
1

Hard Questions on Global Educational Change: Policies, Practices, and the Future of Education, by Pasi Sahlberg,  Jonathan 
Hasak, Vanessa Rodriguez, and Associates. Copyright © 2017 by Teachers College, Columbia University. All rights reserved. 
 Prior to photocopying items for classroom use, please contact the Copyright Clearance Center, Customer Service, 222 Rosewood 
Dr., Danvers, MA 01923, USA, www.copyright.com.

CHAPTER 1

How Do Educators Respond to Hard 
Questions on Educational Change?

We followed the graduation ceremonies of the Harvard Graduate School 
of Education class of 2016 with mixed feelings. On the one hand, we 
were proud of these students and their accomplishments during the year. 
Many of them left behind promising early careers in fields that would 
have most likely brought them wealth and prosperity to attend the school 
of education. They had decided to dedicate at least part of their working 
life to improving education for children and youth in different parts of 
the world. On the other hand, we were perplexed because we were not 
sure whether these new graduates actually knew and would be able to 
follow through on what is necessary in the complex, rapidly changing 
field of education today. We were saddened to know that only a handful 
of these hundreds of graduates would go back to the classroom and use 
their new knowledge to teach children. As they walked in their regalia 
through the aisles of Longfellow Hall to the Radcliffe Yard to receive 
their diplomas, did they understand what they didn’t yet know? Had we 
accomplished our goal of teaching them how to deal with hard questions 
on education?

Our overall aim in teaching students at the graduate school of edu-
cation is to help them to become changemakers. In the beginning of 
each course, when asked of postgraduation plans, students commonly 
answer that they want to change the way education systems and schools 
operate today. Some envision working through international develop-
ment organizations, while others intend to become social entrepreneurs 
and focus on some specific aspect of education, such as children living 
in poverty or girls’ education. Changemakers, we thought, would need 
some foundational skills to succeed, including understanding the hard 
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2 Hard Questions on Global Educational Change

questions, the importance of the global education reform movement, 
and effective op-ed writing. Graduate school programs rarely provide 
courses on these skills critical for a changemaker.

The world of educational changemakers and others who try to im-
prove current education systems is more complex than ever. Informa-
tion, knowledge, and skills that young people are expected to possess, 
understand, and embody are not only continuously increasing but also 
changing in terms of their significance and relevance for the future. The 
need to adjust entire education systems quickly to deal with new re-
alities has become obvious around the world; this is also relevant for 
those education systems that are performing better than most others, 
but probably the most important single reason for increased complex-
ity in educators’ worlds has been the widening canyon between what 
schools do and how the world works. We now debate whether young 
people need to host knowledge in similar ways than they did before 
because Google,  Watson, and other technologies can bring all necessary 
knowledge to us in a blink of an eye (Wagner, 2012). Some argue that 
because the need for routine skills in labor markets has rapidly declined, 
many traditional vocational training programs have become irrelevant 
or redundant. In other words, those working in education—whether in 
practice, policy, or reform—must have much wider and deeper under-
standings of social, economic, and political contexts of education. Many 
essential questions in education today are global in nature (Hargreaves 
& Shirley, 2012), bringing yet another dimension to the competencies 
that we expect from education changemakers.

Globalization has also led to synchronization of education systems 
from an international perspective. This means that similar, if not the 
same, educational issues are debated and argued from one country to 
another. Increased global mobility of labor, students, and businesses has 
brought standardization of curricula, examinations, and qualifications 
as a central theme in many education policies around the world. The 
growing cost of education due to increasing enrollment has made ef-
ficiency, performance, and accountability the key characteristics that 
education system leaders in different countries are giving their atten-
tion to today. As a consequence, various data-driven education policies 
are often offered as the way forward. For example, international stu-
dent assessments, such as Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
 Development’s (OECD) Programme for International Student Assess-
ment (PISA), and surveys about teaching and learning, such as OECD’s 
Teaching and Learning International Survey, or TALIS, are increasingly 
used as the principal source for national education policies and re-
forms. Global education statistics and performance indicators are also 
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examples of a data-driven approach that are now common tools of any 
education expert or changemaker. In this book we call the controversial, 
complex questions that globally shape education policies and practices 
hard questions on educational change. While these questions are infinite, 
seven of the most pressing are included in this book. We encourage read-
ers to phrase new hard questions and use them in expanding your own 
understanding of education.

THREE FOUNDATIONAL SKILLS THAT EDUCATION 
CHANGEMAKERS NEED

There are no international standards or common expectations for what 
graduates from schools of education should know and be able to do. 
One reason is that graduate programs in education are very different in 
their scope and content depending on education systems and universi-
ties. Some students, like the chapter authors of this book, earned their 
master’s degrees after studying 1 year at a graduate school of education. 
Many of their peers in other universities in the United States have spent 
2 years and, therefore, studied a wider range of courses in education. Ed-
ucation school graduates in Finland, for example, have typically studied 
5 years and written two research-based theses for their degree (Sahlberg, 
2015). In the United States and most other countries, new graduates in 
education complete their degrees with significantly different knowledge 
and skill sets. We argue that regardless of the program, degree, or univer-
sity, present-day education changemakers need to possess three essential 
skill sets that are not systematically required today: identify and cope 
with hard questions on educational change, understand global trends 
and their drivers, and write clear and convincing opinion-based essays.

The Importance of Understanding Hard Questions

Education has become increasingly politicized with the growing involve-
ment by commercial interest groups. This is true not just in the United States 
but around the world. In particular, educational research and educational 
change knowledge, that is what makes educational reforms work, have in-
creasingly been influenced by funders that now include corporations, philan-
thropists, think tanks, and various national and international organizations. 
As a consequence—particularly when issues of school choice, standardized 
testing, the teaching profession, data-driven governance and accountability, 
educational technology, or perceiving education as commodity and private 
good arise—the evidence becomes situational and fragile (Mundy, Green, 
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Lingard, & Verger, 2016). The purpose of this book is to bring more light to 
some of the hard questions in today’s education debates and, therefore, raise 
awareness of the subjective nature of evidence in policy making.

In the past 30 years, countries around the world have diverged in 
their approaches towards governance, curriculum, funding, and leader-
ship, positioning themselves along a spectrum from public, state-based 
to market-based economic approaches. Broadly, state-based approaches 
can include models that view education primarily as public good over 
market competition. Governments in these countries—Nordic countries, 
Canada, or Germany—typically levy higher tax rates used to provide 
better and more equal social services such as health care and education. 
On the other side of the political and economic spectrum, market-based 
policies encourage competition between private firms and public or-
ganizations to provide educational services. This is known as the neo-
liberal approach, and it is favored in England, some parts of  Australia, 
increasingly the United States, and now in the developing world in 
 Liberia,  Kenya, and Philippines, for example. This approach privileges 
deregulation and use of public funding to support private entities and 
 public-private partnerships for their delivery of education and other pub-
lic goods  (Adamson, Åstrand, & Darling-Hammond, 2016). Internation-
ally comparable education data that is now available can facilitate an 
analysis of the strengths and weaknesses of these different approaches.

In the past 15 years, data from new international student  assessments, 
especially that of PISA administrated by the OECD, has created a whole 
new geography of educational performance. Many of the previous in-
ternational education models have lost their place to new countries and 
systems that have demonstrated high performance in these benchmark 
surveys. Data from PISA and other comparable international statistics 
together with case studies and surveys that include entire education 
 system (jurisdictions or countries) now provide an alternative way to 
discuss and debate some of the central policy questions in education.

In an era where private enterprises leverage new complex evaluation 
systems to market their educational reform interests, changemakers need 
to be savvy consumers of data and policy. Most importantly, education 
experts and those aiming at improving education should have sufficient 
knowledge to identify and skills to cope with hard questions on educa-
tional change. This means that changemakers should:

r� utilize research to identify successful models of educational 
change;

r� be able to formulate new critical questions based on that change 
knowledge and research;
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r� understand the major arguments from both sides of these critical 
questions; and

r� write convincingly to both professionals and the general public 
about hard questions on educational reform.

The Importance of Knowing the Global Education Reform Movement

You may be able to teach in the classroom or lead a school without 
too much understanding of what the world of education outside your 
own school looks like. However, we argue that we live in such an inter-
connected world at the moment that even grassroots-level practitioners 
benefit from having at least a basic idea of the worldview of education. 
Educational theories, teaching methods, curricula, and learning tools 
are very similar from one education system to another. A closer look at 
the system-level principles and policies of education reveal even more 
commonalities between education systems today. We argue that the suc-
cess of educational reforms increases when the changemakers under-
stand what the primary global trends in educational change are. One 
critical concept to teach is the Global Education Reform Movement 
(Sahlberg, 2016).

The idea of the Global Education Reform Movement, or GERM 
as it is also known, first appeared in Andy Hargreaves’ research on the 
standardization movement, which became popular around the world in 
the 1990s (Hargreaves, Earl, Moore, & Manning, 2001). Hargreaves 
called this the Global Education Reform Agenda. The term GERM was 
coined in early 2000s after the OECD’s PISA became a dominant theme 
in international education policy conversations. Primarily promoted by 
the interests of international development agencies and private enter-
prises, globalization of education policies and reforms were initially in-
spired by three distinct and well-meaning global educational ideas that 
aimed to improve quality and equity of education systems around the 
world (Sahlberg, 2015).

The first is the breakthrough of constructivist approaches to educa-
tion that gradually shifted the focus from the teacher (instruction or 
input) to the student (learning or output) beginning in the late 1980s. 
As a consequence, education reformers and policymakers began to ask 
for clearer and higher expectations for student learning, curriculum 
standards, and productive classroom teaching methods. The second is 
the growing public demand for guaranteed, inclusive education for all 
pupils that became a prominent global theme in the 1990s. Centrally 
mandated curricula and learning standards in tandem with aligned na-
tional standardized testing and examinations became the main attempts 
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to guarantee that the quality of educational performance for all really 
took place around the world. The third is decentralization of education 
governance that brought more autonomy to schools and also increased 
teachers’ freedom to design their teaching in classroom as they saw best. 
Since the year 2000, decision making began to shift from central offices 
to local governments and schools (Sahlberg, 2015). Moving power from 
the center to local communities and schools increased school autonomy 
and brought along tighter accountability for schools and teachers.

Changemakers should be aware of how GERM manifests itself from 
one education system to another. The following manifestations have of-
ten been the root of hard questions on educational change.

First, and perhaps the most common manifestation of GERM, is 
increased school choice for parents and the competition between schools 
for student enrollment that comes with it. Almost all education systems 
have introduced alternative forms of schooling, offering parents more 
choice regarding their children’s schooling (OECD, 2013). The voucher 
system in Chile in the 1980s, free schools in Sweden in the 1990s, char-
ter schools in the United States in the 2000s, and secondary academies 
in England in the 2010s are examples of faith in competition as an en-
gine of advancement. At the same time, evidence has shown that the 
proportion of more advantaged students studying in private schools or 
independent schools has grown. In Australia, for example, nearly every 
third primary and secondary school student studies in nongovernmental 
schools (Jensen, 2013). School league tables that rank schools based on 
their performance in national standardized assessments have further in-
creased competition between schools. OECD data show that, according 
to school principals across OECD countries, more than three-quarters of 
the students assessed by PISA attend schools that compete with at least 
one other school for enrollment. Finally, students, especially in many 
Asian countries, experience stronger pressure to perform better against 
their peers due to a tough race for the best high schools and universities.

The second manifestation is standardized testing as the main means 
for accountability; in other words, holding teachers and schools ac-
countable for students’ achievement through external standardized 
test scores. School performance—especially raising students’ measured 
 achievement—is intimately tied to the processes of evaluating, inspect-
ing, and rewarding or punishing schools and teachers. Performance-
based pay, data walls in teachers’ lounges, and school rankings in 
newspapers are examples of new accountability mechanisms that often 
draw their data primarily from external standardized student tests and 
teacher evaluations. The United States’ growing infatuation with the 
performance-based pay scale and accountability based on standardized 
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test results relies upon two heatedly debated assumptions. First, teachers 
will work harder for extra pay. Second, test scores are the largest factor 
in determining effective teachers. Using this logic, if a teacher is boast-
ing stellar student test scores, she must be working diligently, teaching 
successfully, and worthy of higher pay. It is this thinking that contrib-
utes to the undermining of the teaching profession in certain countries 
across the globe. The problem with this overreliance on standardized 
tests is not that students, teachers, and schools are held accountable us-
ing data from knowledge tests, per se, but rather the way inappropriate 
accountability mechanisms affect teachers’ work and students’ learn-
ing. Whenever school accountability relies on poor-quality and low-cost 
standardized tests, as is currently the case in many places, accountability 
becomes what is left when responsibility is subtracted.

The third manifestation of GERM comes through educational reforms 
that lead to the privatization of public schools (Adamson, Åstrand, & 
 Darling-Hammond, 2016). The rush to enhance parental choice and im-
prove efficiency and productivity in the quest for education excellence has 
brought various providers of education alongside public schools around 
the world. This well-known theory of change, based on economic models 
of Milton Friedman, maintains that parents must be given the freedom to 
choose their children’s education and thereby encourage healthy competi-
tion among schools so they better serve families’ diverse needs. Typically, 
school choice manifests itself through the emergence of private schools 
where parents pay tuition for their children’s education. Today, privatiza-
tion of public schools and universities is more popular than ever before, as 
scores of various fee-based and publicly funded private schools and univer-
sities expand choice in education markets. Charter schools in the United 
States, free schools in Sweden, upper secondary school academies in Eng-
land, religious schools in the Netherlands, and various for-profit private 
operators in developing countries are examples of mechanisms to advance 
parental choice. Privately funded schooling ideology maintains that educa-
tion should be a commodity just like the hospitality industry or housing 
markets where parents can use the public funds set aside for their children’s 
education—public or private—in a way that works best for them.

Other manifestations of GERM include a stronger focus on basic 
knowledge and skills, namely reading, literacy, mathematics, and science; 
de-professionalizing teaching and learning that often includes abolishing 
teacher unions and associations; and using technology to replace teach-
ers and schools as media of teaching and learning. Education policies 
and reforms that aim at sustainable educational change must be built on 
good awareness and understanding of these global change forces that 
often counter what changemakers aim to accomplish.
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The Importance of Writing About Your Opinion

Schools of education often aim to prepare their graduates to change the 
world. The challenge, however, is that typical means of communicating 
educational reform knowledge are too slow and too weak to make an 
impact. Newly trained educators may have knowledge about what to 
do, but they often don’t know how to influence others.

Outside of academia, effective contemporary education writing no 
longer needs to take a long and winding road toward traditional pub-
lication. Instead, op-eds (opposite the editorial page in newspapers), 
blogs, and social media outlets have become expedient ways to reach 
an audience with a short attention span that increasingly consumes its 
information on mobile devices. In order to elevate educator voices in 
global education debates, educators should be able to embrace this new 
style of communication—one that is coherent, succinct, and, most im-
portantly, attuned to audience’s flagging attention spans.

Our experience in teaching students at graduate schools has sug-
gested that most have an easy time writing extended academic papers 
but struggle with shorter pieces that express their opinions on edu-
cational issues. As a result, these future educators miss an opportu-
nity to influence public opinion and shape practice at a significantly 
larger scale.

Expressing an opinion has traditionally had no real place in aca-
demia, except in informal conversations and debates. Each course we 
taught at Harvard included an assignment that asked students to take 
an opinion on an education topic about which they are passionate. 
We encouraged students to identify hard questions that would easily 
spark different views but would not have straightforward answers. 
The only requirement was that the essay should be about 600 words 
long, no more. Often in reading first drafts of students’ op-eds, re-
gardless of how academically strong these students were, we saw that 
they were much less comfortable presenting their own perspectives 
and more comfortable citing research and adopting fashionable edu-
cational jargon.

In fact, the entire world of opinion-based texts seemed foreign to 
students. We learned two important lessons that are also important to 
this book. First, students used more than half of their available writ-
ing space providing context, citing others’ works, or trying to cover the 
wider education reform debate. Second, they spent most of their atten-
tion emphasizing a diagnosis, such as we need to professionalize the 
teaching profession, but wrote little about solutions or how exactly they 
proposed to professionalize the profession.

Sah58182_ch01.indd   8 27/10/16   12:39 pm



How Do Educators Respond to Hard Questions on Educational Change? 9

Perplexed, we started asking ourselves why writing op-eds was so 
challenging to our students. Perhaps it was carelessness on our part in 
not providing op-ed writing rubrics, or maybe the fault lay with higher 
education institutions that ask students without exception to write lon-
ger academic papers regardless of whether they are on the research track 
in their program.

Don’t get us wrong. Academic writing is an important skill that all 
graduate students should master, yet if students are serious about influ-
encing public opinion and advocating for education reforms as change-
makers, we believe they should hone their opinion-writing skills as well. 
The ability to express an opinion clearly and effectively draws on critical 
thinking, speaking, writing, and reading skills, and graduate students 
should have these skills by the time they complete their program.

Most students in graduate schools need help embracing their own 
voice. This is what we did. We ran a class-long workshop for under-
standing what makes a powerful op-ed. We reminded students that 
many readers today have short attention spans, and the first paragraph 
has to be interesting enough to keep them reading further.

We then provided five habits of mind of an op-ed or column writer:

r� Think carefully about the point you really want to make, before 
you start writing, so that you will arrive at a single issue that 
you succinctly and clearly communicate.

r� Embrace your own voice, authority, and experiences. You should 
be passionate, authentic, and make the reader care about your 
topic.

r� Avoid jargon and generalities, and acknowledge different 
perspectives.

r� Support your opinions with facts. Check them to be sure they 
are true.

r� If you are citing a problem in your essay, you should also offer 
solutions.

Then comes the key principle of all: We allowed students to rewrite their 
op-eds, and we provided feedback and comments for as long as students 
felt the need for further feedback and rewrites. Op-ed assignments typi-
cally counted as 15 to 20% of the entire grade. A published op-ed or 
column in a newspaper or media outlet’s online service automatically 
awarded the student an A.

This has probably been the single most beneficial learning experi-
ence for students. We wanted to teach them that writing an op-ed always 
requires dealing with feedback, critical comments, rewriting, and several 
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rounds of editing. Changemakers, regardless of their level or experience, 
have to be able to take an editor’s and the public’s feedback and tolerate 
critical comments.

Two lessons from teaching students to write opinion-based essays 
are essential for reading this book. First, writing op-eds to general audi-
ences about educational issues is difficult. It requires different habits of 
minds and communication skills than typical academic writing. Second, 
many graduate students believe that although they have views about 
education, they don’t have a voice to have opinions in public debates. We 
believe that all it takes is one published op-ed in a national newspaper 
or on a popular blog to change this mind-set dramatically. Finally, teach-
ing new educators and changemakers who aspire to make a difference 
in the world, we have realized that in a rapidly changing information 
landscape, they’ll make a greater impact if they update their communica-
tion skills. Learning how to write a compelling opinion piece is a good 
place to start.

THIS BOOK

The following chapters describe seven hard questions on global edu-
cational change that we think influence the directions of educational 
reforms around the world. Each chapter is written by a group of three 
graduate students of the Harvard Graduate School of Education class of 
2016. Students had the freedom to choose the style of writing and how 
to phrase their question. Students did a comprehensive literature review 
of their topic, interviewed experts, and discussed their manuscript sev-
eral times with other students. These chapters are not opinions of the 
authors; rather they are academic essays. The last chapter extends the 
trajectory of the book by providing considerations to help readers tackle 
hard questions by exploring emerging hard questions facing modern 
educational systems.
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