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Source 12

A Russian poster from 1916, encouraging the population to 
buy war bonds.

 Translation: Buy a war bond at five and a half percent interest; 
the greater the number of grenades, the more certain our 
victory.

Explanation: The building in the background is a weapons 
factory

27. Use Source 12. 
Two statements:

This poster shows that the Russian government 1.	
realizes the huge importance of the home front in a 
modern war.
As of early 1918, the distribution of this poster no 2.	
longer fits the Russian government’s policies.

Clarify both statements.

Source 13

A cartoon by L.J. Jordaan from Dutch magazine “Het Leven” 
dated May 20, 1919

 Caption: “Quiet, these are my fourteen points now. 
Understood?!”

Explanation: The person in the foreground on the left is US 
President Wilson; the one on the right is French President 
Clemenceau. The halo above the figure in the background 
reads “Pax” (= Peace).

28. Use Source 13.
With this cartoon, Jordaan gives his vision of the 
Versailles peace talks. 
Explain: (using one element of the cartoon) what that 
vision is, and that Jordaan turned out to be right where 
the Peace of Versailles is concerned.
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2000
MATH SCIENCE READING

8 18 17

2003
MATH SCIENCE READING

9 12 13

2006
MATH SCIENCE READING

6 16 14

Population size: 7,550,020
Student enrollment: 806,905 in 2006 
U.S. states with similar statistics: Colorado, Minnesota

General description of K – 12 education:

Compulsory education includes primary and lower secondary education and spans 
nine years. The school year is at least 190 days long. Switzerland has no national 
standards or curriculum. Each canton (analogous to U.S. states) has its own minister of 
education and may institute standards and/or curriculum. Attempts are underway to 
harmonize teaching among the cantons in foreign languages, mathematics and science. 
Nationwide targets are to be set in certain subjects. There is no national system of as-
sessment in Switzerland. However, there are nationally recognized study guidelines for 
the exams leading to the Maturität certificate (school-leaver certificate) and the DMS 
diploma (entrance into vocational education). Students seeking to attend college take 
the ‘national’ Swiss Matura examination. 

Required subjects: 

One national language (depending on the region, German, French, Italian or Romanic), 
mathematics, history and political science, geography, science, drawing and design, 
handicrafts, music, and sports.

PISA Rankings

Excerpts

The documents included for 
Switzerland are excerpts from 
study guidelines and school 
leaving exam for college-
bound students obtained 
from the State Secretariat for 
Education and Research:

History—grade 12��
Geography—grade 12��

SWITZERLAND

Note: These documents were 
translated into English from 
French.
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Excerpts
SWITZERLAND

MATURA GUIDELINES

History and Geography • Grade 12

Switzerland: time and space

History Geography

From the Ancien Régime to 1848 up until Helvetica ��
(Swiss Confederation)
Rivalries and tensions in the establishment of the federal ��
State
History and political system of Switzerland in the 20�� th 
century

Geology, resources and natural dangers��
Regional characteristics (physical, demographic, social ��
and economic dimensions)
Land management, 3 levels: confederation, cantons, ��
communes

The Role of the State in the Economy and Society

History Geography

Liberalism
Emergence��
Adam Smith��
Neo-liberalism (Reagan, Thatcher)��

Industrial and post-industrial poles��
Localization factors��

Interventionism
The stock market crash of 1929��
Roosevelt’s New Deal and the American model��
Totalitarian and fascist regimes��
The Marshall Plan and the “Trente Glorieuses” ��
(“Glorious Thirty”, 1945 – 75)

Interdependence of economic spaces��
State tools for intervention in the economy��
Demographics and social policies (in Germany, in ��
particular)
Environmental problems and policies��

Statism
Socialism and Marxism��
Planning, concept and functioning��
Priority of industrialization��
Reforms: NEP, Khrushchev, Gorbachev��
Fall of the Soviet model��

Countries with economies in transition, passage from a ��
planned economy to a market economy, to the example 
of the former Soviet Bloc countries
Ecological heritage (influence of economic activities on ��
the environment)
Slicing and re-slicing of regions (historical, political, ��
economic)

Clash between these views of the role of the State: the Cold War��
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Globalization since 1900

History Geography

Expansion of capitalism and imperialism: colonial ��
empires
Emergence of American dominance��
(rapid development since the end of the 19�� th century)
Decolonization (process, consequences)��
UN, collective security system��

Endangered natural resources around the world��
Players and tools of globalization��
IMF, World Bank, WTO; multinationals, countries��
Global division of labor, North/South contrasts��
Migrations on a global scale��

Globalization of the economy and the role of the Asian-Pacific region��

Europe between nationalism and integration

Triumphant nationalism and confrontations on the eve ��
of 1914
Birth of new countries after 1919 (human rights, League ��
of Nations)
Association, integration of European countries since ��
1945 (EU)
Exacerbation of nationalism, identity crises, minorities, ��
clashes

Geography of Europe: fundamental aspects (principal ��
landscapes, climatic zones, population distribution, 
economic regions, communication channels)
Political organization: borders and new countries��

Regionalization in Europe (EU)��

SWITZERLAND • EXCERPTS • GRADE 12



WHY WE’RE BEHIND76 COMMON CORE

SWITZERLAND • EXCERPTS • GRADE 12

matura examinations

History

First and Second Parts: Knowledge and 
Comprehension

A. Turning Points

1. Check the period that corresponds with the American 
Revolution, first conflicts with England to the writing of 
the Constitution.

  1724 – 1767      1764 – 1787

  1724 – 1776      1820 – 1876

2. Describe and explain the system defined in the United 
States Constitution for balancing the power of the differ-
ent states in the federal legislative branch.

3. Describe the main innovations in the area of ground 
transportation (before the automobile) and on water 
during the Industrial Revolution.

On ground:

On water:

B. Swiss History

4. Check the year in which the Sonderbund War took 
place.

  1798      1745

  1847      1815

5. Number and define the two opposing sides during the 
Sonderbund War. (Do not give the canton names.)

a)

b)

C. Civic Education

6a. Name the federal executive power.

6b. Describe how the federal executive power works.

7. Name the two current representatives (2007) of the 
federal executive power.

a) 

b)

D. Triumphant Europe

8. Name two of the three military campaigns led by 
Germany to unify then explain the issues involved.

a)

b) 

9. Name and comment on two reasons that pushed 
European powers to begin colonizing in the 19th century.

a)

b) 

E. The century of ideological confrontations

10. Name, define and comment on the economic policy 
chosen by the Roosevelt Administration to fight the 
Depression in the United States in 1930.

11. Describe the military situation in France in the 
autumn of 1939 and the summer of 1940.

Autumn 1939:

Summer 1940:

Third Part: Essay question, document analysis

“WHEREAS the peace of the world and the security of the 
United States and of all American states are endangered 
by reason of the establishment by the Sino-Soviet powers of 
an offensive military capability in Cuba, including bases 
for ballistic missiles with a potential range covering most 
of North and South America;

WHEREAS […] the United States is determined to prevent 
by whatever means may be necessary, including the 
use of arms, the Marxist-Leninist regime in Cuba from 
extending, by force or by the threat of force, its aggressive 
or subversive activities to any part of this hemisphere, and 
to prevent in Cuba the creation or use of an externally 
supported military capability endangering the security of 
the United States; […]

Now, THEREFORE, I, JOHN F. KENNEDY, President of 
the United States of America, acting under and by virtue 
of the authority conferred upon me by the Constitution 
and statutes of the United States, […] and to defend the 
security of the United States, do hereby proclaim that the 
forces under my command are ordered, beginning at 2:00 
p.m. Greenwich time October 24, 1962, to interdict […] the 
delivery of offensive weapons and associated materials to 
Cuba.”

Proclamation by President John F. Kennedy

October 23, 1962

Structure your work, making sure to:
define the type of document (A)��
place the situation described by the document in its ��
general and specific context (framework) (B)
show the relevance of the document (�� analysis) (C)
show the �� impact of the document (D)

A. Define the type of document to be analyzed.

B. Place the situation described by the document in its 
general and specific context (Framework).
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C. Show the historical significance of the document by 
proposing a logically structured analysis (by structuring 
it according to the ideas or principal themes) of the text, 
avoiding a summary of it (Analysis).

D. Put the analyzed document in perspective in terms of 
international relations. (Impact)

Geography

First Part: Knowledge Assessment	

Respond to each statement with true (T) or false (F)

The earth as an element of the solar system1.1	
___ � Equinoxes take place in the months of September 

and March
___ � The Tropic of Capricorn is located in the northern 

hemisphere
___ � The midnight sun is visible one day a year in the 

polar circle and lasts 6 months on the pole
___ � The rotation of the earth takes 365 days and 6 hours

Structure of the earth1.2	
___ � The crust as well as the upper part of the upper 

mantle forms the lithosphere
___ � The oceanic crust is thicker than the continental 

crust
___ � Subduction zones are plate convergence zones
___ � All accretion zones are at the bottom of the ocean

Climates, natural environments1.3	
___ � Atmospheric pressure increases with altitude
___ � Oxygen is the main gaseous component of air at low 

altitudes
___ � Meteorological phenomena occur in the troposphere
___ � More than 80% of clouds are formed above seas and 

oceans

Population, habitat, economy1.4	
___ � The global urbanization rate exceeds 50%
___ � A megalopolis contains more than 8 million 

inhabitants
___ � The “construction” industry is part of the service 

sector
___ � Fallow refers to feed crops for livestock

Transport and energy1.5	
___ � Wood is considered a renewable energy
___ � Natural gas is a hydrocarbon
___ � Middle East countries have the largest oil reserves in 

the world
___ � Nuclear power plants were first built in the middle of 

the 20th c.

Second Part: Comprehension and Application

2.1 Earthquakes

a) Define the notion of magnitude. 

b) Define the notion of intensity. 

c) List four elements that influence the intensity of an 
earthquake.  
1.	
2.	  
3.	
4. 	

d) Using the atlas, draw on the map below the largest 
seismic areas on earth. 

2.2 Demographic Transition 

a) Name the phenomenon that is the subject of the docu-
ment below.

b) Break this phenomenon down into 4 steps (draw the 
steps on the graph itself ), describe and explain briefly 
what happens at each stage.

c) In which region of the world did this phenomenon be-
gin? During which period? What are its causes? Explain.

d) What are the fundamental differences between this 
phenomenon in developed countries and the phenom-
enon in developing countries in terms of time, speed and 
the intensity of the phenomenon?
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e) Define natural population growth and explain its 
evolution with regard to the graph above.

f ) What was the natural population growth in England 
(see graph above):

In 1850? ��
In 1975?��

Third Part: Essay 

3.1 Fertility in Switzerland

a) Present four possible causes for the decrease in fertility 
in Switzerland since the 1970s.
1.	
2.	  
3.	
4. 	

b) Present four direct or indirect consequences of the 
decrease in fertility in Switzerland.
1.	
2.	  
3.	
4. 	

c) Propose four solutions to increase the birth rate in 
Switzerland.
1.	
2.	  
3.	
4. 	

d) Describe and comment on the cartoon below. 

…When you 
see the age 
pyramid…

…you understand 
why the system  

is failing!
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Comprehensive Education  
Outsıde the United States
Eduardo Andere

The perception that the U.S. is behind other 
industrialized nations when it comes to K – 12 edu-
cation stems in large part from U.S. performance 

on international standardized comparison tests including 
the Progress in International Reading Study (PIRLS), 
Trends in International Mathematics and Science 
Study (TIMSS), and Program for International Student 
Assessment (PISA). Recently this impression is but-
tressed by discussion around the reauthorization of the 
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), by the policy debates 
of the 2008 presidential candidates, and by President 
Obama’s education agenda.1 

U.S. performance under PIRLS and TIMSS2 has not 
always been low.3 However, it has rarely been strong 
and never very strong, especially in the upper grades. 
Comparative performance of U.S. eighth graders in 
science has been consistently lower than their elementary 
school peers’ results as shown by the TIMSS’ perfor-
mance in science in 1995, 1999, 2003 and 2007. Results 
have been even lower for math, where the U.S. has scored 
at or around the TIMSS average score, on TIMSS 1995, 
1999, 2003, and 2007. International comparisons carried 
out under the auspices of IEA since 1960 to the early 
1990s and known as FIMS, FISS, SISS4 were even more 
disappointing. 

The most discouraging results have been in the three 
rounds of PISA, where U.S. performance has been 
consistently low and at or below the Organisation for 
Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) mean 
score, and well below the highest level of attainment of 
high performers. However, it is important to be cautious 
when construing the results from international com-
parisons. There are methodological issues that should be 
considered.5 

In 2006, U.S. students performed below the OECD’s 
average value for PISA Science and Mathematics, 
placing the U.S. 25th in science and 26th in mathematics 
among the 30 OECD’s members.6 In contrast with IEA’s 
international studies where students are sampled at a 
given grade level, PISA’s sample is based on students’ 

age, i.e. from 15 to 16 years old7. For the U.S. this means 
that most of the sampled students are enrolled in grades 
10 and 11, whereas Finnish students sampled for PISA 
are all enrolled in grade 9 or below (lower secondary 
school). This did not bode well for the U.S. in that Finnish 
students were outperforming them even with a year less 
schooling. An additional blow came with the publication 
of an U.S. government-sponsored report highlighting 
PISA as a very rigorous and more difficult test than 
NAEP and TIMSS-R.8 

As summarized by Gene V. Glass, the call for reform 
is not new:

Reforming the public elementary and secondary 
schools of America is not a new endeavor. Those who 
come late to an interest in the education of children 
may think that serious discussion of reforming schools 
began with No Child Left Behind, or at least not 
before A Nation at Risk in 1983. In fact, debates about 
reforming schools are as old as public education itself.9

Significant attempts to overhaul the U.S. education 
system have been unsuccessful, as a U.S. government 
study acknowledges:

Federal policy has had a significant impact on 
America’s schools and children ever since ESEA was 
enacted in 1965. Yet, despite hundreds of programs 
and hundreds of billions of dollars invested during 
the last generation, American students still lag behind 
many of their fellow foreign students and the academ-
ic achievement gap in this country between rich and 
poor, white and minority students, remains wide.10 

The modern age of school reform in the U.S. began 
as a response to A Nation at Risk report in 1983. The 
Reagan administration reacted with the promise of 
less government intervention and a school education 
reform agenda aligned to U.S. economic growth and 
competitiveness. During the 1990s, an assessment and 
accountability policy based on results was bolstered 
by the George H. W. Bush administration. In 1991, 
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the National Council on Education Standards and 
Testing was established, and together with the National 
Education Goals Panel, created in 1990, helped to initiate 
a shift toward standards, testing, and accountability. The 
Clinton administration continued and broadened the 
trend and scope of standards and accountability epito-
mized in the Goals 2000 National Educate America Act. 
Then, in 2002, George W. Bush’s No Child Left Behind 
Act became law. NCLB is based on four principles: 

(…) stronger accountability for results; greater flex-
ibility for states, school districts and schools in the use 
of federal funds; more choices for parents of children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds; and an emphasis 
on teaching methods that have been demonstrated to 
work.11

Disappointments and frustrations have been height-
ened over the years by the fact that U.S. per student 
expenditure remains very high. A recent OECD compara-
tive analysis of education expenditures shows that the 
U.S. ranks first among the OECD and partner countries 
in expenditures per student at the pre-school level; third 
at the primary or elementary level; second at the lower-
secondary level and fourth at the upper secondary level.12 
This denotes the U.S. productivity level under PISA as 
one of the lowest in the world as shown in Graph 1.13

One way of reading Graph 1 is by asking how much 
does a PISA point cost. For the U.S. the cost is $80.615 
compared to an OECD average of $60.1. Of course, one 
might not care about the cost of learning if performance 
was high or very high. But if cost is high and performance 
is low, there are points of concern. This seems to be, 

unfortunately, the situation for the U.S. On the other 
end of the spectrum, countries like Korea, New Zealand, 
Finland, and the Netherlands show relatively high 
performance marks and very high performance levels. 
This is, indeed, a very good public policy outcome for 
these nations.

Coupled with the factors mentioned above, there 
is also the challenge of comparing the U.S. education 
system to that of other nations. The U.S. has, prob-
ably, the most complex education system in the world. 
It is very large, decentralized, and asymmetrically 
fragmentized16,with education authority split among 
many different players, including the federal government, 
state governments, and local school boards under varying 
leadership including commissioners, chancellors, secre-
taries or even mayors. There is no simple way to frame 
a unit of analysis to compare the U.S. to other education 
systems, particularly when we try to infer about processes 
or to explain about successes and failures based on a 
cause-effect relationship.17 Nevertheless, the complexity 
of making comparisons must not prevent us from tapping 
this valuable resource. One way of doing this is to look at 
documents such as national standards and assessments 
in high performing education systems to see whether the 
content of education they deliver differs from that offered 
in lower performing nations, such as the United States.

Five years ago, I commenced an ambitious educa-
tion project. I packed my things and traveled around 
the world in search of the education Shangri-la. In the 
end, instead of explaining the intricacies of an ideal 
model, I ended up explaining why there is no such ideal. 
Nevertheless, it was a valuable experience, as I learned 

Graph 1.  
Student performance and cumulative expenditures per student/ PISA 2006 score points14 
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much about global education and cultural differences. 
High performing nations, such as Finland, have a 

comprehensive approach to educational content but lack 
a system of national assessments attached to account-
ability. In no high performing nation that I examined18 
are schools closed, restructured, or are teachers fired or 
removed based on students’ performance on universal 
standardized assessments. I also found that in countries 
with tracking systems, such as Singapore, Germany, and 
Switzerland, the curriculum for the non-academic track 
is still very broad and comprehensive.

I also learned that nearly all high performing coun-
tries such as Finland, New Zealand, Ireland, England, 
Scotland, Hong Kong, and Singapore do have national 
secondary school (high school) exit or qualification 
exams, wherein students show their aptitude in both 

required and self-selected subjects. In my discussions 
with teachers, I found that they seemed to be more 
concerned with teaching and learning rather than their 
student’s performance on standardized national bench-
marks. While student performance on tests is important 
for these high performing schools, it is not a fixation, and 
performance is measured in numerous ways.

In sharp contrast, the U.S., as shown by the history 
of education reform, is obsessed with assessments and 
accountability. The New York City and Washington, 
D.C. school districts are prominent examples of this 
trend. While the U.S. focuses excessively on test results 
and accountability, other high performing countries 
exhibit more devotion to issues including comprehen-
sive, knowledge-based curriculum; teaching strategies; 
learning environments; professional development; exit 
or qualification exams; and opportunities for teacher 
collaboration.

Again, the complexity of the U.S. school education 
system does not make it easy to compare directly what 
is taught in the U.S. to the core curriculums of high 
performance nations. Finland, Hong Kong, Korea, 
Sweden, Scotland, New Zealand, Singapore, and Flanders 
have national curriculums or frameworks. This is true for 
secondary schools and for primary schools as reported by 
PIRLS: “Nearly all countries have a national curriculum 
that covers reading instruction at the fourth grade.”19 The 
exceptions in the PIRLS sample are Canada, Germany, 
and the United States. 

Although decentralized systems like Australia, 
Switzerland, and Canada do not have, by definition, 
a national curriculum, they have made, and are still 
making efforts through intergovernmental organizations 
composed of representatives from state or provincial 
governments to agree on basic policy issues, includ-
ing the creation of some core or central curriculum 
recommendations. The Swiss cantons are organized, for 
educational purposes, under the Swiss Conference of 
Cantonal Ministers of Education (EDK)20. Some of the 
understandings of EDK are legally binding and are known 
as “concordants.” 

Similarly, Canada has a confederation of education 
ministers known as Council of Ministers of Education 
Canada (CMEC),21 which brings together the 10 provinc-
es and three territories on common issues of education 
policy, initiatives and goals. The Australians have the 
Ministerial Council on Education, Employment, Training 
and Youth Affairs (MCEETYA).22 MCEETYA is an inter-
governmental body comprised of the six states and two 
territories of Australia, plus the government of Australia 
and the New Zealand’s ministers of Education and Social 
Development. Pacific Island (Papua New Guinea, Norfolk 
Island and East Timor) ministers of education and labor 
take part in MCEETYA as observers. 

Because the U.S. does not have a centralized system, it 
is challenging to compare and analyze common policies, 
curriculum, and goals. When one looks at the comparative 
statistics compiled by international organizations or asso-
ciations such as the OECD or the IEA, data from the U.S. 
is missing in many indicators of curriculum comparisons. 
And while policymakers everywhere are preoccupied by 
the menaces of a competitive and global world, this is 
especially true in the United States. For decades, educa-
tion systems, authorities, and analysts have warned about 
the poor performance of students and school systems in 
relation to specific outcomes and challenges. The U.S. 
response has been a compulsory assessment in numeracy 
and literacy. But such a focus has not proven to be enough. 
It appears that many high performing countries take a 
more balanced and comprehensive curriculum approach 
to learning than does the U.S.

Look at Finland’s compulsory distribution of instruc-
tional time per subject. Graph 2 shows the number of 
hours of compulsory instruction divided by subjects. 
Note that Finland tends to have a more balanced and 
comprehensive and less skewed curriculum than the 
OECD’s average. In numeracy and literacy, Finland has 
a slightly less concentrated curriculum for children aged 
12 – 14 than the OECD’s average of 26 percent versus 28 
percent. Conversely, Finland emphasizes science, art, and 
vocational or practical subjects more than the OECD’s 
average (Graph 2).

Technology, per se, is not taught in Finland, and arts 
education (divided into music, visual arts and crafts in 

…many high performing countries  

take a more balanced and comprehensive 

curriculum approach to learning than  

does the U.S.
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Graph 2.  
Instruction time per subject as a percentage of total compulsory instruction time for 12 to 14 
years old (2006): Finland and OECD

Graph 3.  
Instruction time per subject as a percentage of total compulsory instruction time for 12 to 14 
year-olds (2006): Korea and OECD
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the comprehensive schools) is given almost twice the 
level of importance as in the OECD average (15 per cent 
versus 8 per cent). In contrast, social studies comprises 
only a 7 percent share in Finland compared to a 12 
percent share at the OECD’s level. Practical and voca-
tional training is given twice as many hours of instruction 
in Finland as those devoted in the theoretical OECD’s 
average. The U.S. data is missing in the OECD’s calcula-
tions, so a direct comparison with a U.S. curriculum is 
not possible. 

Korea, another very high performing country, shows 
an even more balanced curriculum, seeming to be less 
concentrated in numeracy and literacy (24 percent) than 
Finland at 26 percent. Further, the time allocation for 
subjects, as seen in Graph 3, is also more balanced across 
such subjects as reading, mathematics, science, social 

studies, modern languages, arts and physical education.
There are some hints about the U.S. curricular con-

centration in surveys to principals conducted under IEA’s 
PIRLS and TIMSS. Looking at PIRLS for instance, there 
seems to be an over-concentration in numeracy and lit-
eracy in U.S. schools for fourth graders. The total average 
number of implemented instructional hours overall in the 
U.S. is 30 hours per week for fourth graders compared to 
23 hours for the PIRLS’ international average. The U.S. is 
surpassed only by Indonesia with 31 hours. Of this total, 
60 percent is devoted to language and reading in the U.S. 
compared to 50 percent for the international average. 
Furthermore, 68 percent of U.S. fourth graders are 
reportedly taught reading more than six hours per week. 
Hong Kong, the second highest performing country 
in PIRLS 2006, reported spending only five percent of 
instructional time on reading.

In mathematics, the story is similar for fourth graders. 
The total average number of intended instructional hours 
in mathematics per week in the U.S. is 32 compared to 
23 hours for the TIMSS’ international average. The U.S. 
is tied only by Algeria. Again, Hong Kong one of the 
highest performing countries on TIMSS, devotes only 
23 intended hours to mathematics, leaving more room 
for other subject areas. This also appears to be true with 
Finland, as shown by the OECD’s above-mentioned 
comparisons. 

For eighth graders the concentration story irons out 
to 29 hours per week for the U.S. vis-à-vis 27 hours at the 
international average level. The three highest performing 
countries in math for eighth graders, Chinese Taipei, 

Korea, and Singapore, show a lower number of intended 
mathematics hours, i.e., 25, 26, and 23 respectively. Much 
more information about curriculums, time allocation, 
and timetables is needed. In the end what actually hap-
pens inside the classroom, i.e., quality of teaching and 
school ethos, is much more important than the number 
of hours students spend in class or in school. But, with 
other factors remaining constant, high performing 
countries seem to devote significant effort and resources 
to maintaining a broad, comprehensive core curriculum.

The comparisons above serve as an indicator of a 
broad common comprehensive curriculum for OECD’s 
and IEA’s countries and more conspicuously for Finland 
in PISA, Hong Kong and Russian Federation for PIRLS, 
and Chinese Taipei, Hong Kong, Korea and Singapore for 
TIMSS in math. I am not implying at all that the alloca-
tion of hours is the ultimate explanation for education 
success. I am only suggesting that these high perform-
ing countries do seem to favor comprehensive core 
curriculums. 

As I mentioned before, it is important to be cautious 
when making these comparisons; there are method-
ological questions that can be raised when comparing 
education systems. There are even questions that have 
been raised about comparisons based on the national 
standards and tests. In any case, data that comes from a 
variety of sources and methodologies are only inputs and 
up for interpretation by policy makers who draw upon 
them to make decisions. It is difficult to paint a precise 
international comparative picture when we are all forced 
to use thick, broad brushes.

If we continue to grow and reform our education 
systems based on the idea that we must beat competitors 
in order to survive in a more complex, global and critical-
thinking world, we are educating our children based on 
wrong assumptions. Can we all succeed in a global world? 
Not if we design our education system based purely on 
competition. For every winner there are many losers. 
The Finnish, Swedish, Chinese, Singaporeans, Koreans, 
Australians, New Zealanders, English, Scottish, Chilean 
and Mexicans, etc., are all trying to do the same: beat 
competitors. 

There has been an epidemic traveling the world to 
favor standards and accountability over ensuring all chil-
dren receive a comprehensive, content-rich curriculum. 
Some systems have resisted (Finland and Scotland for 
instance) others have yielded (Australia, England and the 
U.S., Chile, and Mexico). And yet, my understanding is 
that accountability attached to national standardized as-
sessments has not really spread around the world despite 
the OECD’s view.23 High performing countries rely more 
on students’ learning from a networked system of broad 
and coherent core and co-core curricular schemes plus 
national exit or qualification exams than on a narrow 
view of education where the measure of outcomes is 

…high performing countries seem to devote 

significant effort and resources to maintain a 

broad, comprehensive core curriculum.
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COMPREHENSIVE EDUCATION OUTSIDE THE UNITED STATES • ANDERE

based only on standardized, high stakes tests.
The best strategy under competitive conditions is to 

concentrate on a broad, learning-centered curriculum 
based on a core comprehensive knowledge-based content 
where the only aim is to develop the full potential of 
students, rather than to appease the aims of politicians. 
As per the evidence used above, and as suggested by 
the curriculum and assessment excerpts included in 
this report, high performing education systems, and the 
schools within them, are taking a broad holistic approach 
to education. U.S. federal, state, and local education 
policymakers can learn much from the practices of the 
high-performing countries included in this report.
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Letter From The Executive Director
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because when we began our research the 2006 PISA results were the 
most recent international comparison data available. Taiwan ranked 
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outranked the US at 6th in science and 14th in math. But since we 
were looking for a track record of outranking the US, and 2006 was 
both nations’ first year taking the test, they were excluded. Macao-
China, the United Kingdom, and Belgium have outperformed the 
US on PISA but their performance and participation were too er-
ratic to warrant inclusion. 

2	 CIA Factbook (May 14, 2009).
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Excerpts for Finland are reprinted with the express, 
written permission of the Finnish National Board of 
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Excerpts for Australia are reprinted with the express, 
written permission of the Ministerial Council on 
Education, Employment, Training and Youth Affairs 
(MCEETYA).

Content from Province of British Columbia History 
12 2007/08 Released Exam and English Literature 12 
2007/08 Released Exam are © Province of British of 
Columbia. All rights reserved. Reprinted with permission 
of the Province of British Columbia.

In addition to obtaining permission to reprint the 
Netherlands exams from Cito International, we have 

used reasonable endeavours to ensure that the source 
material contained here was correct at the time of 
publication. 

We have used reasonable efforts to contact the owners 
of the copyrighted material contained herein. However, 
we give no warranty and accept no responsibility for the 
accuracy or the completeness of the source material.

If you believe copyrighted work is available in this 
publication in such a way that constitutes copyright in-
fringement, or a breach of an agreed license or contract, 
please notify us at info@commoncore.org.
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