Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
' International Journal of

ScienceDirect EDUCATIONAL
& _ DEVELOPMENT

ELSEVIER International Journal of Educational Development 27 (2007) 129-137
www.elsevier.com/locate/ijedudev

Educational reform in Turkey
Necmi Aksit
Graduate School of Education, Main Campus, G-267, Bilkent University, 06800 Ankara, Turkey
Abstract

There are a number of reform initiatives underway in Turkey but some of these, which are concerned with curricular and
structural changes, have encountered serious difficulties. This paper begins with a brief summary of school effectiveness
and school improvement research guiding many educational reforms. It then gives some information about school
demographics in Turkey, and the country’s performance in some international benchmarking studies. It continues with the
shifts introduced as a result of recent curricular reorganisation in Turkey and, subsequently, with various issues related to
their implications. Finally, the efforts to legislate some structural changes and the major controversies arising are

presented.
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1. Introduction

Educational reform efforts in Turkey have been
somewhat piecemeal, and have not generally
touched core educational practices. Although var-
ious superficial modifications have been made in the
past, most have not had the substantial effect hoped
for. Fragmented changes were made, usually to gain
political advantage, but the basic systems to a large
extent stayed the same.

Education is a right but it is a costly one, and it
becomes more expensive when educational policies
no longer address present concerns. To meet the
challenges of today’s classroom and society, it is
essential that educational systems are evaluated on a
regular basis, and that informed policy decisions are
made based on research into processes and out-
comes of schooling.
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1.1. School effectiveness and school improvement

Educational reform movements in general are
intended to improve education and schools, and to
make them more effective. Since the 1980s, the
concepts of school effectiveness and school im-
provement have gained growing popularity. The
outcomes of related research studies have signifi-
cantly contributed to reform movements in many
areas of education from curriculum to assessment,
and instruction to leadership.

School effectiveness is concerned with the out-
comes of schooling (Harris and Bennett, 2005). The
history of school effectiveness literature goes back
to the mid-1960s when Coleman et al. (1966)
presented the controversial argument that only a
small proportion of variation in student achieve-
ment can be accounted for by variation in schools
when compared with other factors such as family
background. However, the findings of two studies
conducted in the late 1970s (Edmonds, 1979; Rutter
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et al., 1979) concluded that schools make a small
but highly significant difference. Subsequent re-
search confirmed the finding that schools differ
significantly from each other with regard to their
effects on student achievement (Sammons et al.,
1997). The literature (OECD, 1998, p. 13) suggests
that ““school factors account for, at most, some 25
per cent of the variance in student performance.

The debate about the effect of the school led to
the identification of some school characteristics that
help to make a difference: academic goals, high
expectations, meaningful student responsibility and
participation, frequent monitoring of student pro-
gress, community support and involvement are
some important ones (Lunenburg and Ornstein,
1996). Research into effective schools continues to
gain interest due to its contribution to reform
movements mainly in the areas of data-driven
assessment, structural and cultural change and
teacher effectiveness (Griffith, 2002; Harris and
Bennett, 2005). However, the growth in knowledge
has produced ‘“‘as many unanswered questions as
questions answered” (Reynolds, 1993, p. 2).

Whereas school effectiveness is more concerned
with the outcomes of schooling, school improve-
ment focuses on the processes of schooling and
considers various contextual factors such as day-to-
day academic decisions or curriculum implementa-
tion (Harris and Bennett, 2005). School improve-
ment efforts are initiated mostly at the school
level, using multiple measures to identify different
outcomes, and seeking to give the ownership of
the development to the immediate stakeholders
(Sammons et al., 1997).

Research on school improvement suggests there
are a number of key variables any effort should take
into consideration. Expecting high achievement for
all students, increasing student motivation, provid-
ing focused and sustained professional develop-
ment, seeking strong parental involvement, and
decision-making at the school level could be listed
among such variables (Hopkins and Levin, 2000;
Hoachlander et al., 2001).

School improvement with a view to personalising
educational experience has also led to the develop-
ment of a comprehensive high school reform
programme, and school reform models in the US
(OVAE, 2006). For example, Accelerated Schools
PLUS aims to help all students “‘excel to high levels,
regardless of their background”, offering a mini-
mum 5 year partnership with the schools interested
(AS Plus, 2006). Co-nect offers another model that

many schools in 35 states in the US have partnered
with. This model believes that improvement comes
through the teacher, and therefore focuses on
“improving the quality of instruction” through
“a customised professional development plan™
(Co-nect, 2006). The ATLAS Communities’ model
is designed to “help create high performing
schools,” focusing on five key elements for improv-
ing student achievement: teaching and learning;
assessment; professional development; family and
community; and management and decision-making
(ATLAS, 2000).

1.2. Measuring educational impact

How can effectiveness or improvement be mea-
sured? What counts as evidence? In different parts
of the world, there are different practices. Countries
like the US and the UK have established policies
that centre on outcomes-based education, standards
and accountability systems on the basis of test
scores. In the UK, for example, the annual league
table system ranks schools on the basis of examina-
tion results. The ATLAS communities in the US use
school report cards for demonstrable improvements
in the form of, for example, percentage of students
meeting or exceeding state standards in maths,
English, science and history (ATLAS, 2006). Also
some states like Tennessee use value-added assess-
ment modelling (VAM) to measure the impact of
instruction on student learning (Sanders, 1998).

As for the European Union (EU, 2006), member
countries have agreed on 16 indicators for the
quality of school education to facilitate the evalua-
tion of education systems at national level, and
to help identify common issues that need to be
examined. The quality indicators are concerned
with attainment in the areas of mathematics, read-
ing, science, information and communication tech-
nology (ICT); success and completion of upper
secondary education; monitoring of school educa-
tion by various stakeholders; and resources, training
for teachers and infrastructure. One of the major
challenges identified, however, is the availability of
data for each indicator and data comparability
(European Commission, 2005).

It is the responsibility of each EU member
country to pursue the strategic objectives of the
Union in order to establish quality education
systems by 2010. It is also imperative for EU
candidate countries to assess the state of their
education system with a view to making operational
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decisions to achieve the strategic ends of the Union.
In 2006, there are four countries with official
candidate country status. Bulgaria and Romania
successfully completed the accession negotiations
and will join the Union as member states in January
2007. Two others, Turkey and Croatia, have opened
accession negotiations: Turkey in October 2005, and
Croatia in March 2005.

Turkey fulfilled the Copenhagen criteria in 2004
and the European Commission adopted a frame-
work for accession negotiations in 2005. The first
phase of the negotiations is called screening: its
main purpose is to assess the degree of preparedness
to take on the obligations of membership and the
administrative capacity to apply and implement the
acquis of the Union. In Turkey’s case, the acquis
consists of 35 chapters. Each covers a policy area.
The information obtained during screening will be
used for laying down benchmarks chapter by
chapter during the negotiation phase to bring the
candidate country into line with the standards
accepted and implemented by EU member coun-
tries. The whole process of screening in Turkey
began in November 2005 with Chapter 26: Educa-
tion and culture. The focus is on the areas of
education, training, youth and culture (European
Commission, 2005).

1.3. Education in Turkey

Turkey has a population of 72 million, estimated
to rise to about 82 million by 2015. There are some
13 million students at the formal primary and
secondary education levels with more than 500,000
teachers (MONE, 2001).

Formal education in Turkey may be preceded by
a non-compulsory pre-school year. Currently the
pre-school education schooling rate is 16%
(OOEGM, 2005), and the objective of the Ministry
of National Education (MONE) is to increase the
rate to 25% by 2010.

Compulsory education was increased from 5 to
8 years in 1997. There are now more than ten
million children receiving 8 years’ compulsory
primary education in public and private educational
institutions with about 375,000 teachers. The gross
enrolment ratio at this level is approximately 91.9%
of the relevant age population (UNDP, 2004).

Secondary school is not yet compulsory but was
extended from 3 to 4 years from September 2005.
Students at this level may choose to go to a general
high school, which prepares them for institutions of

higher education, or a vocational/technical high
school, which provides specialised education. There
are some 1.5 million students in general high
schools, and 820,000 students in vocational/techni-
cal high schools. The combined general and voca-
tional/technical high school enrolment rate is 73.3%
of the age group (UNDP, 2004).

At tertiary level, there are 53 state universities and
19 private universities established by foundations.
Entry into tertiary level education is extremely
competitive. In 2005, some 1.8 million students sat a
national examination for about 400,000 places in
tertiary education institutions, including vocational
ones and the Open University. The vocational high
school graduates, however, may apply to 2-year
higher vocational schools without taking the
university entrance exam. Institutions of tertiary
education, in total, hold some 1.9 million students.
The enrolment rate at this level is about 23.8%
(UNDP, 2004).

The gross enrolment rate in Turkey, when
primary, secondary and tertiary educations are
combined, is 61%. The female ratio is 54%, and
the male ratio is 65% (UNDP, 2004). The adult
literacy rate, for people aged 15 and over, is 86.5%,
the male and female rates being 94.4% and 78.5%,
respectively (UNDP, 2004).

1.4. International benchmarks

Expenditure on education in Turkey is increasing
but educational attainment is still among the lowest
of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) countries. ‘“Raising
standards of achievement is seen as fundamental
to economic performance” and social change
(Sammons, 2006). However, international bench-
marking studies such as PISA and PIRLS report
low levels of attainment as far as Turkey is
concerned. Attainment in the areas of mathematics,
reading and science is included in the 16 indicators
on the quality of school education (European
Commission, 2005).

1.5. The Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA)

PISA is an internationally standardised bench-
marking assessment tool that was developed by
participating countries (OECD, 2004). It focuses on
how well young people, 15-year-olds, are able to use
their knowledge and skills to meet the challenges of
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real-life rather than how well they have mastered a
specific school curriculum (OECD, 2004). It allows
for the monitoring of the outcomes of education
systems within an internationally accepted common
framework.

In 2003, the PISA was administered in 41
countries. It had four sections, namely mathematics,
reading, science and problem solving, and the main
emphasis was on mathematical literacy. The results
of this assessment show that Turkey’s mean com-
bined public and private school performance in the
mathematics section was 423, in a range of 356-550,
and significantly lower than the average of OECD
countries. In mathematics, 51% of the students from
Turkey were at the lowest level 1 or below, out of six
levels (OECD, 2004) (Fig. 1). Level 1 meant students
“are able to identify information and carry out
routine procedures according to direct instructions in
explicit contexts” (OECD, 2004, p. 47).

When the performance of private and public
schools is analysed separately, however, the results
vary significantly in favour of the private schools in
Turkey (Table 1). In each of the four areas, the
performance of private schools is higher than both
the performance of public schools in Turkey, and
the average OECD public and private school
performance.

1.6. The Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS)

The results of another study, called PIRLS, were
not much different from those of the PISA. The
PIRLS provides information about the reading
achievement of primary school students, concen-
trating on fourth grade students (Fig. 2). In this
study, Turkey’s average of 449 was significantly
lower than the international average 500, in a range
327-561, and was below the average of most
countries (PIRLS, 2001).

1.7. Recent educational reform in Turkey

To upgrade educational provision, Turkey had
made some alterations in the education system long
before it was accepted in December 2004 as an EU
candidate country. To meet the strategic educa-
tional objectives of the EU, some reforms are
underway, some are on the horizon, and more will
come once the screening process with the EU related
to the Chapter 26 of the acquis is completed.

Two reform initiatives in particular have captured
the attention of various stakeholders. One is
curricular: it was launched in 2005, and the aim
was to make major alterations in the educational
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Fig. 1. PISA-percentage of students (from selected countries) at each level of proficiency on the mathematics scale: the results of
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) on the mathematical scale.
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Table 1
Public and private school performance in PISA 2003

133

Country School type Reading (Mean) Maths (Mean) Science (Mean) Problem solving (Mean)
Turkey Public 437 418 430 403
OECD Average Public 488 493 494 493
Turkey Private 557 569 563 536
OECD Average Private 517 526 521 524
PIRLS- Reading Achievement Scale Score (2001)
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Fig. 2. PIRLS-reading achievement scale score: the results of Progress in International Reading Literacy Study-PIRLS on the reading

achievement of 4th grade primary school students.

system with a view to preparing young citizens
better for the real world. The other reform is
structural, with one of its main objectives being to
decentralise educational provision in Turkey. It did
not succeed when it was first introduced in 2004, but
it is still being reconsidered.

1.8. Curricular reform

The purpose of the curriculum reform of 2005 is
to change considerably the focus and content of
the whole national curriculum in three phases.
The first phase is to develop and pilot a new
curriculum for grades 1-5, mainly in the areas of
science, social science, mathematics and Turkish.
This curriculum was developed and piloted in 120
schools in nine cities in 2004-2005. It was then
revised and implemented nation-wide from Septem-
ber 2005. The second phase, which intends to

develop a new curriculum for grades 6-8, is still
being developed. The third phase is to design a new
curriculum for the new 4-year high school, the ninth
grade of which is a common year for general and
vocational high school students (Talim Terbiye
Kurulu, 2004, 2005).

The main objectives of the curriculum reform are
(Talim Terbiye Kurulu, 2005):

e to reduce the amount of content and number of
concepts

to arrange the units thematically

to develop nine core competencies across the
curriculum

to move from a teacher-centred didactic model to
a student-centred constructivist model

to incorporate ICT into instruction

to monitor student progress through formative
assessment
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e to move away from traditional assessment of
recall, and introduce authentic assessment

e to enhance citizenship education

e to introduce second language courses from
primary school

e to widen the scope of religious education

® to establish a system of student representation,
and engage students in community work

To guide teachers in new patterns of teaching, the
MONE has also redefined teacher competencies.
Different from previous approaches, the Ministry
has draughted two sets of competencies: core
competencies across disciplines, and subject area-
specific competencies. The core competencies in-
clude considering students’ needs, interests and
wants, the process of teaching and learning,
monitoring progress, and relationships with parents
and community. To support the direction of
philosophical change, these core competencies im-
plicitly suggest that teachers are not only respon-
sible for the personal and academic development of
students but also for establishing a democratic
social environment, and promoting tolerance and
diversity (OYEGM, 2003).

1.9. Major controversies—I

Although many external and internal stake-
holders are concerned about the new approach to
curriculum development, much of the current
controversy is not about the direction of the
curriculum reform but about how to get there in
the fastest and most efficient way.

With regard to the process of curriculum devel-
opment for grades 1-5, the feeling expressed by
faculties of education, and some NGOs including
the education union, is that it was rushed and was
not discussed in a wider context at sufficient length.
Although the MONE stated that students, teachers,
inspectors, parents, academics and NGOs were
consulted during the process, the faculties of
education regretted that they were not formally
involved, and therefore could not make their
contribution to the development of the new
curriculum (HEC, MONE, 20006).

Another criticism was that the outcomes of the
piloting process, including teacher and student
feedback, and the modifications made based on
the feedback, were never reported and discussed in
an open forum. Instead, the schools were sent

textbooks for the new curriculum, and asked to use
them right away (HEC, MONE, 2006).

Faculties of education saw that this was a massive
educational renewal process, requiring academic
staff at the faculties of education, and approxi-
mately 400,000 teachers in primary education to
make fundamental shifts in their views in order to
adapt to and accommodate the changes. They were
concerned with the lack of information available at
the beginning. They would have wished to incorpo-
rate the changes into their pre-service teacher
education courses, and help in-service teachers. To
implement the new curriculum as intended and to
facilitate teacher adoption, they considered it
essential to provide the pre-service training institu-
tions, as well as practising teachers with time to
discuss, evaluate, interpret and understand the new
content, objectives, teaching strategies including
ICT and assessment types (HEC, MONE, 2006).
In their view, this did not happen.

From 2005, the new 1-5 curriculum was imple-
mented nationwide. Prior to full implementation,
five-day training-the-trainers workshops were held
mainly for experienced teachers who would then
cascade their training. Following the initial training,
a concern voiced widely by the universities and
some NGOs is that teachers will continue to need
effective ongoing professional support at the school
level: most teachers use the transmission model of
teacher-centered methods and have not been trained
in a constructivist way of teaching (HEC, MONE,
2006; Istanbul Politikalar Merkezi, 2005; Egitim-
Sen, 2005). It would, therefore, be quite a challenge
for them to set authentic tasks to involve students in
the teaching—learning process. The faculties of
education believe that they have a role to play,
and should be actively involved in accelerating the
rate of diffusion of innovation.

To ensure sustained improvements, the faculties of
education also suggest that a mentoring system be
instituted to assist teachers in the adoption of the key
components of the innovation. Mentors could be
trained by the universities to demonstrate constructi-
vist methodology and how to use constructivist
methods; how to incorporate formative assessment
and ICT into instruction; how to develop authentic
assessment; and how to support citizenship education
across the curriculum, and through -classroom
management strategies (HEC, MONE, 2006; Istan-
bul Politikalar Merkezi, 2005; Egitim-Sen, 2005).

While how to integrate ICT into instruction is
already a major concern for the faculties of education,
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many stakeholders are more worried about the
availability of essential resources that facilitate the
implementation of the new curriculum. It is a huge
undertaking, requiring sustainable infrastructure.
Students and teachers need to have knowledge and
skills to use it effectively. There has already been
considerable investment in school infrastructure,
internet access, computers and computer labs and
multimedia resources. However, various resources
needed to implement lessons as intended, including
overhead projectors and photocopy machines, are
lacking in many schools (Istanbul Politikalar Merke-
zi, 2005; Egitim-Sen, 2005).

How about parents? The perceptions of the
parents during the piloting of the new curriculum
were not publicised, and there is no other data
available reflecting their views during its implemen-
tation. Parents in Turkey are usually very concerned
with their children’s success in the national exam-
inations which control entry to a relatively few
quality educational institutions at high school level
and tertiary level. In the past, these examinations
have interfered with the effective implementation of
the curriculum, as parents wanted their children to
attend private intensive coaching establishments
called dersanes to prepare them for the examina-
tions. The response of parents to the new curricu-
lum is yet to be seen, but it is possible that it will be
based on its usefulness in helping their children to
be successful in national examinations.

1.10. Structural reform

Educational reform initiatives in Turkey are not
only curricular but also structural. A structural
reform was introduced in 2004, intending to redefine
the central role of the Ministry of National
Education, and to reallocate roles and responsibil-
ities accordingly. However, the suggested changes
resulted in major controversy and they still await
solution. There are currently three issues on the
agenda: decentralising primary and secondary
education by devolving the power of the central
authority to local authorities; making local
authorities become responsible for personnel man-
agement; and changing the role of the Higher
Education Council (HEC).

1.11. Major controversies—II

Turkey has the most highly centralised educa-
tional system of any OECD member state (Fretwell

and Wheeler, 2001). Education in schools is
centrally governed by the MONE. The Ministry
makes all policy decisions, arranges all aspects of
the formal curriculum, and controls implementation
with the help of provincial offices.

Initially, in 2004, a public administration reform
devolving decision-making power from central
authorities was ratified by parliament. The implica-
tions of the reform included decentralisation of
education, allowing local authorities to make policy
decisions, and enabling them to delegate their
responsibility to wuniversities, private sector or
other non-governmental organisations. However,
universities, the HEC, some NGOs and most
political parties were very much concerned with
the impact this would make on the state’s mission to
provide equal educational opportunities. They said
that there was already significant inequality in
income share in Turkey, resulting in migration
to western parts of the country (UNDP, 2003).
Such a decentralisation model would exacerbate the
current situation, resulting in greater disparity. It
was also argued that this was against the guiding
principles of the Basic Law on National Education,
which emphasises equal access and equal right
to education. Additionally, they were concerned
that this model would eventually result in abolishing
the principle of unification of education: students
would no longer have equal access to a common
curriculum or achieve similar levels of competency.
The controversy does not end there. They also
pointed out that such a model would make
education provision increasingly politicised, allow-
ing local education authorities to gain political
advantage.

One of the main responsibilities of the state,
then, is to provide equal educational opportunities
to all, and this cannot be completely delegated
to governmental or non-governmental local autho-
rities, including the private sector. Thus, instead
of decentralising education, it is argued that it
would be more functional to empower local
authorities to make local decisions about educa-
tional provision within the framework of a unified
system.

Another area of controversy caused by the
structural reform is about changing the tenure
status of educational staff, and allowing local
authorities to make all personnel decisions from
recruitment to termination of employment.

Educational staff who work at public schools are
employed as civil servants, and have a fairly secure



136 N. Aksit | International Journal of Educational Development 27 (2007) 129-137

position. With the proposed change, however, they
would work on a contractual basis. The faculties of
education argue that this practice would increase
the teacher turnover rate and affect continuity. They
also argue that it may lead to hiring and firing of
teachers on political grounds rather than on
qualifications and experience. Such practice may
also call for different standards and teacher
certification requirements for different regions.
What is needed, according to the faculties, is to
continue to have a national policy on performance
standards and teacher certification requirements.

Despite criticisms, these structural reforms went
through Parliament, but were subsequently vetoed
by the President of the Republic on the grounds
that they were against the Constitution and
endangered the unity of the country. Parliament
can overturn the veto by approving the legislation a
second time, in which case the President may
challenge the legislation by applying to the Con-
stitutional Court.

Yet another area of controversy is about chan-
ging the structure and the role and responsibilities,
of the HEC, which governs tertiary education in
Turkey. The HEC has been functioning outside the
political frame since the Constitution of the
Republic was changed in 1982. It supervises all
universities, both public and private. The Council of
Ministers plays a role in adoption of general policies
concerning primary and secondary education, and
for some time, the Council has also wanted to have
a say in matters of tertiary education, and the
practices of the HEC.

To this end, the Turkish Parliament passed a
higher education law in 2004. However, many
political parties, universities, and non-governmental
organisations expressed their disagreement with and
concerns about the law, stating that political parties
in power should not intervene with in higher
education, as had happened disastrously prior to
the army coup of 1980. They also argued that it
would jeopardise the secular ideology of the
country. They feared that the real motive behind
the law was religious: to change the point system
for entry to universities in favour of vocational
schools in general, and religious high schools in
particular, and to lift the headscarf ban at uni-
versities. This was the cause of another veto by the
President of the Republic because he thought some
articles of the law were not in line with the
constitutional principles of secularism and unity of
education.

1.12. Future

We have seen, then, that many curricular and
structural educational reforms are under way in
Turkey but some are encountering serious difficul-
ties. With regard to the current curriculum renewal,
we see that it is an enormous undertaking that will
take years, and possibly decades, to complete,
consuming considerable resources. There are more
than 500,000 school teachers. They are now
required to adopt a totally different methodology.
They will have to adapt to the changes when the
entire curriculum is redesigned. Educational change
of this magnitude requires leadership, collaboration
and personal transformation. Above all, it requires
provision of sustained support to reduce the
potential discrepancy between the intended and
the implemented curriculum. Rogers (1995) consid-
ered that to further accelerate the direction of a
curricular innovation, it is essential that ongoing
school-level professional support be given to tea-
chers, and the views of parents, students and
teachers be collected on a regular basis.

While the curricular reform has been received
positively in general, many aspects of the structural
reform have caused heated controversy. The struc-
tural changes are still on the agenda, and they will
probably regain momentum during and following
the EU negotiations. For example, the centralised
structure of higher education is one of the items
discussed during the accession screening process for
Chapter 26 of the acquis: education and culture.

Whether curricular or structural, or whether
initiated internally or externally, there is no
guarantee that practice follows policy (Hopkins
and Levin, 2000). The rate of adoption of any
change will not only depend on what the changes
are and how they are presented, but also how they
are perceived by the main stakeholders. Therefore,
it is essential to examine perceptions of the end-
users, considering various contextual factors. Other-
wise, personal goals, values, concerns and beliefs
would go unaddressed, a mistake which would
have crucial bearings on the success of the whole
endeavour.
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