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Global K-12
education spending
continues 
to rise

20192002

$1.2 
trillion

~$3.0 
trillion ?
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Despite increased 
spending on 
education, we are 
(still) failing 
children across the 
world…

 70 million primary school students 
still have no access to school today

 340 million children are out of 
school, if we consider secondary 
school age students

 50% of children lucky enough to 
attend school are failed by 
underperforming systems
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What do the world’s best performing school 
systems do differently?

Study of the top-performing school 
systems on international assessments 
(OECD PISA 2003 and TIMSS 2003)

2

3

4

The quality of an 
education system 
cannot exceed the 
quality of its teachers

1 ▪ Teachers recruited from the top third of 
graduating students

▪ Students are selected to be teachers 
prior to enrolling in teacher education 
programs

▪ Teacher starting salaries benchmarked 
against comparable professions

The only way to 
improve outcomes is to 
improve instruction

▪ Emphasis on ‘making practice public’ 
for teachers through weekly lesson-
planning, mock demonstration lessons, 
required classroom visits

Every school needs a 
leader

▪ Principals chosen based on leadership 
skill, not on tenure

▪ Training program for principals draws 
heavily on business education and 
leadership training

High performance 
requires every child 
to succeed

▪ Heavy usage of accountability 
mechanisms through data (evaluation 
of T&L, school inspections)  

▪ Large investment in support 
mechanisms (e.g. special education 
program)

SOURCE: McKinsey Study of the top-performing school systems on international assessments (OECD PISA 2003 and TIMSS 2003)
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How do the world’s fastest improving systems keep 
getting better?

▪ What interventions move a 
system from poor to fair to 
good to great to excellent?

▪ Which aspects of the school 
system improvement 
journey are universal and 
which are context-specific?

▪ How does a system ignite 
and sustain system 
improvement?

▪ A system can make significant gains from wherever it starts – and 
these gains can be achieved in as few as six years

▪ Each stage of the school system improvement journey is associated 
with a unique set of interventions

▪ While ‘structure’ and ‘resource’ interventions dominate the debate, 
‘process’ deserves as much attention

▪ A system’s context might not determine what needs to be done, but it 
does determine how it is done

▪ Leadership continuity is essential – the median tenure of new strategic 
leaders is six years and that of new political leaders is seven years 

▪ Prescribe adequacy and unleash greatness, with collaborative practice 
as the engine of continuous improvement

▪ Six interventions occur equally at every performance stage for all 
systems but manifest differently

▪ Ignition occurs due to socio-economic crisis, a critical report about 
system performance, or the installation of a new political or strategic 
leader

▪ The middle layer plays a crucial role in delivering and sustaining 
improvement – compliance, communication, collaboration, and insulation

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

SOURCE: McKinsey report on “How the World’s Most Improved School Systems Keep Getting Better” , 2010
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A unique ‘intervention cluster’ exists for each stage of the 
improvement journey

SOURCE: McKinsey & Company

Journey

Theme

Poor to fair Fair to good Good to great Great to 
excellent

Common 
across all 
journeys

Getting the 
foundations 
in place

Shaping the 
professionals

Six interventions: 
1. Revising curriculum and standards
2. Reviewing remunerations structure
3. Building technical skills

4. Assessing students
5. Utilizing student learning data 
6. Revising policy or education 

laws

Improving 
through peers 
and innovation

Achieving basics 
of literacy and
numeracy
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These “clusters of interventions” appear universal, and  
irrespective of geography or culture

Theme

Improvement
journey

Poor to fair Fair to good Good to great Great to excellent

Achieving the basics of 
literacy and numeracy

Getting the foundations 
in place

Shaping the professionals Improving through peers 
and innovation

Intervention 
cluster1

▪ Providing motivation and 
scaffolding for low skill 
teachers
– Scripted teaching materials
– Coaching on curriculum
– Instructional time on task
– School visits by center
– Incentives for high performance

▪ Getting all schools to a 
minimum quality level
– Outcome targets
– Additional support for low 

performing schools
– School infrastructure 

improvement
– Provision of textbooks

▪ Getting students into classes 
and seats
– Expand school seats
– Fulfil students’ basic needs 

(raise attendance)

▪ Data and accountability 
foundation
– Transparency to schools 

and/or public on school 
performance

– School inspections and 
inspections institutions

▪ Financial and organizational 
foundation
– Optimization of school and 

teacher volumes
– Decentralizing financial and 

administrative rights
– Increasing funding 
– Funding allocation
– Organizational redesign

▪ Pedagogical foundation 
– School model/ streaming
– Language of instruction 

▪ Raising caliber of entering 
teachers and principals
– Recruiting programs
– Pre-service training
– Certification requirements

▪ Raising caliber of existing 
teachers and principals
– In-service training programs
– Coaching on practice
– Career tracks
– Teacher and 

community forums

▪ School-based decision-
making
– Self-evaluation
– Independent and 

specialized schools 

▪ Cultivating peer-led learning 
for teachers and principals
– Collaborative practice
– Decentralizing pedagogical 

rights to schools & teachers
– Rotation and second-ment

programs

▪ Creating additional support 
mechanisms for 
professionals
– Release professionals from 

admin burden by providing 
additional administrative staff

▪ System-sponsored 
experimentation + innovation 
across schools 
– Providing additional funding for 

innovation
– Sharing innovation from front-

line to all schools
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Reimagining education after COVID-19 involves recommitting 
to what we know works, and reshaping for a better future
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We know more now than we did in the spring, but evidence 
is still emerging 

What we 
know

Childcare enabling 
economic activity

Short-term economic 
impact if school stays 
remote or hybrid
Long-term impact on 
women in the workforce

Portion of adults 
depending on childcare 
varies from ~16% in the 
US to 20-35% in Europe

Public 
health risks

Child-to-adult 
transmission rates
Longer term health 
implications

Children are less 
likely to have 
severe cases or die 
of COVID-19

Impact on student 
learning & thriving

The most effective virtual 
and hybrid models and 
pedagogies by age-group

Previous school shutdowns 
had long-term compounding 
impact on learning
Remote learning in the 
spring widened existing 
opportunity gaps 

What we still 
don’t know

Ability to safeguard 
schools

Many countries have 
opened schools without 
increases in transmission, 
with a variety of different 
norms and protocols

The relative efficacy of 
different health protocols 
(e.g. 6 feet vs 3 feet, masks 
for younger children)

#mckinseylive
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Is the pandemic an inflection point to rethink fundamental 
elements of education systems?

Harness 
technology to 
scale access

Move towards 
mastery based 
learning

Support children 
holistically

Help students 
adapt to future 
of work

Intensify mindsets 
interventions – persistence, 
motivation behaviors, 
independence?
Renew focus on socio-
emotional learning as part 
of core curriculum, and on 
student wellbeing?

Not substitution but 
integration of technology to 
enhance access and quality?
Not “one-device for every
child” but low cost solutions 
(device + software) to support 
group learning? 

Smart adaptive technology 
programmes to integrate 
instruction, practice and 
feedback – and allow self-
paced learning?
Enhance formative 
assessments – increase 
efficiency, more immediate,
remove bias?

Accelerate focus on 
‘languages of the future’ –
digital literacy, coding, 
analytics?
Closer partnerships
between schools and 
industry / companies?
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Invest in new 
models of teacher 
preparation and 
development

Unbundle role of 
the teacher

Allocate 
resources 
equitably

Rethink school 
structures and 
policies

Teachers as learning 
navigators to help students 
adapt to remote learning?

Unbundling of differentiated 
teacher roles, e.g. different 
pathways, specialist, 
administrative roles?

More equitable funding 
mechanisms – more support 
for schools that need most 
help?
Incentives for top schools 
to support low-performing or 
remote schools? 

Changing school calendars –
long summer break not ideal for 
learning?
Revisit policies on early 
sorting into pathways or tracks, 
remedial and repetition?

Leveraging technology to 
reimagine teacher PD, e.g. 
use simulations, support
collaboration?
Tools and devices to provide 
scaffolding for inexperienced 
teachers?
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Recommit

Responding to the changes that the COVID-19 crisis 
has wrought on education systems around the world 
requires building on what we know works, as well as 
looking ahead to what we know students will need.

Reimagine

   es that the COVID-19 crisis 
   n systems around the world 

   t we know works, as well as 
     know students will need.



Capability building vs. formal accountability 
Share of professional development & training interventions 
relative to accountability interventions

The balance of capability-building and accountability shifts 
as systems improve their performance

SOURCE: McKinsey & Company interventions database 
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