• Develop capacity-building for management at all 

levels. Th e typical pattern of decentralization is 

“throwing the ball ahead” and the players catch up 

later. Instead, a mechanism that off ers in-service 

trainings for school managers and the staff  of local 

and regional educational authorities should be in 

place.

• Develop education management information sys-

tems. Th e supply and quality of information (in-

dicators, benchmarks) should be easy to use and 

accessible. 

• Reorganize institutions based on the separation 

and diversifi cation of diff erent administrative and 

professional support functions and ensure their 

built-in quality assurance.

ANNEX: METHODOLOGY

Th e development of the country case studies was 

designed as an iterative process, in which the partici-

pating policy fellows and their mentor were to work 

together as a team, while taking advantage of the expe-

rience and intellectual capacities of the whole group. 

Th erefore, intensive group work played a very impor-

tant role in the project at three stages of the process:

• in the clarifi cation of key concepts and in the 

development of a common analytical framework 

that was designed to allow for comparison at the 

beginning of the project;

• in a two day intensive mid-way workshop of the 

participating researchers when fi ve draft studies2 

were discussed and recommendations were deve-

loped for each study;

• at the fi nal stage of the project, when the results 

were presented, and the studies were fi nalized 

by incorporating the recommendations of the 

reviewer.3

The analytical framework for the project was 

based on already existing knowledge that was accu-

mulated by diff erent comparative studies on the topic 

(see the Selected Bibliography) and was designed to 

be operational enough for each of the case studies, 

while allowing for comparison and generalization. 

Th e purpose of the individual case studies was to sup-

port the understanding of the contexts; to map out 

the systemic conditions of governance and those of 

informed and open policymaking; to identify specifi c 

obstacles and to develop recommendations in order to 

infl uence the discourse within the policy community 

in each of the countries. Due to limited resources and 

time, the development of the country case studies 

was based on rather soft research methods, such as 

literature review, consultations with local experts in 

the fi eld, interviews with the actors of the governance 

of education and with their key partners.

NOTES

1 Verheijen, Tony 1996. “Th e Relevance of ‘Western’ Public Management Reforms for Central and Eastern European Countries.” Public Management 

Forum, Vol. II, No. 4.

2 Apart from the three completed studies that are published in this volume two other case studies were developed in the project: Aliis Liin: Decentraliza-

tion and the Transformation of the Governance of Education in Estonia, and Aleksandar Baucal: Th e Decentralization–Centralization Ppendulum in 

Serbian Education: Governance Embedded into the Social and Cultural Context.

3 Zgaga, Pavel. Peer review on the report “Decentralization of Education in the Transition States of Central Eastern Europe.”



A N  I N T R O D U C T O R Y  S U M M A R Y

17

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Berryman, S.E. Hidden Challenges to Education Systems in Transition Economies. Th e World Bank, 2000.

Chapman et al. Th e Reconstruction of Education. Quality, Equality and Control. Cassel, 1996.

Colebatch, H.K. Policy. Buckingam: Open University Press, 1998.

Crighton, Johanna. “Learning to Change: A View of Reforms in Post-Communist Schools,” in “Degrees of 

Separation: Schools and Students Behind the Education Curtain.” Local Government Brief, Fall 2002. Buda-

pest: Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–Budapest, 2002.

Davey, Kenneth. “Does Decentralization Make a Diff erence?” in “Degrees of Separation: Schools and Students 

Behind the Education Curtain.” Local Government Brief, Fall 2002. Budapest: Local Government and Public 

Service Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–Budapest, 2002.

“Decentralization of Education Systems in SEE.” South East Europe Educational Cooperation Network, May 

2003. [http://www.see-educoop.net]

Fiske, E.B. Decentralization of Education: Politics and Consensus. Washington D.C.: Th e World Bank, 1996.

Fiszbein, Ariel (ed.). Decentralizing Education in Transition Societies: Case Studies from Central and Eastern Europe. 

Th e Word Bank Institute, 2001.

Gallacher, Nisbet (ed.). “Governance for Quality of Education.” Conference Proceedings. Budapest: Institute for 

Educational Policy–Open Society Institute, 2001.

Goddard, D. and M. Leask. Th e Search for Quality: Planning for Improvement and Managing Change. London: 

Paul Chapman Publishing Ltd., 1992.

Halász, Gábor. “New Challenges and Opportunities for Education Policy in CEE.” Local Government Brief, 

Fall 2002. Budapest: Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–

Budapest, 2002.

Hill, Michael. Th e Policy Process in the Modern State. London: Prentice Hall, 1997.

Horváth, T.M. Decentralization: Experiments and Reforms. Budapest: Local Government and Public Service 

Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–Budapest, 2001.

Kandeva, Emilia. Stabilization of Local Governments: Local Governments in Central and Eastern Europe. Budapest: 

Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative–Open Society Institute, 2001.

McKillip, J. Need Analysis. Tools for the Human Services and Education. London: SAGE Publications, 1987.

Radó, Péter. Transition in Education: Policy Making and the Key Educational Policy Areas in the Central European 

and Baltic Countries. Budapest: Institute for Educational Policy–Open Society Institute, 2001.

Radó, Péter. “Myth or Reality? High Quality Education in Central and Eastern Europe.” Local Government 

Brief, Fall 2002. Budapest: Local Government and Public Service Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–

Budapest, 2002.

Stability Pact for South Eastern Europe. Th ematic Review of National Policies for Education—Regional Overview. 

OECD, June 2002. [http://www.see-educoop.net]

Standaert, Roger. Inspectorates in Education in Europe. A Critical Analysis. Leuven: ACCO, 2001.

Welsh, T. and N. McGinn. “Decentralization of Education: What and How?” (Manuscript)

Zelvys, Rimantas. Managing Education in a Period of Change. Oslo: ELI Publishing.

Zgaga, Pavel. “Th e Situation of Education in the SEE Region: Final Content Report on the Project Support 

in OECD’s Th ematic Review on Educational Policy in South Eastern Europe.” Center for Educational Policy 

Studies, University of Ljubljana, Slovenia. [http://www.see-educoop.net]



D a r i a  D u i l o v i ć

Strategy and Quality in Education:

Bosnia and Herzegovina

D E C E N T R A L I Z A T I O N  A N D  T H E  G O V E R N A N C E  O F  E D U C A T I O N

T H E  S TAT E  O F  E D U C AT I O N  I N  B i H ,  P O L A N D  A N D  R O M A N I A



21

Strategy and Quality in Education: 

Bosnia and Herzegovina

D a r i a  D u i l o v i ć

1. INTRODUCTION

Th e main goal of this paper is to off er an overview of 

the existing practices and conditions of governance 

and policymaking within the education sector of 

Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH). Th is will be achieved 

through a comparison of BiH’s current standards 

of governance with international standards of good 

practice and quality in education. Th e paper will also 

identify the main obstacles on the path to education 

reform and provide recommendations to strengthen 

BiH’s existing system.

Given the specifi c and unique circumstances of 

post-war BiH, it is important to introduce the consti-

tutional and political landscape of the country before 

addressing educational governance and current issues.

1.1 Preface

Eight years after the war, Bosnia and Herzegovina 

continues to face enormous political, social and 

economic challenges, and remains deeply divided in 

terms of ethnic and geographic affi  liation.

As a result of four years of confl ict from 1991–95, 

BiH’s population has decreased by 25 percent. Most 

of this exodus has been composed of young people. 

Th e population has since stabilized at 3.5 million, 

with close to one million refugees abroad and an 

equal number of internally displaced persons. Th e 

war, or at least large-scale hostilities, ended with the 

General Framework Agreement for Peace in BiH, 

later known as the Dayton Peace Agreement (DPA), 

signed in December 1995. Post-Dayton BiH consists 

of two entities and one independent district. It al-

locates 51 percent of Bosnian territory to the joint 

Federation and leaves the remaining 49 percent to the 

Serbian entity, Republika Srpska (RS).

Th e Federation of BiH (FBiH) is divided into 

10 ethnically diverse federal cantons, populated by 

Serbs, Croats and Bosniaks (Muslims). Unlike the 

Federation, which, under the federal umbrella, con-

sists of three tiers of governance—entity, canton, and 

municipality—Republika Srpska is highly central-

ized and very homogenous in ethnic composition. 

Th e third entity, the Independent District of Brcko, 

was created after international arbitration. Brcko is a 

small area in northeast BiH that is neither territorially 

nor administratively incorporated into either of the 

above entities. 

BiH is still recovering from the war in two major 

and somewhat confl icting processes: reconstruction 

and transition. BiH is also trying to move from a 

state-planned to a free market economy, from recent 

nationalistic totalitarianism to pluralistic democracy, 

and from a divided to an open society. As was the case 

with the Socialist Federal Republics of Yugoslavia 

(SFRY) and its republics, BiH’s prewar social indi-

cators were above average for Central and Eastern 

Europe. Th e BiH prewar education system was also 

considered to be above average. 

Th e reality of the present is that both the human 

and the material resources necessary for substan-

tive progress are limited, and donations from the 

International Community (IC) and the rate of return 

of refugees to BiH continue to decrease. With poor 

political and economic prospects and scarce job op-

portunities, it is not surprising that only the elderly 

are returning to BiH.  As a consequence, the “brain 

drain” that took place in BiH during the war is only 

deepening: this has been confi rmed by the sobering 

fi ndings of UNDP annual surveys from 2000 to 

2003. Namely, two-thirds of the younger popula-

tion want to leave BiH—not surprising in light of 

growing poverty (61% of the population live below 

the poverty line) and unemployment (37%) rates 
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that now correspond to the levels immediately after the 

war.1

BiH’s education system is both a mirror and in-

fl uence upon political, social and economic trends, 

which can all currently be described as negative. 

Th erefore the systemic and eff ective reform and 

strengthening of the BiH education sector is one of 

the key components of the successful re-establishment 

of a modern European country based on the principles 

of democracy, rule of law, human rights and a market 

economy.

1.2 Political and Educational Context 
  in BiH

Due to its unique and rather controversial constitu-

tional organization, it is necessary to point out BiH’s 

main characteristics as they infl uence every aspect 

of contemporary life, including education. In spite 

of the highly complex and fragmented organization 

of BiH as a state, and of education in the country in 

general, the existing systems still strongly refl ect their 

common ancient regime heritage. 

Th e RS, the ten cantons within FBiH and the 

District of Brcko all operate as highly centralized 

administrations within their respective boundaries. 

Each of these administrative units has full respons-

ibility for all levels of education that, as a rule, results 

in over-centralization and, at the same time, over-frag-

mentation of this sector.  Keeping in mind that each 

administration is responsible for passing its own legis-

lation, budget and policy, it is not surprising that there 

are numerous—however, for the most part, minor— 

variations in education practice throughout BiH. 

Until recently there was only very limited coor-

dination on education between the Entities and the 

Federation and cantons, not to mention the cantons 

themselves. Th e only permanent fora for communi-

cation and coordination were the regular monthly 

meetings of the Entity Ministers of Education (MoE), 

which were co-chaired by the Offi  ce of the High Re-

presentative (OHR), the Council of Europe (CoE) and 

the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 

Europe (OSCE). Th ese meetings were also attended by 

other International Community representatives, and 

were supplemented by even fewer regular meetings 

between the federation MoE and the cantonal MoE.

Th e attempted decentralizing, but in reality frag-

menting, of the logic of the DPA (Dayton Peace 

Accord), through the uneven, mainly ethnic distribu-

tion of decision-making competencies between the 

administrative units of diff erent levels, has made edu-

cation a hostage to nationalism in BiH. Politically, 

over the last decade of the past century, education 

has been seen as a vehicle for creating three separate 

ethnic systems, including three separate religions, his-

tories, languages and cultures, and not at all as a tool 

for development of a common (BiH) identity. And al-

though there are still very few substantial diff erences 

in education policy or practice across BiH, the politics 

of separation and segregation still make coordination 

and cooperation extremely diffi  cult. More than seven 

years after the end of the war, it still seems premature 

for some local authorities to agree on “systemic” edu-

cation reform when there is no agreement on what the 

“system” is.

However the fi rst attempts to reform the old 

communist education system, which was completely 

nationalized (i.e., ethnicized) rather than modernized 

during the nineties, started at the level of Entities in 

early 1999. Th e fi rst inter-Entity agreement, brokered 

by the Offi  ce of the High Representative in order to 

harmonize their reform eff orts, was signed in May 

2000. However, it dealt with education rather as a 

basic human right—insisting on the removal of all 

forms of segregation and discrimination that had 

been spread systematically during the war, at all levels 

and aspects of education—than with real education 

reform and modernization.

But what was and still is really needed was a 

reform of education as a large-scale modifi cation of 

the education system and a shift of the basic educa-

tion paradigm to learning outcomes. Such a reform 

would require primarily political support and good 

will at all levels; followed by more “basic” require-

ments such as professional knowledge and skills, and 

a new management style. Th is should all be based on 

the inter-connectedness of the various elements of 

education and other social sectors, involving not only 

the typical “education world” (policymakers, experts, 

advisors, teachers, trade unions and parents), but all 

other interested parties as well (for instance, private 

businesses and local communities).

In the absence of a state-level authority in educa-

tion in the years following the DPA, that role was to 
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some extent assumed by the International Commun-

ity present in BiH, who provided minimum coordi-

nation, cooperation and harmonization. Due to the 

streamlining or profi ling of the IC presence in BiH, 

as agreed by all IC major donors and players in the 

summer 2002, that role was offi  cially taken over by 

the OSCE mission to BiH. Although the role is re-

ally limited to cooperation, this was rather diffi  cult 

to understand and accept for many local and inter-

national stakeholders in education due to two major 

realities; fi rst that the OSCE as “the” Organization 

for Security and Cooperation in Europe did not have 

the original mandate in education, and second, it did 

not have the capacity or properly trained staff  neces-

sary to fulfi ll such an enormous task.2

1.3 Setting the Scene for 
  “Real” Education Reform

In the second half of 2002, the OSCE, acting as a 

kind of state-level education secretariat, did play a 

constructive role by bringing together diff erent local 

and international stakeholders and coordinating the 

demanding exercise of producing the fi rst comprehen-

sive education reform strategy paper “Five Pledges on 

Education” was presented to the Peace Implementa-

tion Council (PIC) for BiH in Brussels in November 

2002.3 

Although in real terms it looks more like a wish 

list than a serious strategy plan, the importance of 

this document is manifold: it contains measures and 

activities that apply to the entire country; it is mainly 

produced by local experts4 and it represents a formal 

commitment of the local education authorities at all 

levels to the BiH public and the IC. Furthermore, 

future international donations for the education sec-

tor will depend on the progress of implementing the 

pledges.

Th e other major development in 2002 in the 

education sector was the development of a statewide-

law on primary and secondary education, in accord-

ance with the post-accession requirements of the 

Council of Europe after BiH became its 44th member 

earlier that year. Th is framework law contains the 

main principles on education and protection of 

human rights, and it is the basis for the future 

development of more detailed entity and cantonal 

legislation on education. However, it also contains 

some very specifi c and detailed measures, in that 

it stipulates the development of the common core 

curriculum for primary and general secondary edu-

cation in BiH, as well as the establishment of a body 

to oversee that process. 

Th is measure is primarily seen as a key for the 

reintegration and harmonization of the existing edu-

cation system and a tool that would enhance the 

return of refugees and displaced persons, and enable 

the general mobility of students and teachers. As there 

is no state-level Ministry of Education in BiH, the 

law was originally developed under the leadership of 

the BiH Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees 

(MoHR/R). However, just after the last general elec-

tions in October 2002, the BiH Parliament adopted 

the new Law on (state-level) Ministries, and decided to 

shift the portfolio of education together with all other 

soft-sectors5 from MoHR/R to the newly established 

Ministry of Civil Aff airs (MoCA). Th is meant another 

missed opportunity to create a state-level MoE.

Th e last factor that infl uenced the BiH education 

scene as of the beginning of 2003 was the gradual 

transfer of all governmental fi nancial transactions 

of the budgetary users (including education) to the 

treasury system in order to ensure transparency and 

accountability for all activities listed under public 

expenditure. Th is is an important part of a much 

wider public administration reform, led by the World 

Bank and International Monetary Fund missions in 

BiH.

Among other things, the education stage in BiH 

is marked signifi cantly by the non-existence of an 

appropriate state-level authority, institutions or legis-

lation on education, although one may argue that 

BiH is currently in the process of addressing most 

of these issues, at least to a certain degree. Namely, 

the adoption by the BiH Parliament in June 2003 

of the state-level Framework Law on Primary and 

Secondary Education, and a newly established 

MoCA, in spite of its limited capacity and rather 

unclear mandate in the fi eld of education, have both 

played a very constructive role in the whole process, 

with the latter in partnership with the IC. However, 

one must note that this is mainly due to the fact that 

the current BiH Minister of CA—being a university 

professor and Sarajevo Canton Minister of Education 

in one of his previous mandates—made education his 
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top priority. Sadly, although it worked very well, it 

only confi rmed the fact that in BiH everything is still 

down to the level of a particular individual, and not a 

position or an institution. Th erefore keeping all these 

facts in mind, addressing any education issue in BiH 

from the perspectives of central level government or 

decentralization as the agreed point of departure of 

this paper, is likely to off er only indications of possible 

future developments or, in the best case scenario, 

incomplete answers.

2. THE TOOLS AND CONDITIONS 
 OF STRATEGIC STEERING

As is the case elsewhere, the governance of education in 

BiH is not any diff erent than  governance in the rest of 

the public sector, which means that it can still be de-

scribed as over-politicized, controlled, fragmented but 

centralized, and in dire need of reform that is yet to 

come. 

Modern, high quality governance in education 

in well-developed EU countries is based on profes-

sionalism, and embodies principles of democratic 

pluralism, human rights and the rule of law. From 

this broad approach, BiH faces a serious challenge in 

governance in general, and in education governance 

in particular. In brief, these challenges are related to 

the overall process of transition and of the postwar 

reconstruction of a state and society, and can be 

grouped as political, institutional and fi nancial.

2.1 Financial Incentives and 
  Disincentives

Th e extremely fragmented education system in BiH—

not to mention the absurdity and cost of having 

13 education ministers/ministries in one small, poor 

country—is very expensive and ineffi  cient in terms of  

unit costs, and most inequitable in terms of who ben-

efi ts from the public funding. High costs continue to 

lead to the breakdown of the education system, with 

teachers’ strikes happening regularly throughout BiH 

regardless of entity, cantonal or ethnic boundaries, 

and to mounting arrears. 

At the level of the state, despite high spending, 

education outcomes in the sense of relevancy of what 

children learn, and outputs in terms of labor market 

requirements are thought to be less than satisfactory.

Public spending on education as a share of GDP6 

(6.9%) is very high in BiH, especially so in FBiH, as 

compared to average spending in other transition or 

EU countries. 

According to the macroeconomic framework 

agreed with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 

in the current stand-by arrangement, recurrent pub-

lic spending in BiH will not increase over the next 

four years (and even after that period it can only 

increase in the case of evident economic growth). It 

is obvious that, in the best case scenario, the present 

level of public expenditure on education in BiH will 

not decrease in the medium term, and therefore it 

becomes a most urgent imperative for the education 

authorities to increase effi  ciency through prioritiza-

tion and re-orientation of education spending in 

order to increase the quality of education and produce 

better education outcomes.

Th e main problem in education fi nancing, as 

one of the very signifi cant remnants of the previous 

system, is input-based funding (focusing primarily 

on the number of teachers). Th is should be urgently 

replaced by a simple per-student-based formula at all 

levels in order to provide an incentive to use all avail-

able resources more effi  ciently.

Th e focus on the number of teachers, instead of on 

the number of students, results in a series of negative 

outcomes. Salaries are low and at the same time they 

are crowding out all other spending (the proportion 

of the budget spent on wages and salaries varies from 

about 75% in Sarajevo Canton to about 93% in 

Una-Sana Canton7). Capital investment in education 

simply does not exist. Over 95% of the building of 

new schools and the reconstruction of old ones in 

the postwar period was fi nanced by international 

donations, but as donors are pulling out of BiH 

this will no longer be the case. Furthermore, the 

education funds which remain are often not suffi  cient 

to cover school maintenance and utilities costs. Th e 

student-teacher ratio is also too low (compared with 

the average in CSEE and EU countries) and, most 

importantly, exclusively territorial-based spending 

creates additional inequity at all levels (from the level 

of school to the level of entity). 

Th erefore some kind of equalization scheme at 

the level of BiH is a necessary priority if BiH wants, as 
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claimed in the Education Reform Strategy, to prop-

erly address the quality, equity and cost-eff ectiveness 

of education.

Room for maneuver is very limited especially con-

sidering that education, together with other public 

sectors, is fi nanced through the treasury system in 

order to improve transparency and accountability 

of public expenditure. Very strict control over fl ow of 

public fi nances means that only expenses that have 

been budgeted for can be paid, and it is easy to 

predict that this fi rst year of the treasury system 

will be extremely diffi  cult for all public fund users. 

As one of the fi rst direct consequences of this new, 

and not suffi  ciently elaborated measure, teachers’ 

salaries are being delayed. As has often been the 

practice in BiH, implementation of the treasury 

system is currently being stretched to the point of 

absurdity, including not only budgetary allocations 

for education, but individual revenues of schools and 

faculties. Th is may seem like a punishment of those 

who up until now have managed to earn additional 

income and improve their fi nancial situation. But 

even before this latest development, the very concept 

of fi nancial incentives and disincentives was foreign 

to the education system in BiH, and merit or ex-

ceptional skills were never rewarded with extra pay. 

Teachers are paid on the basis of a strict scale that takes 

their work experience and workload into considera-

tion, but not the quality of their teaching. Financing 

is almost totally centralized at the level of entity in 

the case of RS, and on the level of canton in FBiH, 

leaving practically no room for incentives or disin-

centives within specifi c administrative areas or units.

Salaries vary to the highest degree depending 

on the territory in which a certain school is located. 

Th e diff erences are huge: a primary school teacher in 

Sarajevo (FBiH, Canton Sarajevo) earns almost twice 

as much as her/his colleague in Srpsko Sarajevo (RS),8 

which is, in some cases, just one street away. Th e same 

has up until recently applied in so-called cantons 

with a “mixed regime.”9 In Mostar East and Mostar 

West—where both municipalities of the divided city 

of Mostar are located next to each other within one 

Hercegovina-Neretva Canton—for many years Croat 

teachers were receiving substantive additional pay 

from more or less non-transparent sources.10

Th e consequences of the application of a treasury 

system for education in BiH remain to be seen, but 

at least in the initial period (2003) they were rather 

limiting and even damaging, as many things were 

left out and overlooked when making the 2003 

annual budget. According to the school principals 

interviewed, restrictions imposed by the treasury 

system meant that as banal a problem as replacing 

a broken window made the daily running of schools 

almost impossible if such a problem was not planned 

and budgeted for. Even the schools and faculties that 

could earlier generate additional income (i.e., their 

own revenues), are now afraid that they will lose 

it due to the very strict application of the treasury 

system. Th is has resulted in a closure of their own 

accounts (even the opening of sub-accounts for these 

institutions—for their own revenues—was initially 

not allowed by the Ministries of Finance at any level, 

but this will no doubt have to change sooner rather 

than later). 

Furthermore, public resources for education will 

not increase in the next medium-term period, and 

therefore any improvement of the sector can only be 

achieved through careful rationalization and redirect-

ing of education spending. But, as pointed out by 

Péter Radó,11 the cost of rationalization is immediate 

and high, which leaves us with a rather bitter taste 

in our mouths, as BiH at this moment cannot aff ord 

any short-term investment in order to produce a long-

term reduction in costs.

One opportunity remains, however unlikely, for 

immediate fi nancial and administrative improvement 

in the education sector. As the sector was one of the 

fi rst victims of the DPA, it could also be one of the fi rst 

to benefi t if this peace agreement is to be amended in 

the near future, and the original organization of the 

country replaced with more rational constitutive, 

legal and administrative organization. 

2.2 Targeted Development Programs

Local authorities are more active in RS, while lo-

cal and international NGOs are more active in the 

Federation and its cantons. However, thanks to the 

huge presence of diff erent international organizations 

and their respective programs and funding, there are 

numerous examples of target development programs 

throughout BiH.  One developed by CIVITAS BiH 

(containing the most important elements of a civic 
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and human rights education) as a pilot program for 

a limited number of schools in both Entities and all 

three ethnic communities, ended up as a new manda-

tory subject in the third grade of all secondary schools 

in BiH. Th e major elements of the program were also 

incorporated into the Common Core Curriculum 

(CCC), to which we will later return in Chapter 3.

However, the only example of good cooperation 

between the IC and local authorities—the OSCE 

and  MoHR/R—is a program for Roma children that 

had a special impact in the Sarajevo Region. Th e 

program was aimed not only at increasing Roma 

primary school enrollment, but also at reducing the 

dropout rate, aiming to encourage the full integration 

of Roma children and their families into the broader 

school community and everyday life. It is worth 

noting that similar programs targeting Roma chil-

dren were developed and implemented by the OSCE 

and their local partners in a few other countries in 

transition.

Another important and potentially far-reaching 

target-development program, called EMIS (Education 

Ministries Information System), was initiated and 

fi nanced by the World Bank. It provided for the 

establishment of an education database and a frame-

work for information exchange between education 

ministries. Unfortunately, it did not cover the whole 

territory of BiH, but only two cantons and a part of 

RS, yet it was still declared very useful by all those 

who had a chance to make use of it.

2.3 Empowerment of Actors 
  and Capacity-building 

When speaking about such an important feature of 

contemporary education systems as empowerment, 

it is rather sobering to fi nd that very little has been 

done in BiH in this fi eld since the end of the war. 

For more than seven years now, no institutionalized, 

consistent or structured program for empowering and 

building the capacity of teachers exists. Everything is 

still done on an ad hoc basis, rather chaotically and 

off ered mainly by diff erent NGOs and the IC. Th ese 

programs are sometimes very relevant, in the case of  

“Step by Step” and UNICEF, and sometimes in rather 

narrow “politically correct” fi elds like civic education, 

or human rights education. 

Th e fi rst organized attempt to address the growing 

need of capacity-building across BiH appeared only 

recently12 in the chapter, “Capacity: Teacher and 

management development” of the Green Paper: 

Reform of primary and general secondary education in 

BiH, produced in cooperation with BiH education 

authorities and EC technical support for education 

reform. Apart from proposed changes in initial and 

in-service teacher training aiming at improved, in-

clusive and democratic school organization and its 

greater autonomy, the Green Paper also emphasizes 

the need for the establishment of professional associa-

tions and networks to systemically foster appropriate 

professional development standards of teachers and 

managers. 

But before all this is developed into a White Paper 

and eventually implemented, the main problem in 

this area still remains rather poor, old-fashioned and 

completely outdated pre-service teacher training that 

has not changed over the last 12 years. To get into a 

teaching position up until now, one had to complete 

a two-year program in the pedagogical academy 

that qualifi es her or him to teach in the early grades 

of primary school (1–4) or a four-year program in 

the pedagogical academy or at the university. In 

the future to get into a teaching position, be it in 

primary or secondary education, it will require a 

four-year university education, off ered either by the 

pedagogical academies and/or faculties (in all cases, 

one can enroll after a four-year secondary school and 

an entrance exam). 

Pre-service teacher training throughout this 

period also remained subject-based and essentially 

theoretical, not taking into account the necessary 

development of the specifi c professional skills that 

make a good teacher. Teaching methods, pedagogy, 

classroom control, didactic, education foundation 

and teaching practice amount to only about 10% of 

the pre-service teacher training, compared to about 

50% in EU countries.13 

An additional problem that occurred during 

and due to the war was that many teachers left 

their jobs for diff erent reasons, and in many cases 

were replaced by insuffi  ciently educated, qualifi ed 

or mature personnel (secondary teacher-training 

schools reopened in some parts of BiH during the 

war in order to address teacher shortages). Th is still 

presents one of the key problems in BiH schools 
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where between 20 to 25% of teachers do not have the 

qualifi cations required by law.

As is the case with literally everything concern-

ing education at the state level, it is not surprising 

that there is no in-service teacher training off ered 

at the state level, not counting some programs 

off ered by diff erent NGOs and the IC. What is really 

surprising is the lack of institutionalized programs 

off ered at the level of the two entities and nine out of 

10 cantons. 

Th e only exception in this regard is Tuzla Canton, 

where the Ministry of Education and the Pedagogical 

Institute, supported by the Open Society Fund BiH, 

offi  cially opened a center for training and development 

of teachers in October 2002. Th ough still not 

operational, the center will serve as one of the units of 

the Pedagogical Institute that will cooperate not only 

with schools and universities, but also with NGOs, 

the private sector and other education stakeholders. 

Although there is no single institution in the whole 

of BiH specializing exclusively in in-service teacher 

training, the situation is slightly better in RS. Here 

the Pedagogical Institute, as one of the organizational 

units of the MoE and the only service provider, off ers 

unifi ed and mandatory in-service teacher training 

programs across the entity. Of course, all teachers 

cannot be included, and for those who are, it clearly 

presents a somewhat symbolic incentive. It is meant 

for the best teachers, who are normally appointed by  

school principals, and although it has no direct impact 

on their salaries, it has infl uence over their reputa-

tion and position within the school and local 

community. Quite often the fi rst to be “trained” 

become trainers themselves, which has recently 

happened with teachers who received early training 

and practical experience in interactive teaching and 

learning. Th is process is now being gradually imple-

mented in  primary schools throughout RS.

Within the Federation something similar exists 

only in the cantons with a Croat majority, which 

throughout the war and over the following years 

developed something that could—to a certain 

degree—be called a common education policy and 

practice. Th is included in-service teacher training 

organized by the Pedagogical Institute, located in 

Mostar West and servicing the Croat educational 

community in BiH. 

Given the new fi nancial constraints imposed on 

the whole public sector in accordance with BiH’s 

current stand-by arrangement with the IMF and the 

fi nancing of education through the treasury system, 

it is unlikely that the situation will change in the 

medium term unless the authorities decide to redirect 

current education spending.  Keeping in mind the 

size of BiH and its population, it is imperative for the 

existing pedagogical institutes, regardless of where 

their seats are and what ethnic community they have 

served until now, to update and start specializing 

their services (for example, in foreign languages, 

information technology and some of the sciences). 

Given increasing resource constraints, no single 

institute will be able to properly cover all functions 

and competencies.

In this regard it is necessary to mention another 

almost completely missing component of empower-

ment and capacity-building, and that is the non-

existence of special training in education manage-

ment for present and future school principals. Such 

training would include development of the very spe-

cifi c skills required for those sensitive positions that 

should be purely professional but which in reality 

remain mainly political appointments. Again, the only 

exception that could be found is Tuzla Canton, 

where 20 school principals participated in a one-year 

training program in school management, conducted 

by the Slovenian National Leadership School, and 

fi nanced by Open Society Fund BiH. Th is ini-

tiative to involve a foreign service provider, but from 

the more advanced neighboring or regional country 

(which guaranteed the common heritage, experience 

and mutual understanding) could serve as a useful 

interim measure before BiH can develop capacity to 

train its own professionals in their own language. Th is 

is an important issue also addressed in the Green Paper.

Th e same that was said with regard to training 

school principals can be said when addressing the 

ministries of education, where the strengthening of 

their capacities must focus on the personal respons-

ibility of individual decision-makers, and the increase 

of the technical and managerial capacity of the sys-

tem. Th e development of modern public administra-

tion skills is still lacking and is urgently needed if 

BiH wants to create a modern, professional and 

de-politicized public education system. Ministries 

should become policy-oriented institutions, focusing 
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on analysis, advice and strategy, and concentrating 

on capacity-building for public and education ad-

ministration, quality control and evaluation, and 

devolving the actual implementation of programs to 

schools and/or municipalities.

To conclude, capacity-building of education actors 

and institutions through initial and in-service teacher 

training, followed by the improvement of school 

organization and autonomy, as well as management 

training at the level of schools, education institutions 

and ministries remains a basic pre-condition of 

successful education reform. 

According to the Green Paper, capacity-building 

of teachers and school management should be based 

on principles of continued development with appro-

priate organizational support. Also, capacity-building 

requires an adequate time frame, material resources 

for both initial and in-service training, and shared 

responsibility. Here, shared responsibility has a con-

temporary meaning of democratic participation, not 

the old communist principle of collective responsibil-

ity where no one was really responsible. Quality at the 

level of schools must be agreed upon by all involved 

parties: management, experts, teachers, other school 

staff , students, parents, the local community and 

education authorities. Th e current organizational, 

personnel and fi nancial structure of those very few 

education institutions that survived the war in BiH 

cannot correspond to the changes and challenges of 

the upcoming education reform. Although there is 

also an agreement at the state level that new insti-

tutions for education development are a necessity if 

BiH is to move forward, there is no agreement as to 

at what level—state, entity or canton—they should 

be established; not to mention what the structure, 

conditions for establishment, competencies, area of 

responsibility and fi nancing methods should be.

2.3.1 School Autonomy vs. 
  Centralized (Micro)Management

Paradoxically enough, in spite of all that has been said 

above, schools—and especially school principals—as 

a rule have a high degree of autonomy, at least in some 

aspects. Despite the very complicated administrative 

structure of the Federation of BiH and the rather 

simple one in Republika Srpska, it is important to 

point out that actual practice nevertheless varies very 

little when describing the major elements of school 

autonomy. 

After a certain position is approved by the res-

ponsible ministry, the teacher-hiring process, for 

example, is handled exclusively by the school boards 

and ultimately by principals. Th ere are, prescribed 

qualifi cation requirements, but as long as they are 

fulfi lled it is up to the school to make a fi nal decision 

as to whom it will employ. 

Th e role of a principal is rather important, and 

setting aside service specifi cations that come from the 

responsible ministry and present a given framework 

for school activities, in day-to-day management of the 

school she or he has almost complete free reign. Th us, 

we can discuss the institutional, professional and even 

curricular content (a degree of freedom of choice 

within the prescribed curriculum) dimension of school 

autonomy, while fi nancial autonomy was extinguished 

by the presently draconian way of fi nancing education 

through the treasury system.

In spite of the obvious lack of structural capacity 

and autonomy, at the functional level these elements 

do exist, at least to a certain degree. However, in 

order to be able to reform BiH’s education system 

and to bring it closer to the education systems in 

other countries in transition and reach European 

standards in this area, capacity-building must become 

a structural feature of education reform.

2.4 (Multilevel) Planning 

We have to start by pointing out that the two key ele-

ments of good planning are seriously missing in BiH 

in all sectors (except maybe in politics), including 

education, where there is a signifi cant lack of reliable 

data and professional analysis of that data. 

Th ere is a persistent and serious problem in 

obtaining accurate information about anything in 

BiH, and the state-level statistics bureau has only 

recently been established by the law imposed by the 

High Representative for BiH, as the BiH Parliament 

had failed to adopt it for many years. However, it is 

understandable why this occurred if one keeps in 

mind that non-existent statistical data was a good 

excuse for, for example, poor results in return and 

reconstruction processes in BiH and all sorts of poli-
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tical gerrymandering. Th erefore in BiH, in a situation 

where the relevant data is still missing, we can still 

only generally talk about political planning, or mani-

pulation (perhaps to use a more appropriate word), 

but not about real education planning.

Due to destroyed, missing or incomplete data, 

too many elections, short terms in offi  ce and lengthy 

processes of establishment of each government, medium- 

and long-term planning in education were practically 

impossible and the MoE normally produced only 

annual plans. 

But for the fi rst time after the war, the current 

situation looks diff erent for several reasons: the IC-

brokered education reform strategy from Novem-

ber 2002 off ers at least a frame for medium-term 

planning. Th e new mandate of authorities at all levels 

is for four years and the recently adopted state-level 

framework law, when implemented, should provide 

the minimum rules and standards that would apply 

throughout BiH. Finally, the general public is not 

only ready but demands urgent changes in education 

in order to bring it closer to European standards and 

to off er adequate responses to the requirements of a 

constantly changing society and economy.

Th erefore, what is needed most is a conscious 

change of the main paradigm when it comes to 

planning in education. Th us a move from a supply 

to a demand-driven education system, accordingly 

with an overall shift in planning and fi nancing of the 

system is necessary.

Change is most urgently needed in reorganizing 

fi nancing of education at all levels so that it follows 

the basic rule of “per student” funding, taking into 

account existing disparities (i.e., urban/rural). Th e 

introduction of this type of funding would contribute 

greatly to transparency in terms of allocation of 

resources. It would also some argue, directly infl uence 

and increase the student-teacher ratio,14 which is too 

low by the standards of CEE, SEE and EU countries.

To give just a few examples, planning in education 

should also contribute to:

• cutting down the number of subjects being taught 

in the higher grades of primary and general sec-

ondary education (up to 17 subjects in the third 

year of gymnasium); 

• widening the competencies of so-called subject-

teachers, as many of them are now qualifi ed to 

teach only one to two subjects while their future 

competencies should cover clusters of similar dis-

ciplines; 

• reducing the existing number of more than three 

hundred vocational programs (with very expen-

sive unit costs) which must be replaced gradu-

ally with more general programs. Th ese 3-year 

programs now include almost 75% of secondary 

school students and in many cases present a dead-

end street for students as they do not enable them 

to enroll in universities or fi nd jobs easily.

Furthermore, all VET (vocational education and 

training) profi les that are not needed on the labor 

market must be eliminated and urgently replaced 

with the relevant ones. 

Also, keeping the actual political circumstances 

of postwar BiH in mind, it was not always only due 

to the fact that there was no proper educational plan-

ning and/or coordination that the IC in many cases 

rebuilt or built new multimillion dollar schools in 

places where there was no need, and wasted money 

desperately needed elsewhere. Unfortunately, in at 

least half of the cases, it happened thanks to careful 

local political planning to maintain the ethnic seg-

regation of schools.

Now when the donors’ interest and fi nancial 

contributions to BiH are decreasing, planning, coop-

eration and coordination at regional and/or territo-

rial levels of cross-constituent units (cantons within 

FBiH, entities within BiH) become much more 

important then before. And it does not apply to edu-

cation only, but requires serious cross-sectoral har-

monization of, for example, education development 

plans with overall national development planning.

Although this paper is mainly limited to primary 

and general secondary education, higher education 

and VET (vocational education and training) are 

identifi ed as the levels where rationalization is most 

urgently needed. Th e increase from four prewar to 

seven postwar universities in BiH, with a decline 

in population size close to one million, can only be 

attributed to purely nationalistic and political plan-

ning. Th e increase in the number of universities goes 

against all modern education principles of cost-ef-

fi ciency, quality and equity. As a result, these small, 

poor and understaff ed universities off er neither good 

quality education, nor degrees or diplomas recognized 

outside of the specifi c canton or entity.
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Especially dramatic and totally absurd examples 

are the existence of the two parallel universities in 

Sarajevo and Mostar. Th us, there is one university in 

Sarajevo (FBiH) and in Srpsko Sarajevo (RS), though 

they are only a couple of kilometers apart.  In Mostar, 

there is one each in the so-called “West” and “East,” 

on each side of the River Neretva in a canton with 

just under 250,000 citizens. Both universities are in 

the town of Mostar, but one is in the municipality 

with the Croat majority, and the other is in the mu-

nicipality with the Bosniak majority, despite the fact 

that they are only a couple hundred meters away from 

each other! Almost every single canton in the FBiH at 

some stage after the war attempted to create its own 

university, but most of the attempts were stopped 

by direct intervention of the IC. And the situation 

is rather similar when it comes to VET (vocational 

education and training). Sadly enough, seven years 

after the war, the willingness to pay the cost of paral-

lelism is still evident with the majority of the political 

authorities on all sides.

Th is extremely expensive nonsense could be ad-

dressed by decreasing the number of universities to 

at least its prewar number, but a country as small and 

as poor as BiH would benefi t most by creating real 

centers of excellence at the state-level, so that, for ex-

ample, in BiH there could be just one medical faculty 

in Banja Luka, just one faculty of law in Sarajevo, 

just one faculty of philosophy in Mostar and so on. 

Speaking of higher education, the additional problem 

to address is its fragmentation to 102 faculties that ex-

ist as separate legal bodies within the seven universi-

ties (with the only exception being Tuzla University), 

that are still being organized as a very loose associa-

tion of the independent faculties.

Due to the constant decline of international 

funding and scarcity of public resources, if BiH as 

a whole and/or its constituent units wants to survive 

and eventually become self-sustainable, the sector of 

education, together with so many others, has to be 

reorganized and adjusted to the specifi c needs and 

conditions of BiH. 

In sum, when it comes to education, it is high 

time to switch from political to professional plann-

ing, from a political-administrative system to a more 

fl exible and more inclusive system where professionals 

and all stakeholders in education would have a say. 

Achievement of real decentralization of the edu-

cation sector, in its true meaning of devolution of 

decision-making competencies to the lower levels, 

looks, in the case of postwar BiH, still far away.  Th is 

is especially true when we are confronted with the 

over-politicization and fragmentation that exists in 

reality. Th e issue of decentralization should only 

be discussed after basic principles and standards of 

education are applied throughout the country. Th is 

is something that many hope will be done through 

consistent implementation of the newly adopted state-

level framework law on primary and secondary edu-

cation, or only after a portion of the successful cen-

tralization of the sector is completed. Th e sector must 

be connected with developmental, economic, social 

and labor/employment policies; and democratized 

and liberalized through the participation of diff erent 

stakeholders and a combination of the top-down and 

bottom-up approaches. Even if we agree that a func-

tionally decentralized education system is a preferred 

solution compared to a centralized one, the point is 

that decentralization by itself does not automatically 

promote effi  ciency and equity. Th us, in countries like 

BiH, where not even equal access to education has yet 

been achieved, it is probably wiser to fi rst achieve a 

degree of centralization of the national education sys-

tem. Th erefore, the standards in the fi eld of education 

must be leveled before decentralization and subsidiza-

tion of the sector is even attempted. 

3. THE TOOLS AND CONDITIONS 
 OF POLICYMAKING: THE CASE OF THE 
 COMMON CORE CURRICULUM

“Nothing is as political as education,” claimed Dr. Ulf 

P. Lundgren from Sweden at the 2001 Open Society 

Institute conference on “Governance for Quality of 

Education,” and there is arguably no other Euro-

pean country where that statement is more applica-

ble than in BiH. Policy here simply equals politics, 

and it is not only due to linguistic constraints that 

both notions really mean the same (in Serbo-Croat-

Bosnian “politika” can mean both politics and policy!). 

Th rough the political fi ght for re- or disintegration of 

education across or along ethnic lines, for reconcilia-

tion versus segregation and division, one can follow 
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and see the real nature of diff erent options present at 

the BiH political scene, i.e., if and how nationalistic, 

destructive or separatist they really are.

Under enormous pressure by the IC, emerging 

civil society and most of the education clientele, 

education was put on the top of the reform agenda 

for BiH in November 2002. It was positioned as the 

third priority agreed by the state and the IC, follow-

ing reform of the economy and the justice system. 

Th e basic point of departure, before real reform can 

actually take place, was an understanding that cen-

tral, i.e., state-level government, must have a say and 

responsibility in the area of education. Th us there is 

“the need for national government to ensure some 

degree of equality in access to education and some 

degree of uniformity of content and minimum stand-

ards can scarcely be denied.”15

 Although one may argue that the role of cur-

ricula is too often overestimated within the overall 

education reform, all interested parties in BiH had 

to agree that a Common Core Curriculum (CCC) 

off ers all of the things referred to earlier—with some 

degree of equality in access, uniformity of content 

and minimum standards. Th erefore, the introduction 

of the CCC and the establishment of a permanent 

body that will oversee it in the future, holds a very 

prominent place in the framework state-level Law on 

Primary and Secondary Education in BiH and the 

BiH Education Reform Strategy.

Politically, before we can even start discussing it at 

the level of the education reform, the introduction of 

the CCC in BiH means a fulfi llment of the important 

CoE post-accession requirements for BiH in the area 

of education. Th is would mean the end of discrimina-

tion and segregation in BiH’s schools, by ensuring the 

return of refugees and internally displaced persons 

to their prewar homes, and enabling horizontal and 

vertical mobility of students and teachers throughout 

the country. It is seen as an important element for 

re-integration of the presently still ethnically divided 

education system/s and as a key feature of the emerg-

ing national education framework. It primarily aims 

to address the so-called “national group of subjects” 

that includes the humanities (history, language and 

literature and even geography!) and which was sys-

tematically used by the nationalistic forces to promote 

ethnic and religious division and segregation from the 

level of the classroom and school and throughout the 

whole education system. In order to prevent situations 

in which teaching geography and history was equal 

to teaching “political” or “nationalistic” or “ethnic” 

geography and history in the future, the CCC is 

meant to ensure that, for example, a Muslim student 

whose family was expelled during the war, with some 

members possibly injured or even killed, would not 

face any disadvantages when his or her family decides 

to come back to its prewar home in the town where 

the majority of the population are Serbs. Th e returnee 

family would no longer have to face a situation in 

which their children are discriminated against when 

coming back to the places where they are no longer a 

national majority. It is believed that this problem can 

be addressed adequately through a CCC, common 

for every school, student and teacher in BiH. 

In brief, depending on the grade and subject, the 

CCC should cover at least 75% of the curriculum. 

It is important that this is refl ected in the new text-

books, as in the past 10 years the old textbooks were 

systematically used as a very powerful weapon to in-

sult, discriminate and divide diff erent ethnic groups. 

Th is rather long introduction should serve as an 

explanation as to why the case of the CCC is a useful 

example when describing the tools and conditions of 

policymaking within the education sector of BiH.  

3.1 The Non-existent Policymaking 
  Circle in BiH

Again we must start by pointing out that a basic com-

ponent of any serious policymaking—systemic condi-

tions for evidence-based policymaking—is completely 

missing in contemporary BiH, or it is in the best or 

the worst case scenario “confused” by most of the local 

authorities with politics-making. Th ere are two main 

problems in this regard, the fi rst of which is the non-

existence of reliable education information systems at 

any level, from state to municipality. Also, ministries 

of education at any level, as is the case with the state-

level Ministry of Civil Aff airs, do not have a policy or 

a strategy planning unit and staff  with the capacity for 

policymaking and analysis. 

Th erefore, it is again the international com-

munity, through the various organizations involved 
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in the education reform in BiH, that have tried to 

bridge this gap, if not by creating the appropriate 

mechanism, then by temporarily shaping conditions 

of policymaking at the level of the country. However, 

this is the reason why some local authorities complain 

that BiH education policy, like in so many other 

vital fi elds for the reconstruction and development of 

BiH, is not developed locally, but rather outside BiH 

in places like Brussels, Washington or even Tehran. 

According to them, this “policy” does not correspond 

to the real needs and conditions of BiH, and is there-

fore doomed to failure. 

Although diff erent international organizations 

have diff erent agendas to fulfi ll, public as well as 

hidden ones, in the case of the CCC they all had 

a common position. In this regard they were back-

ing as well as were being backed by the Ministry of 

Civil Aff airs, in a lengthy and stormy parliamentary 

process of adopting the state-level law on education. 

Symbolically, the adoption of this law was seen as a 

true beginning of a BiH-wide education reform. And 

although it will not automatically solve a single prob-

lem related to education in BiH, it represents a vital, 

key policy action tool in the fi eld of education, and as 

such it will make creation and implementation of the 

CCC not only possible but mandatory throughout 

BiH. 

Th e fi nal aim of the CCC is to facilitate that all 

children in BiH, regardless of their ethnic, national 

or religious background, should again be able to go to 

school together—as was the case until 1991—under 

the same conditions. Th is did not require any addi-

tional elaboration, as the general public fully under-

stands that it is at the same time a tool for rationaliza-

tion of the existing primary and general secondary 

education at the state level, as well as a tool against 

any discrimination and/or segregation in education. 

 Long before the law was fi nally adopted in late 

June 2003, the IC (especially the OSCE, the CoE and 

the OHR) was instrumental in the establishment of 

an ad hoc expert body earlier in 2003. Th is was the 

Common Core Curriculum Steering Board, tasked 

with the harmonization of the three ethnic curricula 

into one common BiH-wide core curriculum for the 

beginning of the 2003–2004 school year, including 

all subjects taught in primary and general secondary 

schools throughout BiH. Although an enormous task, 

one must remember that in all so-called “non-nation-

al” subjects, children are taught the same things in 

the same grades at the same age, simply because they 

are still taught on the basis of the former Yugoslav 

curriculum. Th e subject-specifi c working groups 

for these subjects—working under the instruction 

and supervision of the CCC Steering Board—did 

not have a lot to do in order to harmonize the three 

existing curricula. Th is is due to the fact that they, 

in some cases with amazement, discovered that the 

three curricula are already almost identical—up to 

95 percent.

As the IC has heavily invested in the sustainable 

reconstruction and development of BiH since the end 

of the war, the attempt to produce and later on im-

plement the CCC throughout BiH should be placed 

and analyzed primarily in that context—or more pre-

cisely, in the context of sustainable return of families 

to their prewar homes rather than in the context of 

real education reform. 

But before this exercise even started, it was gener-

ally acknowledged and accepted by all local and inter-

national education stakeholders that “real education 

reform” can and should only happen in the schools 

previously “cleared” of any and all forms of segrega-

tion or discrimination. Th erefore, as an example, an 

extension of the primary school from 8 to 9 years that 

is stipulated by law is planned as of September 2004, 

by which time the CCC should be fully introduced 

and implemented throughout BiH. Th is fi rst step 

towards the structural modernization of the BiH edu-

cation system is to be organized into three three-year 

cycles to match the cycles of a child’s development, as 

introduced by the Green Paper. 

Th e often-mentioned Green Paper (presented to 

the public as a set of policy recommendations for 

further consultations and improvement) off ers basic 

information on the future modernization of primary 

and general secondary education in BiH, as it was 

agreed by all interested parties. Th ese recommen-

dations should be developed into a White Paper 

(defi ned as a consistent and endorsed policy and 

strategy) by the end of 2003, covering the same areas 

as the Green Paper such as content (curriculum de-

velopment, certifi cation and qualifi cations, standards 

and assessment), capacity (teacher and management 

development), institutional support to the develop-

ment of education and harmonization of legislation 

and fi nance. As indicated earlier, the Green Paper 
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remains mainly concerned with the structural aspects 

of education reform, presumably leaving it to the later 

stage of the White Paper to deal with its functional 

aspects.

What is normally understood and accepted under 

policy-planning capacity, as another key component 

of any policymaking circle, does not exist in the con-

text of postwar BiH in general, or in education in 

particular. Again, the international community tried 

to fi ll this role, and as usual managed to do it to a 

certain degree, leaving it to the local authorities and 

future generations to do it properly. 

Although a concrete and detailed agreement on 

this matter by the political players involved has yet 

to emerge, the education experts from all levels of 

government and its constituents agree that the fi rst 

priority should be the creation of a small education 

policy-planning body, whether as an independent 

expert body or as a unit within the BiH Ministry 

of Civil Aff airs. Th e ministry would serve as a focal 

point at the state level, in order to plan, harmonize 

and coordinate education activities at the lower levels 

within as well as outside BiH. Namely, this state-level 

body should also be instrumental in the lengthy and 

demanding process of integrating BiH education 

policy and research activities into international, pri-

marily European frameworks.

In the transitional period, before BiH fi nally 

has a single Ministry of Education as the state-level 

institution with the appropriate mandate, two com-

plementary bodies/units at the entity level might also 

be necessary in order to develop policy-planning ca-

pacities, connecting specifi c local/regional interests 

with the overall direction of state-level education deve-

lopment, that should be based on generally accepted 

principles of feasibility, effi  ciency and cost-eff ectiveness. 

Keeping in mind that many of the usual tools of 

policymaking still do not exist in BiH, heavy stake-

holders’ involvement in the process of introduction 

and articulation of a CCC may came as a surprise, 

especially in light of the fact that neither the Ministry 

of Civil Aff airs, nor the Ministries of Education at 

any level have a PR department, unit or even a single 

person dealing specifi cally with this issue!

Th e IC initiated and fi nanced the public cam-

paign on the CCC, but all media and diff erent stake-

holders at diff erent levels were very keen to participate 

and/or give their contribution. Th e OSCE played an 

indispensable role in the organization of the public 

debate, through the organization and fi nancing 

of events such as education forums and education 

roundtables across BiH. Th e OSCE also set up con-

sultations, inviting and including various representa-

tives of education authorities and clientele. Although 

the fi rst television programs were paid for by the IC, 

the numerous programs which followed came as the 

response to  public demand, and all stakeholders be-

came familiar with the CCC, which was of the utmost 

importance and interest for returnee families. Th ere is 

even some evidence, presented by the media, that the 

promised introduction of the CCC, as of September 

2003, in all primary and general secondary schools 

in BiH in some cases was the principal pre-condition 

for the decision to return to their prewar homes for 

quite a number of refugee and displaced families with 

school-aged children.

Judging by the response of the media, educa-

tion stakeholders and the general public, the public 

campaign on the CCC was very successful and should be 

used in the future as an example for all education reform 

related activities and programs that need public en-

dorsement. Institutionalized policy consultation and 

bargaining were not a formalized part of this exercise, 

but should be developed and included in future simi-

lar activities. 

Th e next steps of the policy circle, policy im-

plementation and policy evaluation capacities—

although not completely missing in postwar BiH

—are inadequate or irrelevant. 

As already indicated, the old prewar education in-

stitutions, even in the places and in the cases in which 

they have survived, can no longer respond to the new 

realities and requirements that similar institutions in 

other countries in transition fulfi ll. Namely, in the 

case of a few pedagogical institutes that survived the 

war, be it on the level of RS or cantons in FBiH, they 

are, as a rule, understaff ed, under-fi nanced, without 

a clear mandate and with employees who still carry 

on with their job on the basis of the prewar terms of 

reference. In a relatively small and very poor country 

such as BiH, with its constitutional complications aside, 

the only way forward  is an overall restructuring and 

streamlining of the existing pedagogical institutes at the 

regional as well as the portfolio level, so that each of these 

institutions cover certain areas, but  also specialize in 

a certain aspect of education development. Again, the 
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establishment of small state-level education institu-

tion/s to deal with policy, strategy, planning and 

analysis seems to be unavoidable if BiH wants to 

catch up with its immediate neighbors, other coun-

tries in transition and eventually Europe.

Very similar words could be used to describe 

the situation with regards to the education policy 

(external) evaluation capacity in BiH, with the only, 

although signifi cant, diff erence being the fact that it 

did not exist before and, with only one exception, it 

does not exist now. 

Th e only current exception is the Standards and 

Assessment Agency (SAA), that covers the whole ter-

ritory of BiH—offi  cially the SAA of Republika Srpska 

and Federation BiH. Th e agency was established with 

a loan and technical assistance from the World Bank 

and has a very limited mandate in evaluation of com-

petencies of pupils in the fourth and the eighth (fi nal) 

grades of primary school in mathematics, literature 

and grammar. However, due to the political as well 

as the fi nancial reality of BiH, it seems that it would 

be easier to extend its staff  and mandate to include a 

policy evaluation component rather than to establish 

a new institution. Some ideas suggest that this agency 

could (politically speaking) relatively more easily ex-

tend or be transferred into something like a state-level 

Education Agency, with units specialized in diff erent 

aspects of governance and policymaking of educa-

tion rather than establishing and placing these units 

within MoCA. However, the possible benefi ts of both 

solutions, as well as the concrete proposal, will prob-

ably be off ered in the White Paper.

Finally, when discussing policymaking “BiH 

style,” one notices that everything happening in 

education suff ers not just from a top-down approach, 

but also from an “outside–inside” approach. Th is is 

probably the only realistic way to describe heavy IC 

involvement, quite often without suffi  cient under-

standing, analysis and sensitivity for the local reality. 

Unfortunately, quite similar to the behavior of some 

local education authorities, IC involvement is also 

often characterized by a lack of transparency and ac-

countability for its actions and programs. 

Instead of this direct involvement, the IC should 

in the future in BiH resume the role it normally plays 

in other countries. For example it should give techni-

cal assistance, and concentrate on the professional 

and institutional development of the local education 

players. When it comes to the external evaluation that 

is an integral part of some international programs, es-

pecially those fi nanced by the European Commission, 

in future it should be used as an opportunity to train 

local education partners, showing them how and 

what needs to be done with concrete examples. Again, 

with regards to education development in BiH, local 

and international education stakeholders fully agree 

that the number one priority area should be capacity-

building in policymaking and education manage-

ment and governance.

4. CONCLUDING REMARKS: 
 OBSTACLES AND RECOMMENDATIONS

To sum up, the obstacles identifi ed in this paper can 

be overcome by improving strategic steering and quality 

policymaking in the fi eld of education in BiH. 

Education in BiH is facing the same obstacles 

found in many other areas of contemporary life, and 

they can be grouped into political, professional and 

economic categories.

In spite of serious restrictions imposed by objec-

tive professional and economic obstacles, such as the 

lack of properly educated and trained staff  in teaching, 

managerial and policy-related positions in education, 

as well as serious fi nancial and budgetary constraints, 

the main obstacle for education development in BiH is 

still of a purely political nature. Even a very limited 

number of the internationally well-trained and ex-

perienced professionals have diffi  culties in fi nding 

proper jobs, as the fi rst pre-condition for employment 

is still ethnic and/or party affi  liations. For example, 

the SAA, as the only education agency currently 

covering the whole of BiH, is staff ed by an equal 

number of the BiH constituent peoples: Bosniaks, 

Serbs and Croats, and one may legitimately fear that 

politicians would insist on the application of the 

same principle if they were to agree either to expand 

its terms of reference, or to establish an education 

directorate/department within the MoCA. In the 

case of the SAA, especially as it was established in 

1999 when the interest of the IC in BiH was much 

higher than today, it did not present an insurmount-

able problem, as all staff  employed in managerial 

positions received appropriate training before assum-

ing those positions. But as a rule this ethnic principle 
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is totally unacceptable, as BiH needs true profession-

als in each and every fi eld if it ever wants to success-

fully turn to the future.

BiH is currently undergoing the major exercise 

of making a self-sustainable state out of itself, in the 

development of a free economy and democracy, getting 

closer to European integration and—to a lesser 

degree—national identity, in which education has a 

very prominent place. As concluded earlier, when it 

comes to education, at the state-level BiH must adopt 

at least some common principles, goals, evaluation 

methods and standards that would be compatible 

with contemporary European education schemes.

In this regard the recently adopted fi rst educa-

tion law at the state-level and the CCC present 

fundamental policy tools, and contain more or less 

all of the above mentioned minimum requirements 

for the development of a BiH-wide education sys-

tem. In order to keep politics and politicians out of 

education, at least a minimum number of  state-level 

key education institutions with clear mandates and 

terms of reference should be established without 

any further delay, in light of the fact that education 

reform is a permanent process, requiring permanent 

expert bodies to develop, monitor and evaluate it. 

BiH can no longer depend exclusively on the IC in order 

to address essential education issues such as national 

standards, national internal and external evaluation, 

national examinations (matura, or other types of school 

leaving exams), or the development of the new curricula 

defi ned in terms of learning outcomes.

Th e need for appropriate and constant capacity- 

and institution-building of diff erent actors within the 

education sector can simply not be overestimated, in 

order to come closer and eventually achieve informed, 

open and quality strategic steering and policymaking 

in education.

First and foremost, a new fi nancing scheme for 

education, based on a simple per student basis, at the 

level of BiH and all levels of education, is a necessary 

priority if BiH wants, as claimed in the Education 

Reform Strategy, to address quality, equity and cost-

eff ectiveness of education properly. In this way it would 

at the same time be possible to fi nally eliminate exist-

ing discrimination and segregation from the educa-

tion system and prevent further waste of public 

resources through fi nancing of parallel educational 

institutions.

Only after the same basic fi nancing scheme is 

applied throughout BiH, would it also be possible 

to achieve the same basic principles and standards 

of education throughout the country, which would 

then create conditions for future discussion of the 

issue of decentralization in education. As pointed out 

earlier, the eventual decentralization of the education 

sector must be connected with developmental, eco-

nomic, labor and social decentralization; with full 

participation of diff erent stakeholders; and a combina-

tion of the top-down and bottom-up approaches. A 

functionally decentralized education system in a place 

like contemporary BiH can only be achieved after or even 

via previous centralization of some key elements of the 

system. Areas like education fi nancing, standards and 

outcomes must be leveled and solved at the level of the 

state before any decentralization and subsidization of 

the sector is even attempted. 

However, the only—however unlikely—oppor-

tunity for immediate fi nancial and administrative 

reform in BiH, and not only in the education sector, 

would be if the present complicated, fragmented and 

extremely expensive constitutional organization of 

BiH, in accordance with the Dayton Peace Agree-

ment, is amended in the near future. 

Paradoxically, most BiH citizens agree that the 

present organization of the country must be urgently 

replaced with something more rational, especially 

when it comes to its constitutional and legal organi-

zation, not to mention the political, regional or 

administrative aspects. Yet this is something that 

can only be achieved with the consensus of all three 

constituent peoples of BiH: Bosniaks, Serbs and 

Croats. Unfortunately, BiH is still far away from 

such a consensus. It seems that updating Dayton still 

depends more on the willingness of the IC to push 

and carry on this fundamental change forward, than 

on the will of the citizens of BiH.  In this light, it does 

not seem surprising that the very recent international 

initiative to amend the DPA in order to reorganize 

BiH for the fi rst time into a rational, functional and 

self-sustainable country might be taken seriously 

by BiH politicians.16 It will at least lead to a serious 

parliamentary debate, which—many hope—could be 

the fi rst step in a much-needed revision of the DPA.

To end less dramatically and more realistically, 

one must note that stable and signifi cant progress can 

still be made by a consistent, incremental approach 
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toward  reform, including that of education. It will, 

however, take much more time, and as is the case 

with so many other things in BiH, time is a resource 

that is also lacking if this country seriously wants 

to take its rightful place among its neighbors in the 

region and ultimately Europe. Th e most fruitful 

alternative would be a simultaneous incremental 

reform of edu-cation along with the constitutional 

and legal changes at the state level which are so 

desperately needed.

NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

Th is paper drew heavily from the following sources of information:

1. Existing documents produced for and/or by international organizations, such as “Education in Bosnia and 

Herzegovina: Governance, Finance and Administration” (1999), a report by the Council of Europe for 

the World Bank; “Th ematic Review of National Policies for Education–Bosnia and Herzegovina” (2001) 

by the OECD; and “Bosnia and Herzegovina: From Donors’ Dependence to Fiscal Sustainability: Public 

Expenditure and Institutions Review” (2002) by the World Bank.

2. Offi  cial BiH education reform strategy paper “Five Pledges on Education”  (November 2002), “Green Paper: 

Reform of Primary and General Secondary Education in BiH” (Spring 2003), and PRSP17 Development 

Strategy for BiH by BiH Council of Ministers (manuscript of working version).

3. Existing and draft legislation (including the state-level Framework law on primary and secondary education 

in BiH, as well as FBiH/RS Law on Treasury, and Entity/Cantonal/District of Brcko laws on primary and 

secondary education).

4. Interviews with education and fi scal/fi nancial offi  cials, both from the decision-making and expert level, at 

various levels of government and the IC organizations involved in the education sector in BiH.

NOTES

1 World Bank, “Bosnia and Herzegovina: From Donors’ Dependence to Fiscal Sustainability: Public Expenditure and Institutions Review” (2002).

2 PIC is a main international forum tasked with the reconstruction, development and transition of BiH, and composed of donors and major interna-

tional organizations from 15 countries. 

3 Namely, 80% of all members of the six working groups dealing with six diff erent aspects of education were locals.

4 Labor and employment; research; sports; culture; social, health and pension insurance; national heritage; personal records/ documents of citizens; 

etc.

5 “Public Expenditure and Institutions Review in BiH.” Sarajevo: Th e World Bank, 2002.

6 “Education in Bosnia and Herzegovina: Governance, Finance and Administration.” CoE/WB report, 1999.

7 300 versus 150 Euro/month!

8 Central Bosnia and Herzegovina–Neretva cantons since the DPA until the end of 2002 were cantons with a “mixed regime,” meaning not only with a 

mixed population of Bosniaks and Croats, but also with two separate budgets!

9 It was never publicly admitted if the additional pay was coming from Croatia, i.e., Croat taxpayers, or from the parallel “Croat” vs. “Bosniak” compo-

nent of the HNC budget.

10 Péter Radó. “Myth or Reality? High Quality Education in Central and Eastern Europe,” Local Government Brief,  Fall 2001. Budapest: Local Govern-

ment and Public Service Reform Initiative,Open Society Institute–Budapest, 2001.

11 Spring 2003.

12 WB/CoE report.
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13 15–18.

14 Kenneth Davey. “Does Decentralization Make a Diff erence?” Local Government Brief, Fall 2002. Budapest: Local Government and Public Service 

Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–Budapest, 2002.

15 Th is measure came from a small but very prominent group of European parliamentarians.

16 Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper.

17 Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper.
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1. INTRODUCTION: 
 HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF THE REFORM 

Education has any number of forms. It might resemble 

a regular gathering around the campfi re where elders 

tell stories or an apprenticeship model of building 

skills; it also might be organized in a sophisticated 

system with exams, standards and regulations. Th is 

choice depends on a society’s context and needs, and 

its culture, history and environment. 

Polish educational reform began immediately 

after 1989 and coincided with the reform of the state. 

A number of goals were met. Schools achieved inde-

pendence and teachers were encouraged to be creative. 

Old inspectorates were closed and new curricula were 

introduced. Importantly, secondary and university 

education did become more accessible, with better 

quality teaching and learning.1 Strategic changes in 

the practice of how the central government functions 

supported these goals. 

Despite this relative success, this paper highlights 

the major obstacles to come in the Polish education 

system. It makes the following policy recommenda-

tions:

• create higher criteria for the promotion of teachers 

and strictly adhere to  them;

• decrease the number of teachers according to the level 

of professional competency; and

• increase the attractiveness of the profession.

1.1 Decentralization of the Polish 
  Educational System 

Some of this region’s specifi c problems have come from 

the necessity of dealing with the consequences of the 

transformation from a central planning economy to 

a market economy and from an authoritarian system 

to democracy. Th e results have been strengthened by 

shifts in the world power structure, not to mention the 

process of globalization, the technological revolution 

and the revolution of “total” communication. Schools 

had to operate in a suddenly changed and complex 

world. It was obvious that new schools were needed, 

which meant a new curriculum, new methods of 

teaching and also a new vision of how an educational 

system should be managed. Polish schools needed re-

form and the demand for change was very strong.

Before 1989 the educational system operated 

under total state control and was completely centra-

lized. It was characterized by bureaucracy and a lack 

of participation on the part of  parents, the local com-

munity and local government. Th e permanent eco-

nomic crisis of the eighties led to severe under invest-

ment in schools. Th is had an eff ect not only on school 

infrastructure, but also resulted in the neglect of 

teaching materials, hiring practices for teachers and 

overall school operations. 

At the end of the eighties only 30% of children 

between the ages of three and fi ve attended kinder-

garten. In opposition to many developed countries, 

Polish children had always begun their education 

rather late—at the age of seven—with compulsory 

education lasting only eight years. Th e fl aws within 

the structure of secondary schools is evidenced by the 

fact that 54% of primary school graduates continued 

their education in vocational schools, while only 

20% went on to study in academic high schools. 

Finally in 1989 only 10% of 19-year-olds were 

studying at university level (one-third less than at 

the end of the seventies). In the eighties the gap 

between young people from cities and villages also 

deepened—students from rural areas made up only 

8% of students in academic high schools.2

Th e most signifi cant change caused by the trans-

formation happened in the power structure, in the 
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process of decision-making and in the division of 

responsibilities among authorities.  

Between the years 1989 and 2002, Polish autho-

rities transferred the responsibility for the management 

of almost all preschools, primary schools and second-

ary schools to local governments. At the same time, 

the structure of the educational system together with 

fi nancing procedures has been radically changed. 

It is important to mention that signifi cant (or even 

revolutionary) changes in the content and style of 

teaching were also introduced. In turn, it was unclear 

to the broad public exactly what kind of power or role 

the Ministry of Education (MEN) had reserved for 

itself. During the years since the reform started the 

idea of a place for the central offi  ce in the system had 

been changed numerous times and still exists amidst 

doubts.  

A vision of change in education began to gradually 

take shape after the political transformation of 1989. 

At fi rst, the most important goals in reformers’ minds 

were the deconstruction of the state monopoly in 

the educational system and revamping the style of 

educational management.3 Popular tasks were demo-

nopolization, decentralization and creation of private 

schools, followed by new rules of approving and using 

textbooks and curricula.

1.2 Stages of the Reform 

Over the past 14 years of system transformation, the 

development of the Polish educational system can 

be broken down into a few distinct periods where 

attempts were made to reform its management. 

Th e fi rst period, between 1989 and 1993, can be 

characterized by attempts to liquidate the limitations 

which remained as part of the legacy of the communist 

system, which led to the deconstruction of the 

state monopoly in school management, textbook 

publishing and the creation and development of new 

curricula.4 Th e critical point of this deconstruction 

was the establishment of the Education Act in July 

1991. Th is act was perceived as a temporary frame 

for action rather than a stable model. It encouraged 

movement/focus away from the tradition of Polish 

schools and the reality of the educational laws of the 

sixties and supported construction of a new reality. 

Th ree main points of this period may be described 

as the liquidation of the state monopoly in the 

process of establishing schools: the decentralization 

of the process of writing and establishing curricula 

and textbooks; the decentralization of the system 

through the strengthening of  principals’ roles (for 

example, assigning the right to hire personnel to 

this position) and the empowerment of local govern-

ments. Th us, on a practical level, local governments 

became responsible for fi nancing, hiring principals, 

establishing schools and quality monitoring.5  

Th e whole process of change in the management 

system began with a confusing result of dialogue between 

reformers, central government and self-governments 

about the responsibility of local governments and the 

reform of education. It was a set of legal compromises6 

when the local government law made preschool and 

primary education the gmina’s 7 own responsibility. 

Passing this function to the local governments was 

connected with a transfer of fi nancial responsibility 

and ownership of material assets of schools. Due to 

fear and resistance among a majority of local govern-

ments, the shifting of legal obligation for primary 

schools was postponed until 1993. It was unclear 

how gminas should fi nance operation and mainte-

nance costs of schools. Th e Gmina Income Law 

guaranteed transfers of support for primary and 

secondary schools—if the gmina wanted to take on 

this responsibility—but did not mention preschools.

Shifting responsibilities for schools from state to 

local governments was not an easy process. Some local 

governments did not take over schools until the year 

1994 when it became obligatory (the deadline was 

moved later to the year 1996). Numerous schools had 

signifi cant doubts as to the success of such a transfer, 

which also led to reluctance among gminas. Strong 

resistance to proposed changes could be seen within 

the teachers’ trade union (ZNP8) that fought for the 

guarantee coming from Th e Teachers Charter, an act 

that describes teachers’ rights and obligations. During 

this fi rst period of change, when the deconstruction 

of the system had begun, the process was stalled 

due to lack of a clear vision and the absence of  

communication among the actors involved. Among 

obstacles one may list economic diffi  culties among 

other problems that caused a decrease in teachers’ 

salaries and cuts in extracurricular activities in schools.

A second period in the transformation of the 

Polish educational system can be observed between 
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the years 1994 and 1997. Th e general mood was 

infl uenced by ambiguity about the concept of the 

educational system as a whole. Th ere were signifi cant 

ideological diff erences between diff erent forces and 

systemic weaknesses, for instance, economically. Th e 

minister of education introduced his vision of the 

educational policy in 1994, taking into consideration  

the new status of teachers and principals; better 

description of competencies of local governments 

and the quality monitoring system (kuratorium); 

the increasing autonomy of schools themselves; and 

changes in the Teachers’ Charter. Due to the change 

in position of the Minister of Education (the all too 

common political game of a governing coalition), 

work on the reform of the educational system and 

basic issues of the state’s educational policy were forced 

to start again from the beginning in 1996. A few 

priorities were established, including the construction 

of a basic minimum curriculum and a new system of 

evaluation and examination; reform of primary edu-

cation; reform of vocational education; reform of 

teachers’ preparation; and changes in teachers’ salaries 

(encouraging the disbursement of salaries to corres-

pond  with the quality of the work). Th ere was an 

evident proposal for decreasing state impact on the 

educational system and increasing the meaning of 

social (parental) infl uence and the role of local govern-

ment. Th is project was not warmly welcomed by 

teachers’ infl uential groups (specifi cally the teachers’ 

trade union ZNP). Th e main threat pointed out by 

opponents was the opportunity of control being 

seized by incompetent people or groups. Generally, 

despite setbacks, opposition and numerous political 

changes, the decentralization process has continued.

Th e ministry tried to strengthen its control 

over kuratoria by taking them out of the hands of 

the regional voivods. It also reaffi  rmed the power 

of kuratoria to inspect school conditions, analyze 

teaching eff ectiveness and issue directives to school 

directors. Kuratoria were empowered to issue direc-

tives also to local governments if they felt the local 

government was not operating in accordance with 

the law.9

Th e Gmina Income and Educational System laws 

guaranteed that the national government would pro-

vide local governments with the “fi nancial resources 

necessary to realize their responsibilities in education, 

including teachers’ pay and the maintenance of 

schools.” Th is was a potential and practical cause of 

confl ict because without the specifi cation as to how 

“responsibilities” should be interpreted, this guarantee 

became unconditional. Later this declaration was 

changed, a fact which led to local government protests. 

Eventually, the obligations of the government were 

changed, but not in a way that was acceptable to local 

governments.

In the fall of 1997 a new team10 in the Ministry 

of Education analyzed what had thus far been 

completed, and at the beginning of 1998 promoted 

their own version of the reform that included all 

ideas brought to the public to this point. It was the 

beginning of the third period in the reforming of 

the Polish educational system. A few conditions 

provided for how action should be taken: conviction 

that the reform of the educational system is needed; 

the reform would be provided in the situation of 

the lack of fi nancial support; planned reform of the 

state administration system would infl uence the 

educational reform; and the vision of the Polish acces-

sion to the EU shaped the general way of thinking 

about education.11

Th e action plan stipulated three major goals:  

popularization of secondary and higher education, 

improvement of the situation within the area of 

equal opportunities and improvement of the quality 

of education. To achieve these goals, the following 

actions were planned: a change in the structure of 

the educational system (for example, instead of pri-

mary and high schools, a new system was introduced 

that included primary, middle and high schools); 

rules of management and fi nancing of education; 

curricula reform; a new examination system and 

changes in teachers’ status (fewer hours, introduction 

of a  new system of professional promotion, changes 

in the disbursement of salaries). Th e greatest threats 

to the success of these proposed changes were the 

lack of support from teachers, defi ciency in fi nancing 

capacity, and putting organizational reform before 

more important curricula reform. On January 1, 

1999 the new administrative organization of the 

state was introduced.  At the same time, new local 

and regional governments started to take control of 

secondary schools. It was a very ambitious plan to 

launch four very important reforms at once: state 

administration, medical care, social insurance and 

education. Th is eff ort would be to blame a few years 
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later for political failure and disaster for the coalition 

parties ruling Poland at the time.

1.3 Lessons from the Past
  —The Current Situation

An important vacuum within the educational sector 

is the lack of  professional research on the educational 

system. Each statistical channel of information is inef-

fi cient and sometimes produces invalid or irrelevant 

data. To discuss the results of the decade of reform it 

is necessary to support one’s opinion with data. Un-

fortunately it is very diffi  cult to do so.

Th e main indicator of the quality of actions com-

mitted by diff erent governments over the last few 

years is the number of students enrolled at diff erent 

levels of the educational system and in diff erent types 

of schools. We are able to gather this information 

and because of this, it is possible to observe a sig-

nifi cant trend in the growing popularity of academic 

high schools and education at the higher level. For 

example, the number of students in diff erent insti-

tutions of higher education was two times higher 

in 1999 in comparison to 1991. Th is phenomenon 

created changes in the educational market and in 

the educational structure—the number of academic 

high schools and colleges have continued to increase 

at a consistent pace (although the demographic short-

age in the near future will cause serious problems 

for some schools). At the same time, we still do not 

have a working system for monitoring the quality of 

learning. We have just started with external exams in 

primary and middle schools. Few seem to take advan-

tage of the opportunity to access international PISA 

reports.  In addition to a shortage of data, the current 

government has to manage the situation in the face 

of low investment in the educational system, resist-

ance of teachers (to a certain extent) and demographic 

changes. Th e new majority in the Parliament and the 

new government established in 2001 learned at least 

one lesson: forcing through a diffi  cult reform and try-

ing to fulfi ll ambitious goals may cause a decrease in 

the popularity of the party. On the one hand, it was 

obvious that the new minister would not support the 

most diffi  cult, critical points in the reform, planned 

by the former minister. Th us some of the ideas became 

“frozen” for awhile—nothing was offi  cially cancelled 

but some things were postponed (for example, a new 

model for the fi nal high school exam—matura) and 

others were transformed (for example, the structure of 

the system of secondary schools). On the other hand, 

the school system needed time to mature. Th e minis-

try also declared that its priority for now is European 

education, and minimizing the gap between the rich 

and the poor. Unfortunately, equal opportunity is 

still only a declaration in Poland. 

Th ese proposed changes impacted the compli-

cated system of education on diff erent levels and in 

diff erent ways (both qualitatively and quantitatively) 

and the long-term consequences are still unknown. 

However, some attempts to evaluate potential re-

sults—usually focused (quite correctly) on students 

and teachers, school work organization or local 

governments’ effi  cacy—were committed; however, 

no one tries to answer the question of the role of the 

central administration in such a radically changed, 

decentralized system.

1.4 Complicated Context of 
  Educational System Management

To defi ne the policy problem, it is critical to under-

stand the magnitude of the eff orts that were carried 

out in almost every country of the post-communist 

world. A great deal of time, money and energy have 

been spent on improving the educational system. 

Nowadays when investment in education has an 

impact on the future of nations and educational 

background creates better opportunities for individu-

als, few would claim that it is not an important and 

critical issue in social life.  However, a problem exists 

when all actions undertaken within this sector of so-

cial life are highly ideological and political and there 

is no common agreement on how action should be 

taken. In every society there are diff erent interest 

groups and diff erent ideological factions. Paradoxi-

cally, together with decentralization and empower-

ment of local communities, there is an increasing 

need for the central government to take action. 

To assure the quality of education and the eff ective 

work of schools in a decentralized environment, 

central control or a monitoring system is needed. An 
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important issue is that the new reality and new condi-

tions call for a new mode of operation and at this time 

we stand in front of a wall of questions: are our gov-

ernments able to operate in this new reality, do they 

know what to do and is there any established way of 

dealing with new problems?

It is a diffi  cult task to answer these questions. Th ey 

invite very broad discussions about what the word 

“school” means and how it should be in practice. 

Should schools fulfi ll the traditional goal of trans-

ferring knowledge, social order and stratifi cation 

focusing on certain groups, or should they prepare 

for a future that is still unknown? How might schools 

face those challenges if the administration is always 

standing behind trying to use outdated knowledge 

and experience to manage and control the schools of 

the future?

Th ere are two main issues that should be ad-

dressed: (1) the implications of decentralization for 

the role of central educational governance; and (2) the 

conditions that enable agencies of central educational 

governance to replace the former mostly regulatory 

and administrative tools with rather indirect means 

of steering and policymaking. With these issues in 

mind, recommendations can be made for improving 

the eff ectiveness of the central government within the 

educational system.

 In order to get a basic sense of the environment 

in which governance of the educational system is 

operating, a series of conversations were conducted 

with employees of the Ministry of Education and 

Sports12 in Poland, kuratorium13 employees, local 

self-government representatives responsible for the 

regional educational system,14 and experts. In this 

way information about diff erent aspects of the role 

of the ministry and its infl uence on the educational 

system was gathered and later compared with legal 

documents and existing literature. Two basic legal 

documents were the Educational Act15 and the 

Teachers’ Charter.16

Th e main aim of this paper is to identify the 

mechanisms as well as the context in which tools for 

strategic steering of the educational system in Poland 

have been developed. In addition, this paper will also 

describe the conditions under which particular policy 

decisions become practice in the governance of the 

Polish school system.

2. THE TOOLS AND CONDITIONS 
 OF STRATEGIC STEERING

2.1 Financial Incentives 
  and Disincentives 

One of the main factors infl uencing the conditions of 

schools is the amount of money invested in the edu-

cational system. Th e total input within the education 

system includes means from three diff erent sources: 

the state budget, local budgets and private spending. 

Since 1989 the state’s contribution has been gradually 

decreasing (83% at the beginning of the nineties to 

75% in 1997).

During the fi rst half of the nineties there was a 

regular decrease in the amount of money spent on 

education. Th anks to the involvement of local govern-

ments, the amount of money invested in education 

in 1995 was equal to the amount spent in the year 

1990 and later started to grow gradually but stead-

ily. Unfortunately, permanent economic diffi  culties 

made the fi nancing of schools frustrating. Th e level 

of capital investment in education is evidenced by 

the disturbing fact that 93–95% of the educational 

budget is spent on current expenses (80% of which 

are salaries). Small investments do not allow radical 

improvement of learning conditions. Th e majority 

of educational expenses are derived from state edu-

cational subvention (that is, a part of general subven-

tion to local governments) and this mechanism will 

be described below.

2.1.1 System of School Financing 

Th e amount of money for education in the general 

subvention is based on statistical data from the Main 

Statistical Offi  ce (Główny Urząd Statystyczny—

GUS). Th e educational part of the general subven-

tion is devoted to fi nancing the educational tasks of 

local governments specifi cally described by law. It is 

diffi  cult to make clear any distinction between the 

educational part and the rest of the general subven-

tion—this educational part is described in the Budget 

Act every year. 
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• In general those tasks described by the ministry 

as “school tasks” are the following: managing 

primary, middle, upper, special schools, life long 

learning centers, vocational education centers 

and in-service teacher centers. However, institu-

tions for economic and administrative service for 

schools as well as schools operating in hospitals 

and spas are also included. 

• “Out of school tasks” are as follows: managing 

certain educational institutions (e.g., special 

kindergartens, counseling centers), fi nancial help 

for students, managing hostels and dormitories, 

schools’ hostels and professional development for 

teachers. 

Th e beginning of the Education Act describes 

how educational tasks of gminas are recognized and 

defi ned. It goes on to describe in the second paragraph 

that the educational part of the general subvention is 

devoted to the realization of those tasks described in 

the fi rst paragraph, in particular: current spending 

of schools (including teachers’ salaries), supporting 

certain schools (non-public), supporting creation of 

a school network, supporting professional develop-

ment of teachers, supporting students with special 

needs (individual path of teaching), fi nancing early 

retirement for teachers, fi nancing a fourth hour of 

physical education and supporting the education of 

non-Polish citizens. Th e educational parts of all sub-

ventions in Poland should, according to the law, be 

equal to 12.8% of planned state income. Th e decision 

about the total amount of the subvention is made by 

the Ministry of Finance, for every gmina in Poland, 

before the budgetary year. Th is ministry passes 1/13 

of the whole amount for the year to the gmina’s ac-

count every month. When state fi nancial involvement 

in the educational system is presented, three kinds of 

such involvement should be mentioned: subvention 

already presented, money from direct income taxes 

(diff erent exemptions for investment in education) 

and donations of voivodships funded from their budg-

ets for regional tasks.

Th e overwhelming feeling among people working 

in and for the educational system is an impression of 

under-investment in schools. Th at creates a situation 

in which local governments have to invest their own 

capital in public schools. On one hand, it is judged 

as a positive result of the reform: local governments 

know best what their schools need and are better able 

to support their work. On the other hand, it has led to 

frustration among local government representatives, 

who claim that the central government has merely 

saddled them with a responsibility that should be 

carried out by the central government. It is possible 

to track the pace of changes in the law that has 

steadily been transforming a rather clear situation 

into a blurred one. Originally, decentralization in 

the educational system was planned as a process 

that was equally focused on both management and 

fi nancing of schools; now decentralization has ended 

in terms of sharing responsibilities (management), 

but the ministry has monopolized fi nancial decisions. 

Moreover, the ministry obligations have become quite 

unclear. Th e sources of income for local governments 

are: general subvention, local taxes, income from local 

charges, income from gmina businesses, donations, 

endowments and dividends from enterprises owned 

by gminas.

Th e act that defi nes a framework for a fi nancial 

relationship between central and local governments 

has been changed several times over the last few 

years. Th e Education Act in 1996 stated in article 

5a: “to secure means for running schools managed by 

gminas17 (…) including salaries for teachers, is part 

of the responsibilities of the state. Th ose means will 

be passed to gminas in the form of subvention and 

donations.” Th e method of calculating the amount for 

this purpose is described in a separate act.  However, 

the same act, after changes claims that: “the means 

needed for the realization of educational tasks of 

gminas (...) including teachers’ salaries and school 

maintenance and other educational institutions are 

guaranteed in local governments’ incomes.” It is obvious 

how the situation has changed. It is impossible to 

answer the question how and to what extent tasks of 

gminas and poviats18 are fi nanced from the state 

budget. What kind of income, how much is guaranteed 

and to what extent? Th ere are even more questions to 

which answers are practically impossible.

Another unclear issue is a standard ratio of 

spending per student. Th is fi gure was established 

to secure a minimum level of the fi nancial means 

that should be spent yearly on the education of one 

person within the system. Th e set amount of the ratio 

is described every year by the Minister of Education 

and presently equals 2,530 PLN per student per year 
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(approximately 650 USD). Originally, according to 

assumptions made in the act, the ministry should 

describe how this amount ought to be spent, but this 

has not yet been done. With signifi cant probability it 

is reasonable to claim that the standard is based not 

on the real needs of students, but on the information 

on how much is available to spend. As a result, as 

often occurs in other countries, this is not a demand, 

but a supply-driven system of educational budget 

construction.

In the current Polish system of fi nancing of 

schools, it is possible to fi nd the following decisions: 

• a clear description of local government responsi-

bilities (gmina and poviat); 

• an unclear situation as to whose responsibility it is 

to fi nd the fi nancial means; 

• a diffi  cult but clear mechanism of money distribu-

tion (based on a per-student formula); 

• a defi ned standard ratio of spending per student 

(with an unclear goal) and a completely unclear 

method of how it will be met.19

Th e mechanism of money distribution within the 

system is constructed in the following way: the ministry 

defi nes the educational spending ratio per student 

and uses a formula which takes into consideration the 

type of school.20 Due to the ineff ective system of data 

collection, there is a great deal of frustration when 

local governments are informed by the ministry about 

the number of students in their respective areas. In 

response to this frustration, the ministry began last 

year to send data about the number of students back 

to local governments for verifi cation before the fi nal 

count of the amount for subvention.

In general, the whole system of educational 

statistics is incoherent. Th e system of data gathering 

asks for information in a very unclear way and 

sometimes even asks questions that are impossible 

to answer. Information provided by this system is 

not reliable and not useful. Th ere is a very serious 

concern when someone tries to use the statistical 

data for making strategic or political decisions.21 Th e 

most famous case happened when former Minister 

Mirosław Handke tried to keep his promise of raising 

salaries, which almost resulted in the collapse of the 

state budget, because there was no available data 

about the number of teachers.

To underline the most critical point in the 

system of fi nancing it needs to be pointed out that 

everything depends on the quantity of the student 

ratio (created by the ministry). Th is number has an 

eff ect on how great the subvention will be (taking 

into consideration the number of students, kinds of 

schools and number and education level of teachers). 

Th e process of constructing the amount of the spend-

ing ratio per student in schools is being done within 

the ministry without any public consultation. Th ere 

are two possible explanations for this situation. First, 

experts try to calculate how much the process of 

educating one student costs in reality, having access 

to all information about conditions of schools in 

small villages and big cities. Second, the ministry 

knows what amount of money may be spent for 

education this year (it depends on the state of the 

budget of the whole country) and divides it by the 

number of students to reach the economical standard. 

In the second case, it shows the state of the Polish 

economy rather than the amount of money needed 

for one student’s education. Th us two diff erent fi gures 

result—an offi  cial and an unoffi  cial. 

Th e whole system of fi nancing the educational 

system is closely connected with the system of 

fi nancing the local governments. Discussion about 

the need for reform has been going on for years in 

Poland, for now all incomes are gathered locally and 

sent to the central government where diff erent actors 

divide it and share it between local governments. 

Th e needs and the accessible amount are evaluated 

by the central government. In this way the amount 

of general subvention is decided. Later, the central 

government distributes it and also tries to decide about 

a way of dividing it between diff erent areas including 

education. Th e ministry is thus an unchecked ruler 

who decides in what way money is distributed.

2.1.2 Distribution of Financial Means 
  at the Local Level

Th e next issue is the way in which money is used at 

the local level. While solely the ministry has the right 

to make decisions on the distribution of funding, on 

decisions on spending local governments enjoy full 

freedom. Th ere is no way of monitoring how local 

governments fulfi ll their roles and responsibilities. 
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Once the subvention is in the local account, local 

authorities make the decisions. So-called “fi xed ex-

penses,” such as teachers’ salaries guaranteed by the 

Teachers’ Charter, limit local governments. For now 

the subvention is not always enough, but it may be 

a problem when there is more money within the 

educational system (for example, after EU accession). 

In a logical way it is connected with the idea of gminas 

enjoying independence in creating their own budgets 

and the conviction that the best way to manage is 

locally, but such an unclear situation could easily open 

the door to  corruption.22 

Experience shows that local governments use 

diff erent techniques for distributing their money. 

Sometimes the decision is based on completely unclear 

rules according to criteria they draw up themselves; 

other times they use plans prepared by principals 

of schools, or the money is distributed according to 

priorities delineated by members of the local board. 

Distribution may also be prepared by employees of 

the educational department. It is obvious that some 

of these solutions are better and others are worse, but 

such options have not been analyzed.23

In general, the legal system requires local govern-

ments to fulfi ll very specifi c tasks and expectations. 

Th e central government creates fi nancial criteria for 

actions (based on its own calculations) and in this 

way infl uences the educational budget. Part of local 

educational tasks is covered by money received from 

the central government and another part of those 

tasks, created by the central government, is paid from 

own sources of income of local governments. So we 

have a very rigid and infl exible system at the entry 

of cash fl ows (requirements and a certain amount of 

money), but later money from the ministry becomes 

a part of the whole general subvention, and there is 

no control over how it is spent. At the same time, it 

is impossible to run schools only on money from the 

educational part of the general subvention, so there is 

an expectation from the ministry’s side that the money 

sent to local governments is used to run schools. 

Th e educational subvention is so low that it is ex-

tremely rare if governments have any money left, as those 

fi nancial resources are so little that after paying teachers’ 

salaries and money for professional development and 

retirement, schools and local governments have to spend 

their own money to maintain the buildings. 

Th is is quite a naive assumption on the part of the 

ministry, which has no method of monitoring or 

evaluating how the money is spent. Th e advantage 

of a decentralized system of school fi nancing over a 

centralized one lies in the fact that in a decentralized 

system, the existing budget is a real budget, while in 

the centralized system, the budget was always const-

ructed based on the previous year’s spending. Th us, 

in the latter case, it was rational to increase spending 

in order to get more money the following year. 

Effi  cient and rational management was punished 

because those who spent more were rewarded with 

more money the following year. In the decentralized 

system, local governments develop spending plans 

according to their needs. Th e only problem is that 

during depressions, resources are too little and the 

ministry creates formulas and economic standards 

according to the money available in the state budget, 

and not according to  need.

Unfortunately, answering the question of how the 

educational budget is constructed, or rather, how the 

process is developed, is impossible. Furthermore, it is 

impossible to describe the model/structure of the edu-

cational budget at the beginning of the fi scal year. We 

can predict this structure based on the previous year’s 

budget, built post facto. Of course, like in the major-

ity of poor countries, the highest amount is spent on 

current spending (mainly salaries). A representative 

of a local government explains the lack of specifi c 

criteria as a central government attempt to avoid 

responsibility.

A shortage in the state budget impacts the edu-

cational budget, which shapes conditions for the func-

tioning of the system. Th is shortage is a fi nal factor 

in the critical decision as to how the budget will be 

divided. With such insuffi  cient means, the ministry 

usually tries to set minimum limits like in the case of 

teachers’ salaries. Th e ministry sets the minimum 

level of basic salaries, but all additional incomes for 

teachers (motivational benefi t, insurance, benefi ts for 

extra work) are constructed by local governments. 

In some regions additional money is equal to 20–30% 

of a teacher’s salary, in others,  3%. Th ere is strong ac-

tion and pressure from teachers’ trade unions to con-

vince the ministry that it should describe such addi-

tional income in more detail. For now, teachers’ trade 

unions revolt because those additional incomes de-

pend on the wealth of governments and their willing-

ness to reward teachers.
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2.1.3 Motivating Teachers with Higher Salaries

Although the level of teachers’ satisfaction with their 

salaries is extremely low, there are attempts to use 

teachers’ salaries to diff erentiate this occupational 

group according to the level of education, experi-

ence and involvement of individuals. Since 2000 the 

system of determining salary levels has been tied to 

steps in professional development and career. Until 

now, the system has been markedly infl exible and frit-

tered. A teacher’s salary depends on her/his qualifi ca-

tions. A typical salary contains diff erent elements: (1) 

basic salary, (2) supplements for years in occupation, 

motivational, for functions, work conditions, (3) 

salary for extra hours, (4) awards and other benefi ts, 

for example, separation pay. Basic salary is connected 

with the achieved level of career, qualifi cations and 

workload. Th e level of career is described in four 

categories: teacher probationer, contracted teacher, 

appointed teacher and teacher with a diploma.24 Ad-

ditional salary depends on the period of employment, 

and position in the school and conditions of work. 

Th e Ministry of Education infl uences and con-

trols the system of teachers’ earnings because it is re-

sponsible for establishing a minimum salary scheme, 

a description of the positions that may be paid ad-

ditionally and a description of general conditions for 

awarding teachers with motivational supplements.25 

Local governments, which manage schools in certain 

regions, decide on the overtime hourly wage and the 

amount of all additional salaries (motivational, func-

tional and work conditions), as well as the regulations 

for awarding teachers with these additional salaries. 

Th is situation causes diff erences between richer and 

poorer regions because in some places local govern-

ments can aff ord higher additional salaries than in 

other places. Until now it has not caused teachers’ 

migrations, but it may be a reason for the frustra-

tion among teachers from poor regions. Very often 

it happens that an excellent idea of rewarding bet-

ter teachers with additional money is corrupted on 

the school level because principals are afraid of the 

decision-making process. Th e general mechanism is 

that the school does not have a fl exible amount of 

money depending on need (number of good teachers 

that should be awarded) but only a fi xed amount, so 

the principal has to make a decision on who will get 

the money and who will not. To avoid such an un-

comfortable situation, principals divide the amount 

equally among all teachers. Th is only serves to make 

the amount insubstantial and insignifi cant, and thus 

creates a situation in which poor teachers do not want 

to change their attitudes and good teachers are frus-

trated because nobody notices their work.  

In the attempt to evaluate the motivational im-

pact of the salary it is necessary to show that the sys-

tem has a potential for development and that its con-

struction is based on a solid foundation. Th e idea was 

to put an end to the corrupted mechanism “equally 

for everyone” that created the situation in which 

signifi cant diff erences in the quality of work among 

teachers were not recognized. Th ere was hope that it 

would allow an increase in the salaries of good teach-

ers, and on this note, legislators have begun to secure 

a basic minimum salary for teachers. Unfortunately, 

the planning process was carried out in such a way 

that brought uncertainty and doubts about the 

possibility of achieving minimum payment for all 

teachers according to their education. Secondly, the 

decision about professional promotion caused an 

increase in the number of teachers with higher 

degrees, thus creating the danger of a defi cit and, at 

the same time, easy access to promotion has decreased 

motivation and respect toward upward mobility.

2.2 Empowerment of Actors, 
  Capacity-building

What is the role of schools in society? More impor-

tantly, what are the roles of teachers in schools? In 

the former authoritarian regime in Poland, com-

pletely diff erent teachers were needed. Because of 

the dynamic changes that happened around the 

world, this is true for other countries as well (includ-

ing those with longer democratic traditions), a new 

kind of teacher is needed everywhere. It is possible to 

accelerate and support the process of preparing new 

teachers not only in academia, but also through the 

creation of a suitable environment. Such an environ-

ment would allow the existence of two basic condi-

tions: (1) sustainable capacity-building, meaning 

organized investment in the professional development 

of in-service teachers; and (2) the empowerment of 

teachers, by enabling them to commit independent 

decisions regarding instruction, resources and cur-
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ricula. Th ose conditions should enable teachers to 

feel responsible for their work and their students. 

Although this process is diffi  cult and painful it 

should be constructed and monitored, also by cen-

tral institutions of the educational system (such as 

the ministry). Th e question arises as to whether the 

ministry is aware of how critical and delicate this 

issue is. No one should forget that those two con-

ditions are possible to attain only when the system 

secures a regular infl ow of qualifi ed new teachers, 

which is only possible when the system for prepar-

ing them is working effi  ciently and the system for 

employing them is attractive.

In the process of empowering teachers in schools 

and building their capacity, it is possible to defi ne a 

few major issues. Th ese include the process of hiring 

teachers and requirements for educational staff , the 

training of future teachers, the system of motivation 

for professional development, the degree of responsi-

bility for school and the infl uence on organization of 

school work. 

2.2.1 Requirements for Teachers 
  and Hiring Process

In the process of capacity-building in hiring policy, 

diff erent levels should be distinguished. At the state 

level legal conditions are important factors. Com-

petencies of potential hires are described in the 

Teachers’ Charter (Article 9). In general terms, candi-

dates must possess the following qualifi cations: pos-

session of higher education and pedagogical training 

(with exceptions), accordance with basic moral values, 

and good health. For some kinds of schools (for 

example, fi ne arts) there are additional executive or-

ders regulating the process of hiring. In Article 39 

of the Educational System Act, legislators transfer 

authority for hiring teachers to the principal of the 

school, and Article 33 assigns the obligation of moni-

toring compliance with hiring requirements to the ku-

ratoria heads. Th us legislators describe hiring condi-

tions, while the fi nal decisions depend on principals. 

In the case of confl icts, the solution is in the hands of 

the Labor Court. 

At the level of schools the principal prepares an 

organizational work sheet (basis for constructing hir-

ing policy) that has to be approved by the local govern-

ment (school managing institution) every year. Local 

governments rarely have a coherent and sustainable 

vision of the work force in their schools. More often 

they just look at the proposed number of teachers and 

teaching hours and check if there is enough money to 

cover it. Every principal is allowed to hire only those 

teachers who meet the legal requirements, but this is 

the only formal procedure applied for hiring teachers. 

Th ere is an assumption that there will be an interview, 

that the principal will compare diff erent candidates 

for the vacant position and fi nally that a hired person 

will fi t in with the development plan of the school. 

In this way, the principal will choose the best can-

didate. Unfortunately, this is only an assumption, 

not a requirement. Principals are under signifi cant 

pressure from their environments and local groups 

in times when in many places a teaching position 

is the only steady job and source of regular income. 

In a majority of schools it is impossible to talk about 

changes in personnel according to quality and 

needs; discussions are rather about trying to survive 

and maintain the status quo and safety of working 

teachers. According to a local government representa-

tive: “a principal should lead his or her own hiring 

strategy that should mirror the school’s needs (hire 

only those who are needed and the best) but frankly, 

very often it is not like this.” In reality no one ques-

tions principals’ choices unless there is a complaint is-

sued against the principal. Th e only perspective from 

which a principal is monitored is adequacy towards 

ministerial requirements; if formal conditions are met 

the principal is safe. Th ere is no other actor in public 

schools—for example, a school board—that might 

have an infl uence on the hiring process.

In the ministry, they are aware of this situation 

and try to infl uence the quality of the candidates for 

teaching positions in other ways. 

Among those improvements, the ministry wants 

to require that every teacher know a foreign language 

that would allow him or her to pass the international 

certifi cation test. Th e next skill that they expect is the 

ability to use modern communication technologies. 

Finally, they want teachers to be under a six-month 

probation period prior to beginning their positions. 

Th e idea is that if a young teacher would go to school 

for six months, he or she would have an opportunity 

to become familiar with the pros and cons of being a 

teacher.26
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2.2.2 Teachers and System of Promotion 

Another issue infl uencing building the capacity and 

empowerment of teachers is their impact on school 

life. No body resembling a teachers’ self-government 

exists, thus teachers have no representation in the 

decision-making process on school organization, 

spending and policies aff ecting teachers. Th e only 

way to become involved is upon invitation for  con-

sultation by a principal. Th ere is an offi  cial “body”—

a teachers’ board in every school—but in the major-

ity of them it is merely a ritual with regular meetings 

organized by a principal as a means of communication 

rather than as a platform of negotiation of a vision 

for the school. Th ere is a law that asks the principal 

to consult with a school board, parents and teachers 

included on his or her plans or actions (for example, 

hiring or evaluating teachers),  but there is no for-

mal obligation to follow the opinion of the school 

board. Th ey may declare an opinion, but without any 

regular certainty that it will be considered. One of 

the strongest channels for hearing teachers’ voices are 

trade unions, but unions are focused on other issues 

(mainly workers’ rights), and this infl uence may be 

seen mainly on the central level, unfortunately not at 

the school level.

Another issue in the vast area of possible factors 

infl uencing the capacity-building and empowerment 

of teachers is teachers’ professional development and 

career. Besides creating the legal requirements the 

ministry tries to infl uence the quality and capac-

ity of educational personnel by creating standards 

of education of future teachers in teachers’ colleges 

and universities. Using executive orders the ministry 

describes what educational institutions need to pro-

vide to students over the course of their studies to as-

sure that graduates obtain the required skills, knowl-

edge and pedagogical preparation. Unfortunately 

institutions preparing future teachers are perceived as 

ineffi  cient, time-consuming and traditional (meaning 

not useful).    

Th e reform of the educational system introduced 

a new system of professional promotion. Th ere are 

more stages and diff erent requirements than before. 

According to authors of this system new procedures 

free people’s creativity and energy and they also support 

a job well-done. One of the biggest challenges is to 

self-plan professional development based on the needs 

assessment and to be able to prove the pace of this 

development (certifi cations, student work, data from 

classrooms, etc.). Th ere are four main stages: teacher 

probationer, contract teacher, appointed teacher and 

teacher with a diploma. A certain salary is attached 

to every stage, and diff erences between them are sig-

nifi cant. Every stage lasts for some time during which 

teachers (together with their mentor during the fi rst 

stage) are obligated to participate in some activities 

for their professional development. For the authors of 

this legislation it was obvious that if a teacher does 

not invest in him/herself and does not try to renew 

his/her knowledge, the knowledge he or she has 

gained is out of date within fi ve years. Th is is not only 

a problem for teachers but also for his/her students, 

the whole system and society. It is clear that if teach-

ers do not develop, schools will continue to prepare 

for the past instead of preparing for the future. 

Th e introduction of the new system of the pro-

fessional promotion was the most important modi-

fi cation of recent years in the practice within this 

occupational group. Before this, to be a teacher in 

one school did not mean exactly the same when one 

wanted to transfer to another building. Th e new 

system separates certifi cation for teaching and the 

process of hiring. Th e job agreement is between 

teachers and employers (local government through 

principal), but the level of professional development 

for a particular teacher is decided in institutions 

outside the local school system. A principal hires a 

teacher, and a principal also participates in the meet-

ing of a commission, which decides about a teacher’s 

promotion—but rather as an ally or ambassador not 

as an evaluator. Th is new conception of promotion 

comes from the conviction that a system of salaries 

should motivate teachers to professional develop-

ment.

Th e idea was to motivate teachers to professional 

development through fi nancial incentives. Th e legal 

framework creates a positive environment: teachers 

need to work on their career to achieve the next step 

on the professional ladder, but unfortunately this 

process leads to a dead end. Once someone gets to 

the top of the ladder there is no incentive for him/her 

to invest further in his/her professional development. 

Another problem is how easy it is to get to the next 

level. Th e commission that decides about it consists 

of diff erent members depending on which level of 
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development is being considered (always representa-

tives of kuratoria and independent experts) but never 

invites representatives of the body that pays teachers’ 

salaries. So in practice (without fi nancial tension on 

the committee, because they will not pay for their de-

cisions) in some places the career path and moving on 

to the next level of career development is reduced to a 

ritual collection of required documents. Th is practice 

threatens the quality of teachers’ professional devel-

opment. Every-one should remember that investment 

in teachers is not only to enable them to get better 

formal qualifi cations, but that real development sup-

ports critical refl ection, discussions and thinking 

about everyday practice.

2.2.3 In-service Training System

Th rough the description of the desired and potential 

development of teachers’ careers and connecting it 

to an increase in knowledge, experience and teach-

ing skills, the ministry tries to infl uence the quality 

of the process of teaching and learning in schools. 

It is the element of the quality assurance system 

(with the weaknesses described above). Th e ministry 

tries to create the demand but also works on the 

supply side through accreditation of the in-service 

teachers’ development institutions, managing its own 

institutions and through supporting this development 

fi nancially. 

Th e new law passed in 2001 creates new condi-

tions for fi nancing the in-service training system. It 

describes responsibilities of diff erent levels of gov-

ernment and states that local governments ought to 

secure the amount of money that has to be spent on 

teachers’ training and that it should be equal to 1% of 

teachers’ annual salaries in certain regions. From this 

money local self-governments have to pay the salaries 

of local experts (hired there), fi nance conferences and 

seminars, prepare workshops, fi nance management 

of the training system and fi nally reimburse the in-

dividual teacher’s educational initiatives. It is such a 

broad area that locally collected money is usually not 

suffi  cient, especially in small gminas that hire about 

one hundred teachers or less—1% of the salary is a 

completely insignifi cant amount. Because the system 

of in-service teachers’ training had also been decen-

tralized, the majority of educational centers for teach-

ers became ruled by voivodship governments or even 

at lower levels. Th e educational act enables gminas to 

provide training for their teachers (the most popular 

form is to hire so-called pedagogical and meth-

odological advisers who are the best and most experi-

enced teachers working in their region, and a part of 

their workload includes trainings and consultations 

with other teachers from the region). For the highest 

level of local government—voivodship—the Ministry 

also described required fi nancial input in teacher 

training. Th eir responsibility is to secure an amount 

equal to 5,000 average monthly earnings of a begin-

ner teacher that should be devoted to supporting 

teachers’ training institutions, and particularly for 

teachers’ education projects, fi nancing involvement of 

higher education institutions in teacher training and 

participation in international programs. Th e minis-

try itself should provide this system with the same 

amount to support the central programs of teachers’ 

education.

At the same time the ministry is preparing a new 

system of accreditation for training centers. It has not 

been implemented but has already awakened contra-

dictory opinions. On one hand, it is reasonable for 

establishing minimum requirements; on the other 

hand, it may be a tool of punishment for those who 

will compete with the ministry.

Th e ministry tries to have a direct impact on 

teachers’ development through its own teachers’ 

training centers—there are still four state-governed 

centers for in-service teachers’ training. Another 

way of having a direct impact is launching centrally 

governed training programs for teachers. In 2002 6.5 

million PLN was spent on programs that are per-

ceived by employees of the ministry as crucial for the 

quality of education (for example, foreign language 

courses for teachers). 

Th ere are also other ways to organize and man-

age central training programs, for example, to hire an 

institution of higher education and order specifi cally 

described training for teachers (for example, last year 

it was training for preschool education teachers). Th e 

ministry demonstrates quite visible activity in the 

area of teachers’ education and professional develop-

ment because in this way it tries to prepare condi-

tions for new challenges and tasks that will appear 

for the educational system and teachers. When the 

ministry tries to change the reality, together with 
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legislation; it tries to have an impact on teachers’ 

education: when we plan to introduce certain changes 

and think that additional preparation would be required 

to fulfi ll the new expectations, we plan opportunities 

for teachers to gain new skills and knowledge. Th is is 

the statement that may be heard from employees 

of the ministry. Unfortunately, one of the biggest 

obstacles and failures of the reform was, and still is, 

too little investment in teachers’ development and their 

resistance to change. As it is appropriately recognized 

in the ministry offi  ces, Polish teachers need more 

attention but they do not feel like they are getting it.

2.2.4 Quality Monitoring System

One of the strategies to build the capacity of the system 

and, at the same time, to leave independence for 

teachers is a decentralization of the quality monitoring 

system and passing the right to check the level of 

the fulfi llment of educational standards to regional 

institutions. At the moment the monitoring system in 

Poland is decentralized and regional kuratoria create 

and control it. Th e contemporary system is a result of 

the conviction that the power in fi nancial decision-

making and management of schools should be separ-

ated from the quality monitoring system. Schools 

are owned by local self-governments and fi nanced 

by the state (through subvention) together with 

local communities (through money from diff erent 

sources). Th e focus on the quality of the teaching 

and learning process and results of this process are 

based in the Kuratorium. Th e Kuratorium is a regional 

institution that plays a crucial role in the functioning 

of the educational system. Th e Kurator, who is head 

of a Kuratorium, leads the educational policy in the 

region (voivodship) on behalf of the voivod (wojewoda).

Th e Kurator is responsible for managing certain types 

of training institutions and the superintendence of 

the educational system. He/she decides about some 

issues (described in the educational act), organizes 

in-service training and cooperates with local govern-

ments. Th e Kuratorium is the state budget institution 

acting according to the rules established by the 

Minister of Education, but the Kurator is hired 

personally by the voivod 27 not by the Minister of 

Education (although through agreement with the 

ministry). 

According to the legislation, the Kuratorium is 

an institution that plays a crucial role in the quality 

assurance system. It is a real challenge because of the 

scarcity of professionally prepared staff  and lack of 

procedures for quality monitoring. Th e Educational 

Act describes the responsibility of the Kuratorium 

and gives a platform for its interpretation. Super-

intendence should be understood as the evaluation of 

conditions of the educational process, analyses and 

evaluation of the results of the educational process, 

supporting teachers and schools in their duties and 

as inspiring teachers to innovations. Th ose tasks in-

clude: control over the hiring process, control over the 

teaching process (ensuring that it follows according to 

national minimum curricula), control over the grading 

system and securing safety in schools. In case of any 

signs of disobedience the kuratorium informs the 

managing institution—the local self-government—if 

it is a private school or other leading institution. As 

far as quality of teaching and the learning process, 

there are two main directions of infl uence: model 

and control. National minimum curricula that 

should be included in every local or regional curriculum 

and a system of standards created in kuratoria as an ex-

ample of how schools should work may be considered 

as models. In the second way of monitoring one may 

include the system of the external evaluation during 

which the inspector visits the school for a few days and 

using diff erent tools, prepares the report. Th is visit 

(or inspection) may happen once every two to three 

years or even more rarely, so principals are strongly 

advised to prepare their own internal evaluation more 

often or even permanently. Of course, evaluation of 

schoolwork results is extremely diffi  cult, thus kurato-

ria are intended to play the role of an advisory board 

for local governments and schools, rather than limit 

themselves to a controlling body.28

Th ere is a question of whether a kuratorium 

is prepared to do what has been added to its list 

of responsibilities. And also, if so, is there a chance 

for improving the process of learning how to sup-port 

schools? Unfortunately kuratoria took over the practice 

of the ministry and continue to prepare standards 

and evaluation procedures behind closed doors, 

so the process of decentralization in reality means 

bringing the center closer to the periphery only in 

the geographical sense, without connecting it with a 

change of the dynamic of relations between schools 
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and their supervisors. Moreover, the process of creation 

of standards becomes more and more centralized. New 

plans aim to establish a list of national standards. It is 

questionable how infl uential and authentic  standards 

will be if brought or sent from the capital, but in the 

ministry there are still optimists working:

  in this moment the work, over-preparing the 

system of accountability for everybody, is pro-

ceeding—almost every voivodship has its own 

educational standards, we are currently prepar-

ing national standards of school work. To be 

able to compare certifi cations, standards should 

be the same in the whole country. A new system 

should be implemented by September 2003 and 

will be based in the new executive order focused 

on the quality control of the teachers’ work by 

principals, control of the principal by kurator 

and monitoring the kurator’s work by the min-

ister. If we add all standards together there is 

a chance for the birth of a new quality assurance 

system.

2.2.5 Th reats

One of the biggest problems of the Polish educational 

system that may do harm to the process of empow-

erment, is blurred moral rules and values within 

the occupational group of teachers. Th e offi  cial ver-

sion is that it is not necessary to teach teachers those 

rules because they are obvious; unfortunately the real 

practice in schools is far from the desired one. Because 

of the lack of signifi cant opinion-shaping institutions 

or actors in the sphere of education, there is no discus-

sion about ethics in schools. Polish schools suff er from 

a cancer called “private lessons”—additional classes 

that are provided by teachers for students who want 

and will pay additionally for them (poor students and 

good students who think they work hard enough in 

school are left behind). So in the mornings the teacher 

teaches the same children in the class for the state sal-

ary and in the afternoon she or he teaches them for 

parents’ money. 

 Th e role of the ministry in this area is limited to 

creating very general points in the Teachers’ Charter, 

but unfortunately this act plays an important role in 

the tendency to overload teachers with work rather 

than in constructing positive images and visions 

of the occupation. Th e ministry also tries to reach 

teachers’ attention through diff erent kinds of activi-

ties. For example, there is a competition for the best 

teacher in Poland during which students and their 

parents tell stories about the best teachers. Th is is an 

attempt to underline the desired characteristics of a 

good teacher and the way of rewarding those who 

really work hard, serving as a role model for others. 

Th is action, however, has only a minimal impact 

because there is no promotion of the competition, so 

teachers who win are not publicly recognized.

Th e process of capacity-building together with 

the process of empowerment is diffi  cult to initiate, 

manage and infl uence. Besides structural and system-

atic conditions there are also emotional, ideological 

and psychological ones that overlap each other, but 

there is no option of return. To make modernization 

of Polish schools a reality the process needs to be 

continued.

Capacity-building is a multilayered and diffi  cult 

process with numerous approaches to it. Th e Polish 

educational system suff ers because the power of in-

dividual shareholders in the process of development 

is ignored. Only when all actors are authentically 

involved in the process of improving schools will it 

have a chance for success. Th e negative opinion com-

ing from the conviction that the central government 

is losing human potential can only be decreased once 

we realize that this is the time to act, that we can 

awaken human potential and that we have numerous 

tools for doing so—whether it be better education 

and more effi  cient in-service teachers’ training, help-

ing principals in the hiring process, or a quality assur-

ance system that will use close cooperation between 

teachers, schools and their evaluators. Th e tools exist, 

but they should be used correctly.

2.3 Planning and Cooperation 
  Networks

Th e network for planning and cooperation in 

management of the educational system is quite com-

plicated, but it is still in the process of development. 

As explained earlier, schools have two direct superiors: 

local self-government, which owns buildings and 

hires teachers (so-called leading institutions) and 

kuratoria, which support schools in providing edu-
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cational services (so-called quality assurance institu-

tions). Th is construction (dual responsibility) creates 

a situation in which somebody else is respons-

ible for fi nancial and administrative issues and for the 

quality of education. In an ideal world the manage-

ment department (local government) cooperates with 

the quality department (kuratorium) smoothly; unfor-

tunately, in the real world this scheme creates tension 

between these two entities. According to a legislator, 

a kuratorium is placed in the diffi  cult position of an 

independent research institute, a center of educa-

tional policy and, additionally, as an offi  ce of the state 

administration.29 Unfortunately, local governments 

do not see cooperation with kuratoria as a support 

for a rationale process of planning and managing the 

educational task, but rather as an additional burden. 

Th e confl ict around power issues underlines the co-

operation among those two institutions—a kura-

torium tries to prove that it is the most appropriate 

organization in terms of expertise (although very 

often it does not have enough capital), and self-

governments try to prove that they understand schools 

better. Th is tension results in the contradiction that 

those who make fi nancial decisions, who decide 

about hiring and dismissing teachers and who pay for 

additional courses in schools have little information 

about the quality of teaching and the learning pro-

cess in the context of external school evaluation. 

Th is painful process is changing slowly, but it is still 

possible to fi nd regions where a kuratorium pro-

tests when the local government uses other experts 

than kuratorium ones to evaluate school work and 

places where the local government ignores the 

existence of a kuratorium as a valuable source of 

information. Th ere is no other option than to believe 

that these two critical institutions for planning the 

quality of school work will develop an effi  cient and 

appropriate way of cooperation for the sake of schools.

Another important element that should be 

considered within the educational network is the 

Ministry of Education. Th e three main sources of 

power, expertise and impact on schools’ operations 

are the ministry, local government and kuratoria (state 

offi  ce for quality monitoring). Th ese agencies create 

the vertices of the triangle inside of which we may 

position every school. As it was stated in one interview, 

the dynamics of relations between these actors is a 

work in progress. Th ere is plenty of experimentation, 

but also a transfer of customs, habits and games. 

Managing and fi nancing is based on survival when 

done without strategic planning, systematic solutions 

or cooperation. Monitoring quality is still the old 

game of “hide and seek,” where a supervisor is 

looking for mistakes and schools are trying to hide 

them; making policy is rather creating orders than 

negotiation. Th e educational network is a dynamic, 

fl exible structure, in which diff erent actors try to 

win the best position and get the most channels of 

infl uence. 

Since the transformation in 1989 it is pos-

sible to observe the process of constructing a new 

reality of the educational system (described in the 

introduction), but because of the lack of a clear and 

agreed upon vision of the Polish educational system, 

each new political power in government tries to 

create their own system, which is not completely in 

line with the previous educational policy and 

directions for change. Th is resulted in a system that 

has implemented inner obstacles for effi  ciency. One

of the biggest is the unclear division of competen-

cies and responsibilities. During the last decade 

there were waves of changes in the treatment of 

diff erent actors’ roles in the process of planning 

for the educational system. Th e spectrum of attitudes 

range from autonomy for local governments in plan-

ning work and managing schools to full dependency. 

Th ere are no coherent plans connected from the top 

down or from the bottom up. Th ere is a positive 

conviction that school, local, regional and state plans 

are intertwined and built in consideration of critical 

goals pointed out by the ministry and according to 

law, but there is no formal attempt to create order. 

For now one may see strong actors on both ends of 

the administrational ladder (the ministry and gmina) 

and a weak center to this ladder—the voivodship. In 

certain regions, like industrial Upper Silesia, there is 

an urgent need for regional planning in the voivod-

ships. Because of the strong concentration of cities 

one planning system for schools should be created. 

Unfortunately, every gmina in this region plans sepa-

rately.

Th is fragmentation is a quite natural result of a 

system of communication in which the partners and 

actors responsible for the educational system think in 

terms of “from task to task” and “from demand to 

demand.” In this case there is no time or space for ra-
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tional thinking or deeper communication, but only a 

hectic attempt to be “on time” with all requirements. 

Unfortunately, the dominant practice functions on 

the edge from one deadline to another, which does not 

support strategic planning, and certainly is not the 

environment in which diff erent levels of the same 

system are encouraged to coordinate their planning 

processes and results of such processes. In response 

to the question about planning, together with other 

participants of the educational system, an employee 

of the ministry mentioned: 

  Yes, in general we have an infl uence and we try 

to coordinate it through minimum curricula, so 

yes, in general, we do it. Th ere are no formal pro-

cedures for coordinating planning, but I do not 

see any serious diff erences. However, the ministry 

really should not intervene in local and regional 

plans, it should stay in the position of the leg-

islator who pushes direct operators of schools to 

plan.

It is obvious that every region may have diff erent 

priorities, so the biggest challenge here is to try to se-

cure state policy goals  from being crossed off  the list 

of regional priorities. Th is, together with encouraging 

ooperation in constructing plans, should be the main 

focus of the central government.

For now there is a signifi cant tendency in educa-

tional policy processes to withdraw from broad and 

long-term strategies and plans and instead focus on 

development of survival techniques. Sadly, this kind 

of behavior is supported by a diffi  cult economic situa-

tion, decreased trust in authority and the lack of own-

ership within local governments caused by actions of 

the ministry that support the position of kuratoria 

instead of local governments.

2.4 Targeted Development Program

Targeted programs are connected with general goals 

and political priorities. Lately, two of the priorities 

are particularly visible: new technologies and equal 

opportunities. Decisions about what is on the prior-

ity list are made directly in the ministry and are not 

discussed with other stakeholders. Th e ministry could 

expect very small protests because nobody would pro-

test or give other suggestions on how to invest money 

that is used for such important goals as providing 

computer labs to all Polish middle schools, providing 

some local governments with buses for students from 

villages, supporting meals for poor children or provid-

ing poor students with textbooks, teaching materials 

and school supplies.

Targeted programs are, according to the ministry 

employee:

  ...extorted by life because the majority of them 

are focused on equalizing opportunities and this 

is not only the task of the ministry but also the 

task of the whole government and society. When 

we want to introduce a change we need to secure 

conditions for operation. By changing the net-

work of schools, we created a situation in which 

a lot of children had to take buses to get to school 

so we started to buy buses for the most in need. 

It is very diffi  cult to monitor targeted programs, 

especially because a majority of them consist of the 

distribution of certain goods unconditionally: com-

puters, buses, books, food and money. Only some of 

them assume participation of local governments or 

schools (like in the program My school on the Internet). 

Kurators monitor those programs only while monitor-

ing school quality so the picture is very fragmented. 

Some information may be gathered directly from lo-

cal governments but one of the strategies in reporting 

is making many complaints because in this way it is 

possible to get more from the targeted program. 

Targeted programs might be used by the min-

ister as a tool for direct change in a particular area. 

Unfortunately, because of inappropriate preparation 

and the lack of explanation of goals, those programs 

are perceived by teachers and the general community 

as political actions run in a very chaotic way. So in-

stead of investment in the educational system, those 

programs stir up emotions and deepen diff erences 

even further.

3. TOOLS AND CONDITIONS 
 OF POLICYMAKING

Th e Educational Act of September 7, 1991 provides 

the framework for the current legal rules aff ecting 

education. Th e status of teachers is described in 

the Teachers’ Charter enacted in 1982 with the 
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last modifi cation having been in 1996. Th e entire 

educational management and policymaking model 

includes diff erent elements, among which the main 

key actors may be defi ned. Th e fi rst is the central 

government: the Ministry of Education and Sports 

operating on the legislative level. As it is stated in 

the Educational Act: “the Ministry coordinates and 

realizes educational state policy and cooperates with 

voivods and other agencies and institutions important 

for the functioning of the educational system.” Th e 

assumption can be made that the educational policy 

exists and operates. However, the question about 

how it is created and who is involved is much more 

diffi  cult to answer. In further points describing the 

many responsibilities, duties and obligations of the 

mMinistry, there is no single point suggesting its 

involvement in the creation of the state educational 

policy.30

According to ministry employees there is no 

institution (besides the ministry) that should or may 

have real infl uence in certain areas. Th e ministry has 

three main tasks which were consistently verbalized 

by its employees during interviews: the creation of the 

state educational policy (although this is overlooked 

in the Act); creation of conditions for operation of 

schools and other educational institutions through 

the creation of educational law; and assurance that 

the education of future teachers will be of high quality 

and help to prepare teachers to fulfi ll the expectations 

and requirements of the ministry. Th ose tasks may be 

achieved without serious fi nancial investment, crucial 

in the defi ciency of state resources. One of the biggest 

advantages of decentralization that the ministry sees 

is giving away responsibility for managing schools to 

local governments. Th e general opinion was that it 

created a positive change of material conditions for 

the operation of schools. 

Th e second important actor is the kuratorium, 

which is situated in a rather precarious  position. It 

serves as a kind of regional ministry or representative 

of the ministry in the voivodship, an institution 

whose main task is to monitor the quality of 

teaching and learning and also to monitor the legal 

situation of schools. Th e head of a kuratorium—the 

kurator—is responsible for quality monitoring or 

superintendence of pedagogical aspects of school 

work through evaluating conditions of the process 

of teaching and learning, analyzing results of the 

didactic activity of teachers, supporting schools in 

their work and inspiring teachers. A kuratorium 

is in a strange position: it is a part of the state 

regional system of administration and is super-

vised and established by a voivodship (as a regional 

offi  ce), but operates on the conditions of the ministry, 

in accordance with the goals and tasks developed 

by the ministry. Th is situation sometimes creates 

confusion in understanding the position of kuratoria, 

particularly during the last decade when several 

diff erent ideas defi ning the operation of a kuratorium 

and its position in the educational structure were 

tried. For a while it was directly under the ministry’s 

management. For now it is under voivodship juris-

diction, but as mentioned above, it is obligated to 

follow the ministry’s ideas within the educational 

system. 

Th e third actor is local government, which is 

responsible for managing schools on the local level 

rather than the central one. According to the law, the 

so-called school managing agency (local government) 

is responsible for superintendence of school activity 

within the areas of fi nance and administration 

and is allowed to approach schools and kuratoria 

with conclusions or recommendations concerning 

educational issues. Th e principal or kurator has 

to answer the question within 14 days. Th ere is a 

constant struggle between local governments and 

the fi rst element of the system (the ministry) because 

the ministry tries to creatively construct the reality 

of schools and local governments have to pay for the 

ministry’s visions. At the same time this situation 

results in a strong feeling that the independence of 

the local governments in committing autonomous 

decisions is radically reduced. Th e disturbing ten-

dency over the last few years has been to decrease 

the role of the local government and forbid it to 

undertake any initiatives that would touch the area 

concerning the quality of education. Th is situation 

causes frustration among local governments, which 

either do not have money to fulfi ll all requirements or 

if they want to do something more, they face negative 

reactions from the ministry or kuratorium. One of 

the conditions of policymaking opened the platform 

for consultation, negotiation and discussion among 

those critical actors on the scene, but in reality nego-

tiation and consultation transformed into a struggle 

about power over schools. 
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Th e fourth element of the policymaking system is 

schools and their local human capital. A majority of 

schools have no infl uence or voice in the policymak-

ing process, but some pressure groups have managed 

to attain stronger positions in the system. Among 

them are private schools. Th ese are usually the most 

famous public schools or schools that have been lucky 

enough to have the active involvement of the local 

community, parents and teachers. For sure, the posi-

tion of principal is stronger than in the past. Although 

principals still do not use the whole spectrum of their 

rights, he or she could become a very important player 

with a central offi  ce. Th e important, new element of 

the system is a separation of quality monitoring from 

managing—it is a controversial idea with many pros 

and cons at the same time.

NGOs and parents responded fi rst to opportuni-

ties to contribute to the educational system, but this 

has tapered off  since the early nineties. Offi  cially 

(read, legally) they gained signifi cant infl uence over 

school activities, but in practice they were diminished 

to the role of support staff  during school holidays, 

trips and an additional source of money. And in 

private schools, parents do not participate in any 

kinds of activities that would have any refl ection 

on curriculum, hiring teachers, textbooks or even 

teaching modes in the schools which their children 

attend. Th ere are two main obstacles: consciousness 

and awareness of people and knowledge. Th ey do not 

feel like they are responsible and when they feel like 

this they have rejected it by saying that they do not 

have the appropriate knowledge to make the right 

decisions. By seeing it as a process (involvement of 

diff erent actors in policymaking and infl uencing 

the ministry), it is possible to state that conditions 

for this participation exist, but they are not used 

widely enough. Th ere is an obvious absence of infl u-

ential lobbying groups, interest groups or other actors 

that would want and have enough power to include 

themselves in the discourse about priorities in educa-

tion. Th ere is no such discourse even in the core of 

the educational environment in schools and at uni-

versities. Trade unions are concentrated on workers’ 

rights and think tanks or research institutions reach 

only very narrow groups, usually political dissidents 

or other experts and researchers within education, 

not the broad public or even educational personnel. 

Policymaking is a game that is taking place within 

a very small group of ministry employees and hired 

experts. As it was stated:

  ...if something is not like we [in the ministry] 

would like it to be, the decision is made [in the 

ministry] and we start the legislation process. We 

manage using the legislation, nothing is done 

like in the past by direct orders. We analyze the 

current situation, sometimes using independent, 

outside expertise and when the situation needs it 

we change it.

Th us political decisions are made by a narrow 

group, and even after the decision is made there are 

no attempts to consult or explain this decision through 

systematic and regular actions (like promotion through 

media or meetings).

3.1 Policymaking in the Polish Reality

It is diffi  cult to describe educational policy under 

permanent change and reform. Sometimes it is im-

possible to decide which part of the observed action 

is a result of the policy of offi  cial governing bodies 

and which part of those activities is a result of insti-

tutional improvisation of diff erent actors within the 

system. While it is obvious that policy is a form of 

governance that is constantly negotiated and reorgan-

ized in the ongoing fl ow of institutional life,31 it also 

seems to be true that it exists in Poland only partially. 

Educational policy in Poland is more monologue 

than discourse. Because policy is highly political, 

educational policy is present in all programs of po-

litical parties, and it exists as a vivid and important 

part of declarations for the social order of political 

parties. Unfortunately, in practice, educational pol-

icy is more important and useful at campaign time. 

Th e process of policy formation should occur across 

many contexts of social life. Regional bodies that are 

responsible for formulation and implementation of 

state and regional policies together follow the example 

of the central government and avoid the attempt to 

coordinate goals and tasks from diff erent levels of 

policymaking, which sometimes results in contradict-

ory decisions. According to Colebatch, policy rests 

on three assumed characteristics of organized action: 
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coherence, hierarchy and instrumentality.32 Looking 

from outside at the system of policymaking in Poland, 

it is diffi  cult to fi nd the fi rst characteristic—coher-

ence. Th e channel of communication that should 

allow fi tting all bits of action together and form-

ing it into an organized and single system is closed, 

even at the beginning—employees of the ministry 

have pieces of information and are not able to speak 

about the ministry’s policy. One may point to the 

main values that should create the offi  cial policy, 

but there is no coherent system for its understand-

ing. In the next paragraphs the most important issues 

that create a framework for policymaking will be 

described, supported with examples of those issues. 

Th e picture is fragmented, but those examples should 

point at the most important elements.

3.1.1 Policy Formulation

Often diffi  cult and sometimes artifi cial, we will try 

to separate the formulation and implementation 

processes that have happened in Poland. Th e policy 

formulation process has been driven by both the need 

for the adjustment of Polish schools to the demands of 

the new reality and the desire to maintain traditions. 

In the fi rst area one may defi ne a few main forces: 

European integration and the need to be in line with  

European priorities in educational policy. One of the 

most important elements here is the policy of equal 

opportunity. Polish politicians added this value to 

their priority lists quite early. Aside from declara-

tions there has been no real action in Poland in this 

area. Paradoxically, a conviction can be observed that 

inequality and the results of social stratifi cation are 

inevitable and natural. Th is conviction results in the 

situation that on the level of declaration equality 

and equal access to education are important goals. 

However, in reality there are no signs that something 

has been done. Children from villages are in an even 

more diffi  cult situation after the very reform designed 

to make their access easier. Th is is also true in terms 

of  gender equality. It seems that in the process of 

policy formulation politicians take labels from attrac-

tive trends but with no will to continue the process 

of policy implementation—there is an agreement 

that some things are inevitable, so we may explain 

our failure by natural causes. Th e central government 

shows that it recognizes this and tries to do some-

thing, and regional actors try to avoid the problem by 

not addressing it, while those who are aff ected usually 

have little strength to do something about it. Th us 

there is little impact.

Th e next important issue within the fi rst sector 

is a change of labor market and demand for a new 

type of employee—fl exible, able to learn, profi cient 

in foreign languages and able to work in a diverse 

environment and solve problems. In a similar way, 

as with European value priorities, this issue is also 

vivid and present in political discussions. To make it 

real, the whole school network should be changed in 

a very signifi cant way. One may notice a few diff erent 

attitudes towards this system. Some want to change 

everything, some a few things, some nothing. Th ere is 

serious confl ict around the question of how the school 

network should be changed. Th e former ministry 

tried to make large-scale changes, and the current 

ministry partially stopped this process. Yes, the pyra-

mid of high schools has been changed for now—the 

majority of them are academic high schools that 

prepare students for university studies. Twelve years 

ago it was only 20%. But still there is a signifi cant 

number of schools that are dead-end schools—there 

is no possibility to go further on the educational 

ladder after these occupational schools. Moreover, a 

majority of them prepare benefi ciaries of the social 

security system because they teach skills that are no 

longer useful on the employment market.

Th e quality of education may be seen as the next 

critical issue infl uencing the policy formulation pro-

cess. Th ere is a strong conviction carried mainly by 

people who work for the educational system that 

Polish schools provide a solid, traditional education. 

Th ere are numerous stories and anecdotes about 

Polish students being the best in the group when they 

studied abroad. Unfortunately, stories about Polish 

workers and scientists are not so popular. International 

exams (like PISA) also do not support this popular 

feeling about the high quality of education in Polish 

schools. Th is issue is more diffi  cult to analyze on the 

level of policy formulation than previous ones—it 

is more controversial and it is diffi  cult to explain 

by external causes (like changes in the labor 

market). Th is aside, it is almost dangerous to 
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offi  cially claim that Polish schools do not do the best 

job. Th e whole community of scholars and educators 

are aware of problems but are not willing to defi ne 

reasons and change them, so there are no attempts to 

make serious changes that might improve the quality 

of education.

Th e last issue that is defi ned in this paper as a 

factor infl uencing the policymaking process is the 

political change in the administration system and 

transferring responsibility for schools to local govern-

ments. Th is allowed introducing more actors in the 

process of decision-making, especially policy for-

mulation and creation of recommendations. Unfor-

tunately the majority of those actors still do not use 

their rights to participate in this process. Local gov-

ernments have still not defi ned themselves as impor-

tant actors in this process and rather take the role of 

observers trying to fulfi ll the ministry’s expectations. 

In some regions local governments try to take a more 

active position which very often causes confl icts with 

local kuratoria.

A second factor infl uencing policy formultion 

and the beginning of the adoption process may be de-

scribed as trying to save what we already have. During 

a transformation, some valuable mechanisms are very 

often destroyed. Coming from this conviction there 

are groups that “defend” the Polish system. When 

we defend something we do not always see and act 

rationally. Furthermore, we do not analyze the diff er-

ent issues; we stand up for our values and do not 

change. Th is is a primary mistake of those who come 

from the rational conviction that there are elements 

that should be saved, but are unable to think in an 

objective way. Among those are teachers who offi  cially 

follow requirements of reform but unoffi  cially claim 

that it is not true that everyone can learn or that 

it is not true that everyone needs to know foreign 

languages. Th ere is a strange situation in the Polish 

educational system where double reality and double 

morality are present. 

In reality, framed by those issues, there is one 

more important factor infl uencing the process of 

policy formulation, the structure of actors involved in 

it. One might defi ne a few important groups. Th e fi rst 

one consists of clearly political parties which put edu-

cation into their programs and discuss it during cam-

paigns. Th e importance of education is understood as 

an important political vehicle that helps to get votes 

but not as a priority while in offi  ce. Even parties that 

are perceived as parties connected with universi-

ties and schools personally (by politicians) were not 

focused on education as a priority. Th e only govern-

ment that made this mistake and tried to reconstruct 

the educational system paid for it with disappearance 

from the political scene.33 Such an important group 

that uses educational policy, but does not make it is 

politicians. Th e second group that participates in the 

policy formulation is teachers and schools adminis-

trators (and also other employees of the educational 

system—e.g., university professors). Some of them 

are involved directly while in parliament or in lo-

cal power structures, and others indirectly through 

contacts with those within the power structures. Th is 

group is extremely interesting because they are moved 

by two contradictory demands: one is to make the 

system better, the second is to secure the status quo in 

the number of people employed. When the number 

of students is decreasing it is next to impossible, but it 

is being done. Th ese kinds of miracles will not allow 

real changes, so this group creates artifi cial changes 

and ideas that will not support a more innovative 

school system in Poland. Th e third group mentioned 

already includes representatives of local governments. 

Th e fourth group is the media. Finally, the last one 

is stakeholders—parents and students. Th is group 

is important mainly in the private schooling sector, 

but as there is a connection between the public and 

private sector,  their role in the policy formulation 

process must be recognized as well.

3.1.2 Policy Implementation

Th e most important issue in the implementation 

of educational policy is a permanent impression of 

unclear and blurred policy priorities. Th e process of 

formulation without clear statements and defi ned pri-

orities seems to be continuing. Th is creates a situation 

where it is diffi  cult to evaluate the process of imple-

mentation. Frequent changes in decisions caused by 

frequent changes of governments and the lack of con-

tinuity of previous policies and of support for declared 

actions all shape the unstable and blurred situation in 

the educational system. It is possible and it sometimes 

happens that there are decisions of the ministry that 

are impossible to follow (like, for example, a decision 
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about additional hours of physical education that was 

not connected with information about where the mon-

ey for this would come from.) Th ere are decisions that 

are changed after a while (like the new Matura exam 

and the attempt to make it an external exam that was 

stopped by the new minister), or information from the 

ministry received in the middle of the school year 

(like a decision announced in April 2003 that grades 

for the second foreign language will not be included 

in the average grade on the certifi cate). 

So, as it can be seen, policy implementation is 

a hectic process infl uenced by obscured priorities 

and goals, as well as a number of actors overloaded 

with work and responsibilities. Colebatch states that 

policy is based on authority, implies expertise and is 

concerned with order. Th ose elements infl uence the 

Polish educational system as well and are present 

during the process of implementation. Th ere is quite 

a clear authority structure, but there is no effi  cient 

channel of communication within it. Th ere is a need 

for expertise, and this expertise is present, but it seems 

to be omitted by those with authority.

In this system, rational evaluation is impossible. 

Besides problems with statistical data gathering de-

scribed earlier, there is also another problem: we do 

not know what to control, monitor and evaluate. 

When there are no clear goals, useful evaluation is 

impossible. Although the situation is diffi  cult, ele-

ments of the evaluation system are gradually develop-

ing mainly in the area of student achievement: there is 

an external exam in primary and middle school, and 

possibly high school as well. 

Central government in a decentralized system  

should play the role of motivator, where new and am-

bitious goals are constructed, and also the authority 

able to monitor the process of implementation of those 

ideas. However, democratization of social life should 

also lead to democratization of the policy process. 

Th e technocratic top-down practice will not bring 

us to a situation in which all stakeholders are willing 

and able to take part of the responsibility for the 

system. So, the policymaking process needs to be 

open to everybody. More importantly the invitation 

to participate is not enough—we need education on 

how to participate. Th is should be a challenge for the 

next generation of policymakers to prepare a consti-

tuency that will be able to co-create the educational 

policy. 

4. RECOMMENDATIONS 

Th e governance of the educational system in Poland 

is a complicated process infl uenced by two pheno-

mena—systematic change of all state structures and 

institutions and organizational limitations coming 

from the heritage of the previous system. People who 

govern the current system struggle with change in the 

fi nancing system, change in the status and system of 

preparing potential teachers, change of power struc-

tures within the system and fi nally change in the 

school system and methods of teaching. 

Important changes took place because of the 

need to accommodate the new administrational 

structure of the state and new regional borders. Th e 

process of shifting the perception of the state as the 

only owner of the educational system and the sole 

decision-maker to a more democratic one has been 

slow. Th e willingness and ability of legislators to see 

things from a broader perspective are limited by a 

failure to use appropriately the opportunities pro-

vided for in the Educational Act and to see beyond 

its inherent weaknesses. Th e most important weak-

ness that may be seen in every group with power in 

Poland is a tendency to monopolize the right to make 

important decisions and forcing the various sectors of 

education to capitulate.

Th e governance of education is infl uenced also 

by several more “objective” factors. Th ese include low 

levels of education in society (54% of Poles are high 

school graduates, which is lower than the OECD 

average of 62%) and a high unemployment rate 

(18%, of which 70% or less have fi nished occupation-

al school). In addition, only 13% of adults participate 

in life-long learning (compared to 31% in OECD 

countries). Other factors to consider are the lack of 

investment in education, and the low level of usage 

of new technologies in education.34 Among the 

education goals which have been defi ned by the min-

istry and others, the most popular are: 

• to bring schools up to speed in terms of recent 

technological and scientifi c innovations; 

•  to prepare for European integration and the proc-

ess of globalization; 

• to prepare for negative demographic processes; 

• to help graduates to survive in the labor market; 

and 
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• to move towards educating students to be fl exible 

entrepreneurs who are able to participate respon-

sibly and rationally in social life in a democratic 

country.

Th ere are diff erent levels of potential actions for 

improvements. Th e proposed innovations should be 

based on strengths and should aim to remedy weak-

nesses. 

4.1 Flow of Information

Th e fi rst group of innovations may aim to improve 

the practice of communication within and outside the 

Ministry of Education. Th e current situation is char-

acterized by segregation and obstacles in communica-

tion, both vertical and horizontal. Th e ministry needs 

to improve internal communication procedures. It 

should be followed by the development of better com-

munication channels with kuratoria and local govern-

ments. Th ere is a serious need for systematic practice 

and well-known and regular mechanisms of top-down 

and bottom-up communication. Establishing the 

communication system with regional institutions res-

ponsible for the quality of the system (self-governments 

and kuratoria) should be the next initiative. Th e fi nal 

results of the ministry’s requirements depend also on 

the effi  cacy of the cooperation between self-government 

(owner of the school) and kuratoria (responsible for 

ensuring the high quality of schooling in the region). 

Clearer rules on the relationship between local self-

governments and kuratoria need to be established. 

One suggestion is that part of a kuratorium’s income 

should be connected with the expertise which they 

provide to local governments, in this case a kuratorium 

would be placed in the position of the institution that 

has to deliver high quality service because otherwise 

it would suff er fi nancially. Local governments would 

use a kuratorium’ s services more often if it had to pay 

its salary.

List of the simple recommendations within this 

sector:

• improvement of internal communication proce-

dures;

• development of effi  cient communications chan-

nels with kuratoria and local governments; and

• establishment of the clear relations between self-

government entities and kuratoria.

4.2 Financing the System

Th e second innovation group should be connected with 

the reform of the state fi nancial system. Local govern-

ments should have their own money. Th e other inno-

vation should connect the process of decision making 

with the fi nancial reality, for it is impossible to fulfi ll 

tasks created by somebody who is not taking fi nancial 

responsibility. For now the ministry creates tasks and 

does not support them with money, and kuratoria do 

not take responsibility for the fi nancial results of their 

decisions—for example, kuratoria decide about teacher 

promotion but do not have to secure money for the 

promoted teachers. In an economic depression it is 

diffi  cult to manage the educational system but it is not 

a good solution to cut down expenses and not to cut 

back on ambitious plans.

A list of the simple recommendations within this 

sector:

• reform of the state fi nancial system and restruc-

turing the local governments’ income and task 

system; and

• connecting the process of decision-making about 

fi nancial issues with reality and responsibility for 

decisions.

4.3 Building Capacity

Th e third group of innovations should be focused 

on teachers. Such an excellent idea as connecting the 

promotion of teachers with the level of income will 

not bring positive results as long as it is a promotion 

that remains only on paper. Th e proposed innovation 

is to create higher criteria for promoting and follow-

ing rules. It should not be a punishment for teachers, 

but rather a system of standards that will prove real 

and signifi cant development, not a ritual procedure of 

moving from one statistical group to another. Perhaps 

this will motivate good teachers to do even better 

work. Another innovation would be the attempt to 

decrease the number of people who teach.  Th e teach-

ing profession should not be a place for those who are 
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awaiting “better” opportunities. Teaching should at-

tract the best and the brightest. So the next initiative 

should be increasing the attractiveness of this occupa-

tion. While increasing salaries is next to impossible 

for the moment, possibilities for rewarding teachers 

exist—creating opportunities for life-long learning 

and gaining an attractive education (languages, 

computer skills etc.), creating opportunities for ad-

ditional earnings through supporting schools in 

playing the role of local centers for adult learning 

and fi nally working on improving the perception of 

teachers in society.

 Policy recommendations:

• create higher criteria for the promotion of teach-

ers and strictly adhere to  them;

• decrease the number of teachers according to the 

level of professional competency; and

• increase the attractiveness of  the profession.

Th ese three actions may create a space for im-

provement. Th is is, however, not an exhaustive list. 

Other potential measures for improvement exist, and 

these were chosen carefully based on one important 

criterion: feasibility. 

A very well-known rule says that the eff ectiveness 

of the system depends on the weakest element of the 

system. Communication is thus the weakest link in 

the chain when it comes to the Polish educational sys-

tem and surprisingly, this is an element that has been 

paid very little attention. Th ere is a chance for accel-

eration of the development of the educational system 

if communication channels can work suffi  ciently in 

every direction, both vertically and horizontally. Th e 

need for a fi nancial restructuring of local govern-

ment income has been discussed in Poland for a long 

time. Th is diffi  cult task must be considered as Poland 

now stands at the gates of the challenging reform of 

its state fi nancing system as a now member of the 

European Union. Finally, investment in teachers will 

always bring positive results, while at the same time 

making it possible to make this workforce better ad-

justed to  societal needs by ensuring that qualifi cation 

standards and hiring numbers are high.

It is not an easy process but other alternatives re-

main scarce. It is obvious that those countries which 

do not provide eff ective education cannot effi  ciently 

participate in a global economy, and are not able to 

create a stable and democratic system, and thus will 

not be awarded with abundance or respect. 

NOTES

1 K. Konarzewski, “Program badawczy, Monitorowanie reformy systemu oświaty: cele i metody,” in K. Konarzewski (ed.), Szkolnictwo w pierwszym roku 

reformy systemu oświaty (Warsaw: Instytut Spraw Publicznych, 2001).

2 M. Zahorska, “Zmiany w oświacie—koncepcje i uwarunkowania,” in L. Kolarska-Bobińska (ed.), Druga fala polskich reform (Instytut Spraw Public-

znych, 1999).  

3 M. Zahorska, “Zmiany w oświacie—koncepcje i uwarunkowania,” in L. Kolarska-Bobińska (ed.), Druga fala polskich reform (Instytut Spraw Public-

znych, 1999).  

4 Ibid.

5 Kuratorium—offi  ce of regional superintendent responsible for quality monitoring. 

6 J. Herczyński and T. Levitas, “Decentralization, Local Governments and Education Reform in Post-communist Poland,” in: K. Davey (ed.). Balancing 

National and Local Responsibilities. Education Management and Finance in Four Central European Countries (Budapest: Local Government and Public 

Service Reform Initiative, Open Society Institute–Budapest, 2002), 123.

7 A gmina is the smallest body of  local self-governments in Poland. Every gmina has its board elected in a general election. Th e board of a gmina chooses 

the head of its administration (president or wójt).

8 Th e Union of Polish Teachers (Związek Nauczycielstwa Polskiego, ZNP) is a trade union which has existed since communism and is seen very often as 

a site of resistance to change and support for the left wing of the political scene. Th ere is a second union called Teachers’ Solidarity which is seen as an 

equalizer to ZNP.

9 J. Herczyński and T. Levitas, 123.

10 In 1997 a broad coalition of the right united once more under the Solidarity label. Akcja Wyborcza Solidarność won back the majority in parliament 

from the post-communists. 
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11 M. Zahorska.

12 For years, as described in the fi rst chapter, the name of the ministry was the Ministry of Education (MEN). Th e name was recently changed to Ministry 

of Education and Sport—MENIS, so both names are used in this paper. When something refers to the past, the old name is used.

13 Regional superintendent offi  ces responsible for quality assurance and monitoring.

14 In 1999 a new, three-stage territorial division of the state was introduced. Th e main elements of self-governments are: gmina, poviat and 16 voivodships. 

Boards of gmina or poviat and the parliament of voivodships are governing bodies that make decisions concerning their region. Boards create local law, 

construct budgets and set local taxes. Board members are elected in general elections. 

15 Educational Act, September 7, 1991 (with amendments).

16 Th e Teachers’ Charter, January 26, 1982 (with amendments).

17 Form of the local self-government.

18 Th ere are two parallel streams in the power structure in Poland: bodies of self-governments in regions: in a gmina—board of the gmina, in a poviat, 

which may contain a few gminas—board of the poviat, in a voivodship (województwo) which contains a few poviats—parliament of the voivodship and 

bodies of the central government: central government and regional governments in voivodships—voivodship offi  ce (urzędy wojewódzkie) and their 

head voivods (wojewodowie).

19 According to the opinion of a local representative responsible for education (head of the department of education in a gmina)—“A law constructing a 

framework for fi nancing the educational system is unclear on purpose, because at this moment we do not have the possibility to go to a court to fi ght 

against the government. Every court will reject the case because we have no chance to prove that the government failed in any situation. Last year 

(2002) the Union of Polish Cities made an attempt to accuse the government of not paying the whole amount from the educational subvention and 

the case was dismissed because the court claimed we do not have a legal basis for this!”

20 Th e standard is an average, and the cost of education is diff erent depending on the school, so in certain schools students get more than the standard, 

and in others, less. For example, in special schools, the standard is multiplied by 3; in schools for adults by 0.7. In addition, the number of students in 

schools is evaluated based on reports from the Main Statistical Offi  ce (Główny Urząd Statystyczny—GUS).

21 M. Tobor, Jakie pytanie—taka odpowiedź. Rozważania o statystyce oświatowej, in: Dyrektor Szkoły. Miesięcznik Kadry Oświatowej, nr 2, February 

2003.

22 Th e Ministry does not control it but there is the state system of the monitoring of local spending through regional accounting chambers (regionalne 

izby obrachunkowe). Accountability of this system is questionable.

23 A. Jeżowski, Finansowanie publicznej oświaty samorządowej, in: Zarządzanie oświatą—poradnik dla gmin, School of Education, University of Birming-

ham 1999.

24 Th is system is further described later on in this paper.

25 Additional salary is a certain amount of money added to the basic salary according to teacher evaluation by the principal.

26 Ministry.

27 Voivods are heads of the lowest central government branches that govern viovodships (region)

28 K. Konarzewski, Reforma nadzoru pedagogicznego. In: Szkolnictwo w pierwszym roku reformy systemu oświaty, K. Konarzewski (ed.), Instytut Spraw 

Publicznych, Warszawa 2001.

29 K. Konarzewski, Reforma nadzoru...

30 Student enrollment, school operational rules, basic curricula standards, conditions and procedures for curricula improvement, rules for teacher 

evaluation, conditions for textbook improvement, and provision of appropriate documentation and other activities of the ministry are defi ned in the 

Educational Act, but there is nothing about an active role in educational policymaking.

31 B.A.U. Levinson & M. Sutton, Policy as/in Practice—A Sociocultural Approach to the Study of Education Policy. In: Policy as/in Practice. Toward a 

Comparative Sociocultural Analysis of Educational Policy, Ablex Publishing 2001.

32 H.K. Colebatch. Policy. Buckingham:Open University Press 1999.

33 Of course it was not the only cause but Jerzy Buzek’s government introduced four ambitious reforms (together with the educational one), and it is seen 

as one of the most important reasons for failure of this government. 

34 Ministerstwo Edukacji Narodowej i Sportu, strategia rozwoju kształcenia ustawicznego do roku 2010, (Projekt)—project of the strategy for lifelong learn-

ing created in the Ministry, http://www.men.waw.pl/.
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Strategy and Quality in Education: Romania

L u c i a n  C i o l a n

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Statement of Purpose

Th is policy study is an investigation of the systemic 

environment of educational governance and educa-

tional policymaking in Romania. Th e purpose of the 

investigation is to identify the strengths and weak-

nesses of the way the central government is function-

ing and to set up a framework detailing the potential 

systemic conditions for strategic steering and quality 

policymaking in education.

Th e paper thus serves two purposes. First, it pro-

vides a diagnosis of the existing situation, through a 

literature review and recollection of the expert opinions 

of the actors involved. Second, the paper suggests meas-

ures to be taken in order to build a clear and coherent 

framework for quality governance and sound policy-

making in education in Romania. Th e paper focuses 

in particular on pre-university education; references 

to higher education are sporadic and are inspired by 

examples or correlations made in the interviews.

1.2 Rationale

Th e tremendous changes registered in the last thirteen 

years at all levels and structures of the educational sys-

tem in transition countries are accepted and assumed 

both internally and externally. While diverse in their 

aims and priorities, and diff erent in magnitude and 

speed, educational reforms became a “moving target” 

for all governments and for many types of support 

programs from abroad. 

Th e large majority of improvement eff orts were 

directed towards schools and students, and towards 

“decentralized structures.” In spite of a syncopated 

evolution, quite normal following a long period of a 

centralized and command-driven system, the lower level 

of the educational arena made signifi cant progress. At 

the same time, the central level of educational manage-

ment and administration was in a paradox: “involved” 

in all these development projects as the central decision-

maker, but almost completely forgotten with regard 

to institutional capacity building and human resource 

development. In this way, the Ministry of Education 

and Research—in particular as the institution which 

approves and, most of the time, initiates changes and 

reforms—is left behind due to its conservatism and 

immobility.

Th e uncertain status of the direct employees of 

the ministry, in correlation with political pressures, 

had a paradoxical eff ect: on the one hand, resulting in 

tremendous mobility of personnel in these institutions, 

and on the other hand, in articulation and resistance of 

a “relative autonomy” of these bodies, having their own 

(shadowed) rules of functioning, beyond any external 

infl uence or change in management.

Th e policy environment of education displays yet 

simultaneously hides a diversity of organizational and 

individual, personal and professional behaviors. 

Th e investigation of the central level of the capacity 

of educational decision-making to steer diff erent types 

of resources and to produce and use policy studies and 

policy analyses for informed decision-making is indeed 

a fruitful endeavor. Th e policy recommendations put 

forth in this paper are made with regard to the question: 

what systemic conditions are ensured and what systemic 

conditions need to be built in order to have a sound policy 

environment, supportive for strategic steering and quality 

policymaking in education? 
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2. DECENTRALIZATION 
 OF DECISION-MAKING IN EDUCATION

2.1 Milestones in Educational Reform 

Diff erent approaches and perspectives exist in the 

specialized literature regarding the key moments or 

“milestones” of educational reform in Romania. In 

order to have a clear picture of the evolution and 

transformation in the last 12 years, two perspectives 

will be reviewed which have particular relevance for 

the topic of this paper. 

M. Badescu and C.Birzea1 (1998) try to depict 

diff erent stages of reform, which are further updated 

below. Th e three main steps they identify are:

a) De-structuring (1990). Th e main instruments of 

communist education (e.g., political indoctrina-

tion, over-centralization and abusive control of 

individuals and institutions) were removed. Gen-

eral objectives of education, and the structure of 

the education system, were reconsidered. 

b) Stabilization (1991–92). Priority was given to 

defi ning a legal framework that would re-establish 

a coherent educational system, according to the 

new social, political and cultural values. Th e new 

constitution stipulates the right to education for 

all, free access to and diversifi cation of education 

supply, equality of opportunities, additional pri-

vate education provision and alternative schools.

c) Restructuring (1993–95). In this period important 

reform programs were launched in diff erent sec-

tors of education, with the fi nancial and technical 

support of international organizations (World 

Bank, European Commission).  In 1995 the Law 

of Education was adopted.

At least two stages could be added, according to 

the developments since 1995:

d) Comprehensive reform (1996–2000). Major changes 

are planned, coherent at the level of all components 

of the educational system (curriculum, manage-

ment, evaluation, teacher training, etc.); the main 

intention was to move from sector/domain ori-

ented reform to systemic reform. 

e) “Reform of the reform” (2001–present). Th ere are 

two components or directions to the educational 

policy after the change of government in 2000. 

One is to strengthen the achievements of the 

previous team and to build upon previous ex-

perience. Another trend, however, is to re-think 

some of the important measures already under 

implementation. After a period of tremendous 

structural and systemic changes, in spite of the 

fact that the system became reluctant and willing 

to “take a break” in order to digest these novelties, 

the actual ministerial team continued the series of 

structural interventions. Some of these changes 

could be considered as “logical” and “normal,” 

but others could be described as just “changes of 

the changes,” predominantly justifi ed by political 

reasons and not by evaluations of the policies in 

force. 

Another perspective has tried to focus on key 

measures undertaken up to now that have a strong 

impact at the educational system level. D. Potolea and 

L. Ciolan2 (2003) identifi ed the following instances:

1. Th e enactment of the Law on Education (1995) 

and the Law Regarding the Statute of Teaching 

Staff  (1997). Th e Law on Education was seriously 

revised in 1999, and both documents are pres-

ently under revision. 

2. Th e initiation and implementation of the Pre-

university Education Reform Project, co-fi nanced 

by the Romanian Government and the World 

Bank. Th e project was completed in September–

December 2001. Th e main goals of the project 

components were:

 • Development of a new curriculum;

 • Restructuring the teaching staff  training sys-

tem;

 • Elaboration of alternative textbooks;

 • Reform of the evaluation and examination 

system;

 • Educational management and fi nancing re-

form; and

 • Defi ning new occupational standards through 

tripartite cooperation between government, 

employers and trade unions.

3. Th e beginning of a new phase in educational re-

form, at the end of 1998, when a reconstruction 

from the perspective of the concept of compre-
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hensive reform started. Th e concept has been op-

erationalized on six areas of measures to be taken:

 • Curriculum reform: development of new 

curriculum frameworks/timetables, curricula, 

textbooks and ensuring the European com-

patibility of the national curriculum.

 • Moving from reproductive learning to prob-

lem solving and, at the same time, re-launch-

ing scientifi c research.

 • Establish new relations between schools, high 

schools and universities, on the one hand, and 

between these institutions and their cultural, 

economic and administrative environment, 

on the other hand.

 • Improvement of infrastructure and connec-

tion of educational institutions to the new 

electronic communication networks.

 • Th e reform of schools and university manage-

ment through decentralization and institu-

tional autonomy building.

 • Th e use of advanced means of international 

cooperation.

4. A new phase started together with the government 

change in late 2000. Th e main question is: are we 

going to assist a refi nement and accelerated imple-

mentation of the reform or will there be a “reform 

of the reform”? Th is process has only just started 

and an ultimate judgment would be premature. 

On the one hand, the new team in the Ministry of 

Education and Research has decided to include among 

its priorities some objectives that are a continuation of 

previous measures:

• To bring about reform and educational changes 

in each school and classroom through a more 

productive connection of educational policies and 

methodologies with educational practice;

• To extend the use of IT across all levels of the sys-

tem;

• To rehabilitate schools in rural areas; and

• To restructure in-service and pre-service teacher 

education.

On the other hand, some recently promoted meas-

ures are diff erent or even contradictory when compared 

with previous reform programs: 

• amendment of the national curriculum, increas-

ing the time devoted to the sciences and decreas-

ing the number of hours for the school-based 

curriculum;

• limitation of the number of approved textbooks; 

and

• institutional changes: re-establishing pedagogical 

high schools for training of pre-primary and pri-

mary teachers and the abolishment of private col-

lege pre-primary and primary teachers, the change 

in duration of compulsory education to 10 years 

(starting school at age 6), etc.  

From the point of view of an inspection of the status 

and prospects of current educational policies, it is clear 

that a number of future developments could aff ect the 

ongoing reform process and the basic conception and 

already established principles regarding at least cur-

riculum and evaluation. 

There is continuous movement in the official 

positions in the process of educational policymak-

ing between the “local” political rationality and the 

trans-political orientations adopted as a result of the 

EU integration process. Major values and principles 

of educational policy are signifi cantly embedded in the 

pre-accession conditions and in orientations adopted 

by EU member states. Th is reality is especially due to 

the fact that a signifi cant number of experts from the 

Ministry of Education became members of diff erent 

working groups of the European Commission, bring-

ing to the attention of both colleagues and the public 

the priorities and trends of educational policy at the 

European level.

Meanwhile, how these principles are put into prac-

tice is very often subject to political and other interest 

group pressures at the local level.

For more than a decade since the end of the com-

munist period, the governments in power have been 

unable to build a platform of functional trans-political 

agreement regarding the main actions and measures to 

be taken in education, regardless of the political confi g-

uration of power at a certain moment. Th e government 

simply declared that education is a national priority 

for future development. In spite of this fact, many of 

the failures of the educational reform are rooted in the 

political game, in the conviction held by every new 

team that the “real” reform starts with them.
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2.2 Thirteen Years on and Looking 
  toward the Future: Decentralization 
  between Reality and Discourse

If we look at decentralization as a key issue through-

out the reform process, it is rather diffi  cult to off er 

a coherent view of it. Th is complexity emerges from 

several sources:

• Th ere has been no clear educational policy regard-

ing the decentralization of education. Th is reality 

is due to two main factors:

 – Th e incompleteness and incoherent character 

of the overall governmental policies in the 

fi eld of public services. Th e reform of the 

public sector did not benefi t (and, to a certain 

extent this is still the case) from a holistic ap-

proach that would ensure concerted action in 

diff erent fi elds;

 – Th e low capacity of educational management 

at the central level to integrate the decentrali-

zation policy as a tool for accomplishment of 

better results in the fi elds of educational fi -

nance, effi  ciency and eff ectiveness, redistribu-

tion of political power, quality improvement 

and increased innovation. 

• Th e responsible factors in the fi eld of education 

are, most of the time, anchored in narrow or even 

incorrect conceptions or understandings of the 

decentralization process, such as:

 – decentralization of education means giving 

the power to make decisions to lower levels of 

education (here decentralization refers only to 

decision-making);

 – decentralization means to decentralize diff er-

ent responsibilities to the local level (without 

deploying the needed resources and power);

 – decentralization means to move the locus of 

control downwards;

 – decentralization is dangerous because it means 

a lack of control and thus a lack of individuals/

institutions to blame in the case of failure. 

In the last twelve years there has been no single 

minister, nor management team who has not set de-

centralization as a central point on the agenda. But the 

continuous presence of this issue at the level of political 

discourse, as a condition of “democratic management,” 

is not a guarantee of real measures in practice. We faced 

a continuous and unpredictable balance between a large 

variety of measures, belonging to one of the following 

categories: coherent decentralization, chaotic and ad-

hoc decentralization, re-centralization and maintenance 

of the status quo.  

Th e absence of a clearly stated rationale for the 

decentralization process in education quite often 

produces a “fall” into ideology, according to which 

decentralization is a value in itself and does not need 

to be questioned and supported by arguments. Decen-

tralization is actually taken for granted and viewed as a 

scope, not as a means to reach the envisaged outcomes 

in a more eff ective way.  

Th e highly politicized character of educational poli-

cy becomes very visible when it comes to the sensitive is-

sue of decentralization. Th e reason resides in the hidden 

fear of losing power and control. Th e fragile equilibrium 

between political, authoritative decisions and profes-

sional, informed decisions—weighted in favor of the 

fi rst—has created a gap between discourse and reality.  

Bearing in mind that decentralization means, after all, 

redistribution of power, with not only huge political 

but also social impact, this apparently “blind” process 

of moving forward is understandable in the situation 

explained above.  

In spite of the diff erent internal and external diffi  -

culties encountered, the educational system tried—with 

more or less success—to have a constructive approach 

to its own contradictions, and to link policy tools to the 

systemic conditions under which they are used. 

It would be diffi  cult to depict “stages” of decen-

tralization (as we tried before with stages of reform), 

but some events and processes directly related to our 

topic here could be identifi ed. We will take into ac-

count two types of measures: legislative-fi nancial and 

“educational” measures. 

Th e reference points for the legislation related to 

decentralization (especially fi nancial) are as follows: 

1. Th e enactment of the fi rst Constitution in 1991 

could be considered a fi rst (small) legislative step 

towards real decentralization measures. We have 

here references to the transfer of local aff airs 

(including the fi rst years of education) to local 

authorities. Th e legislative framework for this 

transfer was approved much later. 
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2. Th e Law of Education (1995) stipulated that all 

expenses related to maintenance in pre-university 

education are the direct responsibility of local 

authorities, while the administration and fi nance 

of all other inputs to the educational process (i.e., 

salaries, textbooks) remain centralized at the level 

of MoER or its regional “arms”: School Inspector-

ates. 

3. Th e Law of Local Public Finance (1998) gave re-

sponsibility to local councils  to fi nance the large 

majority of educational inputs in pre-university 

education (excepting salaries and other fi nancial 

rights of teaching staff , textbooks and bursaries 

of students). Because of bureaucratic and heavy 

fi nancing mechanisms at the local level, paral-

leled by a lack of transparency in the distribution 

of funds, important diff erences started to appear 

between schools. 

4. Governmental Ordinance No. 32 (February 26, 

2001) stated that the fi nancing of all functional 

expenses of pre-university education is the re-

sponsibility of local councils. Only some excep-

tions were maintained: internationally fi nanced 

projects, national exams, training of teaching 

staff , bursaries for foreign students and subven-

tions for transportation of students. Th e meth-

odological norms for enactment of this law were 

approved only in June and, because of the fi nan-

cial incapacity of local governments, the main 

expenditures for education needed to be fi nanced 

by the collection of VAT (value added tax) at the 

local level, which normally has to be remitted to 

the state budget. In this way the fi nancing of these 

expenses remained, in essence, centralized.

5. Th e new Law of Public Finance (August 2002) 

took a step backward by further limiting the al-

ready constrained fi nancial autonomy of schools. 

According to this law the public institutions have 

to remit the extra-budgetary resources they may 

produce to the budget they are fi nanced from. Th e 

limited capacity of schools to decide on their own 

fi nancial situation is a controversial issue still on 

the agenda.   

As far as educational measures are concerned, we 

will refer to only two of them here, with systemic impact 

and with signifi cant contribution in the creation of a 

“niche” both in the mentality of the public, as well as 

in the mentality of the teaching staff :

1. Th e system of alternative textbooks. Th is was one 

of the most important democratic achievements, 

promoted under the Pre-university Education 

Reform Project, co-fi nanced by the Romanian 

government and the World Bank. Th e introduc-

tion of alternative textbooks and the conditions 

created for a free market in the fi eld of educational 

materials produced signifi cant changes in the 

mind and behavior of teaching staff , related to:

 – the idea itself that a textbook is not a “Bible,” 

that it should not be taught ad literam but as a 

resource package, designated to support, fi rst 

of all, the student learning process. Th ere is 

no single version of  reality, of the “truth,” so 

the critical thinking of teachers and students 

is challenged;

 – the awareness of the responsibility they have 

in choosing the textbook that fi ts, at the same 

time, their teaching style and students’ needs 

and characteristics;

 – that quality is to decide what stays and what 

is removed from the market; evaluation crite-

ria are needed for teachers; and, at the same 

time, the evaluation and examination system 

started to change dramatically from reproduc-

tive, content-based testing to competencies, 

performance-based assessment.

 Continuous discussions of this issue, with pros 

and cons coming from diff erent persons or institu-

tions are not over yet. Th e MoER recently decided 

to limit the number of approved textbooks for the 

upper-secondary level and to regulate the market 

according especially to criteria related to price. 

Th is problem of an alternative textbook market 

is still under discussion and further changes are 

likely to  take place. 

2. Th e school-based curriculum. Th e structure of the 

new National Curriculum, its implementation 

starting in 1998, has two parts: the core curricu-

lum, compulsory for all students at the respective 

level regardless of the school and local conditions 

(subject to national examinations) and the school-

based curriculum, decided at the local level accord-

ing to the specifi c needs and interests manifest 

within every individual learning community. Th is 
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was (and, to a certain extent, still is) a central tool 

of the freedom of schools. Some of the important 

eff ects of this decision are:

 – A consolidation of the critical consciousness 

according to which the responsibility for what 

happens in schools is no longer merely “their 

business,” but is the business of everyone 

involved. Even the training of teachers for 

facing this new reality was not satisfactory—a 

breach had been created in their minds with 

respect to their position and the importance 

they have as decision-makers;

 – an important change in the professional 

identity of teachers, enriched with new and 

diffi  cult roles and responsibilities, such as cur-

riculum development and needs assessment; 

and

 – capacity of schools to adapt their educational 

off erings to the needs and characteristics of 

the local community, to support schools in 

addressing the requirements and challenges  

they face in the environment in which they 

function. 

 Th is measure was also “modifi ed” by the current 

MoER team, reducing the number of hours per 

week allocated to a school-based curriculum. Th e 

arguments for this decision were the low capacity 

of teachers to perform the new roles, the “back-

wash” eff ects (i.e., “off ering” the school-based 

curriculum hours to teachers in diffi  culty with 

completing their didactic norm or to the so-called 

“important” areas: languages, sciences). 

2.3 Educational Management System: 
  Levels and Roles

We will identify here the main actors in educational 

decision-making and briefl y describe their roles and 

responsibilities, especially at the central level, which is 

the fi rst goal of this study.

For a better understanding of the overall context, 

it is worth noting that:

  Romania at present has a three tier system of 

public administration with one intermediate 

level between the national government and 

the local self-governments. At the intermedi-

ate level (judet or county) level—similarly to 

many other countries—there are both repre-

sentative territorial bodies (county councils 

elected by the people) and de-concentrated 

state organs (controlled directly by the na-

tional government). A new regional level with 

planning and developmental responsibilities 

is also emerging, but the eight new regions, 

created by the 1998 Law on Regional Devel-

opment and situated between the county and 

the national level, do not have administrative 

responsibilities.3  

2.3.1 National Level 

Th e management of education has traditionally been 

centralized. Th ere have been measures of decentraliza-

tion, with diff erent magnitudes and impacts, but the 

general management of education at the national level 

is still provided by the Ministry of Education and 

Research. According to the Law of Education (1995, 

with all amendments) the MoER coordinates and 

controls the national education system, organizes the 

network of public education institutions and provides 

the government with suggestions on enrollment fi g-

ures, approves the curricula and the textbooks, man-

ages the in-service training of teachers and organizes 

the employment contests. 

In the October 2002 report of the World Bank 

Romania: Educational Policy Proposals it is mentioned 

that the decentralization measures stipulated in the laws 

that we noted earlier did not aff ect the fundamental role 

of the MoER in the formulation of educational policy 

at the national level, in quality monitoring, evaluation 

and control. Th erefore, the decision on the national 

curriculum, monitoring the performance of schools ac-

cording to approved criteria and standards, approval 

of textbooks and accreditation of private education 

institutions are still responsibilities of the ministry, 

even the decision is based, sometimes, on the work 

of its specialized agencies (i.e., National Council for 

Curriculum, National Commission for Evaluation and 

Accreditation of Pre-university Education, etc.).   

Also very important is the central role of the MoER 

in decisions related to management of teaching staff , 

including hiring, fi ring, evaluation and promotion of 

teachers, nomination of school directors, establishing 
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the minimum and maximum size of classrooms and 

teaching loads. 

“In addition to these offi  cial roles of establishing 

the policy at the central level and employment of 

teachers at the school level, the MoER continues to 

ensure important educational inputs for pre-university 

education institutions. For example, the budget of the 

MoER for 2001 stipulated 200 mrd. ROL for equip-

ment of primary and secondary schools with computers. 

(…) the MoER continues to manage, as well, the funds 

deployed from the state budget in order to support 

school buses for transportation of students (…)” and 

there are plans to bring again in the MoER the acquisi-

tion of textbooks4… (M. Mertaugh, pp.27–28). 

An important part of the chain at the central 

level of educational management is represented by the 

MoER’s agencies. Most of them were established as a 

fi nal and sustainable result of internationally funded 

projects (World Bank, Phare). Th e educational agencies 

of the Ministry of Education and Research now play an 

important role in the system.  According to their birth 

process and the way the ministry empowered them with 

consistent roles and responsibilities, these agencies are 

quite diff erent if we look at their visibility and decision-

making power in the system. Roughly speaking, if we 

try to classify these agencies according to the criteria of 

their institutional maturity and stability in managing 

the specifi c domain for which they have been created, 

the following diff erentiations could be proposed: 

a) Functional, mature agencies: 

 • National Service for Evaluation and Assessment: 

leading body in the fi eld of national examina-

tions, achievement standards setting, evalua-

tion methodologies, created as a result of the 

World Bank pre-university education reform 

project. 

 • National Center for Development of Vocational 

and Technical Education: leading body in the 

fi eld of pre-university technical and vocatio-

nal education and training, created as a result 

of the fi rst Phare program of vocational edu-

cation and training reform. 

  Th ese two institutions have a clear role and 

a consolidated institutional structure, recognized 

for their contributions both by the ministry and 

the target public. 

b) Agencies “under construction,” with still unclear 

status and roles and/or low capacity to penetrate 

the interest of the public:

 • National Council for Curriculum: supposed 

to be the main authority in the fi eld of cur-

riculum policy and curriculum development, 

which is still passing through the transfor-

mation process. After having a decisive and 

appreciated contribution during the World 

Bank project, gaining institutional auto-

nomy proved to be a diffi  cult process. Now 

the National Council for Curriculum has an 

unclear status, functioning under the umbrel-

la of the Institute for Educational Sciences 

(research institute, funded also by MoER). 

Th e enormous amount of work in the fi eld is 

confronted with low institutional capacity (fi -

nancing, personnel, etc.) and with the unclear 

provisions of the Educational Law.   

 • Th e National Center for Training of Staff  in 

Pre-university Education was launched through 

the assimilation of two agencies created at the 

end of the World Bank project: Th e National 

Center for Teacher Training and Th e National 

Center for Managers Training. Th e new insti-

tution works closely with the ministry and its 

roles are mainly related to accreditation of 

training programs for staff  in pre-university 

education. Since not all the components of a 

free market in the fi eld of training are set up, 

this center is still working toward gaining a 

powerful and insightful role in its fi eld. 

c) A diff erent category is formed by the agencies 

established in cooperation with other ministries:

 • Th e National Council for Training of Adults, a 

joint agency of the Ministry of Education and 

Ministry of Labor and Social Solidarity, is in 

the process of consolidation and clarifi cation 

of roles and responsibilities, especially after 

approval of the Law of Continuous Training. 

 • Th e National Council for Occupational Stan-

dards and Assessment, an agency managed 

by a tripartite body, developed a number of 

occupational standards, used both by educa-

tional sectors and employers, but now there 

is a debate about assimilating this agency into 

the structure of the previous one. 
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Th e main contribution of these newly created 

agencies, being in diff erent stages of development 

and structuring, was the introduction of professional 

rationality into the decision-making system. Th ere is 

still a long way to go towards truly independent, profes-

sionally based agencies, able to signifi cantly infl uence 

and impose decisions in their respective fi eld. Probably 

one of the conditions for professional regulation of dif-

ferent domains of educational reform is empowerment 

and the strengthening of institutional capacity of these 

support agencies. 

2.3.2 County/Territorial Level 

At the county level, the pre-university education 

institutions are under the coordination of School 

Inspectorates, de-concentrated territorial-administra-

tive units of the MoER, which operate in all counties 

and in Bucharest. Th e main functions of the School 

Inspectorates are:

• the inspection of individual teachers in diff erent 

subject areas;

• pedagogical support and professional develop-

ment off ered to schools;

• coordination of employment and all personnel 

movements; and

• local education network planning and facilities 

management and fi nancing.

In recent years, a movement can be observed 

aiming to shift the key role of these institutions from 

supervision and control to methodological support for 

renewing teaching and learning, according to reform 

principles. 

Th e School Inspectorate plays a key role in the 

decentralization of the governance of the education 

system to the county level. It has the following com-

petencies:

• Th e appointment and dismissal of school direc-

tors. Directors of upper secondary schools have to 

be confi rmed by the Minister of Education, but 

are nominated by the inspectorate;

• Th e approval of the training programs to be 

off ered in the school;

• Th e approval of the school-based curriculum. 

• Th e approval and evaluation of the school devel-

opment plans;

• Th e provision of advice on the teaching materials 

to be adopted in a school; and

• Th e evaluation of a school’s performance.

Th e two-sided reality of the reform: decentraliza-

tion and willingness to keep the power in key domains, 

transformed inspectorates into very strong power cent-

ers, probably the most powerful in the system from a 

certain point of view. Th ey are usually part of “local 

alliances,” incorporating an apparent obedience to the 

central power in order to gain sympathy and advant-

ages and, at the same time, a transgression of the central 

level requirements in favor of local interests.

2.3.3 Local (Self-government) Level 

Local governments started to play an increasing role 

in education, at fi rst related only to the maintenance 

of schools, but more recently extending to fi nance, 

teacher salaries and overall school policy. 

Th e awareness of their role in education and the 

eff ective participation of local governments in educa-

tion are still objectives to be attained. Th ere is very 

limited interest and capacity within local governments 

concerning their participation in education. The 

fragmented and uneven decentralization measures at 

play in public service, including education, contri-

buted to the blockage of the local government in ad-

ministrative and routine work, with very poor contri-

butions to the policy development process at the local 

or regional level. 

Th e ownership of schools was transferred to local 

authorities, attempting to create a sense of commu-

nity development in which education is an important 

component.   

2.3.4 Institutional (School) Level

Th e leadership provided at the school level involves 

the principal and his/her deputy(-ies), as well as the 

management board and the staff  board, functioning 

on the basis of regulations approved by the MoER.   
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School directors have the following main respon-

sibilities:

• Th e production of a school development plan; 

• Th e administration of the school’s allocation of 

the central budget;

• Th e management of extra-budgetary, school-

generated income which can be used to cover re-

current costs, but not for capital expenditure;

• Th e appraisal of teaching and non-teaching staff . 

Teaching staff  with positive appraisals may be giv-

en fi nancial rewards, but only with the approval of 

the local school inspectorate;

• Th e delivery of the curriculum; and

• Development of the school-based curriculum in 

collaboration with personnel and local stakehold-

ers and subject to the approval of the local school 

inspectorate.

Each school has an administrative council which 

includes representation by students, parents and teach-

ers and is chaired by the school director. However, the 

functions of administrative councils are limited and 

they have no executive authority. A potential confl ict 

of interest could be identifi ed here since the adminis-

tration council is chaired by the principal on one side, 

and this body is supposed to approve the decisions of 

the principal, on the other.

3. CONDITIONS FOR HIGH-QUALITY 
 GOVERNANCE IN EDUCATION

3.1 Financial Incentives and 
  Disincentives 

3.1.1 Th e Education Budget

At the present time, the practice of constructing the 

budget of education is not based on a well-defi ned and 

well-known fi nancing formula. Th ere are two parallel 

procedures of calculation: one is based on costs per 

capita for students for the school year and the other 

one is based on the number of teachers and classes. 

Th ere are three types of fi nancing for pre-university 

education, in the frame of the local budgets, diff erenti-

ated according to the source of money:

a) Financing from the central budget is off ered for 

salaries and other fi nancial rights of teachers and 

other categories of personnel in schools, for text-

books and students’ bursaries. According to the 

law, the National Council for Financing of State 

Pre-university Education prepares an analysis on 

the estimated costs per student/per year, accord-

ing to the levels and profi les of education and 

submits to the MoER criteria and standards for 

the proportional/per capita fi nancing, negotiated 

afterwards with the trade unions. Based on this, 

the MoER calculates the average annual costs. 

School Inspectorates use this estimation in order 

to calculate the necessary funds for the propor-

tional fi nancing (annual cost per student for each 

school). Th e proportional fi nancing of the above 

mentioned three categories of expenses is ensured 

through retention of a percentage from VAT col-

lected at the local level.  

b) Complementary fi nancing is ensured for didactic 

materials other than textbooks and for what we 

generically refer to as maintenance costs (main-

tenance, rehabilitation and repair, utilities, etc.). 

Th is part of fi nancing comes from the budget 

of local administrations. Th ey have to make spe-

cial provisions in their budget for these expendi-

tures.  

c) Self-fi nancing. Every school can produce addi-

tional resources and are allowed to spend them if 

the respective expenses are part of the approved 

school budget. Schools have to anticipate both in-

come-producing activities and expected activities 

for which they will spend money, since both cat-

egories have to be included in the budget proposal 

of each school. 

Teachers’ salaries represent more than 80% of  edu-

cational expenditures. It is easy to notice that what is left 

is not that much. In order to have a picture of the type 

of expenditures we reproduce a table of main categories 

and amounts (WB, 2002: 32).5 
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Tabel 1.

Expenditures for Education from All Sources, by Category, 1998–2000 [USD Million]

Category of Expenditure 1998 1999 2000

State budget (by  expense category) 1,217.0 912.8 930.0

Personnel expenses 911.6 682.1 668.6

Material expenses 157.6 55.9 55.0

   Textbooks 8.6 5.3 8.3

Subventions 12.9 10.7 21.6

Transfers 46.5 144.1 167.2

   Bursaries 44.7 28.5 33.2

Capital expenditures 87.1 16.8 12.8

Reimbursement of external credits 1.3 3.1 4.8

cipals. I took this opportunity to ask teachers: Who is 

your employer? Who pays you? Of course, all teachers have 

the same status from the point of view of their employ-

ment, but the answers were very diff erent: the Town 

Hall, the School, the Ministry of Education, the School 

Inspectorate. In addition, the salaries of teachers are 

low in comparison with the large majority of the profes-

sions requiring higher education, as well as compared 

with other budgetary professional categories. 

Teachers’ salaries are calculated at a level of 18 

teaching hours per week but, formally, they are asked 

to provide 40 hours of activity. Only teachers with a 

First Degree are allowed to teach just 16 hours per 

week. Th ey can transform this privilege into a fi nancial 

incentive: they can teach 18 (or more) hours, but with 

an increase of 12% of their basic salary. 

In comparison with other countries, the eff ective 

teaching load is very low in Romania and the requested 

number of activity hours per week is very high. But 

since nobody is seriously monitoring the number of 

teacher’s activity hours beyond the teaching ones, this 

is a comfortable situation for teaching staff , obliged, 

most of the time, to perform some other income-

producing activities to bring their earnings up to a 

decent level. 

Th e salary scale is not signifi cantly diff erentiated 

and it has too few steps. “Th e legal provisions referring 

to salaries of teaching staff  in 2001 show with clarity 

that the salary scale depends more on length of teach-

ing career, qualifi cations obtained and development 

of extra-curricular and administrative duties, than on 

pedagogical qualities and performances of teachers in 

the classroom.” (WB, 2002: 61).6  

Th e central role in deciding on the type of expen-

ditures and criteria for allocation is held by the MoER 

or its territorial de-concentrated units.  

Transparency and accountability are, in our view, 

among the most critical problems of educational fi -

nancing. Th e sub-fi nancing of the educational sector 

(around 3.5% of GDP) is not a justifi cation for dis-

cretionary behavior of central authorities in fi nancial 

management decisions or for the lack of functional and 

permanent fi nancial reporting mechanisms at all levels. 

Th e multiplication of fi nancial control mechanisms and 

instances is not an eff ective way to achieve transpar-

ency and responsibility. Public reporting on the ways 

in which money for education is spent is “covered” by 

the continuous lamentation that the education sec-

tor is sub-fi nanced.  Th e reality of underfi nancing of 

education is accompanied by the eff ort to obtain more 

money from the state budget. We very rarely hear of 

a preoccupation with how to spend the money in a 

more effi  cient way, in order to make the best use of the 

limited resources available.  

3.1.2 Teacher Salaries

One of the problems of the actual fi nancing formula 

is that the mechanism for establishing/calculating 

teacher’s salaries is very rigid and almost completely 

centralized. 

When your salary is almost entirely decided at the 

center, the ownership and the motivation to perform 

at the grassroots level is obviously low. I visited two 

schools in order to conduct interviews with the prin-
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Th ere is no real space for fi nancial incentives to 

stimulate teachers. After a period of dramatic systemic 

changes in education, the focus of fi nancing eff orts on 

action-research types of programs, innovation at the 

grass-roots and peer learning would have encouraged 

the development of two dimensions of the professional 

ethos of teachers, very much damaged during commu-

nist times: cooperation and refl ective practice.  

Th e defi ciencies of the salary system are based on 

the defi ciencies of the teaching evaluation system, 

which is based too heavily on administrative and for-

mal criteria. Th e main problems relating to teaching 

evaluation are:

• Lack of incentives for development of professional 

performance in teaching;

• Lack of correlation between teachers’ professional 

development needs and results of the evaluation; 

and

• Th e exclusive orientation towards the past (“what 

has been done up to now” by the respective teacher) 

and lack of stimulus for further development. 

Nowadays there are attempts to correlate two 

essential aspects of the teaching profession: 

• in-service training; and

• career advancement.

Th e result of these attempts would be a more diverse 

career path for teachers, with more steps and possibili-

ties to advance based on results and performance. At the 

same time, a diverse and functional system of in-service 

training is created and the accumulation of training 

would be converted into career progress.  

Motivation for employment and retention of 

high-quality teachers in the system is a huge challenge 

that could be addressed also through this correlation. 

If economic development off ers limited hopes for 

a signifi cant raise in teacher’s salaries, complemen-

tary incentives and disincentives should be generated, 

according to performance management and not to 

administrative criteria.  

3.2 Targeted Development Programs

Th e last few years have been, obviously, years marked 

by systemic changes and comprehensive reform meas-

ures. Th ere is no doubt about the necessity of these 

reforms, most of them undertaken with fi nancial and 

methodological support from international donors 

(WB, EU), especially for the re-shaping and democra-

tization of the old system. After a long period of eff orts 

directed toward systemic/system scale changes (i.e., 

curriculum change, new textbooks development, new 

evaluation and assessment systems, etc.), these types of 

problems, even not entirely solved, started to function 

under the new conditions. Other types of problems, 

somehow neglected until now because of their lower 

magnitude, arise and bring new challenges to educa-

tion. Th ey are more narrow and focused with regard to 

the population aff ected, specifi c in their nature, but with 

a strong impact at the “local” level. By “local” we refer 

both to regional and to sector-type problems. 

Th ere is a wide range of problems of this type; we 

will try to off er some illustrative examples. Namely:

• problems raised by the development of education 

in rural areas or in industrial restructuring areas;

• specifi c problems of national minorities and espe-

cially of the Roma population;

• quality of teaching staff  and the need to increase 

their stature;

• lack of correlation between initial teacher training 

and the requirements of the reform in the fi elds of 

curriculum, evaluation and management;

• capacity of teachers to use new teaching method-

ologies and to organize learning on competencies 

achievement and not on information transmittal; 

and

• development of vocational and technical educa-

tion as a tool for reaching social and economic 

cohesion.

From the information we gained through the in-

terviews conducted with specialists from the MoER, 

its agencies and other educational organizations, we 

tried, amongst other things, to provide an answer to 

the following question: Are targeted development pro-

grams a constant method of working/solving problems in 

the MoER? We have to recognize that we are not in a 

position to formulate a unique and simple answer to 

this question. 

Th ere are targeted development programs devel-

oped and performed at the request of—or having as 

their direct or indirect benefi ciary—the MoER. Th e 
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problem is that most of them are based on external 

funding (i.e., PHARE programs) and we can recall two 

of these cases as illustrative: one is the PHARE Social 

and Economic Cohesion—TVET7 component and 

the other is the PHARE Improvement of Educational 

Situation of Roma. Th ese programs, and others like 

them, respect the exigencies of a targeted development 

program—they try to solve a specifi c problem of the 

system, they have their own PMUs and PIUs,8 ensur-

ing planning, management and internal evaluation, 

while benefi ting from a certain autonomy under the 

support of the MoER. Th ese programs, according to 

EU procedures, are subject to external evaluation not 

only during the activities, but also a long time after the 

completion of the project. 

So, the answer is easy when it comes to targeted 

development programs with external fi nancing. One 

of the interviewees called these programs “the oxygen” 

of the system, not only from a fi nancial point of view, 

but also regarding the transfer of good practices. Th is 

transfer from international donor-supported programs 

to the level of the whole educational system has been a 

diffi  cult process; the good results achieved in the pilot 

schools directly involved in the project were eventu-

ally “generalized” through political decision, but with 

limited methodological support. Th e assimilation of the 

new educational reality produced by these programs was 

not even and sometimes discrepancies among schools 

appeared in the short term. 

Th ere are also successful examples of this type of 

program developed as local/national initiatives. One 

such program is Education for a Second Chance—built 

on the successful experience of a small pilot project, 

implemented in cooperation with the nonprofi t sector9 

and transformed afterwards into a national strategic ac-

tion for reducing drop-out rates and for reintegration of 

drop-outs. Th e evolution of this program is interesting, 

because it started as a targeted development program, 

showing encouraging results and now having a diff er-

ent identity: it is one of the educational improvement 

measures coordinated by the MoER and supervised 

by County School Inspectorates. Monies are deployed 

to the schools implementing this program as a result 

of their request and approved by the Inspectorate. Th e 

decisions and the legal and methodological framework 

were the subject of a ministerial order. If we now look to 

this initiative, we fi nd that it is only a halfway targeted 

development program. 

Th e current institutional structure of the MoER is 

a mixture between old administrative and bureaucratic 

organization and strategic development programs’ cri-

teria, resulting in the same chaotic organization, with 

diffi  cult and slow circulation of information, lack of 

data for decision-making, lack of coordination among 

diff erent sectors and immobility. Annex 1 provides an 

image of the organizational structure of the MoER, 

showing a rather bureaucratic, “industrial” organiza-

tion. 

Th e gate was opened for the appropriate environ-

ment for targeted development programs when the 

MoER started to do its strategic planning according 

to priority programs, focused on special problems, with 

special actions and measures to be undertaken and then 

evaluated from the perspective of their impact. Th is 

open gate was not yet exploited in a dynamic and ef-

fi cient manner mainly because there is still an obvious 

gap between planning documents and everyday activity 

in the ministry. Th e reactive management and the lack 

of policy vision make the MoER a rather old-fashioned 

organization, very visible, even obtrusive, but not in the 

modern and effi  cient way specifi c to targeted develop-

ment programs.

If we look to the typical actions undertaken at 

the MoER level, they are not predominantly problem-

oriented, but system-oriented, maintaining the “revolu-

tionary” approach focused on changing the system in 

favor of genuine educational development and attempt-

ing to adapt the system to developmental goals. Insofar 

as the continuous transition and the state of uncertainty 

is maintained by this orientation, the main problem 

here is that commitment and support of the teachers 

for the reform measures are seriously jeopardized.   

Another impediment to development of targeted 

development programs as a regular problem solving 

strategy in the MoER comes from the cultural fi eld. 

Th ere is a problem that may be observed at the social 

level, consisting of a very limited preoccupation with 

evaluation. Th e underdevelopment of an evaluation 

culture, focused on performance and achievement of 

results, allowed for the extension of a contemplative 

culture, focused mainly on inputs and designing and 

re-designing the system. 

Th e Ministry of Education is now in the process of 

restructuring and it seems that one of the criteria is to 

create a more fl exible and responsive framework, able 

to cope with the complex and dynamic challenges of 
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the educational fi eld. Th e previous integration of re-

search with education will be followed by assimilation 

of youth and sports.

3.3 Professional Self-regulation

“Th e important distinction between the Political 

Legitimacy and Professional Expertise basis for decen-

tralization is not whether the government is demo-

cratic or not, but whether governance is legitimated 

by expertise or by political right. (…) Proposals to 

shift from professional to political control of educa-

tion signals a loss of public confi dence in professional 

expertise.”10 We opened the discussion here with this 

statement not because we would like to go deeper into 

the debate about political legitimacy versus profes-

sional legitimacy in decentralization of education, but 

because it is interesting to look at it from the perspec-

tive of the situation in Romania. Because political 

legitimacy repeatedly produced failures and unpleas-

ant perceptions from the public, there is a request 

(not only in education, but also in other sectors) for 

“technicians”—highly qualifi ed professionals capable 

of taking the appropriate decisions in order to solve 

the problems. 

Th e need for professional legitimacy is correlated 

with the need for professional effi  ciency: palpable and 

clear, measurable results. It is also true that many stake-

holders started to understand that professional expertise 

requires the support of the political power for successful 

implementation of the proposed solutions.       

 This is the general context in which we will 

approach the situation of professional self-regulation. 

Th e most important initiatives leading to professional 

self-regulation structures in the Romanian educa-

tional system have their origin in the external support 

programs for the reform. Th e diff erent agencies, ap-

proached earlier, are important actors in this fi eld. 

In agreement with the World Bank, it was stipu-

lated that an agency for assessment and evaluation was 

to be created. Th e National Service for Evaluation and 

Assessment was therefore set up as a specialized, pro-

fessional institution, fi nanced by and working at the 

demand of the MoER. 

Th e PHARE VET RO 9405 program, focused on 

reform of vocational education, generated the National 

Center for Development of Vocational and Technical 

Education, in charge of the methodological coordina-

tion of the VET sector. 

Both institutions have almost the same status: 

mainly the MoER fi nances them and they report to 

the ministry. Th eir autonomy is limited from this 

perspective, but they (and especially NCDVET) en-

joy considerable autonomy in priority-setting and in 

establishing their own work plan. Th ey are juridical 

entities, set up by the government.

Other agencies were created afterwards, and even 

though they do not have the same level of institutional 

maturity, they started to play a very important role 

in their fi elds. A special case is that of the National 

Council for Curriculum (NCC). Th is institution could 

also be considered as proof of the sustainability of the 

World Bank project (Curriculum Development Com-

ponent). In spite of the sinuous institutional evolution 

and ambiguous situation it is in at the moment, the 

National Council for Curriculum managed to continue 

the eff ective and successful activity performed between 

1996–2001. 

Th e key role the NCC played in the curriculum 

reform made it the most visible institution of its type, 

considered by many actors to be the most effi  cient and 

innovative one. Th e decision-making in the fi eld of 

curriculum was always subject to negotiation between 

political factors and professional expertise, on the one 

side, and between professional expertise and public 

opinion, on the other. 

Other agencies were also created: the National 

Center for Training of Pre-university Education Staff  

(teachers and managers training), and the National 

Center for Recognition and Equivalence of Diplomas 

(cross-country recognition of studies and titles, trans-

parency of qualifi cations). Th e latter is functioning 

as part of the European network of recognition 

centers. 

Another two agencies with very unclear status and 

low visibility in the educational arena at the moment 

are: National Council for Approval of Textbooks and 

National Council for Standards and Assessment. 

As we attempt to underline, some centers/agencies 

managed to consolidate their institutional structure, as 

well as their role in the specifi c fi eld for which they were 

created. Th ey provide useful and professional services 

to the MoER as the central decision-maker and to their 

specifi c target audience. Th is support structure, profes-

sionally based and focused on specifi c fi elds/problems of 
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education, started to play an important role in propos-

ing and documenting decisions, but all decisions are 

supervised/approved at the ministry level.  

3.4 Empowerment 
  and Capacity-building

Th e education reform process brought a wide range 

of challenges for the professional identity of teachers. 

A new type of professionalism is emerging, based on 

the new roles of schools, teachers and in the changed 

context created by the reform. As shown by D. Potolea 

& L. Ciolan,11 among these new roles we can fi nd: 

a) Th e new roles of teachers according to changes in 

education and in society:

 • Curriculum design and development

 • Textbook evaluation and choice

 • Management of cross-curricular and interdis-

ciplinary activities

 • Counselor (i.e., curriculum, career)

 • Facilitator (i.e., use of IT in education)

 • Mediator (e.g., school-community, learner-

knowledge, learning-daily life)

 • Actor in cross-border/international projects

 • Management of diversity (intercultural learn-

ing environments, European dimension of 

education)

 • Self-management (career management, pro-

fessional fl exibility)

b) New roles of schools:

 • Community resource center

 • Training provider (e.g., mentoring for begin-

ners, peer training, training stages at request 

of companies)

 • Center of knowledge production and distri-

bution (research, multi-functionality)

 • Center of political socialization (“teaching 

democracy”)

Th e question is to what extent the provision of 

pre-service and in-service teacher training programs 

respond to these changes. Th ere is wide agreement, 

even among specialists in teacher training departments 

of universities, that the current structure and content of 

initial teacher education is obsolete and inconsistent. 

As far as in-service training is concerned, from the 

perspective of its contribution to the implementation 

and consolidation of reform principles, there are some 

encouraging evolutions and achievements.

• Th e development, at ministry level, of a new and 

modern strategy for in-service teacher training, 

based on credit points and a reshaping of the evo-

lution of a teaching career.

• Th e consolidation of the actions of the National 

Center for Training of Staff  from Pre-university 

Education. Th ey developed a methodology for 

accreditation of teacher training courses, off ered 

by diff erent providers. In the name of the MoER, 

specialized commissions of independent experts 

were established at the level of this center and 

they will evaluate the training off ers on the mar-

ket. In this way important premises were achieved 

for building an open and competitive market of 

training services for teachers.

In the hiring process of directors and inspectors 

(managerial positions) there is a visible trend to move 

away from administrative criteria and procedures to 

professional ones. Th e written examinations started to 

disappear and to be replaced with evaluation of portfo-

lios, interviews or even practical testing. Th e problem 

is that, for instance, for inspectors in the ministry, the 

practical testing consists of performing a teaching hour 

in his/her subject of specialization. What the relevance 

of such testing is for future managerial positions in the 

ministry is not very clear. 

Th ere is a growing interest in evaluation based on 

competencies. Th e process is in its beginning stages and 

is clearer in theory, because in practice a serious syncope 

is created by the lack of national, operational standards 

for inspectors and directors, which could make this 

procedure transparent and correct. 

Th ere has been a lot of debate recently regarding 

opportunities for professionalizing a management 

career in education. The practical results are still 

limited: every educational manager, being a director 

of a school or an inspector, is supposed to complete 

a management course on education, but the formal 

requirements remain broad and parallel with manage-

ment competencies. 
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Th e types of requirements for the teaching profes-

sion are even more irrelevant since the competition for 

a teaching position is based only on written examina-

tions, on the specialization subject matter and meth-

odology and pedagogy. No practical testing system is in 

place. Interviewing for teaching positions is organized 

at the county level and the schools do not have any say 

regarding their future employees. Th e labor market of 

teachers is completely controlled and centralized.

Th e exams for career advancement also consist of 

written examinations, but are accompanied by an oral 

exam. All these exams are organized and evaluated by 

universities and are preceded by special inspections, 

supposedly to evaluate the practical competencies of 

teachers and to issue an evaluation report. Teaching 

competencies are poorly evaluated and the examination 

is not yet entirely based on professional requirements. 

Formal career advancement is also a process in which 

schools have a very limited role. 

Autonomy of schools in the fi eld of human re-

sources management and development is restricted 

and this situation impacts very heavily on institutional 

capacity-building. Th ere is a clear contradiction here 

between the requirements for professional managers 

and the real power and competencies at the disposal of 

school directors. Th e limited attributions in fi nancial 

and human resource management confer very limited 

autonomy on the school itself.

3.5 Planning and Development 

Th e planning tool normally used at the school level is 

the so-called school development plan or institutional 

development project. Th is document should state the 

strategy for development for the medium and long 

term at the school level and should be the result of the 

cooperation between all stakeholders at that level. Th e 

administration council of the school adopts this plan 

and subsequently coordinates its accomplishment. 

Th ese documents are revised and adapted every year, 

according to the changes in the education system or 

in the external conditions of the environment. We 

identifi ed the following necessary conditions for high 

quality planning at school level:

• trained capacity to develop micro-policies at the 

school level;

• strategic vision at school level about the roles and 

mission of schools in the local community and in 

the wider context;

• capacity for strategic steering of available resources 

as well as capacity for fundraising;

• participation and cooperation culture at school 

level; and

• interest and motivation for school development 

and school improvement.

Bearing in mind the above mentioned conditions 

and looking at what is going on in the everyday life of 

the school, we notice important discrepancies and a lot 

of room for further improvement. Because of this rea-

son, many of these institutional development projects 

look only like plans of activities. Th ese projects lack any 

strategic dimension, any clear and coherent policy at 

school level, articulated around a shared vision, mission 

and strategic targets, known and accepted not only by 

the school principal and eventually the administration 

council, but also at the wider level of the whole school 

community.

Th e institutional development project is in the po-

sition of becoming a bureaucratic paper, which needs 

to be shown during school inspections and ignored in 

the daily life of the school. Some reasons for this risk 

are found at the school level, some of them are caused 

by external conditions in the environment, and others 

are the result of the educational policies at the national 

level. We will try to give some relevant examples:

• the impossibility to predict with accuracy the hu-

man and material resources available in the future 

(unpredictable evolution of the external environ-

ment);

• the fragmentary culture at the school level, still 

dominated by individualism and discipline, by 

traditional distribution of power and responsibili-

ties; ownership of teachers, parents and students 

of the school and its actions is still a goal to be 

reached;

• the insuffi  cient human capacity due to lack of 

adequate training in the fi eld of strategic planning 

and institutional development; school managers 

are not real professional mangers and often do not 

receive consistent training for this job; and
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• the restricted competencies of the school (the 

low institutional autonomy) especially regarding 

human resources management and expenditures; 

a “dependency culture” is perpetuated, and the 

schools, even though they have the power and 

the responsibility to make decisions, start ask-

ing for approval or “indications” from superior 

levels. 

Th e most sensitive problem related to planning at 

the school level identifi ed by the specialists interviewed 

is ineffi  cient cooperation with the local authorities. Th e 

new regulations in the fi eld issued in the last years tried 

to mobilize and involve the local community and the 

local self-governments in educational planning. With 

notable exceptions in the VET sector, there is very 

little capacity or interest at the level of local authorities 

for participation in this process.

Th e regional level could be assimilated, at least 

for now, at the local/county level, since the regional 

development policies are rather new in Romania and 

the educational sector is not yet at the top of regional 

agendas. Again, an exception should be mentioned 

for the new PHARE Social and Economic Cohesion 

project, a component for technical and vocational 

education and training. Within the framework of this 

project, in each of the eight development regions of 

Romania, regional consortia were created, including 

members from the Regional Development Agency, 

local (County) committees for social partnership de-

velopment in VET, county councils and county school 

inspectorates. Th is consultative structure of the project 

has the following tasks:

• selection of VET pilot schools and resource cent-

ers which will take part in the project;

• identifi cation of training relevant for regional de-

velopment;

• selection of qualifi cations that will be developed 

in the project;

• identifi cation of occupational equipment to enable 

training relevant for regional development; and

• provision of technical assistance to support social 

partnership in education. 

In this specifi c case, the regional level represents 

a concerted action of diff erent key actors in order to 

maintain the coherence of VET within the regional 

development policy. Th is is the fi rst time when a project 

of this magnitude is running in a concerted way, in 

diff erent fi elds of activity (regional policy development 

and implementation, tourism sector, SME development 

and vocational and technical education) and involving 

all the above mentioned institutions. 

It was not very easy to make these consortia start 

working, but at this moment they function well and  

are expected to play a major role throughout the whole 

duration of the project and to make a valuable contribu-

tion to its implementation. Th e successful experience 

with these consortia could lead to a new (enriched) 

regional structure, which would take specifi c respon-

sibilities in the fi eld of VET, but also in general, in 

the whole educational system of the region, especially 

concerning the planning of educational supply.

Th e most important educational institution at 

regional/county level is still the county School In-

spectorate, which is an administrative decentralized 

structure of the Ministry of Education and Research 

for pre-university education. Th e main responsibilities 

of the school inspectorates are:

• to ensure the appropriate application of educa-

tional policy in its territory;

• to ensure the quality of the educational process 

and accomplishment of national standards, through 

school inspection;

• to manage fi nancial operations of pre-university 

educational systems in the area;

• to coordinate all admission and fi nal exams;

• to approve the school-based curriculum proposed 

by each school and to ensure the application of 

the national core curriculum; and

• to coordinate and approve the school network 

structure every year (confi guration of educational 

supply).

As shown in an OECD report12 “at pre-university 

level, the school inspectorate has important responsi-

bilities regarding curricular inspection, human resourc-

es, performances of teachers and fi nancial resources.” 

Th e same report does, however, warn: “the power of 

school inspectorates is one of the most unproductive 

contradictions of the educational management system, 

together with the lack of responsibility to civil society 

and the discrepancy between the authority and respon-

sibilities at the local level.”13
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At the central level, in the structure of the MoER, 

the responsibility for planning for development be-

longs to the Directorate for Evaluation, Prognosis and 

Development. Th is directorate is composed of four 

specialized services:

a) school networks and institutional prognosis;

b) management, resources and school institutions;

c) institutional programs and professional develop-

ment; and

d) private and alternative education.

Th e planning process at this level is very much 

based on the annual reports developed by each school 

inspectorate: Th e State of Education in… (name of the 

county). A synthesis of these reports is compiled for 

public information and for submission to the Parlia-

ment (educational commission). 

4. THE TOOLS AND CONDITIONS 
 FOR HIGH-QUALITY POLICYMAKING

4.1 Setting the Agenda

Th ere is no single procedure according to which a 

certain problem permeates the agenda of the ministry. 

We will try to identify some pathways to the educa-

tional agenda and to explain how they function.

a) Th e educational agenda of the ministry is mainly 

based on offi  cial documents, setting the priorities 

for the next period. Starting from the Governing 

Program, the MoER developed a document called 

Th e Strategy for Development of Pre-university 

Education 2001–2004 where we can fi nd the 

directions for action. Th e elaboration of this stra-

tegy was a joint eff ort of diff erent departments 

in the MoER, the specialized agencies described 

above, and the Institute of Educational Sciences. 

A process of consultation, especially with trade 

unions followed. 

b) Another entry “gate” for issues on the educa-

tional agenda is the pressure of diff erent external 

infl uential factors. Th e status of our country, 

being in the process of negotiation for accession 

to the European Union, brings diff erent types 

of requirements and conditions, imposed by EU 

institutions or adopted through the country’s own 

will, as a strategic measure for future alignment. 

Th ere are two interesting phenomena related to 

this factor of pressure:

 • overuse and exaggeration of EU pressure (i.e., 

acquis communautaire) in order to legitimate 

an unpopular decision. Arguments like “we 

have to do this because it is a common feature 

in all EU countries and we have to align our 

system” are sometimes heard as an uncontest-

able reason for taking a respective measure;

 • the role of the specialists from the MoER 

and related institutions, recently included as 

members in diff erent working groups at the 

European Commission. Th ey started to play 

an important role in adjusting the agenda to 

EU policies and envisaged directions for de-

velopment.

c) Th e counselors/advisors of the minister can place 

an issue, at the request of an interest group, on 

the agenda. Th is is not an offi  cial mechanism, 

but most of the time is one of the most effi  cient. 

As we will show later, it also proved its eff ective-

ness in convincing the minister to adopt a deci-

sion. 

d) Th e feedback collected from across the country, 

especially related to policy implementation. Th e 

inspectorates in each county have the key role in 

this process. Sometimes this feedback is requested 

by the MoER, while at other times it is a result of 

the imperative problems that appear at the grass-

roots level. 

e) Th e media are another pressure factor for the 

educational agenda. Th e politicians are always 

sensitive about their image, so they have to take 

into account the reactions and the criticisms 

of the media. Combating corruption is one 

of the issues which reached the agenda as the 

result of interventions and pressure made by 

the mass media. Th e attention recently paid to 

reactions of the media was exaggerated. One of 

the interviewees mentioned: “sometimes I have 

the feeling that the whole system is managed in 

dependence on media messages and not in correlation 

with our strategies.”14
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As a conclusion concerning agenda setting and re-

view, we could say that there is no coherent mechanism 

in place and, furthermore, there is no awareness at the 

level of the MoER that such a mechanism is needed. 

Th is situation is a normal eff ect of several realities:

• Th e educational agenda is sometimes unclear, at 

least for the wider audience, and the problems 

there are not regularly based on analysis and stud-

ies, but on forced reactions to diff erent emergen-

cies of the system. Th ere is a group of persons, 

rather informal than formal, around the minister, 

informed about the agenda and with an important 

role in managing the problems facing it, but for 

the others the access is often limited. Th e process 

of setting up the agenda has two sides: a coherent 

one, based on policy analysis and priorities in the 

policy documents, but also an ad-hoc one, based 

on the reactive management type prevalent at the 

level of this institution. 

• Th e current understanding about the role and vis-

ibility of the agenda: not only the ministry and 

its agencies should be involved and aware of it, 

but also other stakeholders, like parents, teachers, 

professional organizations and NGOs.

• Th e assertive internal organizational structure of 

the MoER generates a privilege for some infl uen-

tial top-level positions in setting and modifying 

the agenda. Th e input coming from the identifi ed 

and documented needs of the system is mini-

mized. 

• We could risk stating that there is no single agen-

da, but three, sometimes parallel agendas:

 – Th e “real agenda”: what decision-makers and 

stakeholders establish as priorities and action 

to be taken;

 – Th e “hidden agenda”: the rationale behind 

some decisions is not always explicit. Some-

times the image game prevails on the real 

interests and needs of the system; and

 – Th e “declared agenda”: diff erent priorities 

are ranked as top ones, but limited action is 

taken in that direction. Sometimes problems 

are offi  cially put on the agenda just to please 

a pressure group or another actor for a certain 

period of time. 

4.2 Policy Formulation and Adoption 

Opening the discussion about policy formulation and 

adoption with the interviewed specialists was not an 

easy task. First, because important decisions are to be 

taken in a short time, i.e., the structure of the pre-uni-

versity education system in the new context of extend-

ing compulsory school up to 10 years. Th e discussions 

around this issue are controversial and sometimes there 

are diff erent kinds of pressure coming from diff erent 

interest groups. Second, because the deliberation and 

concentration on the policymaking process is not ex-

actly a daily routine in the MoER, which in charge of 

overall organization and operation of education. 

As one of the persons interviewed underlined: 

  the MoER, from the perspective of policy formu-

lation and policy adoption is somehow missing 

fl exibility; and this process of ankylose happens 

like in biology, to the bodies or organs not app-

ropriately using or not using at all certain 

functions… Th e rudimentary understanding 

of what policy is comes from mixing it up with 

politics, with politics of a certain party or just 

understanding educational policy only as a pro-

cess of decision-making.15

Recently, for important decisions (often contro-

versial) policy analyses have been ordered to have 

both a scientifi c rationale behind a decision, but also 

to legitimate it through professional expertise. As an 

example here we can bring up once more the exten-

sion of compulsory education where, even if there is 

no defi nitive decision at this moment, comprehensive 

and consistent policy studies and analyses have been 

made. Policy options have been formulated and the 

fi nal decision will come out soon, as a result of the 

negotiation processes between stakeholders. 

One problem is that sometimes policy analysis 

results are ignored, in spite of the great amount of 

valuable information and proposals they can provide. 

A good example of this is the impact study on results 

of implementation of the new national curriculum—

School at a Crossroads: Change and Continuity in 

Curriculum for Compulsory Education (published in 

2002)16—an evaluative analysis ordered by the ministry, 

but completely ignored until now in the curriculum 

revision process. A huge amount of research was 

conducted, combining quantitative and qualitative 
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methods, and policy options were formulated based 

on empirical data obtained. Th is is still a source to be 

used, especially if we take into account that it is one of 

the few policy evaluation undertakings in pre-university 

education (together with evaluations of the PHARE 

VET program). 

Th e policy studies or policy analyses are elaborated 

especially by the established, specialized agencies or 

the Institute of Educational Sciences or by working 

groups articulated around one of these institutions. A 

new practice has recently made itself known—working 

groups on diff erent problems appointed directly by 

the ministry. The representatives are not selected 

following a clear procedure; they become members 

at the invitation of the MoER and participate in 

analysis and discussion on the specifi c problem. Th ey 

might be professionals/representatives of the agencies, 

county school inspectors, independent specialists, 

school directors of professors, etc., accompanied by 

employees of the ministry. Th e questionable issue here 

is that the functioning of this group, constituted ad-hoc 

as a reaction to external pressures or to an imminent 

problem, cannot be very eff ective since it is completely 

fl uid and artifi cial, aimed at solving existing problems 

and not at applying a strategic approach. 

We will come back to the critical problem of this 

process, as we could depict it from the interviews with 

our subjects: assimilation of policymaking and policy 

adoption with decision-making and decision adoption. 

Th e main components of this structural problem, 

impeding the realization of the whole policy cycle, are 

described below:

• Th ere is no known system of decision-making 

in place. Th eoretically, the minister makes all 

decisions. Th e minister or the secretaries of state 

(deputy-ministers) have to put their signature on 

any document with the value of a decision at the 

system level. 

  Th e procedure is unclear… Documents, ana-

lyses or proposals are requested from the diff erent 

departments in the ministry. Th ere is also another 

possibility, which avoids the typical hierarchy: 

proposals are directly submitted to advisors and, 

based on their expert agreement, the decision is 

promoted forward to the minister or his/her.17

• Th e educational policy process is reduced to a 

decision-making process. In this “simplifi ed” ver-

sion, the wide processes of consultation, negotia-

tion, reaching consensus, debate, etc., involving 

all the stakeholders are often skipped or, if im-

plemented, have a formal character and ignore 

many of the voices that should be heard: 

  As far as I can see, we are often missing the proc-

ess and what is left is the formal procedure. In 

this way we don’t have, for a decision, all needed 

data and all relevant opinions and, further to 

that, we will not have strong support for imple-

mentation.18

• Th e reductionism in vision about the policy-

making process and the narrow understanding 

of policy as politics or as decision-making have 

oriented the use of policy tools towards mandate 

and, sometimes, to the use of support agencies. 

One of the instruments seriously neglected and 

with a high potential in this context is persuasion; 

but a high professionalism in the public relations 

area is needed in this case—a situation not cur-

rently observed in the MoER. Decisions are not 

clearly explained to the public or to diff erent 

target audiences according to their interest. Pub-

lic relations does not mean only monitoring the 

media and answering letters. Th is could become a 

department with a key role in the success of some 

important decisions.

Formally speaking, we can fi nd a public relations 

department in a composite articulation within the 

structure of the MoER. One of the general directorates 

is called the General Directorate for Information, Public 

Relations, Administration and Personnel. Th e services 

allocated to this directorate are:

a) Service for databases;

b) Service for procurement;

c) RoEduNet service;

d) Service for public relations; and

e) Service for mass media.

Th e last three departments/services play an impor-

tant role in information and communication manage-

ment, as well as in the relations of the MoER with the 

external environment. Th e RoEduNet department is 

in charge of the electronic communications of the 

ministry with local structures (school inspectorates) 
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through the Intranet and, in general, with communi-

cation and information provision through the Internet. 

Th e department for public relations is specialized in 

organizing and managing events, and in developing 

and implementing the public relations strategy of the 

MoER. Th e department for relations with mass media 

is in charge of informing all means of media commu-

nication accredited at the MoER about public policies 

and activities of the MoER. Th ey also have the role of 

informing MoER employees about the way their work 

is refl ected in the media.

As shown above, the formal structure is in place 

in spite of its combination with administration and 

personnel departments. Th e problem is the commit-

ment to transparency and the accountability of the 

MoER to the wider public. Too many problems are 

considered “closed,” or “internal” and this attitude may 

reduce public support in implementing some meas-

ures. A concrete and recent example is the extension 

of compulsory education to 10 years and beginning of 

school at the age of six. Lack of concrete and structured 

information, accessible to the wider public, produced 

adverse reactions from parents.

Another obstacle in the formal process of policy 

adoption stems from two problems:

• Specialists from MoER or specialized agencies 

must elaborate any decision that they want to 

promote in a juridical form: either a Ministe-

rial Order or a Notifi cation. Th ey lose important 

time doing a specialized job for which they have 

to train themselves in a “learning by doing” way, 

while the legislative department in the ministry 

only carries out a fi nal check and, if necessary, 

returns documents to its authors for revisions. 

• Th e future offi  cial document containing a pro-

posed decision follows a complicated hierarchical 

chain, with the last link ending up at the Cabinet 

of the Minister. Most of the time this is a place 

where many important decisions have to wait for 

the formal last approval for months. In order to 

resolve an urgent problem lobbying is normally 

started to speed things up. 

4.3 Policy Implementation 
  and Assessment

Once adopted at the central level, the typical route 

followed by a decision is in concordance with the bu-

reaucratic organization of a three-tiered administra-

tive system. Th e ministry communicates the decision 

to school inspectorates in each county and they are 

in charge of dissemination at the local level, in each 

school (or in each institution subject to the imple-

mentation of the respective decision). 

Very often, there are serious communication prob-

lems between these levels and sometimes even inside 

one of these levels. 

  Th e circulation of information is not effi  cient 

some-times, even between diff erent departments 

in the MoER: it happens that they send noti-

fi cations in the system, focused on their area of 

responsibility, in contradiction with those sent 

by other departments. Th is fact creates confusion 

and instability in the system. Accompanied by 

the all-too-frequent change of the rules, this 

generates prejudice at the local level such that a 

new decision announced to be implemented, or a 

new requirement of the central authority, doesn’t 

have to be taken too seriously and immediately 

put into practice. Th e principle according to 

which ‘a wonder lasts for a maximum of three 

days’ becomes an excuse for doing nothing or for 

undermining the authority.19

Th e implementation of the systemic policies is 

coordinated, according to the case, by the General 

Directorates in the MoER (what we refer to as de-

partments) or by the specialized agencies. Th e respons-

ible authority at the local level is the county school 

inspectorate and, sometimes, other support institutions 

active at the county level: house of  teachers (CCDs)

—in-service teacher training institutions of the MoER, 

county centers for psycho-pedagogical counseling 

(school and career guidance and counseling insti-

tutions). 

Th e main dysfunction, which impacted on effi  ciency 

of the implementation of important measures, is the 

preparation of the implementation process, and all its 

aspects: legislation, institutional capacity, fi nancing, 

training of human resources, public awareness, etc. A 

clear example in this direction are the teacher training 
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activities as support for the other reform initiatives. “Th e 

teacher-training sector registered a slower development, 

a certain discrepancy of rhythm and effi  cacy compared 

with the other components of reform: curriculum and 

instruction, evaluation, management.”20 

As we mentioned before, serious weaknesses can 

be observed at the level of communication; because 

of this, the process of collecting data, and analyzing 

and providing feedback during the implementation 

process of a specifi c policy, are slow processes with 

reduced effi  ciency. In 2001, a new department was 

created in the MoER: the General Directorate for 

Evaluation, Prognosis and Development, seen as a link 

between policymakers and implementers of policies. 

Th e collection, administration and interpretation of 

accurate data in support of policymaking and improve-

ment of the implementation process were started, but 

the task seems to be very demanding and not easy to 

accomplish in a short time. 

In the fi eld of policy evaluation what is missing 

is the orientation towards transparency and account-

ability. “Evaluation” means very often “control” at 

the grass-roots level and the control is very often 

bureaucratic—administrative and not professional. 

Th e reminders of the old type of school inspection are 

visible, in spite of the new model for organization and 

development of school inspection, focused on quality 

assurance, advice and support off ered to schools. 

Since targeted development programs are not 

exactly common practice in the MoER, external 

evaluations take place only for the programs with 

external fi nancial support or, from time to time, as 

a result of participation in international programs 

(TIMSS, PISA) or in international studies (OECD, 

World Bank). A growing concern for self-assessment at 

the school level can be observed and professional self-

assessment tools can be tested. As far as the learning 

outcomes of students are concerned, in direct relation 

to quality of educational provisions, the system is still 

under construction. Th e school is not responsible on 

a constant basis for the results of all students; the 

critical moment when they have to assume (at least 

partially) this responsibility is at the time of national 

examinations. In the near future an important role here 

will probably be played by the national standards of 

achievement defi ned in terms of learning outcomes. 

Th e National Service for Examination and Assessment 

started to work on this issue, and the new standards 

will be implemented starting with the new school year 

for compulsory education. 

Th e development of a coherent and functional 

assessment system, focused on quality of education 

and effi  ciency in using public resources is a required 

condition for completing the whole policy cycle. 

Otherwise the bureaucratic implementation will 

prevail and, as a consequence, the continuum of quality 

policymaking in education will be aff ected.

5. SOME CONCLUDING REMARKS 
 AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Th is policy study tried to follow some basic principles 

using the following methodology: 

• A balanced view in emphasizing strengths and 

weaknesses;

• A positive approach, starting from the assumption 

that the fi rst step in improving or solving a prob-

lematic situation is to recognize its existence and 

to analyze it;

• A commitment to discretion, especially concern-

ing the persons interviewed during the empirical 

research process, many of them holding important 

positions in the governance of education; and

• An open manner in approaching the problems 

which articulate the outline of this paper: we tried 

to look at the conditions and systemic aspects 

rather than concentrate on specifi c problems and 

functional discrepancies. 

If we look back to the main aims of the study, 

namely:

• To identify strengths and weaknesses in the cen-

tral governance of education in Romania; and

• To suggest improvements in ensuring conditions 

for strategic steering and quality policymaking,

It would be worthwhile to mention in synthesis the 

main fi ndings of our research and analysis: 

• Heavy circulation of information and low capac-

ity to manage educational information;

• Rigid/ineff ective fi nancial mechanisms (reduced 

use of incentives, low accountability, unclear re-

porting mechanisms);
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• Prevalence of administrative–bureaucratic mana-

gement (limited targeted development programs, 

capacity for policymaking, coordination among 

sectors and institutions);

• A two-sided reality of the reform. Th e discrepan-

cies between what is said and what is implement-

ed in practice are still signifi cant. Th e discourse 

about reform is not “covered” completely with 

measures in the reality of the educational system; 

• Neglected/ignored areas of intervention (compe-

tency-based evaluation, problem-oriented manage-

ment, institutional capacity-building, human re-

source training and development, policy analysis, 

quality assurance); 

• Gap between the structural–systemic changes and 

the implementation and evaluation processes; and

• Discrepancy between roles and responsibilities 

deployed to actors and tools at their disposal to 

fulfi ll these new roles. 

Starting from these fi ndings the main recommenda-

tions that I tried to emphasize throughout this paper 

are concentrated on two areas of intervention: 

A. Systemic conditions for strategic steering and 
quality policymaking: 

 • Correlation of decentralization in education 

with other public sector reforms (i.e., public 

administration);

 • Trans-political agreement regarding the main 

objectives and structure of the educational 

system; and

 • Creation of a self-evaluation and external 

evaluation system, with a clear public report-

ing mechanism, for ensuring transparency 

and accountability.

B. Capacity-building for good governance of educa-
tion: 

 • To off er agencies a more powerful profes-

sional role in supporting the decision-making 

process;

 • Strengthen the capacity of local governments 

to fulfi ll the educational functions they are 

responsible for (i.e., creating non-elected po-

sitions for specialists in education); and

 • Focus future innovation/reform projects on 

the functioning and fi ne-tuning of the proc-

ess at the school level (small-scale develop-

ment projects, promoting refl ective practice, 

cooperation and peer learning). 

Bearing these ideas in mind, this study may prove 

its utility in establishing the framework in which 

systemic conditions for strategic steering and quality 

policymaking in education should be further analyzed 

and developed.
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ANNEX

Organization Chart of the Ministry of Education and Research
(at the date of completion of the research)

Minister of Education and Research 

• General Directorate for Relations with Trade Unions and Employer Organizations 

• General Directorate Budget and Financing

• General Directorate Juridical, Audit and Control 

Secretary of State for Pre-university Education

• General Directorate for Pre-university Education 

• General Directorate for Evaluation, Prognosis and Development

• General Directorate for Learning in Minority Languages

• General Directorate for Extracurricular Activities  

Secretary of State for Higher Education and European Integration 

• General Directorate for Coordination of Higher Education

• General Directorate for Continuing Education and Teacher Training 

• General Directorate for European Integration and International Relations

• General Directorate for Patrimonies and Investments

Minister of 

Education and Research

Delegated Minister for Research

Secretary of State for 

Higher Education and 

European Integration 

Secretary of State for 

Pre-university Education

Secretary of State for 

Research and Relations 

with the Parliament 

Secretary General 

Deputy Secretary General
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Secretary of State for Research and Relations with the Parliament

• National Agency for Atomic Energy

• General Directorate for Technological Transfer and Innovation 

• General Directorate for Research Policies, Strategies and National Planning

• General Directorate for Institutional Development

Secretary General 

• General Directorate for Information, Public Relations, Administration and Personnel
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