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This chapter reviews some of the factors which have an influence on 
unsatisfactory learning outcomes in the Canary Islands. It discusses student 
motivation, family support and the effectiveness of learning in regular 
and out-of-school lessons, and important issues such as grade repetition, 
curriculum, assessment, gender differences and early childhood education. 
The chapter concludes by listing the review team’s recommendations on 
students and learning.

Students and Learning
4
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Many variables affect the way children learn and are prepared for life and for the workforce. As well as their own abilities and 
capacities, competences and skills, these variables include the social and economic situation of their countries and families and 
the nature of the labour market into which they will emerge as adults, as well as the characteristics of the education system and its 
ability to meet the demands arising from the country or regional context.

In the case of the Canary Islands, the education results demonstrated by PISA are notably less good than results for Spain as a 
whole and the rest of the OECD, even after taking into account the less advantaged socio-economic circumstances of students on 
the Islands. The PISA results and local unemployment levels, taken together, suggest that young people in the Canary Islands are 
emerging from education poorly prepared for life and work in a fast-moving global economy and in the tough economic conditions 
Spain is currently facing. The challenging question needing to be answered, before any solutions can be offered, is “why were 
the results not better?” The answer is complicated both by the intricate weave of centralised and decentralised functions in the 
education system in Spain and by the particular circumstances of the Canary Islands – a group of offshore islands some distance 
from the mother country with less access to job markets and resources in mainland Europe.

sTakeholder vIews on sTudenTs and learnIng
Almost all counterparts the OECD team met during site visits had an explanation to offer for Canary Islands students’ relatively low 
PISA results. The explanations related to students, families and learning included:

 • Limited interest in learning, linked to parents’ limited education, low aspirations, lack of support or social disadvantage.

 • Low motivation to learn, because young people – who until recently could easily find well-paid jobs in construction or tourism 
without going to the trouble of acquiring qualifications – did not see education as relevant or necessary. Manifestations of low 
motivation include student absenteeism.

 • The largely academic curriculum in compulsory secondary education, which has too little emphasis on basic skills and the 
application of knowledge; no significant emphasis on problem-solving, critical thinking and learning to learn; and contains little 
to engage the less academic students who want more work-related options.

 • High numbers of children who have special educational needs or struggle to master the curriculum.

 • Inadequate mechanisms for identifying, early on, which students are struggling, falling behind or not progressing.

 • The absence of any effective system for helping students who fall behind to catch up within the year. The usual response is to 
make them repeat a year.

 • The high repetition rate, which meant that many 15-year-old students in PISA 2009 were still being taught the syllabus appropriate 
to 13- or 14-year-olds.

 • Lack of clarity on the standards students should reach by the end of each year. These are only broadly defined in the national 
curriculum. Whether students are deemed to have achieved them depends on un-standardised, un-moderated assessment by the 
class teacher. Generous assessors can fail to spot or act on learning gaps; tough ones may make students repeat years unnecessarily.

 • The pattern and shape of the school day.

sTudenT InTeresT, moTIvaTIon and behavIour
Several stakeholders told the team that students lacked interest in education and the motivation to pursue it to the end of 
compulsory education and beyond. However, the team rarely heard this from the schools visited, either from staff or students. 
The students the team met showed no lack of motivation or ambition. And if students still believe that they can walk into well-
paid jobs without obtaining qualifications, they have not looked at the Canary Islands’ recent youth unemployment statistics – the 
unemployment rate among 16 to 24 year olds has been over 30% since 2008, and reached 42% in 2010 (EurOSTAT, 2011). Indeed 
the Canary Islands School Board told the team that dropout has reduced and graduation rates have improved lately, as more young 
people realise the unemployment risks.

no doubt, there are some de-motivated, disinclined to learn students in the Canary Islands. And no doubt some of them express 
their frustration by behaving badly in the classroom, disrupting the learning of classmates, or truanting or dropping out. There was 
evidence of this in 2009 when PISA assessment took place, though this aspect too may have improved since.

The PISA 2009 report noted that an important feature of schools is whether they create a climate conducive to teaching and learning. 
Better results are achieved where students work in a climate characterised by expectations of high performance, good teacher-student 
relations and good relations among students. The learning atmosphere in schools is also influenced by student and teacher behaviour.

The PISA report includes an index of student-related factors affecting school climate. This is derived from school principals’ 
reports on the extent to which the learning of students is hindered by the following factors in their schools: i) student absenteeism, 
ii) disruption of classes by students, iii) students skipping classes, iv) students lacking respect for teachers, v) student use of alcohol 
or illegal drugs and vi) students intimidating or bullying other students. The Canary Islands had the second-lowest index in Spain, 
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only Ceuta and Melilla scoring worse. PISA estimated that student related factors affecting school climate explained 9% of the 
Canary Islands’ variation in student performance, well above the OECD average (6%), more than in all other Spanish regions (the 
second-highest, Ceuta and Melilla, was below the OECD average).

Almost half of the students in the PISA sample were in schools where the principal reported that student absenteeism occurs at least 
to some extent, 17% in schools where it was said to occur a lot. A similarly high share of students in schools with a lot of student 
absenteeism was reported by principals only in Andalusia (14%), Murcia (18%) and Ceuta and Melilla (22%). Additionally, around 
40% of students were in schools where students skipping classes occurred at least to some extent, almost 10% in schools where this 
happened a lot.

Disruption of classes by students was reported to be more common in schools on the Canary Islands than in other Spanish regions. 
Around one-quarter of students were in schools where the principal reported that students disrupted classes at least to some extent. 
Students skipping classes is also common in schools: about one third of students were in schools where the principal reported 
that students skip classes to some extent and 10% of students were in schools where this was said to happen a lot. Principals on 
the Canary Islands also reported lack of respect for teachers by students in their schools. Around 40% of students were in schools 
where this is reported as true at least to some extent. And Canary Islands principals reported that 18% of students were in schools 
where intimidating or bullying of students by other students happened to some extent: only Ceuta and Melilla, with 35%, reported 
a higher figure. On the plus side, only 7% of Canary Islands students were in schools where the principal reported that students 
used alcohol or illegal drugs to some extent.

The PISA evidence given above all comes from principals’ reports. These depend on principals’ subjective judgements and their 
expectations, both of which may vary from one country or region to another. It should also be noted that many countries with 
considerably higher reading scores than the Canary Islands had worse figures on the index of student-related factors affecting school 
climate. These countries included Finland (-0.43) and Canada (-0.41), the second- and third-highest performers in the OECD.

Even if it is the case that many secondary students in the Canary Islands are de-motivated and uninterested in learning, it is 
important to recognise that this may not necessarily be the students’ fault. The question to ask is “Why? What caused them to 
become de-motivated and uninterested?” It appears from the fieldwork visits that there are a number of potentially discouraging 
and de-motivating factors in the Canary Islands’ school system – discussed in the rest of this chapter and in the next two chapters. 
If these factors for discouragement and de-motivation are taken out of the system, students should become more interested in and 
committed to learning and more respectful of their teachers.

Though bullying is sometimes associated with bullies’ boredom with lessons and/or consciousness of academic failure, it needs to be 
addressed as a separate problem. Despite the PISA evidence, stakeholders interviewed by the OECD team did not think that there was 
a high rate of bullying in Canary Islands schools. This view is supported by information from the Ministry of Education suggesting a 
rate of bullying and intimidation of about 3%.1 It is not clear whether the bullying targets minority group students – many of these are 
clustered in specific schools where their minority status might not be such an issue. Other OECD countries’ experience suggests that 
peer to peer teamwork, and well-explained well-enforced zero tolerance school policies for tackling bullying between pupils, can be 
useful in reducing its extent.

Persistent bad behaviour may need to be addressed as a specific problem too. International experience offers a number of useful 
models. For example, a recent report by Ofsted (England’s school inspectors) suggested supporting children who show challenging 
behaviour in the early years of primary school through a “nurture group” approach (Ofsted, 2011) (see box 4.1). Pre-compulsory 
schooling and its importance are discussed later in this chapter.

Box 4.1 nurture groups

nurture groups are small, structured teaching groups for pupils showing signs of behavioural, social or emotional difficulties, 
particularly those who are experiencing disruption or distress outside school. They are based on the theory that everyone needs 
to feel secure and to be able to form relationships in the early years in order to mature appropriately. The groups are made up of 
8-12 students with a teacher and teaching assistant and aim to give pupils the skills and strategies they need to enable them to 
remain in mainstream education. The best groups have been very successful: they have significantly modified pupils’ behaviour, 
improved their social, emotional and behavioural skills, given parents and carers practical support and confidence, accelerated 
academic progress or restarted it when it had stalled, enabled pupils to rejoin mainstream classes and improved attendance.

Source: The nurture Group network website, www.nurturegroups.org/pages/what-are-nurture-groups.html.
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The role oF ParenTs and FamIlIes
It was suggested to the team that students’ limited interest in learning was linked to their parents’ limited education, low aspirations, 
social disadvantage, and failure to engage with the school.

As already mentioned, the level of social disadvantage is relatively high in the Canary Islands and the typical level of parental education 
and occupational status relatively low. Findings from PISA and other research studies consistently show that better-educated parents 
tend to be more engaged in their children’s schooling than parents with low educational levels. Furthermore, students with well-
educated parents are more likely to have grown up in an environment where education is valued. These students will have had greater 
chances to develop learning motivation and to acquire a culture of personal effort (Kaula, 2009; Kohn, 1969; OECD, 2010).

PISA evidence indicates that parental interest and pressure are definitely beneficial for educational performance. Specifically, 
students perform better when parents, teachers and schools have high expectations for them. An indicator of parents’ engagement 
in their child’s schooling is the pressure they put on their child’s school to set and achieve high academic standards for its students. 
PISA asked school principals to report on this.

In the Canary Islands, only 5% of students are in schools where the principal reported many parents putting pressure on the school 
to achieve high academic standards. 58% of students are in schools where only very few parents do so. In Spain as a whole, the 
figures are better: 10% and 54%. Across the OECD area, on average, almost 20% of students are in schools where the principal 
reported pressure from many parents; only one-third of students are in schools where few parents apply pressure.

The OECD team identified several reasons why levels of parental engagement with schools may be lower in the Canary Islands than 
elsewhere. The first has to do with school attitudes to parents. Schools are unlikely to achieve serious parental involvement unless they are 
willing to reach out to parents, welcome them in, answer their questions and concerns, share evidence on the student’s attainment in a 
way that parents can understand, and treat them as equal partners in the joint enterprise of helping their children learn. The team formed 
the view that in many Canary Islands public schools, parents are not yet seen as equal partners. Parents and schools often lack a common 
basis for discussions of students’ attainment levels, because standardised tests, which assess students in a way that allows comparison with 
national or regional norms, are rarely used: according to school principals’ reports in PISA 2009, only 27% of Canary Islands students are 

• Figure 4.1 • 
Pressure from parents on schools to achieve high academic standards
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assessed using standardised tests, slightly below the Spanish average and a long way below the OECD average of 76%. On vital matters 
like whether their child will be made to repeat a year, parents are notified of the teacher’s decision rather than being invited to discuss 
what should be done, and they have no right of appeal; they may complain, but the team was told that if they do, it makes no difference. 
And unlike in many countries, Canary Islands parents have very little right to choose the school their child attends.

Secondly, parents may be discouraged from engaging with schools by consciousness of their own low education levels and 
disinterest in reading. Literacy rates have only improved over the last 30 years from very low levels, and the team was told that 
Canary society lacks a culture of reading. This works against good results in literacy and comprehension, though, as PISA shows, 
Spain is not the only country where children tend not to read for pleasure. A third reason (which is not limited to the Islands alone) 
why parents may engage less is that often in the Islands they are not the main carers; from the team’s discussions with schools it 
seems that this role often seems to fall to grandparents or others.

During the visit of the OECD team, all Canary Islands stakeholders agreed on the importance of doing more to stimulate parental 
involvement in the academic life of schools. The need to find better ways of engaging families in order to motivate students to learn 
was highlighted by the Education Ministry in its requests for information from the OECD team. All the usual mechanisms for parental 
involvement, certainly at primary level, seem to be in place already, including active and committed Parents (madres y padres) 
Associations, parent teacher conference time and special projects involving parents. However it appears that many parents do not 
take advantage of these. This is not overly surprising at secondary level, or in urban areas. All around the world secondary schools 
find it more difficult to engage parents than primary schools.

The Canary Islands authorities are running a special programme, the Family Training Canary Plan, designed to encourage family 
participation in the life of schools and the education of their children through on-site training activities, seminars and joint work 
among teachers and families; but because this has not been evaluated, it is not clear whether, and how well, it is working. Several 
schools the team visited had made serious efforts to engage parents and had had a good response. One school, in a poor rural 
community, had realised that parents in that community were unlikely to take the initiative in contacting or dropping in to the 
school, but were happy to accept invitations to parents’ evenings, assist with school events and sign (to show that they had seen and 
understood) regular reports on their child’s progress sent home in notebooks. One primary school visited had developed parental 
cookbooks and special projects that engaged families in days of celebration.

It could also be worthwhile for schools to engage with non-parental family members and caregivers. Maternal support programmes 
in the Canary Islands have been evaluated and shown positive benefits (rodrigo, et al., 2006). Grandparents might also benefit 
from programmes for parents on early childhood development and the importance of stimulus and reading to young children. One 
new project has been put in place by the Education Ministry but it is not clear what effect this has had, or if it should be expanded. 
Another approach worth considering, suggested by staff at several schools visited, is to make schools centres for the social welfare 
services now provided at municipality level. This would enable a quicker response time where children were at risk and families 
needed services, and give those families an incentive to come into the school. There are precedents in other countries, for example 
England, where school-based Children’s Centres also offer all-day childcare for pre-school children or those not yet doing a full 
school day, plus family access to health and other services.

Designing and implementing a programme for enhanced parental engagement with schools will, of course, require the fullest 
consultation and discussion with all stakeholders.

sTudenTs wITh sPecIal needs or sTrugglIng To masTer The currIculum
The Canary Islands has a system for diagnosing pupils with special educational needs, of which the authorities are proud. If a 
teacher thinks that a student may have special needs, s/he fills in a form requesting a psycho-pedagogical evaluation by a multi-
disciplinary team. This is a process designed to confirm the nature of the student’s special educational need, their skills and 
competences and the resources required to help them, and to offer them educational and vocational guidance. For public schools 
there are 44 of these care teams, of which 8 are for specific conditions (2 for motor disability, 2 for visually impaired, 2 for hearing 
impaired and two for pervasive developmental disorders). Private schools use their own specialist staff for the educational diagnosis. 
Young newly-trained primary teachers who cannot find teaching jobs may do extra training to work on these teams. The same teams 
diagnose and provide guidance for highly gifted children and late entrants to the education system. Most diagnoses are carried out 
when children are aged between 3 and 8. reports should be updated every two years.

The OECD team has no reason to doubt that the teams do a good job, once called in. But fieldwork discussions raised doubts over 
whether all class teachers have the skills and training to know when to call them. Of particular concern is the secondary school 
level, where initial teacher training did not until 2010/11 include psychology or pedagogy and teachers may well assume that any 
special needs will have been detected at primary school. Another issue is whether mainstream secondary schools can find enough 
teacher time to give special needs children the extra attention they need. One school visited said that this was a problem, and that 
it was not unusual for planned one-to-one sessions to be cancelled if cover had to be provided for unexpected teacher absences.
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The Canary Islands has a network of centres offering different methods of special needs schooling, ranging from “ordinary schools 
with preferential care” for pupils with hearing or motor impairment, through “self-contained special education classes” which are 
dedicated special educational needs units in mainstream schools, to “special education schools” for students whose needs require a 
significantly adjusted curriculum. The team was not able to judge in a short visit whether this provision, plus the special programmes 
developed since 2007/08 to diagnose and meet particular forms of need, caters fully and effectively for all special needs children 
on the Islands: no local evaluation has been done.

PISA offers no evidence on numbers or achievement levels of students with special educational needs in each country, one of the 
reasons being that special needs covers a wide spectrum and different countries have different definitions. There appear to be significant 
numbers of special needs children in some Canary Islands public schools. However, the team noted some incentives in the system 
to give students this classification. One is that the school “earns” extra teachers. At one school visited, the team heard that a typical 
allocation was 1.2 teachers per class, but a nearby school with high numbers of special needs children was allocated 1.7 teachers per 
class. Another school pointed out that schools with high needs levels can request assistance under special programmes. The same school 
indicated that it is common practice to help weaker students gain their graduation certificates by identifying them as having special needs 
and then applying “adapted” (lower) assessment criteria – though this is not noted on the certificates.

A number of special “reinforcement programmes” have been introduced since 2007/08 to help children who are “struggling” to master 
the national curriculum for their age group. At secondary level these include: the reinforcement programme to help any primary and 
secondary students struggling in reading, writing or mathematics; other reinforcement programmes to promote the acquisition and 
development of basic skills and enable students to obtain their secondary graduation certificates; a support programme for non-
Spanish-speaking students; and a “coexistence improvement programme” for students who need re-integration into secondary schools 
after a period of exclusion for bad behaviour or are at risk of drop-out. The Canary Islands authorities are very concerned about 
“struggling” students, a category that may be assumed to overlap with those who would be below Level 2 if assessed at age 15 in PISA.

The reinforcement programmes too have not yet been evaluated. Given the scale and importance of these programmes, the OECD 
team suggests that they should be evaluated or researched as soon as possible, to establish whether they are well-targeted, whether 
all the “strugglers” who need reinforcement programmes are being identified and provided for, and whether the programmes are 
measurably improving participants’ attainment.

Meanwhile, PISA provides the main evidence on the effectiveness of reinforcement programmes in general. The message from that 
PISA evidence – presented in the next section – is that additional out-of school reinforcement programmes are unlikely to be useful. 
nor would it be useful to extend the already considerable time allocated to regular language and maths lessons in the Canary Islands. 
The best and most effective way to improve results would be to improve the quality of regular lessons. Though the PISA evidence 
against reinforcement programmes is not specific to the Canary Islands, it makes sense in the Canary Islands context, where current 
reinforcement programmes for struggling secondary-age pupils involve keeping them in school (while their peers have afternoons 
free) to receive more of the same teaching, from the same teachers, that they have already had once or – if years have been repeated 
– twice. If that teaching did not achieve the desired results the first time, why should it succeed the second or third time?

To have a chance of success, reinforcement programmes need to offer something new and different, designed specifically to help 
these students overcome their personal barriers to learning. Examples of personalised “catch-up” programmes are available from 
other OECD countries. However, these programmes depend crucially on class teachers being able, willing and trained to assess 
precisely which aspects of the subject the student has mastered and which they are struggling with, so that their reinforcement 
lessons can be focused on the specific areas where they need help. In England, this is called “formative assessment” or “assessment 
for learning”; all class teachers in public schools are trained to do it and are expected to do it for all students in the course of regular 
lessons. For teachers in the Canary Islands, such training does not yet exist and would need to be developed. needless to say, 
assessment for learning is more straightforward and more likely to be done equitably if all teachers are basing their judgements on 
standardised assessment criteria and if subject syllabuses specify these assessment criteria.

eFFecTIveness oF learnIng In regular and ouT-oF-school lessons
PISA looked first at how long students spend in regular reading and mathematics lessons in schools. Students spend longer in 
regular Spanish lessons in the Canary Islands (223 minutes a week) than elsewhere in Spain. They also spend longer in regular 
mathematics lessons (224 minutes a week) than is spent anywhere else in Spain except Andalusia. Both these figures are above OECD 
and (unsurprisingly) Spanish averages. By contrast, students spend only 200 minutes on science, slightly below the OECD average 
(202 minutes) and well below the Spanish average. However, as shown in the figures below, more time spent in regular lessons does 
not necessarily lead to better performance. Galicia, the Balearic Islands and Catalonia, all of them with lower-than-the-national-
average number of instruction hours but a better performance than the Canary Islands, prove that it is the quality, not the quantity, 
of lessons that matters. results for the Canary Islands clearly show that regular lessons in language and maths are taking longer but 
achieving less, than elsewhere in Spain. This suggests a compelling need to improve the quality of teaching in regular lessons.
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• Figure 4.2 • 
Time spent in regular lessons and performance, by subject
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As well as spending relatively more time in regular lessons, students in the Canary Islands are more likely than most countries and 
regions to attend additional out-of-school lessons. Almost one-third of students attend out-of-school lessons in Spanish and around 
one-quarter attend out-of-school lessons in mathematics. More than 50% of students attend extra lessons in science.

PISA distinguishes between remedial and enrichment lessons. remedial lessons are any additional lessons designed to help students 
with learning difficulties (“reinforcement”), whereas enrichment lessons are designed to extend the abilities of more capable 
students. Enrichment lessons in mathematics, science and reading are important features of the Spanish educational system. On 
average, around 15% of students in the Canary Islands attend enrichment lessons in Spanish. Around one-quarter attend enrichment 
lessons in mathematics, and 14% attend enrichment lessons in science. As for remedial lessons – a form of lesson equivalent to 
Spain’s reinforcement lessons, but far less established across the wider OECD area – 16% of Canary Islands students attend these 
in Spanish, more than one-quarter of students attend them in mathematics, 12% attend them in science. Why is participation in 
remedial lessons so high? And what does this high participation rate tell one about the quality of regular lessons?

A recent OECD report (2010) Quality Time for Students: Learning In and Out of School, based on results from PISA 2006, finds out 
that 15-year-old students in countries that perform well in PISA spend less time on average in after-school lessons and individual 
study, and more time in regular school lessons, than students in countries that are poor performers in PISA. This is particularly true 
when the time students spend in regular school lessons is counted as a share of total time spent on learning. For example, in high 
performing countries such as Australia, Finland, Japan and new Zealand, over 70% of students’ science learning happens in regular 
school lessons. In all of these four countries except new Zealand, the total number of hours of science learning is lower than the 
OECD average. This, again, clearly implies that the quality of regular school lessons has a bigger impact on student performance 
than the number of learning hours,

Given these findings, simply adding hours to the school day or encouraging students to spend more time in after-school lessons or 
individual study seems unlikely to help improve low performance. Instead, the Canary Islands should explore ways to improve the 
quality of regular school lessons. The OECD team’s recommendations on this will be found in the next chapter, on teachers and 
teaching.

• Figure 4.2 (continued) • 
Time spent in regular lessons and performance, by subject
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rePeTITIon
Grade repetition is rife in the Canary Islands, according to PISA evidence. 45% of students in the PISA 2009 sample said they had 
repeated at least one grade, a percentage higher than the average in Spain (36%) and among the highest in the OECD. In reading, 
Canary Islands students who said they had repeated one grade achieved a mean score of 413 points; those who said they had 
repeated more than one grade achieved a mean score of 360 points. Both these scores are below the baseline Level 2. In contrast, 
those who had not repeated achieved a mean score of 492, the OECD average.

PISA 2009 results show that grade repetition has social as well as individual costs. In general, students who had repeated a 
grade came from a lower socio-economic background. However, comparing students and schools with similar socio-economic 
background, the average performance disadvantage of students who repeated a grade is still more than 80 points across Spain, 79 
points in the Canary Islands. Moreover, poor performance is not only associated with a student who repeats a grade but with all 
students at his or her school. In other words, the higher the proportion of students who repeat a grade in a school, the lower the 
performance of those who did not repeat even after accounting for socio-economic background of students and the school. This 
negative impact for students who did not repeat is even stronger in the Canary Islands than in any other region of Spain. While the 
lower scores of students who have repeated years may be partly explained by the fact that they have, by 15, been taught less of the 
secondary syllabus, this cannot explain the impact of repetition on classmates who have not repeated years. The explanation must 
lie in another factor that depresses the performance of repeaters and non-repeaters alike, such as poor quality teaching or poor use 
of classroom time.

The government of the Canary Islands has suggested that the PISA sample overstates the region’s repetition rate. However, a 
Eurydice document (European Commission, 2011) confirms that “In Belgium, Spain, France, Luxembourg, the netherlands and 
Portugal […] the number of pupils who have fallen behind at the end of primary education is very high, which means that a 
considerable percentage of pupils must repeat a year at least once during their primary schooling.” The Canary Islands’ own 
statistics, supplied to the OECD team, show that by the final year of compulsory secondary education, in 2007/08 (the last full 
academic year before PISA 2009 assessment), only 50% of pupils were in the class appropriate to their age: though the figure 
improved to 52% in 2008/09 and is estimated to have improved again to 53% in 2009/10. If any discrepancies remain to be 
explained, the OECD team thinks they may have arisen from school principals underreporting repetition. Staff may be confused 
about how to report it: on school visits, the OECD team sometimes had difficulty in establishing the school’s repetition rate because 
different people offered different statistics. Or perhaps some students misunderstood the question they were asked in PISA, and said 
that they had repeated a year when they had only repeated in one or more subjects – but, as there is no reason why Canary Islands 
students should have misunderstood more than other Spanish-speaking students, comparisons remain valid.

The official Spanish statistics (Instituto de Evaluación, 2010) for academic year 2007/08 in Figure 4.3 show the percentages of Canary 
Islands students repeating each relevant year of compulsory education. (Spanish law prohibits repetition in years 1, 3 and 5 of 
primary school, so these years are not relevant.) repetition rates in secondary education range from 21% in year 1 to 11% in year 4. 
In every relevant year, repetition was required of a much higher percentage of boys than girls: nearly one boy in four had to repeat 
the first year of secondary school. Though these figures cannot be compared directly with PISA figures for the percentage repeating 
at least once during their 10 years of compulsory education, the OECD team concludes that if PISA did overstate the Canary Islands’ 
repetition rate, it did not overstate it by much.

All the stakeholder groups interviewed – except for the employers and teaching unions, with whom this was not discussed – regard 
the current incidence of repetition in the Canary Islands as far too high. The review team agrees.

repetition is not unique to Spain, and two OECD countries, the netherlands and Belgium, achieved significantly above average PISA 
reading scores despite repetition rates of over 25%. But in general, as stated in the Executive Summary of Volume IV of the PISA 
2009 report, “In countries, and in schools within countries, where more students repeat grades, overall results tend to be worse.” 
The five top-performing OECD countries had repetition rates of 0% (Korea), 3% (Finland), 8% (Canada), 5% (new Zealand) and 
0% (Japan).

The OECD team takes the view that in the Canary Islands context, the effects of using repetition as a standard form of remedial 
education are almost all bad. First, as high-performing PISA countries and good teachers around the world know, children will not 
learn well and master the curriculum unless they believe they can. It is very important to reinforce a child’s positive self-images of 
their learning capabilities, rather than sanction them for failure. The main effect of making them repeat a year will be to convince 
them that they cannot learn, and it is no use trying. During school visits the team saw a number of graduation ceremonies. Every 
Canary Islands class has one at the end of the year, for the children who will be moving up to the next year. The children who are 
left out, and unable to move on up with their peers, must be left feeling totally demoralised and complete failures.

Secondly, as the PISA evidence demonstrates, repetition is rarely effective as a means of improving the student’s work. On the 
contrary, it tends to depress performance. There are exceptional circumstances in which repetition may be justified – for example, 
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for a student who missed classes for much of the year through sickness, a student so upset by a family event such as parents’ divorce 
that they could not focus on learning, a non-Spanish-speaking immigrant who needs an extra year to embed the Spanish language or 
a child with moderate or severe learning difficulties who takes considerably longer to learn. However, the vast majority of students 
who did not acquire the necessary knowledge in their first year in a class will not acquire it if they spend a second year receiving 
the same teaching, but now surrounded by younger children, with lower self-esteem and far less confident in their learning abilities.

Thirdly, students who repeat years are more likely to drop out altogether before graduating from compulsory education (Fernández 
Enguita, et al., 2010). Though graduation rates in the Canary Islands are said to have improved since unemployment started 
to climb, in 2007/08, the latest year for which we have statistics, over 30% of the cohort left compulsory schooling without a 
graduation certificate. Official Spanish statistics2 show that of young people aged 18-24 in 2008, 34% had left compulsory schooling 
prematurely. Drop-out is more common for boys than for girls, with 44% of boys leaving school before graduation. The Canary 
Islands authorities are very concerned about the dropout rate, and specifically asked the OECD team to make recommendations 
which can help to reduce it.

Fourthly, a high repetition rate generates a great deal of added cost and waste in the school system, draining from the education 
budget money that could yield far better quality improvement value if spent in other ways. The OECD team calculates that the 
funding required for a cohort of 100 students to pass through the 10 years of compulsory education exactly according to the pattern 
illustrated in Figure 3.3 is nearly 11% above the cost of compulsory education for those 100 students with no repetition – enough to 
buy a whole year’s schooling for another 100 students. Most of this extra cost arises from repetition in secondary education, where 
rates are higher and repetition can be required in any year, not just in alternate years.

Fifthly, repetition is the wrong solution to under-achievement because it is reactive, not proactive. It is applied when end-year 
targets have already been missed.

In higher-performing countries and systems, schools and teachers take proactive steps to ensure that no student misses their targets 
if this can be avoided. Teachers monitor each student’s progress continuously throughout the year. If the student hits learning 
difficulties or blocks, appropriate personalised help is promptly delivered. Two examples of this alternative approach, from two of 
the highest-performing PISA 2009 participants, are given in Boxes 4.2 and 4.3.

• Figure 4.3 • 
Rates of repetition in compulsory education in the Canary Islands, 2007/08
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Source: Sistema Estatal de Indicadores de la Educación: Edición 2010, Table 3.r 4.2.
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The OECD team recommends that work should begin as soon as possible on changing the Canary Islands’ system from one in 
which repetition is regarded as both normal, and the standard response to student under-achievement, to one in which repetition 
is regarded as both rare, and a non-standard response to exceptional student difficulties or circumstances. This will require a major 
culture change from many teachers and schools. The team received the impression from discussions with a range of stakeholders 
that significant numbers of teachers in public schools regard the current levels of student failure as normal and inevitable. (This is 
less true in private schools where the staff have to answer to fee-paying parents.) Some are said to believe that failing appreciable 
numbers of students is the mark of a good teacher because it shows that they have high standards. Teachers holding such views 
are unlikely to improve results. In most better-performing PISA countries, teachers understand that a failing student is one whose 
problems have not yet been solved; and they bring all their professional expertise to bear to solve the problems and get the student 
back on track. Teachers in the Canary Islands should be encouraged to take similar personal responsibility for ensuring every 
student’s success: a student’s failure is their failure too. If they do not feel they have the skills to help the student that is not a reason 
to give up trying – it is a reason to acquire those skills as soon as possible, from colleagues or from in-service training.

A number of educational practices and processes will need reform to give teachers the tools and the skills to be proactive managers 
of students’ learning, taking active steps to help them avoid failure. A variety of assessment methods will need to be deployed by 
the teachers and appropriate training, at both pre-service and in-service levels, provided in the use and interpretation of assessment 
data, in particular in the case of formative assessments, so that the learning difficulties students encounter can be identified and 
solutions devised. The rewards system should be reviewed to find ways of rewarding teachers who do all this well, and – as 
discussed in the next chapter – schools’ and teachers’ accountability for results should be strengthened. It would also be helpful 
to bring together concerned stakeholders, including parents, to agree and define the very limited circumstances in which it will 
remain appropriate for a school to require a student to repeat a grade – for example, if they fail an end-year standardised test in 
Spanish or mathematics by a large margin – and who, besides the teacher, should be involved in the decision. The OECD team 
sees arguments for making repetition subject to parental consent, or giving parents and secondary students a right of appeal to an 
independent authority.

Box 4.2 ontario

recognising that struggling students at risk of dropping out or repeating grades can be identified, Ontario created the “Student 
Success Initiative” in high schools. rather than sending out a team from the ministry, they gave the districts money to hire a 
“Student Success Leader” to co-ordinate efforts in their district. The ministry also gave money for the district leaders to meet 
and share strategies. Again each high school was given support to hire a provincially funded Student Success teacher and was 
required to create a Student Success team to track early indicators of academic struggles and design appropriate interventions. 
The outcomes of this work have changed Ontario’s system profoundly and within a few years the high school graduation rate 
increased from 68% to 79%.

Box 4.3 Finland

With a different institutional setup, Finland’s special teachers fulfil a similar role of early diagnosis and support, working 
closely with the class teachers to identify students in need of extra help and to work individually or in small groups with 
struggling students to provide the extra help and support they need to keep up with their classmates. It is not left solely to the 
discretion of the regular class teacher to identify a problem and alert the special teacher, every comprehensive school has a 
“pupils’ multi-professional care group” that meets at least twice a month for two hours and which consists of the principal, 
the special education teacher, the school nurse, the school psychologist, a social worker, and the teachers whose students 
are being discussed. The parents of any child being discussed are contacted prior to the meeting and are sometimes asked 
to be present.

Source: OECD (2011), Strong Performers and Successful Reformers: Lessons from PISA for the United States, Chapter 5, “Finland: Slow and Steady reform for 
Consistently High results”.
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currIculum
The Canary Islands lower secondary curriculum, briefly described in Chapter 1, is shown as a weekly schedule in Table 4.1. It 
contains compulsory and – from the 2nd year onwards – increasing numbers of optional subjects, to fill the 30 hours a week that 
students are required to spend at school.

On the basis of discussions with stakeholders and team members’ own international experience, the OECD team sees a number of 
issues with the curriculum as currently delivered in the Islands. The first issue is that the curriculum is strongly academic, offering 
little to students whose main interest is in learning relevant to professions or occupations they might enter, or students who are 
turned off by theoretical academic studies but would be engaged by more practical, vocational studies.

Secondly, the curriculum does not look like one designed to offer students logical routes towards progressively deeper study of 
subjects that interest them, except in compulsory subjects and the sciences. Computing, for example, seems to be a compulsory 
subject with no time allocated to it in the 2nd year, to disappear in the 3rd year and to return as an option in the 4th. Classical culture 
is an option only in the 3rd year, and if you want to study it you have to drop out of studying the arts for that year; though as in the 
2nd year the arts are shown as an optional subject with no time allocated, it is not clear that you will have been able to study them 
in the 2nd year either. Similarly, if in the 3rd year you want to study music – as many young people do – you have to give up studying 
technology for that year, which is unfortunate as technology is the nearest to a practical subject on the curriculum. Citizenship 
education is taught only in the 2nd year, ethics only in the 4th, for no obvious reason. A sceptical observer might conclude that the 
curriculum was designed as much to assure subject teachers of a steady workflow, as to meet students’ needs and interests.

Thirdly, the curriculum – backed, presumably, by regional regulations – looks very directive and inflexible, laying down not only 
which subjects must be taught (as would be expected of any national curriculum), but also specifying which other subjects they can 
be combined with, and for how many periods a week each must be taught. In a number of other systems, decisions on possible 
subject combinations and time to be spent on each subject are for local decision, usually by schools themselves. While schools 
may not find it operationally feasible to offer all students their desired subject combinations, at least they are not prevented by 
regulations from trying.

Table 4.1 curriculum for secondary compulsory education (eso) – weekly schedule
suBJECTs 1st EsO 2nd EsO 3rd EsO 4th EsO

physical Education 2 2 2 2

geography & History 3 3 3 3

spanish Language & Literature 4 4 4 4

English 4 4 4 4

Mathematics 4 4 4 4

Tutoring 1 1 1 1

religion 1 1 2 1

second foreign Language 3 2 2 33

science 3 3

Biology & geology 2 33

physics & Chemistry 2 33

Technology 2 2 21 33

arts 3 22 33

Music 3 21 33

Classical Culture 22

Latin 33

Computing 33

Citizenship Education 1

Ethics 2 

Compulsory subjects

Optional subjects

3rd EsO 1 Choose 1 subject from these 2
2  Choose 1 subject from these 2

4th EsO 3 students study 3 of these subjects: first they choose one of the following options and then choose one more subject among the rest:
Option a: Biology + Physics & Chemistry
Option B: Technology + Physics & Chemistry
Option C: Arts + Music
Option D: Second Foreign Language + Latin

Source: Canary Islands Education Ministry, 2010.
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Fourthly, many stakeholders, including some regional government officials, told the OECD team that the curriculum as delivered 
in Canary Islands schools gives students inadequate basic skills; though Spanish law says that the curriculum in each region should 
cover these. The OECD team is not entirely clear on what stakeholders meant by basic skills, but the team takes basic skills to mean 
the skills that students will need to prosper in later life and work. In the team’s view, students need to be equipped with two types of 
basic skill: first, functional literacy in language, mathematics and ICT; secondly, the ability to apply knowledge, solve problems, think 
critically and keep learning throughout life. The team shares the view of stakeholders that the Canary Islands curriculum delivers the 
first type of basic skill to too few students, and makes no serious attempt to deliver the second – with the results seen in PISA. This is 
partly because – unlike national curricula in a number of other countries – the Spanish national curriculum contains little by way of 
specific statements on what students should have learnt and be able to do by the end of each year of compulsory schooling.

Governments of Spanish regions such as the Canary Islands have the legal right to define 35% of the curriculum themselves; only 
65% is laid down at national level. This gives the Canary Islands the freedom to re-design the existing curriculum. The OECD 
team recommends that they do so, in consultation with all stakeholders including secondary students and their parents. Priorities 
in redesigning the curriculum should be to accommodate more professional and work-related subject options and give more 
compulsory subject time to the development of basic skills of both types. A wide range of international examples, presented in 
Boxes 4.4 to 4.7, could be worth studying.

Box 4.4 The new national curriculum in northern Ireland

There is a new northern Ireland curriculum for students aged 14-16 (the Canary Islands equivalent would be the 3rd and 4th 
year of ESO). For these years, the subjects required by law to be taught have been significantly reduced, to learning for life and 
work, physical education, religious education and developing skills and capabilities. The aim is to provide greater choice and 
flexibility for pupils and allow them access to a wider range of academic and vocational courses provided under the revised 
curriculum’s “entitlement framework”, which should be fully in place by 2013. From 2013, schools will be required to provide 
pupils aged 14-16 with access to at least 24 different subject courses. At least one-third of the courses must be academic and 
at least one-third applied (vocational/ professional/technical). The remaining one-third of courses is at the discretion of each 
school. Individual pupils will decide on the number and mix of courses they follow.

Box 4.5 england’s diplomas

England’s new Diplomas offer an interesting example of re-arranging secondary studies to appeal to students who risk 
disengagement and dropout if taught only academic subjects (which is more often true of boys, though holds good for some 
girls too), and young people who want to be sure their studies are relevant to the professions or occupations they intend to 
enter. The Diploma is a qualification for 14- to 19-year-olds that combines practical, hands-on experience with academic 
learning. It was introduced to increase the qualification choices available to young people and to help them to develop the 
knowledge and skills employers and universities demand. All Diplomas were developed in partnership with employers. All 
Diploma courses include work experience with an employer, and the study of maths, language and ICT until students have 
reached defined standards of functional proficiency. Young people can continue to study these and indeed any other subjects 
to higher levels, because the Diploma is a flexible “umbrella” qualification that can be gained by accruing other qualifications, 
such as GCSEs and A-levels, within their Diploma programme.

Diplomas in ten subject areas were introduced in selected schools and colleges from September 2009. These subject 
areas are: business administration and finance; construction and the built environment; creative and media; engineering; 
environmental and land-based studies; hair and beauty studies; hospitality; information technology; manufacturing and 
product design; and society, health and development. A further four Diplomas – in travel and tourism, public services, retail 
business, and sport and active leisure – began in September 2010. There are three levels of Diploma, each taking two years to 
complete: the Foundation Diploma, a qualification for 16-year-olds equivalent to five lower-grade GCSEs; the Higher Diploma, 
a qualification for 16-year-olds equivalent to five high-grade GCSEs; and the Advanced Diploma, a qualification for those aged 
18+, equivalent to 3.5 A-levels, which can lead either to university or to a career.

note: This example is relevant to the Canary Islands for the way subject and skills studies are organised in a work-related 
context. It is not suggested that Diplomas be adopted as a qualification.
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assessmenT
In PISA 2009, school principals were asked to report the types and frequency of assessments used: standardised tests, teacher-
developed tests, teachers’ judgmental ratings, student portfolios, or student assignments. Seventy-six percent of students across 
OECD countries are enrolled in schools whose principals reported that they use standardised tests for 15-year-old students. 
Standardised tests enable teachers and school principals to assess their students in a way that allows for comparison with national 
or regional norms; PISA shows that these tests, while not necessarily producing higher performance, are associated with lower 
performance differences between schools with students of different social backgrounds. However, standardised testing is relatively 
uncommon in Spain where less than one-third of students are in schools with standardised tests. In the Canary Islands the 
proportion of students assessed on basis of standardised tests is slightly below the Spanish average, at 27%.

According to PISA, teacher-developed tests are the most common assessment practice in the Canary Islands, where 92% of 
students (compared to Spain 88%, OECD 62%) are in schools where teacher-developed tests are held at least once a month. 
Teachers’ judgmental ratings are also well-established assessment practice in Spain, and the Canary Islands are no exception. 
However, the fact that 8% of students (compared to Spain 3%, OECD 6%) are in schools without any assessment in the form of 
teachers’ judgmental ratings suggests that this assessment practice is not universal in the Islands. Assessment of student performance 
on the basis of student assignments, projects and/or homework is also well established on the Canary Islands, and in Spain as a 
whole. 94% of students in the Canary Islands are in schools where students are assessed on basis of student assignments, projects 
and/or homework at least once a month; this is 8% above the Spanish average and 23% above the OECD average. However, PISA 
also indicates that 2% of students are in schools where this form of assessment is never used.

It is very important for a region such as the Canary Islands, which has had disappointing PISA results, to be able to take 
improvement action and be sure that it is working. To be sure that it is working, the government needs to be able to rely on the 
regional assessment system to produce regular, reliable reports on changes over time. The regional authorities, school inspectors, 
schools and teachers all need to know from the assessment system which schools are achieving good and improving results for 
their pupils, and which schools still need help to do so. The OECD team suggests that it is very difficult to achieve either of these 
purposes with the Islands’ current assessment system. To monitor changes over time and to compare the performance of different 

Box 4.6 basic skills teaching in england

Some of the success of Anglophone countries in the PISA test is undoubtedly related to teaching styles. For example, in 
England, the curriculum is structured so that each child can work at their own level within their own age group. According 
to research by the English Department for Education, teachers in England were more likely than other countries in PISA to:

 • ask the students to explain the meaning of a text and give students enough time to think about their answers;

 • encourage students to express opinions about a text;

 • ask difficult questions that challenge students to get a better understanding of a text;

 • show students how the information in texts builds on what they already know.

Box 4.7 hong kong’s move away from a content-based curriculum

A number of countries that have achieved some success in PISA, including Scotland, Singapore, Scandinavian countries and 
Hong Kong, are moving away from a content-based curriculum to one which emphasises learning to learn. According to a 
Times Educational Supplement report,* “Kenneth Chen, Hong Kong under-secretary for education, said much of the success 
was due to a curriculum introduced over the past decade which emphasized “21st-century skills” such as learning how to 
learn. “Obviously, you need content and subject knowledge,” he told The TES. “But more importantly, we feel that kids 
need to have that attitude that they need to learn continuously”. Mr. Chen highlighted “liberal studies” – one of four core 
subjects in Hong Kong’s senior secondary curriculum – which is designed to teach pupils how to learn and think critically and 
creatively. The pattern, in Singapore, Scandinavia, Hong Kong, Scotland and countless other countries, is to move away from 
an emphasis on facts and knowledge and entwine knowledge, skills and the development of personal qualities.”

* William Short, Times Educational Supplement, 28 January 2011.
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schools and pupils fairly and equitably, a country or region needs either national/regional examinations or standardised tests or both. 
Many European countries have national examinations at the end of compulsory education; Spain does not.

The national and Islands-wide diagnostic tests recently introduced are standardised, but they only test samples of pupils in selected 
years. The results take time to come through, be digested and influence policy. Also, because these tests cannot by law be used to 
compare the performance of schools, they cannot presently be released to enable schools to judge how well they and their pupils 
are doing. The legal constraint is unfortunate. It was imposed, the team understands, because principals and teachers wish to avoid 
any risk of “league tables” being published, allowing outsiders who do not realise how difficult their job is to make unfavourable 
comparisons. But it also prevents schools and teachers knowing how their school’s performance compares to that of other schools. 
All good education professionals want to know this. Principals and teachers must also be uncomfortable that regional authorities 
and inspectors know things – possibly, unfavourable things – about their performance which they do not know themselves (one 
possibility would be Value-added modelling of schools, see Chapter 6).

When England introduced national curriculum tests for all 11-year-old pupils and fed back every school’s results to all primary 
schools and teachers, the effect was instructive. Before that, schools with many pupils from socio-economically disadvantaged 
families had always believed that their results were as good as could be expected from those pupils. When they saw that other 
local schools with very similar pupil populations were achieving better results, they knew they could achieve better results too; and 
they did. Across the country, results rose every year, for a number of years. The consensus of educational opinion in England is that 
professional pride and determination made much more difference than any public pressure. Giving results to the schools would 
enable them to respond better to student needs, even if they were not published.

Teacher-assessed tests and teachers’ judgements have a vital part to play in formative assessment and in the monitoring of pupil 
progress during the school year. However, these assessment methods are not really adequate to support high-stakes decisions 
on whether standards have been achieved by the end of each year of compulsory education. The 4th year of ESO is particularly 
important because a graduation certificate is or is not issued at that point, but for as long as any significant element of repetition 
remains in the system, every year end (except the 1st, 3rd and 5th of primary) is potentially high-stakes for pupils. Schools visited 
by the OECD team confirmed that in the current system, teachers may believe that they are applying the same standards as other 
teachers, and are applying them fairly and equally to all pupils, but there are no checks or external moderation to ensure this, and 
the assessment criteria stated in the national curriculum are far too broad to ensure consistent interpretation by all teachers. One 
school principal said that he only knew how well his school was doing, relative to others, by comparing results in the Bachillerato 
and university entry tests, for which every school’s results are published. When the team asked at another school whether all 
teachers shared a common understanding of education quality standards, it was not reassuring to be told “yes, the Constitution tells 
us what education should be and should deliver”. The absence of a clear, transparent, common basis for judgements on whether 
end-year standards have been met, contributes to suspicions among students and their parents that repetition decisions may be 
unfounded or unfair.

The OECD team recommends that standardised tests should be adopted in the Islands in all public and publicly-subsidised private 
schools, at least for year-end use in core subjects such as Spanish and mathematics. If a bank of alternative tests is developed rather 
than a single national test, and the test bank administrators allocate tests on a randomised basis to schools as they request them, 
the risks of “teaching to the test” will be much reduced. Introducing standardised tests towards the year end may not lead directly 
to a rise in school standards – this could happen, but PISA evidence on this is inconclusive. However, as the PISA 2009 report 
points out, it can have a range of other benefits. In the Canary Islands, these include providing an additional, more objective and 
sustainable basis for judgements on the adequacy of student performance and whether students should be made to repeat years; 
on whether individual teachers are achieving good results; and on whether teachers should receive bonuses for good performance. 
Standardised tests would also facilitate improved accountability to parents, and enable the regional government to judge whether 
school improvement policies are working and education quality improving. Such tests can also be useful mid-year, to help teachers 
assess whether pupils are making satisfactory progress before it is too late to put things right within the year.

It is recognised that standardised tests cannot come into use immediately, but there is no reason why work towards this should not 
start very soon, with active involvement of schools. A first step will be to evaluate the tests already in use in some schools to see 
if they could serve for all: if not, tests suitable for the Islands’ conditions and curriculum will need to be developed. Teachers will 
need to be trained on how to use and mark the tests, and how to interpret and act on the results. Some external moderation of 
teachers’ marking will be needed, particularly in the early days, to ensure consistency – inspectors could undertake this to inform 
and drive future school improvement.

Box 4.8 shows how one OECD country, Mexico, has overhauled its assessment system.

The team suggests also that testing at the end of 4th ESO – on which graduation decisions, future employment for those who leave 
school at that stage and progression to upper secondary education depend – is particularly important and merits special treatment. 
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In many national systems there are external examinations at the end of compulsory education. PISA results show that countries that 
use standards-based external exams tend to perform higher, even after accounting for national income: students in these school 
systems perform, on average across OECD countries, 16 points higher than students in school systems that do not use these exams. 
Standards-based exam passes also have greater value as a labour market qualification than graduation certificates based on non-
standardised teacher assessment.

Spain does not have an external exam at 16+, only the Bachillerato at 18+. However, if standardised tests at the end of 4th ESO are 
administered as “unseen” tests taken by all pupils on the same day, and externally marked, they could constitute a Canary Islands 
school-leaving exam, and gain currency as such among employers in the Canary Islands and beyond. Exams need not be just pass or 
fail – they can be graded or have merit categories, overall or by subject, to distinguish between those students who passed easily and 
less easily, those who just failed and failed by some margin – providing extra information useful for future employers or educators.

The school day
The regional government asked for the OECD team’s opinion on whether the length and shape of the school day was as conducive 
to learning as it could be. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the Canary Islands school day is from 8:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. – after lunch, the 
rest of the afternoon can be used for supplementary or complementary activities. The team did not have time during field-work to 
do a full study of this, and could not find any local research. Therefore the team can only offer comments based on international 
research and best practice.

research done in and since the 1970s (Stallings, 1980) focused on increasing the length of the school day in order to maximise time 
on task, which was seen as crucial to learning outcomes. However it became clear that, although this was important in countries 
where learning times were very short, overall it is how time is used in the classroom, rather than the exact amount of time, that 
makes the difference to learning outcomes. The PISA evidence cited earlier, on the relationship between time spent in regular 
lessons and performance, shows that this is still true.

Box 4.8 The enlace assessment system in mexico

In 2006 the Mexican Ministry of Education implemented the first round of the annual national Assessment of the Academic 
Achievement in Schools (Evaluación Nacional del Logro Académico en Centros Escolares, EnLACE). EnLACE was designed 
to serve as a benchmark to inform improvements in teaching and learning processes at the school and classroom level 
for primary and secondary students. Mathematics and Spanish have been tested each year, a third subject varying each 
year, i.e. science, civics and ethics, history and geography. The test is applied to primary students in years three to six and 
secondary students in years one to three and assesses all students in the relevant grade (census assessment).

The General Directorate for Policy Evaluation (Dirección General de Evaluación de Políticas, DGEP) processes test results 
and produces materials for users to interpret the results that are presented via school information packets and via the Internet 
(www.dgep.sep.gob.mx). Through this website, students, families and any interested person can obtain information, using a 
special identification number of the student’s answer sheet. The results can also be seen in aggregated form, by school, by 
state or at the national level. Media coverage of the results is widespread.

The information that schools are supposed to receive through state educational authorities includes the proportion of 
students at each achievement level by grade and content subject, compared with the results of the students and schools 
of the same type. This is useful for identifying possible teaching improvement opportunities and for allowing groups to 
compare their results against those of other schools with similar socio-economic conditions and infrastructure. Thus, teachers, 
school principals, and students and their families can assess progress and the difficulties encountered in learning, including 
identifying parts of the curriculum that have not been appropriately addressed. Teachers are expected to analyse students’ 
results and identify strengths and weaknesses in the subject areas tested.

Some Mexican States have developed their own materials that are distributed to supervisory staff (Supervisores or Jefes de 
Sector), and offer some form of support and professional development courses to schools identified as underperforming based 
on collective EnLACE results and needs assessments. Additionally, unified individual dossiers for students aim to accompany 
each student throughout this or her entire school life. Information on the results of assessments must be included in order to 
determine progress in learning. This dossier could also be used for at-risk students and for efforts to reduce drop-out rates.

Source: OECD (2011), Establishing a Framework for Evaluation and Teacher Incentives: Considerations for Mexico, OECD Publishing.
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Most countries, except those which run double or treble shifts because of lack of space, run a school day from approximately 
8:00 a.m. to the early afternoon, some with a one and some with a two hour break for lunch. It is not at all common to have a 
school day that runs straight through from 7:30 a.m. or 8:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m. without a lunch break, as the Canary Islands does – 
particularly as it seems that early morning sessions are not school time, but rather extended day care. The team suspects that this 
long stretch without a break is very tiring both for teachers and students, particularly younger students. All students must find it quite 
difficult to keep up their concentration and energy levels throughout that time. Ending the day at 2:00 p.m. must also pose childcare 
difficulties for working parents, and be particularly unhelpful for students from disadvantaged families with fewer learning resources 
in the home. The rationale for choosing the current school day is not clear to the OECD team. A number of stakeholders criticised it.

The OECD team recommends that research be commissioned on how the timing of the school day impacts on the learning of 
primary and secondary age students respectively. Distinguishing between them is important because scientific evidence suggests 
that the teenage body clock lags several hours behind that of younger children and adults. A number of studies suggest that, while 
young children tend to sleep naturally between 9:00 p.m. and 7:00 a.m., the equivalent period in adolescence is between midnight 
and 9:00 a.m., meaning that many are barely awake when school normally begins. (A state secondary school in England achieved 
big results improvements in all core subjects in the national exams taken by its 16-year old pupils, in just one year, simply by 
changing the start of the school day from 9:00 a.m. to 10:00 a.m.) (The Times, 2011a). It could be helpful to try out some alternative 
models on an experimental basis, so that pro and cons can be compared – in private schools if experimentation is unacceptable to 
public schools – and to draw on experience from other Spanish regions that have adopted different patterns. The research should 
include surveys of students, parents and school staff on what they like and dislike about the current school day, and should be 
published. Such research will enable decisions on changing the Canary Islands school day to be based on evidence, both of what 
works and of stakeholders’ views. Whether or not the shape or length of the day changes, the team also recommends investigating 
ways of boosting school performance by using the available classroom time more effectively.

summer holIdays and summer schools
It might also be worth researching the impact on learning of current holiday patterns, if changes are not totally ruled out by Spanish 
national law. Spain has very long summer holidays, related no doubt to the extremes of temperature in many regions; the Canary 
Islands are never too hot for learning. In England, where summer holidays for public schools are only six weeks, research (Sodha 
and Margo, 2008) has found that students forget much of what they have learnt during the summer holidays. As one newspaper 
(The Times, 2011b) put it, “research has found that brains, like limbs, go slack with lack of exercise. The long school holiday, once 
essential to liberate young hands for the harvest, is now blamed for a summer learning loss, for the swift onset of teenage boredom 
and for sharp downturns in productivity as millions of mothers take time off to look after their families”. Some local authority areas 
have already changed from three-term to five- or six-term years, in which total holiday time remains the same but is differently 
distributed.

If, or while, the summer holiday in the Islands remains unchanged, another idea worth considering is to offer extra tuition in 
summer schools (sometimes called summer camps). These could both replace some reinforcement lessons after school and be a 
real alternative to repetition for students with ground to make up. In other countries, summer schools or camps have also worked 
well for highly gifted children. The International Gateway for Gifted Youth runs schools for these children both in summer and in 
winter, in England and Singapore.

Summer schools for children needing to catch up with classmates need not be run on school premises. Because they offer an 
opportunity to try a new approach with children for whom traditional teaching has not worked, it would be better not to run 
them in students’ usual schools. If possible, some outdoor learning should be included: the Canary Islands offer wonderful natural 
facilities for teaching geography, biology and almost any other subject. Teachers need not all be drawn from the Islands, though 
Canarian teachers could volunteer if they wished; summer schools could provide opportunities for young, newly-trained teachers 
without posts to practice their skills and use their training. Spanish-speaking teachers from other countries or Spain’s hotter regions 
might well be keen to spend some of their summer holidays in the Canary Islands, and could bring with them techniques and 
methodologies that have worked elsewhere. The Canary Islands government would of course need to finance the operation of the 
summer schools and payments to their teachers, including bonuses if student attainment is improved; this should be checked by 
standardised tests applied at the start and end. Students’ main incentive to attend would be the prospect of avoiding an extra year 
or extra classes after school if they improved; but well-organised summer schools, with friends and outdoor activities, can also be 
great fun.

gender dIFFerences
The regional authorities did not specifically ask for the OECD team’s views on gender differences in achievement, but the PISA 
findings already mentioned in Chapter 2 suggest that there are issues here. To recap, in the Canary Islands, as in many other parts of 
the world, it is clear that boys are doing less well in school than girls overall. Low reading performance in the Canary Islands, as in 
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most educational systems, is more common among male students than females. Thirty-nine percent of boys performed below the 
baseline Level 2 in reading, compared to 27% of girls. And, as in most countries, although boys do better than girls in mathematics 
they are also dropping out of education earlier and smaller numbers are applying to university. But it is also true that in some 
important respects, girls in the Canary Islands outperform boys less than elsewhere. In overall reading scores, girls beat boys by a 
smaller margin than the OECD average; and in mathematics and particularly science, boys outperform girls by a larger margin than 
the OECD average.

Gender differences are complex, arising both from inherited and societal factors. unfortunately, the poor performance of boys 
at school and through higher education is now a global phenomenon. It is important that Canary Islands society is aware of the 
changing demands now being made on boys and men. Changes in the workplace, with an increased focus on service industries 
means that the male workforce is required to have both technical and communication skills. To quote one expert: “We continually 
worry about boys’ grades or whether they can get into a good university, but what’s really at stake is the moral and social 
development of boys: we’re raising and teaching boys to live and work in a changed world where they’ll no longer work the land, 
they’ll work the phones.”3

The curriculum reform that the team recommends in this chapter could be particularly important for boys, seeking careers in a 
Canary Islands job market where the current economic crisis has reduced the demand for unskilled or relatively low skilled labour. 
It may be argued that the government of the Islands should be responding by providing more and better professional or vocational 
training opportunities post-16. This is likely to be part of the answer, but is beyond the scope of the present PISA review to 
recommend. However, the OECD team believes that it is important to equip young people during compulsory secondary education 
with the basic skills (widely defined), including the skill of learning to learn, that they will need for all possible futures. This will be 
particularly important for young people not proceeding to higher education: on present patterns more of them will be boys than 
girls. And to maximise the chances of their learning the skills and subject aspects that will help them gain training opportunities and 
commend themselves to employers with jobs to offer, it will be helpful to build more links between employers and schools, as in 
the example of England’s Diplomas given in the section on the curriculum.

Pre-comPulsory/early chIldhood educaTIon
This report of a PISA review naturally focuses on compulsory education. However, student learning during compulsory education 
can be significantly influenced both by what has come before, and what is expected to follow. The OECD team has some 
observations about pre-compulsory and post-compulsory education which are worth including in this chapter.

There is now international consensus on the value of early childhood interventions in preparing children for school and life. It 
is in the early years that nutrition and stimulus play key roles in building the basis for learning. However, few countries offer 
comprehensive early childhood services, and it is often a struggle to avoid these degenerating into child care arrangements. In 
the Canary Islands, early childhood provision is widely available, but the quality of the programmes and the degree of parental 
engagement and participation seems to vary from place to place. Children from 3 to 6 years are guaranteed a free school place in 
state primary schools across the region. They are always attended by early childhood teachers and, in case of special needs, by 
other professionals. On the other hand, the educational care of children aged 0 to 3 years is provided in early childhood schools. 
These schools are either private or state, in which case they depend on the municipalities or the Canary Islands government. The 
Education Ministry is responsible for authorising the opening of an early childhood school, after checking that an establishment 
meets standards for buildings and staffing.

The OECD team did not have time to investigate the early childhood system fully, although it did see some early-year classrooms 
that appeared to be functioning well with supportive teachers. The adequacy data received from the Ministry of Education suggested 
that 92% of children aged 8 in the academic year 2009/10 were well prepared and functioning at a high level, so that most children 
entering school are adequately prepared for learning at the beginning of their school experience. There must be concerns about the 
other 7-8% of children; it is unclear whether these are the same children who have difficulties in later life.

It is very important that these early childhood programmes are evaluated and that budget cuts do not fall on those that are operating 
satisfactorily, particularly where they are helping children identified as being at risk. Targeted programmes for at risk children, and 
the monitoring of those children throughout school, have been shown to be effective ways of reducing the risk of dropout and 
failure. The number of at risk children may now be increasing, as more families fall into high-risk categories because of adverse 
economic circumstances.
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recommendaTIons
 • Stimulating more parent and family engagement in the life of schools and the education of children is very important. Existing 
schemes should be evaluated to see what works. Schools need to reach out to parents, welcome them in, answer their questions 
and concerns, share evidence on student attainment in a way that parents can understand, and treat them as equal partners in the 
joint enterprise of helping their children learn. Engagement with and programmes for grandparents and other caregivers should 
also be considered.

 • The existing specialist teams may well be effective in diagnosing pupils with special educational needs, but teachers need to be 
trained to know when to call them in. Teachers, particularly secondary teachers, also need training to identify students struggling 
to master the national curriculum and give them the appropriate help.

 • reinforcement programmes for struggling students are widely available but have never been evaluated. They should be, as 
soon as possible, to establish whether they are well-targeted, whether all the “strugglers” are being identified and provided for, 
and whether the programmes are measurably improving participants’ attainment. PISA evidence suggests that out-of school 
reinforcement programmes in the same style as regular lessons are unlikely to be useful, given how much time is already allocated 
to regular language and maths lessons; and that the best way to improve strugglers’ results is to improve the quality of regular 
lessons.

 • repetition (making students repeat school years) is counter-productive. It erodes students’ belief in their learning abilities; tends 
to depress performance, both of the student concerned and their classmates; is a major cause of drop-out; increases cost and 
waste in the school system; and addresses under-performance too late to do anything about it. The repetition rate should be 
reduced to as near zero as possible. Instead, schools and teachers should be encouraged and trained to monitor student progress 
continuously throughout the year and deliver appropriate personalised help, in good time, to students who hit learning difficulties. 
Stakeholders, including parents, should be brought together to agree and define the very limited circumstances in which it will 
remain appropriate for a school to require a student to repeat a grade, and who – besides the teacher – should be involved in 
the decision. The OECD team sees arguments for making repetition subject to parental consent, or giving parents and secondary 
students a right of appeal to an independent authority.

 • The secondary curriculum requires reform: it is too academic and inflexible and not designed to offer students logical study 
pathways or equip them with key and basic skills. Priorities in redesigning the curriculum should be to accommodate more 
professional and work-related subject options, make it less content-based and give more time to skills development.

 • assessment methods need considerable improvement. Ideally, every teacher should use standardised assessment criteria.

 • research, including surveys of students, parents and school staff, should be commissioned on how the current shape and 
length of the school day, and the long summer holidays, impact on student learning at various ages. Ways of boosting school 
performance by using the available classroom time more effectively should also be investigated.

 • summer schools with international input should be considered for struggling students, whether or not holiday patterns change.

 • Early childhood programmes are important and should be maintained despite budget pressures, if they are helping vulnerable 
children. Current programmes should be evaluated to see if they are preparing children well for school.

Notes

1. Ministry of Education, document received by OECD team from the Commissioner for School Harmony.

2. Sistema estatal de indicadores de la educacion, cited in Evaluación general de diagnóstico 2009, Grafico 2.6b, which gives this breakdown 
for students in Year 4 of primary school (9-10 year olds), assumed to be representative of all ages.

3. Dr Adam Cox, The national Boys Education Conference, Australia, 2008.
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