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What	did	I	do?

• Approached	schools	‘under	the	radar’.

• Stayed	with	teachers.	Taught	with	them	
where	possible.

• Spent	
- 3-4	weeks	in	each	country
- 3	weeks	inside	schools

• Interviewed	teachers,	students,	
parents	and	policy	makers.

• Identified	themes	and	commonalities	from	these	conversations,	my	own	observations,	
other	research,	and	TALIS	and	PISA	data	to	inform	my	book	– Cleverlands.



What	is	PISA?	Should	we	care	what	it	the	results	are?

• Measures	children’s	performance	in	reading,	maths	and	
science at	the	end	of	compulsory	schooling	(age	15-16).

• Tests	the	application of	skills	- you	cannot	do	well	in	these	
tests	through	rote	learning	alone.

• The	Programme	for	International	Student	Assessment.





How	does	Swedish	education	compare	internationally?	
Things	to	be	proud	of.
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The	‘big	picture’	on	pedagogy	and	PISA



Why	focus	on	pedagogy?

In	2015,	teaching	practices	(in	red)	
explained	more	variance	in	PISA	
Science	scores	than	any	other	
factor	– more	than	socio-economic	
background,	more	than	disciplinary	
climate,	more	than	the	language	
students	speak	at	home.	



Index	of	student-oriented instruction	

•	The	teacher	gives	different	work	to	
classmates	who	have	difficulties	learning	
and/or	to	those	who	can	advance	faster.
•	The	teacher	assigns	projects	that	
require	at	least	one	week	to	complete.
•	The	teacher	has	us	work	in	small	groups
to	come	up	with	joint	solutions	to	a	
problem	or	task.
•	The	teacher	asks	us	to	help	plan	
classroom	activities	or	topics.	

Index	of	teacher-directed instruction	

•	The	teacher	sets	clear	goals	for	our	learning.
•	The	teacher	asks	me	or	my	classmates	to	
present	our	thinking	or	reasoning	at	some	
length.
•	The	teacher	asks	questions	to	check whether	
we	have	understood	what	was	taught.
•	At	the	beginning	of	a	lesson,	the	teacher	
presents	a	short	summary of	the	previous	
lesson.
•	The	teacher	tells	us	what	we	have	to	learn.

What	do	you	think	students	in	Canada	and	Japan	reported	more	of?

PISA	mathematics	(2012)
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PISA	maths	(2012)

Relatively	more	student-oriented	ß à Relatively	more	teacher-directed

Where	on	the	x-axis	would	you	place:	Canada?	Japan?	Sweden?
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Top	in	Creative	Problem	Solving

M
at
he

m
at
ic
s	

sc
or
e



1
2 3 4 5

PISA	maths	(2012)

Relatively	more	student-oriented	ß à Relatively	more	teacher-directed

Top	in	creative	PS	and	maths
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Factors	associated	with	
Science	performance
Multilevel	regression	models	of	
education	systems,	schools	and	
students

Index	of	teacher-directed	instruction

Index	of	enquiry-based	instruction



PISA	science	(2015)

From	McKinsey	(2017)	‘Drivers	of	Student	Performance:	Europe	Insights’

“Inquiry-based teaching can be effective—but only when strong teacher-
directed instruction is in place. This suggests that for students to fully benefit 
from inquiry-based teaching, teachers must be able to clearly explain scientific 
concepts, and students need to have content mastery.”
McKinsey	analysis	2017



Pedagogical	differences	between	’top-performing’	and	
’lower-performing’	systems

• Top-performing	systems	do	not	have	
more	student-led	or	individualized	
pedagogy.	They	are	mainly	teacher-led.

• Their	lessons	are interactive	– there	is	
discussion	between	teacher-class	and	
student-student.

• Their	lessons	are student-centered	–
planned	and	adapted	with	student	
abilities	and	needs	in	mind



E.g.	from	Japan:	student-centered	but	not	student-led

• Corey	et	al	(2010)	recorded	planning	conversations	
between	Japanese	teachers.	They	identified	three	
principles	of	differentiation:

• Consider	two	groups	of	students,	those	who	
understand	and	those	who	do	not	rather	than	
pre-empting	groups;

• Focus	on	commonalities	rather	than	
differences,	e.g.	through	whole	class	feedback;

• Challenge	all	students,	even	those	who	appear	
to	understand	material.	i.e.	Differentiation	
through	extension	and	support,	(not	easier	
work).



The	exception:	pedagogy	in	pre-school

• In	the	countries	I	visited,	children	
start	school	at	aged	six	(Canada,	
Japan)	or	seven	(Shanghai,	
Singapore,	Finland),	but	most	
attend	pre-school.

• Preschool	attendance	in	high-
quality	settings	has	positive	
outcomes	on	intellectual	and	social	
overall	development,	especially	for	
disadvantaged	children.



Miller	and	Almon (2009)

• Unlike	compulsory	school,	
lessons	in	pre-school	in	
these	countries	were	
often	student-led.
• The	environments	were	
designed	to	encourage	
learning,	and	there	was	
plenty	of	opportunity	for	
student	choice.



What	do	you	think?

What	is	the	balance	of	teacher-led	and	student-led	learning	in	
your	school,	and	do	you	think	you’ve	got	the	balance	right?

What	can	you	do	about	it?
What	questions	do	you	have?



Underlying	philosophy:	Genuinely	high	expectations

• In	these	countries,	the	aim	is	to	get	all
students	to	meet	the	goals	of	the	lesson,	
rather	than	lowering	the	goals	for	some	
students.	

• But	how	on	earth	do	they	make	it	work?!	
They	do	these	four	things…



1.	They	ensure	children	have	the	pre-skills	they	need	before	they	start	school.

“the basis for emerging literacy is 
that children have heard and 
listened, they have been heard, they 
have spoken and been spoken to, 
people have discussed things with 
them, and that they have asked 
questions and received answers.”
Finnish	literacy	early	years	curriculum

Singaporean	numeracy	early	years	curriculum

• The	pre-school	curricula	ensure	
children	have	the	language,	skills	and	
and	numerical	understanding	required	
to	access	the	grade	1	curriculum.

• Children	do	not	start	school	until	they	
have	reached	the	age	and	stage	of	
development	where	they	are	ready	for	
formal	learning	(typically	age	6	or	7).



2.	They	follow	a	curriculum	that	allows	students	to	progress	together

• Just	a	few	topics	are	specified	to	be	covered	
initially,	so	they	can	be	studied	in	depth.

• The	vast	majority	of	pupils’	progress	through	the	
curriculum	at	the	same	pace.

• Academically	weaker	pupils	are	supported	to	
reach	at	least	a	basic	standard,	while	more	able	
pupils	are	encouraged	to	explore	the	content	in	
depth.



a)	Weekly	timetabled	planning	of	
lessons	together	with	others	who	teach	
same	year/subject.	

b) Lesson	study	(approx monthly)	in	which	
teachers	plan	one	lesson	in	detail,	observe	
someone	teaching	it	and	debrief	on	the	lesson.

3.	Teachers	regularly	plan	together	and	learn	from	each	other



c) Collaboration	to	plan	schemes	of	work	
where	teachers	within	or	across	schools	in	one	
area	meet	together	to	plan	and	trial	coherent	
schemes	of	work,	based	on	the	national	
curriculum.

d) Collaboration	to	plan	teacher	guides	which	
capture	teacher	knowledge,	and	include	
• student	misconceptions,	
• ideas	for	analogies,	
• questions	to	get	students	thinking,	etc.

3.	Teachers	regularly	plan	together	and	learn	from	each	other



• Finland	and	Canada	– additional	qualified	
teachers	are	employed	to	support	students	in	
small	(flexible)	pull-out	groups	during	and	after	
class.

• Japan,	Shanghai,	Singapore	– extra	support	from	
the	class	teacher	during,	between	and	after	
classes.	Then	parental	and	tutor	support	where	
necessary.

4.	Additional	support	from	teachers	for	those	who	need	it…

• It	is	the	most	qualified	people	who	are	tasked	
with	solving	the	greatest	educational	challenges.



• Having	a	focused,	coherent	curriculum,	with	fewer	topics	covered	in	greater	
depth,	to	allow	the	majority	of	students	to	progress	together.	

These	systems	build	high	expectations	into	their	work	and	(in	many	cases)	
meet	them	by..

• Enabling	regular	planning	with	colleagues,	including	opportunities	for	lesson	
study and	jointly	designing	resources.

• Employing	or	making	available	qualified	teachers	to	support	students	 who	are	
at	risk	of	falling	behind.	

• Building	high	expectations	into	their	lesson	planning,	considering	how	they	can	
support	those	who	don’t	understand,	rather	than	pre-assigning	easier	work.	

• Getting	children	ready	for	formal	education	and	developing	pre-skills	through	
exposing	children	to	educational	environments	and	playful	teacher-led	learning.



What	do	you	think?

• Do	you	think	a	mastery	approach	(key	concepts	in	more	depth,	
with	students	progressing	together)	would	work	in	Sweden?

• Is	there	the	appetite	in	Nacka	for	teachers	to	plan	together	and	
share	resources?



Questions	or	comments?

• I’d	love	to	learn	from	you.
• Please	get	in	touch	
• My	book	is	out	in	Swedish!

Contact	details:
• Tweet	me	at	@lucy_crehan	


