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Compulsory Education Reform between the 
Profession and Policy in the Light of Justice and Equal 
Opportunities 
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• Following the adoption of the conceptual design proposed by the White 
Paper in 1995 and the legislation adopted on this basis, the reform of 
primary school transformed its overall image. In the present paper, we 
discuss only some of the solutions and consider the events and changes 
that have occurred in the last twenty years, devoting special attention to 
the systemic, programme and process levels. At the systemic level, where 
the starting point was primarily to ensure justice and equal opportuni-
ties, we have managed to maintain an adequate public network and pro-
gramme structure, despite various attempts to implement the solutions 
indicated in the White Paper of 2011, and notwithstanding interventions 
in the system that were not in fact always well thought out. Nonetheless, 
more attention should have been paid to reducing inequalities related 
to sociocultural circumstances and different regions in Slovenia. On 
the programme level, a consensus needs to be reached on what quality 
general education means to us; this would alleviate conflicting demands 
placed on teachers, students and planners of programme solutions. On 
the process level, however, we find that there is a lack of adequate pro-
fessional support and systematic evaluation studies, as the quality of 
school cannot be judged solely on the basis of results from international 
research. In order to take a step forward on the process level, there is 
need for quality school-linked school policy that is based on various 
professions and aimed at raising quality rather than at self-promotion 
and budget cutting in the field of education.
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Reforma osnovne šole med stroko in politiko v luči 
pravičnosti in enakih možnosti

Mojca Kovač Šebart, Damijan Štefanc in Tadej Vidmar

• Reforma osnovne šole po sprejetju konceptualne zasnove v Beli knjigi 
leta 1995 in na tej podlagi sprejete zakonodaje je preoblikovala njeno 
celotno podobo. V tem prispevku obravnavamo le nekatere rešitve in 
tematiziramo dogajanje oziroma spremembe, ki so nastale v zadnjih 
dvajsetih letih. Posebej obravnavamo sistemski, programski in procesni 
sklop. Na sistemski ravni, na kateri je bilo izhodišče predvsem zagota-
vljanje pravičnosti in enakih možnosti, nam je kljub različnim poskusom 
uveljavljanja rešitev, ki so se nakazovale v Beli knjigi iz leta 2011, in tudi 
dejansko ne vedno dovolj premišljenih posegih v sistem uspelo ohraniti 
ustrezno javno mrežo in programsko sestavo. Ne glede na to pa bi mo-
rali več pozornosti nameniti zmanjševanju neenakosti, ki so vezane na 
socialno-kulturne okoliščine in različne regije v Sloveniji. Na program-
ski ravni je treba doseči konsenz glede tega, kaj nam pomeni kakovostna 
splošna izobrazba; to bi omililo nasprotujoče si zahteve do učiteljev in 
učiteljic, učencev in učenk ter načrtovalcev in načrtovalk programskih 
rešitev. Za procesno raven pa ugotavljamo, da nimamo ustrezne stro-
kovne opore niti sistematičnih evalvacijskih študij, saj kakovosti šole 
ni mogoče presojati le na podlagi rezultatov iz mednarodnih raziskav. 
Da bi na procesni ravni naredili korak naprej, potrebujemo kakovostni 
šoli zavezano šolsko politiko, ki se bo oprla na različne stroke in ji bo 
cilj dvig kakovosti, ne pa samopromocija in varčevanje s proračunskimi 
sredstvi za področje vzgoje in izobraževanja.

 Ključne besede: osnovna šola, sistemske rešitve, Bela knjiga, splošna 
izobrazba, procesne rešitve, programska reforma, kakovost, reformni 
procesi
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Introduction

In Slovenia in the early 1990s, there was a thorough expert review of 
the conceptual and systemic solutions that make up the Slovenian education 
system. This formed the basis for the preparation of legal and curricular or 
programme solutions, including solutions for compulsory education: a system-
atic process of monitoring schools was established, funds were provided for 
financing evaluation studies, and conceptual reflection was undertaken on de-
termining and ensuring the quality of the education system. The legislation also 
opened the space for the professional autonomy of pedagogical workers on the 
procedural level (Krek, 1995; Pluško et al., 1999, 2001; Organisation and Financ-
ing of Education Act, 1996; Compulsory School Act, 1996).

In the present paper, we review some of the solutions from that time as 
well as the chronology of and reasons for their modification. We deal separately 
with systemic, programme or curricular, and procedural solutions, assuming 
that both White Papers on Education in the Republic of Slovenia, from 1995 
(Krek, 1995) and 2011 (Krek & Metljak, 2011), respectively, provide a compre-
hensive expert design for systemic solutions for compulsory education. Those 
who subsequently prepared programme documents, especially national syl-
labi, then indicated what knowledge should be acquired by new generations 
of students in public compulsory education by establishing goals, standards of 
knowledge and proposed content. Evaluation studies, as well as monitoring un-
dertaken by experts from the National Education Institute of Slovenia, should 
have systematically and comprehensively engaged with the process aspect, on 
the understanding that the quality of teaching, knowledge transfer and educa-
tion in classrooms and schools cannot be judged only on the basis of the quanti-
tative collection of opinions of various stakeholders in the educational process.

All of the solutions followed from the reflection that school is an institu-
tion that is closely integrated into the social environment, into a hierarchical 
social structure, and that it is significantly influenced by the circumstances and 
relationships of the particular society. It was assumed that the primary task of 
compulsory education is to impart knowledge, and that it is a case of transfer-
ring knowledge from generation to generation regardless of which knowledge-
related epistemological and didactic paradigm we advocate, or which concept 
or strategy we have an affinity for in this reflection (Vidmar, 2011).

The first White Paper (Krek, 1995) after Slovenian independence placed 
the acquisition of a quality general education and the moral educational di-
mension of school based on human rights and tolerance among the most im-
portant goals of the education system. It was based on an understanding that 
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the demands that we place on students regarding knowledge are legitimate and 
necessary, and that these demands must be accompanied by high expectations 
of the state, school, teachers and parents. In this regard, it is the responsibility 
of the state to ensure all students conditions that enable them to meet these ex-
pectations and requirements, regardless of their personal circumstances (Kovač 
Šebart & Štefanc, 2017a, p. 128).

Systemic solutions of nine-year compulsory education

The White Paper (Krek, 1995), published on the conclusion of public 
debate in January 1995 (Kovač Šebart, 2002), presents the principles and theo-
retical starting points of the education system in the Republic of Slovenia: the 
points of departure are the principles of democracy, autonomy and equal op-
portunity (Ibid., p. 15; Kovač Šebart, 1998). According to the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights (2018, Art. 26), everyone must have the right to educa-
tion, which is why at least compulsory education must be financed from public 
funds. Education must be oriented towards the complete development of the 
human personality and the consolidation of human rights and fundamental 
freedoms (Ibid.). In designing an education system, it is also necessary to take 
into account the specific social conditions and developmental aspirations asso-
ciated with the requirements for quality and non-repressive school. At the same 
time, it is emphasised that the education system must enable the achievement 
of internationally comparable standards of knowledge (Bahovec Dolar et al., 
1995). The same starting points or principles were confirmed sixteen years later 
in the new White Paper (Krek & Metljak, 2011).

The systemic solutions for compulsory education were designed, sup-
plemented and substantiated at a number of expert meetings between 1992 and 
1994 (Marjanovič Umek & Kovač Šebart, 1995) and formed the basis for the 
preparation of the new school legislation that was adopted in 1996. The key sys-
temic solutions of nine-year compulsory school (Ibid.) were: entering school at 
the age of six, structuring compulsory education into three rounded education-
al periods, descriptive assessment of knowledge in the first educational period 
and simultaneous descriptive and numerical assessment of knowledge in the 
second educational period; greater differentiation, including the introduction 
of streaming within the framework of flexible differentiation from the 4th grade 
onwards and the introduction of partial external differentiation in the 8th and 
9th grades (with well-considered and formally established safeguards against the 
concomitant drawbacks, cf. Kovač Šebart, 1999); selectivity or elective subjects 
were enabled in the third educational period; national external assessment of 
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knowledge at the end of each educational period; and systemic integration of 
children with special needs (Kovač Šebart, 2002). Justice and ensuring genuine 
opportunities for students to acquire knowledge and optimal personality for-
mation were important starting points for finding systemic solutions, and the 
profession agreed virtually unanimously that Slovenia needs to retain a devel-
oped public network of schools and build upon its quality (Ibid.).

This was a time of successful endeavours of school policy, resulting in 
increased budget funding for the education system and a significant rise in 
teachers’ salaries, as well as in the demand for the university education of teach-
ers. Today, it cannot be reasonably disputed that during this period the already 
developed network of public kindergartens and schools managed to be retained 
in the new state and its development was facilitated, at least at a basic level. 
The scenario could have been completely different: the disintegration of the 
public network of kindergartens and schools; public programmes in the hands 
of private providers; competition that only apparently provides selectivity and 
equal opportunities, as children who do not live in larger cities would be no-
where near having equal conditions for inclusion in a quality kindergarten and 
compulsory school; social differentiation at the institutional level; marked dif-
ferences in teachers’ salaries, etc. We have been able to witness all of this in the 
countries of the former Yugoslavia (Jerončić, 2016; Inequality in Croatia, 2016; 
Poverty and inequality, 2015). However, we must not forget that we have had to 
deal with such tendencies in the school field throughout the post-independence 
period. They are significantly strengthened by the (also neoliberal) ideology of 
free choice and offer, the need for competition, etc. (Kovač Šebart, 2012, p. 3).

School legislation was prepared in accordance with the solutions of the 
White Paper (Krek, 1995). The experts who prepared the initial argumenta-
tion for the individual solutions were known to both the expert public and the 
general public, as their names were not concealed (Marjanovič Umek & Kovač 
Šebart, 1995, pp. 124–125), a practice that was no longer retained after 2004.

With the adoption of school legislation in 1996, the gradual systemic 
introduction of nine-year compulsory education got underway in Slovenia. The 
first interventions in the design, the legal solutions and the realisation of nine-
year compulsory education occurred in 2001, when the solution for external 
testing or assessment of knowledge was changed. The ministerial team that pre-
pared this solution failed to defend in public and in the profession the require-
ment that the grade obtained in the external assessment of knowledge should 
influence the successful completion of nine-year compulsory education. Soon 
after, the solution of the simultaneous descriptive and numerical assessment of 
knowledge in the second three-year period of compulsory education was also 
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changed. There were even more significant interventions in the systemic solu-
tions of nine-year compulsory education between 2005 and 2007, when there 
were changes in the areas of external and internal assessment of knowledge, 
the partial external differentiation of students in the 8th and 9th grades, a reduc-
tion in the extent of selectivity, the abolition of general learning success, the 
introduction of the possibility of flexible organisation of the schedule, an at-
tempt to introduce a second foreign language, etc. (Kovač Šebart, 2007a, 2007b, 
2008; Kovač Šebart & Štefanc, 2017a, p. 126). The changes in this period were 
no longer based on transparent, well-considered and substantiated conceptual 
reflection (Ibid.; Marjanovič Umek, 2008).

During this period, the National Assembly typically amended the Com-
pulsory School Act by a shortened procedure, explaining that the interventions 
in the Act were less demanding, although the new solutions gradually changed 
the overall image and concept of nine-year compulsory education and the Act 
from 1996. Those responsible for school policy claimed that there was no need 
for a new White Paper, as the changes were minor and in line with the exist-
ing concept. However, that was not the case. The changes were conceptual and 
substantive in nature, and some were even in conflict with the principles and 
solutions of the first White Paper (Krek, 1995). Even the results of evaluation 
studies carried out until that time (e.g., Žagar et al., 2003), which were dis-
cussed by the Expert Council for General Education of the Republic of Slovenia 
(Kovač Šebart, 2007a, p. 16), did not support some of the subsequent legally 
established interventions in nine-year compulsory education. The proposals 
for change did not arise without the participation of the profession. An expert 
commission was established in 2005 to examine possible conceptual and or-
ganisational changes in compulsory education. Although the commission was 
made up of established experts, none of them, nor other experts in the field of 
education, publicly justified or defended the interventions and solutions, de-
spite being subject to a great deal of criticism from the profession. It seems that 
the changes at that time were largely dictated by financial rationalisation, and 
were less due to research and evaluations of findings that would provide an 
answer as to whether appropriate goals had been established for compulsory 
education, and whether the systemic solutions and educational practice had 
enabled the achievement of these goals at all, and if so, how it had been enabled 
and whether this had taken place in all schools. The social-liberal orientation 
of school policy had been gradually replaced by a neoliberal orientation (Kovač 
Šebart, 2007b, p. 3; 2012, p. 3; Štefanc, 2012).

In 2009, at the beginning of the mandate of the then new government, 
there was prevailing agreement on the need for a new White Paper. A special 
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group of experts (National Expert Group) was therefore appointed and work on 
the new document was complete within two years. Published in 2011, the White 
Paper (Krek & Metljak, 2011) offered a renewed concept of compulsory educa-
tion. It was understood that this would mark a break with the practice by which 
systemic solutions are subject to interventions that typically lack professional 
argumentation. School policy does not, however, seem to have been based on 
the new document, as even before the compulsory education solutions were 
discussed within the National Expert Group, the ministry responsible for edu-
cation had already submitted a proposal for new compulsory education legisla-
tion for public discussion, that is, prior to the commencement of public debate 
on the proposal of the new White Paper (Kovač Šebart, 2011a, p. 3, 2011b, p. 3; 
Kovač Šebart & Štefanc, 2017a). We believe this is one of the reasons why this 
document – in terms of the weight of its affirmation in the professional sphere 
– did not reach the level of the White Paper from 1995. The question arises as to 
whether this was in fact the purpose of school policy at the time.

The period that followed was not marked by major changes by the then 
ministerial team, at least not as far as public compulsory education was con-
cerned, even though it was clear that compulsory school in particular needed 
to reflect on systemic solutions in terms of equity and equal educational oppor-
tunities as well as non-discrimination. The economic crisis and austerity meas-
ures, which severely affected vulnerable groups, were sufficient indications that 
some of the systemic solutions had already fallen victim to time, or that they 
were in need of thorough expert examination (Kovač Šebart, 2014, p. 17, 2016, 
2016a; Kovač Šebart & Štefanc, 2017b).

The subsequent ministerial team, too, failed to continue from the point 
where things had stalled in 2011. It wanted to prepare a new document, a new 
White Paper, but it was not in power long enough to adopt any of the impor-
tant considerations and solutions. The most recent minister is in a more or 
less unfortunate position and lacks genuine support of the profession (with the 
possible exception of the medical profession). She is primarily contending with 
how to give the public the impression that there is nothing wrong with school 
in the time of COVID-19 (cf. Mlakar, 2020; Statement by Minister, 2020). In 
this regard, a number of studies have been conducted examining education 
during the period when schools were closed. The ministerial team has received 
numerous proposals as well as expert criticisms, to which it has not responded 
(for further information see Department of Pedagogy and Andragogy, 2020).

For years, we in Slovenia have failed to engage in a comprehensive expert 
treatment of systemic solutions from the point of view of ensuring justice, equal 
opportunities and non-discrimination, as well as moral education for tolerance, 
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solidarity and human rights. We should have done, however, as schools face 
not only pedagogical problems, but increasingly serious social problems, which 
have intensified in Slovenia over the years and have recently become acute due 
in part to the objective circumstances of the pandemic. Distance learning and 
education have begun to gain ground, leading to less and less direct interaction 
between students and teachers, as well as between students themselves. This de-
mands immediate reflection and systemic expert solutions regarding the forma-
tive aspect of teaching, teacher authority, the transmission and acquisition of 
knowledge, the assessment of knowledge, individualisation and differentiation, 
etc. We live in the time of a double social stratification event: some students in 
the 2019/2020 school year (and due to the lack of appropriate systemic solutions 
the situation will be similar in the 2020/2021 school year if we conduct distance 
learning and education) were not provided with the basic conditions required to 
work for distance schooling; differences in the process (non-)implementation of 
lessons arose both between schools and between teachers in individual schools. 
Some teachers had the knowledge and the will to attempt to actually execute 
instruction at a distance, while others avoided this and mostly sent materials and 
assignments to students in online classrooms or by email, expecting students to 
solve them on their own. This caused additional inequalities between students 
partly due to differences in the economic, social and cultural status of their fami-
lies, differences in their numbers and the associated conditions for working at 
home, differences in parents’ work schedules and their ability to help children 
to acquire knowledge, etc. In the 2019/2020 school year, we also had to deal 
with deviations from the requirements and expectations concerning the criteria 
for assessing knowledge; the Minister’s instruction was that the assessment of 
knowledge should be “kind” (Kuralt, 2020). In the new circumstances, there is a 
logical consequence that was to be (and will continue to be) expected: families 
with greater cultural capital and higher expectations regarding their children’s 
knowledge worked with their children more and insisted on the expectations 
that school had been forced to abandon. The spiral of inequality, which is like 
a parasite on the basic postulates of public education, has therefore deepened 
further. School policy did not respond to this with systemic reflections and so-
lutions that would enable the acquisition of a quality general education for all 
students and provide all students with equal opportunities to access instruction 
and knowledge in the completely changed school circumstances. This would 
undoubtedly require additional budgetary inputs (especially staffing reinforce-
ments enabling individualisation and internal differentiation in the quality ex-
ecution of distance learning and additional work with students who cannot rely 
on the help, knowledge and skills of their parents).
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Even in the years prior to the coronavirus, schools themselves had to 
accommodate the dissatisfaction of teachers and parents, and of the expert and 
general public, generated by the demands and hardships derived from the wid-
er social environment (Kovač Šebart, 2016a) if they were to make any attempt 
to perform their two interrelated fundamental tasks, that is, knowledge trans-
fer and the formation of an autonomous, critical and responsible personality. 
Although, for at least the last fifteen years, it has been declaratively accepted 
even on the EU level that a fair education system must ensure that educational 
outcomes are independent of socioeconomic background and other factors re-
sulting in educational disadvantage (Biesta, 2010; Efficiency and equity, 2006; 
Gaber & Marjanovič Umek, 2009), school policy has not engaged with this sys-
tematically. However, it should have: in order to be able to take strategic action, 
we need to know how the spiral of social inequality has grown stronger from 
kindergarten onwards; we need to know who is progressing and who is being 
left behind in the system we have built and dismantled over the last 25 years, 
and, above all, why this has occurred (Kovač Šebart & Štefanc, 2017a, pp. 113–
114; Kovač Šebart & Štefanc, 2017b). In this regard, the large differences between 
the best and worst students in schools, and between schools themselves in Slo-
venia, for instance, are unacceptable. In determining the causes of failure, there 
is a need to study the differences in performance by gender, social origin, edu-
cational level of parents, etc. Another dimension of study should focus on ar-
eas where differences emerge and address the so-called external context, which 
includes the issue of poverty, the expectations of parents and peers, differences 
in the length of schooling, quality of education, and the effects resulting from 
education: income, economic and social inequality, and social mobility (Gaber 
& Marjanovič Umek, 2009; Gaber et al., 2012). It is not enough to ensure merely 
formally equal access to educational resources in the education system (which 
is at least questionable for the poor in Slovenia today, if we also consider – lim-
iting ourselves to compulsory education – access to textbooks and workbooks, 
as well as to food, open-air school, the offer and implementation of compulsory 
elective courses, etc.). Consideration of the basic categories of exclusion and 
their reproduction in the education system must result in systemic solutions 
concerning material conditions and other circumstances and behaviours that 
do not in their point of departure “accept” the differences between children and 
especially not their increase, but instead reflect on these differences and on this 
basis create conditions for their reduction (Kodelja, 2006).

It seems that the circumstances brought about by the viral epidemic may 
even suit school policy quite well, as under the pretext of crisis measures it can 
leave the public school more or less alone in dealing with real social problems 
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and social inequality (Kobal Tomc & Črnak-Meglič, 2016; Kovač Šebart, 2014, 
2016a, 2016b; Kovač Šebart & Štefanc, 2017a, 2017b; Kovač Šebart, 2019), as 
there has been practically no response on the part of school policy to the justi-
fied warnings for years.

Compulsory education and its curricular solutions 

In the second half of the 1990s, when the curricular reform of nine-year 
public compulsory education took place, Kroflič (1997) pointed out that the 
learning-goal and process orientation of national syllabi was a logical conse-
quence of a watershed period during which the concept of the formal educa-
tion framework changed: it began to be based on common values, with clear 
aspirations to respect the plurality of values in society and to establish a tolerant 
attitude towards this plurality.

In the curricular reforms, the schedule of subjects and national syllabi 
of compulsory education were prepared. They defined general and operation-
al goals as well as standards of knowledge with examples of content through 
which teachers could achieve these learning goals and standards of knowledge 
(Kovač Šebart & Krek, 2009, pp. 50–70). The conceptual logic – which, in ac-
cordance with the instructions prepared by the National Curriculum Council 
in 1996 (Instructions for the work of the subject, 1996), followed the national 
compulsory education syllabi adopted in 1998 – was based on a clear distinc-
tion between general learning objectives and operational learning objectives, 
as well as the standards of knowledge derived from the latter. In the national 
syllabi, the standards of knowledge were typically defined on two levels: the 
basic standards of knowledge were described as the knowledge that should be 
achieved by most students included in the programme in each individual grade 
(in some subjects this was also defined at individual levels of difficulty), while 
there was also a separate definition of minimum standards of knowledge, which 
described the knowledge that a student must demonstrate in order to be as-
sessed positively, regardless of his or her personal circumstances, or the class or 
compulsory education that he or she attends (Ibid.).

Between 2006 and 2008,3 without thorough professional consideration, 
a reconceptualisation of the national syllabi was carried out: in them, the stand-
ards of knowledge defined on the basis of operational learning objectives were 
replaced by the expected results derived from generally stated competencies 

3 In accordance with Article 25 of the Organisation and Financing of Education Act (2007), the 
renewed national syllabi for compulsory education were determined by the Professional Council 
of the Republic of Slovenia for General Education at its 114th session on 12 June 2008. 
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supposedly based on key competences for lifelong learning. As Štefanc (2008, 
2012) demonstrated, the changes reflected broader international processes 
closely related to aspirations for a comprehensive reconceptualisation of gen-
eral education, which is becoming increasingly subjugated to demands and 
expectations for greater flexibility in the labour market. In this context, compe-
tencies serve as a conceptual tool to realise these expectations.

It should not be overlooked that on the arrival of virtually every new 
school ministerial team, the public receives the message that national compul-
sory education syllabi are too extensive, and that when the syllabi were created, 
as one minister said, “too little attention was paid to experts who could assess 
what a child is capable of at a certain age, for instance from the point of view 
of developmental psychology, or who could view the schedule of subjects as a 
whole” (Kovač Šebart, 2010). However, history shows that the facts are quite dif-
ferent: during the first post-independence national syllabi reform, the Compul-
sory Education Curricular Commission was headed by an internationally recog-
nised expert in developmental psychology, who cannot be reasonably accused of 
failing to judge what a child is capable of at a certain age. Nor was she the only 
one on the commission. Moreover, we must not forget that the syllabi adopted 
in 1998 were reviewed in advance by teachers, who judged that the goals could 
be achieved and that the number of hours of the individual subjects allowed 
enough time to consolidate the material (New or renewed curricula, 1997).

We are not claiming that there is no need to review the syllabi of the time, 
as well as today’s syllabi, in order to assess whether a reduction in the scope of 
learning goals is necessary. However, we will not be successful if, as a society, 
we address contradictory demands to those who prepare the syllabi, as well as 
to school, students and teachers. In the wider community, we must therefore 
first answer the question: What knowledge, and what kind of knowledge, is 
meaningful and necessary for our children? We therefore need a professional 
and political consensus on how we understand the quality general education of 
the younger generations (Kovač Šebart, 2016b). This is a problem that cannot 
be fully addressed by criticism of syllabi or teaching methods alone. The an-
swer lies, at least in part, in a decision: Will we continue to understand general 
education in the community as a value in itself, as something we believe our 
young generations need because it fundamentally shapes and cultivates them, 
leading to an independence of reason that opposes prejudice, dogmatism, au-
thoritarianism and arbitrariness? Will knowledge in itself therefore be a source 
of excellence worth striving for? Or, as a society, will we choose a different path 
whereby the knowledge with which we equip younger generations will become 
an increasingly functional, external factor, so that it is sufficient to merely learn 
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how to use this knowledge? In the latter scenario, knowledge is indispensable as 
a tool, but we do not understand it as something that fundamentally shapes our 
personality (Ibid.; Gauchet, 2011; Kovač Šebart & Kovač, 2018).

This decision will have consequences for the formation of young genera-
tions, as well as for the professional authority of teachers and for school as an 
institution that has traditionally opened the door to abstract knowledge. The 
two approaches and views lead to different formative effects on younger genera-
tions. Demands for students to see the sense of the knowledge they acquire in 
school, as well as its useful value or its applicability in understanding the world, 
are perfectly legitimate. The fact is, however, that an important part of general 
education is precisely in understanding the value of that which allows us to 
see beyond mere direct applicability, beyond knowledge that concerns every-
day experience, to knowledge that opens our horizons and broadens our spirit. 
Knowledge that concerns general education is often “separate from the direct, 
local world of the learner” and requires “shifting interests away from the direct 
experience of the learner” (Oakeshott 1989 in Furedi 2016, p. 76).

It seems that in society today, we are already dealing with a prevailing, 
often unreflected view of knowledge: one the one hand, it must be relevant 
and directly applicable, while, on the other hand, there is no need for students 
to acquire it, as it is enough for them have it available at any time, at their 
fingertips (Gaber & Tašner, 2017; Gauchet, 2011; Kovač Šebart & Kovač, 2018). 
Moreover, at this point we cannot, without reflection, simply pass over the goal 
of “achieving international comparability of knowledge standards”. In practice, 
this has been reduced to comparing the achievements of the international PISA 
survey, which examines the ability of 15-year-olds to “face life’s challenges”, a 
phrase that can be translated as meaning especially being resourceful from the 
perspective of the needs of the labour market (Štefanc, 2008).

Unreflected and without safeguards from the point of view of the qual-
ity of compulsory education, we have followed the strategic documents of the 
European Commission, which state two priorities of EU member states: in-
vesting in young people and implementing the requirement for greater effi-
ciency of the education system, both of which are primarily aimed at achieving 
economic and social goals as well as EU competitiveness (A Budget for Eu-
rope, 2011, p. 28; Europe 2020, 2010, pp. 13–19). Meanwhile, the OECD (2017a) 
builds upon research findings (e.g., PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS) in order to enable 
countries to compare the knowledge, personality traits and skills of children 
and adolescents associated with lifelong learning and adult life outcomes on a 
global level, especially in the labour market (Ibid., p. 9). On this basis, countries 
are supposed to develop practical educational solutions that will facilitate the 
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formation of citizens with developed abilities of “adaptation, ingenuity, respect 
and cooperation with others as well as personal and community responsibility” 
(OECD, 2017b, p. 1). Some Slovenian experts (Gaber et al., 2012) have pointed 
out the dangers of inappropriate conceptualisations in PISA research for educa-
tion policies in national contexts, but they have been largely ignored. In docu-
ments (e.g., A Budget for Europe, 2011; Efficiency and equity, 2006; Europe, 
2010, 2020; OECD, 2016, 2019) we therefore find almost no messages aimed 
at the process quality of the education system, or requirements that would es-
tablish the education of an autonomous, critical and responsible person with 
a quality general education at the forefront; we instead find an intention that 
Furedi (2016) calls soft engineering of the labour force.

If, in addition, we reinforce the belief in society that learning should al-
ways be easy, fun and playful, that it should immediately evoke feelings of pleas-
ure, we should not be surprised by students’ questions as to why they should 
learn content that is not directly useful, especially given the fact that the effort 
required by such learning is often experienced by students as an excessive bur-
den (Kovač Šebart & Krek, 2009, pp. 25–29; Kovač Šebart, 2016b; Kovač Šebart 
& Kovač, 2018). We should therefore not be surprised that in today’s society, 
“there is a very strong symbolic investment in school and school success, but 
this investment is accompanied by a more or less general disqualification of all 
activities that are a condition for acquiring knowledge. If we summarise this 
phenomenon in one formula: people want children to acquire knowledge with-
out having to learn” (Gauchet, 2011; Kovač Šebart & Kovač, 2018). Here we also 
see some of the reasons why pedagogical workers find it increasingly difficult 
to insist on demands that should be perfectly legitimate for school. School can-
not solve this problem without the support of policy and the wider community, 
which will also address parents.

The process level of the quality of compulsory education 

For decades, Slovenia has had neither adequate professional support nor 
systematic evaluation studies that would comprehensively answer questions 
about the process quality of compulsory education. As we have shown, school 
policies do not even reflect (or are not interested in) the fact that the formative 
process and effect of education are different if: (1) instruction follows and realis-
es the goal of forming an individual capable of critical judgment and behaviour, 
with regard to which the knowledge acquired in school is understood as a value 
in itself, without always having a direct useful value, instead being a condition 
for the individual’s understanding of the world and for his or her freedom and 
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autonomy; or (2) we accept the concept of knowledge as a tool, we follow the 
conceptualisation of “learning to learn”, and general education primarily serves 
the function of achieving the established economic and social goals and suc-
cessfully adapting the individual to the labour market (Egan, 2009; Gauchet, 
2011; Furedi, 2009). 

In considering the process quality of compulsory education, it is impor-
tant that with the post-independence curricular reform, we made the transition 
from syllabi based on learning content to syllabi based on learning goals. The 
professional autonomy of teachers was formally defined and the requirement 
for objectivity, criticality and pluralism was enshrined in legislation (Compul-
sory School Act, 2005; Organisation and Financing of Education Act, 1996). 
However, in the continuation in practice, from a procedural point of view, it 
seems that we have failed on several levels. This thesis is, of course, in need of 
verification: (1) national syllabi today are still often understood and read as if 
they were content-based; (2) instead of implementing the principles of critical-
ity, objectivity and pluralism, the principle of common sense and judgment is 
asserted, which is based in part on the particular value judgments of individu-
als or the majority; and (3) professional autonomy is often just a phrase, as it 
requires taking responsibility for content planning of instruction that is linked 
to goals and standards of knowledge, that is critical towards untruths, beliefs, 
stereotypes and prejudices, and that builds on a plurality of arguments. It is 
foreign to professional autonomy to base teaching only on teaching aids pre-
pared by textbook authors or colleagues, so that students learn only that which 
is written in textbooks, or to avoid addressing so-called controversial topics in 
the classroom and not be able to explain that the right of parents to raise their 
children in accordance with their beliefs does not mean that they can demand 
that certain content is not addressed at school; parents do, however, have every 
right to appeal if the instruction is indoctrinated, if it does not therefore adhere 
to the principles of criticality, objectivity and plurality. Also foreign to profes-
sional autonomy is the absence of reflection on how to achieve the fundamen-
tal goal of compulsory school education, which is the responsible, critical and 
autonomous individual (Kovač Šebart & Krek, 2009; Kovač Šebart, 2017, 2019).

The process aspect of the quality of instruction does, of course, include 
much of that which fundamentally characterises school and requires systematic 
professional treatment and work with students, teachers and parents: from the 
expectations that students have when they enter school, to the expectations that 
teachers and parents have of students; from the establishment of teacher au-
thority – which should not be confused with the authority associated with the 
place that the teacher occupies within the institution and with the power with 
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which the teacher is endowed by the means of power at his or her disposal – to 
alliance with parents, whose demands must not interfere with the professional 
autonomy of the teacher, while the latter must not confuse authority with pro-
fessional arbitrariness. In a democratic school, a parent or student can question 
the teacher when they do not know something or fail to understand something; 
this should even be desirable. The teacher must answer such questions profes-
sionally, as they fall within the domain of professional autonomy. The process 
aspect also includes reflection on how to enforce the rules and to ensure that 
students respect them, including the rules for which we prepare specific peda-
gogical strategies in schools. For the process dimension, it is also important to 
deal with the assessment of knowledge, which today already has an air of nega-
tivity: when we say that the student must learn for knowledge, not for grades, 
we ignore the fact that grades can be a means to an end, which is knowledge. 
The type and quality of the knowledge that students acquire largely depends 
on the criteria for assessing knowledge (Ibid.; Štefanc & Kovač Šebart, 2020).

The process aspect of quality assurance in compulsory education has 
lacked adequate professional support at the systemic level for years. The first post-
independence efforts in this regard established a framework for the evaluation 
of process quality (Pluško et al., 1999, 2001), but the policy efforts of that time 
focused primarily on the systemic solutions of nine-year compulsory education 
and their implementation, and there was insufficient time for content and process 
questions. There was no interest in this in the following years, either. The prepa-
ration of models for identifying and ensuring quality in the education system, 
which took place through projects (Design and introduction of a system, 2008; 
Establishment, supplementation, 2016), was for some time more focused on ef-
ficiency, that is, on student achievement in international research, as dictated by 
international financial organisations. Dealing with process quality is therefore 
completely left to schools and teachers, as it is assumed that it concerns profes-
sional autonomy. This is, of course, primarily an excuse so that the line ministry 
does not have to deal with it: to commission research to obtain feedback on the 
quality of teaching, learning and student knowledge, to seek and fund solutions.

Recently, the National Education Institute of Slovenia as well as some 
private institutions have been offering support to schools with projects of so-
called formative monitoring (Štefanc & Kovač Šebart, 2020, p. 16). Even in this 
case, however, considerations that would provide answers to questions regard-
ing the quality of general education and the role of knowledge in the formation 
of the personality are not in the foreground.

In principle, we do not have any problems with goal-oriented instruc-
tion, but we are aware that one of its weaknesses can be a lack of interest in the 
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process dimension of instruction. We are not saying that it does not make sense 
to set goals, but that it is important what these goals are and what role they play 
in processes of curricular planning, implementation and evaluation (Ibid.). 
Egelandsdal and Riese (2020), for instance, focus their criticisms of formative 
monitoring on its explicitly operational goal orientation: on the one hand, they 
report that it is simply not possible to transform all teaching objectives (es-
pecially formative, moral educational objectives) into objectively measurable 
effects of teaching and learning; on the other hand, they take issue with the 
specific and increasingly established notion of goals as learning outcomes in 
the function of educational efficiency. They draw attention to the danger of re-
ducing formative monitoring to a mechanism for ensuring the effectiveness of 
education, and thus to activity driven more by striving to adapt the individual 
to the needs of the labour market than by the quality of knowledge.

In the Slovenian space, Peršolja (2020), for example, unlike Egelandsdal 
and Riese, even uses the argument of efficiency precisely to affirm formative 
monitoring: among other things, the author refers to a study of the cost-effec-
tiveness of 22 approaches to learning (Yeh, 2011; Ibid.), which is supposed to 
demonstrate that the introduction of formative monitoring is the most cost-
effective approach in the long run, even in comparison with comprehensive 
school reform (Peršolja, 2020; for more on this, see Štefanc & Kovač Šebart, 
2020). The author expresses the value of formative monitoring “in economic 
terms” (Furedi, 2016, p. 45), and as such these terms certainly do not inhibit as-
pirations that lead to the devaluation of the meaning of knowledge as a value in 
itself. The question is therefore whether procedural efforts in the field of “form-
ative monitoring” actually even support instruction and learning that establish-
es as its key goal the formation of an autonomous and free personality with an 
acquired general education that makes the individual capable of abstract criti-
cal reflection and behaviour (Štefanc & Kovač Šebart, 2020), or whether these 
efforts actually support instruction that focuses primarily on facing life’s “chal-
lenges” and on “self-regulation,” due to which there is a significant risk that the 
process is focused primarily on “appropriate” – that is, efficient – skills of the 
“adapting and responding” of students “to new circumstances” (Ibid., p. 49). For 
further reflection, it is also important that within this logic we no longer speak 
about the assessment of knowledge; instead, aspirations are at work to assess 
the learning and “teaching” of education. As described by Biesta (2005, 2010, 
2013) in several works, the teaching of education is reflected in “the rise of the 
concept of ‘learning’ and consequently the decline of the concept of ‘education’. 
Teaching has thus become a support or promotion of learning, while education 
is increasingly described as providing opportunities for (experiential) learning” 
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(Biesta, 2005, p. 55). This process takes issue with the transfer of knowledge that 
has arisen throughout human history and that should be acquired by genera-
tions of students. Knowledge is no longer understood as something that also 
needs to be transmitted, acquired and assimilated, as it must arise in a process 
of individual construction. Issue is therefore taken with the role of the teacher 
as someone who imparts knowledge and is responsible for the students’ acqui-
sition of knowledge, while “learning” is understood as the central point of all 
education and instruction. It therefore becomes important how students learn: 
whether they learn according to “contemporary” theoretical psychological no-
tions of learning (e.g., learning to learn), or whether they also understand their 
learning and are able to “self-regulate” it, etc. (cf. also Biesta, 2010, 2013). “When 
we say that teachers should promote learning – which is a phrase that is not for-
eign to school policy literature – we are actually saying very little, if anything, 
as long as we do not define what students should learn and what the purpose 
of learning is” (Biesta, 2005, pp. 18–19). As Liessmann (2006) notes, such a re-
quirement is, in substance and meaning, very close to the suggestion to start 
cooking without ingredients (Ibid., p. 35). A framework is established within 
which it is possible to ask more or less only “technical questions, that is, ques-
tions about the efficiency and success of the educational process. It is practically 
impossible to ask more important questions about the content and purposes 
of education” (Biesta, 2005, p. 59). This is an ideological constellation to which 
we have been constantly drawing attention in the present text and which, as we 
have already shown, enables instruction and learning in compulsory school-
ing to become a mechanism of the realisation of economic interests and to be 
formed according to the principles of the free market: the student becomes a 
(potential) consumer, who therefore has certain needs that the teacher or edu-
cational institution adequately meet (Ibid., p. 58).

Concluding remarks

At a time when the responsibility for distance education and children’s 
schoolwork is largely shifted to parents, requiring them to make an effort that 
they did not feel (or to a significantly lesser extent) when the child attended 
compulsory instruction and that now represents a burden that many parents 
cannot manage, or can manage only with difficulty, parents are much quicker 
to ask themselves certain questions: Why does a child have to learn something? 
Why is there so much that is useless, so much ballast? If parents have become 
experts in teaching and learning with children overnight, and if this is per-
fectly acceptable and self-evident for policy, it is clear that parents will also 



compulsory education reform between the profession and policy in the light ...202

take making judgments about what their child should know and what should 
be learned as a legitimate right. This is also true in terms of what parents are 
willing to take responsibility for on the level of the expectations that their child 
must meet with regard to schoolwork. Since parents are not experts on either 
of these matters, they are guided by messages from politicians and the public 
about useful knowledge, about the adequacy of a child in school learning to 
learn and implementing this when necessary. Not even school policy reflects on 
what constitutes quality in general education and what the consequences are for 
the formation of the individual if school opens its doors to spaces and dimen-
sions that are not accessible and understandable to him or her in everyday life 
and through everyday experience. Should anyone therefore be surprised that 
parents and students are primarily interested in grades and certificates, and in 
the associated belief they bring regarding the wellbeing of the child’s future?

With this, compulsory public school does, of course, lose the important 
role it has played in society; namely, to open the door to abstract knowledge 
for new generations. In school today, the interest of the learner is increasingly 
focused on the direct experience of the local world, causing us to reflect less 
and less, as Berger and Luckmann (1988) pointed out decades ago, that such 
experience contains “countless prescientific and quasi-scientific explanations 
of the everyday reality that is [for the individual] self-evident” (Ibid., p. 28). The 
knowledge acquired by new generations in compulsory education should be 
based on the intellectual legacy of humanity as a whole, and the fact is that this 
content often cannot be directly related to issues of interest to the child and stu-
dent on a daily basis (Furedi, 2016, p. 173; Gauchet, 2011; Kovač Šebart & Kovač, 
2018; Kovač et al., 2020). We should always keep in mind the fact that there is 
no critical personality without critical thought, which is always argumentative 
thought: without understanding scientific knowledge and the functioning of 
social mechanisms, without assimilating the accumulated fruits of the human 
mind. Without knowledge that is acquired not only through experience, we are 
as a rule left only with thought based on negative criticism, that is, with people 
who act as dictated by the crowd or by a leader they trust, even though a critical 
appraisal would clearly indicate that there is no basis for this. At least in terms 
of formally established goals, school should still lead young generations in the 
direction of critical thinking. If we renounce this, we should not be surprised by 
hatred, exclusion and a lack of solidarity in society, which are among the range 
of prejudicial and stereotypical behaviours. These behaviours can only be op-
posed by internalised knowledge, the ability to make argumentative judgments, 
and formation on the basis of common values that students must acquire on the 
level of knowledge, feelings and actions.
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The paradox of the so-called knowledge society based on the logic of 
learning to learn, on a belief in the rapid obsolescence of the entire body of 
knowledge, and on the requirement that school focus on developing the ability 
to adapt to labour market requirements is that it is precisely broadly educated 
people possessing knowledge that has been accumulated throughout history 
who know how to respond well to the changes taking place in society and the 
labour market. They are capable of critical thinking that follows the general 
rules of argumentation and is strongly connected with an understanding of ab-
stractness and abstract knowledge. It is true that these are typically not people 
with an unreflective and subservient flexibility at any cost; they are capable of 
responding to and resisting unacceptable demands placed on them by, for in-
stance, employers and politicians. This is the price that society has to pay if 
school is to actually follow the aforementioned goal (Hočevar & Kovač Šebart, 
2018, pp. 15–16). In short, adaptation and success in the labour market in adult-
hood are not a problem at all if we follow the goal of quality general education, 
the acquisition of knowledge that does not only concern our interest, that does 
not always have immediate direct useful value, and if we form critical and au-
tonomous personalities. As stated above, this can, however, be a problem for the 
bearers of social power if they expect conformism and obedience from people.

Only a critical analysis of the societal integration of the systemic solu-
tions of compulsory education enables the demystification of some basic ideo-
logical formulas that repeatedly hegemonise the school ideological apparatus, 
as well as reflection on what these solutions serve, how they have developed, 
“what dangers and opportunities are associated with them, and what develop-
ment it is reasonable to expect” (Pulliam & van Paten, 1996, p. 2). The point of 
pedagogical theory is thus to clarify the place where the teacher and the student 
stand in a certain period (to use a metaphor) (cf. Močnik, 1985). If we do not 
explain the circumstances that determine this place, ideology works through 
us in such a way as to obscure the position that we could resolve. Its success is, 
of course, greatest when, through declaratively established goals, we insist on 
positions that objectively reproduce completely the opposite effects from those 
that are desired, and in so doing fail to notice, or perhaps even do not want to 
notice, that this is the case (Kovač Šebart, 2002, p. 234).
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