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Does school governance affect students’ reading performance?

– Countries where schools have greater responsibility for
their curricular and assessment policies tend to show
better student performance.

– In the countries that have systems to ensure accounta-
bilty for student performance, schools that are granted
autonomy over resource allocation achieve higher average
scores.

– Within countries, schools that compete for enrolment tend
to show better results; but countries with more school
competition do not necessarily show better student
performance in reading.

What it means

Since the early 1980s, educational reforms in many
countries have intended to improve the quality of
instruction in schools by offering a greater diversity of
courses and greater autonomy for schools to respond
to local needs, allowing schools to compete for enrol-
ment and providing more choice for parents. PISA
results suggest that some features of autonomy and
accountability are associated with better performance.
Yet some of the assumptions underlying school
competition and choice have been called into question.
It is unclear, for example, whether parents have the
necessary information to choose the best schools for
their children. It is also unclear whether parents
always give sufficient priority to the quality of the
school when making these choices. And school choice
may also lead to the unintended racial, ethnic or socio-
economic segregation of schools. Autonomy, evalua-
tion, governance and choice can be combined in many
ways, with varying effects on student performance.

Findings

In countries where schools enjoy autonomy over their
curricula and assessments, students tend to perform
better, after accounting for national income. School
autonomy over these matters accounts for around
25% of the performance differences among countries
that participated in PISA.

While other relationships between a single feature of
school governance and student performance are harder
to discern, analyses of PISA results have concluded that:

• In countries where schools have greater autonomy
over what is taught and how students are assessed,
students tend to perform better.

• Within those countries where schools post achieve-
ment data publicly and, in so doing, are held
accountable for performance results, those schools
that enjoy greater autonomy over resource allocation
tend to perform better than those granted less auton-
omy over their curricula. However, in countries
where there are no such accountability arrange-
ments, the reverse is true.

• A more competitive environment, in which many
schools compete for student enrolment, does not
automatically produce better learning outcomes.

• Within many countries, schools that compete more
for students tend to show higher levels of student per-
formance in reading, but this is often accounted for by
the higher socio-economic status of the students in
these schools. Parents with a higher socio-economic
status are more likely to take a school’s academic per-
formance into consideration when choosing a school
for their children.

Definitions

PISA 2009 asked school principals to report whether the
teachers, the principal, the school’s governing board, the
regional or local education authorities or the national
education authority had considerable responsibility for
allocating resources to schools (appointing and dismis-
sing teachers, establishing teachers’ starting salaries
and salary raises, formulating school budgets and
allocating them within the school) and responsibility for
the curriculum and instructional assessment within the
school (establishing student-assessment policies,
choosing textbooks, determining which courses are
offered and the content of those courses).

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/
888932315602.

Going further

Further analysis is presented in Chapter 2 of
PISA 2009 Results Volume IV, What Makes a School
Successful? Resources, Policies and Practices. Data
on the effects in individual countries and
economies are shown in Tables IV.2.1 and IV.2.4
to IV.2.10 at the back of that volume.
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Table 4.3. How the governance of school systems is related to educational outcomes

How these types of school governance are related to… ….reading performance.
…equal learning opportunities

for all students.

School autonomy Systems whose schools have more responsibility for curricula
and assessments

✓ ✓

Systems whose schools have more responsibility
for resource allocation

✓ x

School competition Systems where more schools compete for enrolment ✓ x

Systems where there are more student in private schools ✓ x

x is negatively related to performance or equity.

✓ is positively related to performance or equity. Smaller symbols indicate no statistically significant relationship.

Source:  OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results, Volume IV, What Makes a School Successful?: Resources, Policies and Practices, Figure IV.2.4a, available
at http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932343380.
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