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McKinsey 2010 report 
http://mckinseyonsociety.com/how-the-worlds-most-improved-school-systems-keep-getting-better

• 125 pages, downloadable 
• Follow-up on 2007 report:  

“How the world’s best-performing 
school systems come out on top” 

• PISA, TIMSS, NAEP, etc …  
• Calculated universal score 

• Selected 20 consistently improving 
systems from around the world - incl 
Western Cape (Brian Schreuder) 

• Descriptive study 
• Criticism …. Of course!
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Education as a nested system
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Key conclusions

• Dramatic progress is possible in a 
short period - as short as 6 years 

• Progress is possible across cultures, 
income levels  and political systems 

• It is possible right where we are … 

• It’s a system thing, not a single thing 

• What needs to be done is common, 
the how is context specific 

• You can prescribe adequacy, but 
you have to unleash excellence 

• Leadership (especially continuity of 
leadership) is critical
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What has confused much of the 
discussion about system improvement 
in the past is that each system’s journey 
is different: each school system starts 
from a different point, faces different 
expectations, and operates in a different 
social and political context. These 
differences have often led even the 
experts to give poor advice. 

…Educators in a moderately performing 
system would be better off in seeking 
inspiration from similar systems that 
are managing to improve, rather than 
from those that are configured and 
positioned very differently, even if they 
are the world’s best-performing ones. 
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Performance stages

Excellent >560; 
Great 520-560;  
Good 480-520;  
Fair 440-480;  
Poor <440.
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Journey stages

• Ignition (crisis, report, leader) 
• Identify your stage 
• Select interventions 
• Contextualize them 

• Sustaining 

There is a shift from central 
guidance to school-based 
collaboration and self-
evaluation as performance 
levels increase 

The ‘center’ increasingly 
decentralized pedagogical 
rights as performance 
increased

Middle layers provide 
targeted support to schools


Teacher remuneration shifted 
from cash incentives to 
~GDP pc to above GDP pc
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Western Cape narrowed the literacy inequality gap in four years: among 3rd 
graders, the bottom three quintiles have caught up to the second richest 

7
Interviewees in WCED attributed some of the drop in the two highest wealth 

quintiles to shifts upwards in wealth categories of learners from 2006 


