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EDUCATION QUALITY UNDER THREAT IN TRANSITION
COUNTRIES

The quality of education is deteriorating in parts of the transition region,
according to the Social Monitor, a new report from UNICEF. Using the results of three
recent surveys, the report finds that high standards in mathematics and science are being
maintained in the wealthier countries of Central Europe and in Russia and the Baltics, but
outcomes are disappointing in Romania, Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and
Moldova. It also finds that teenagers in the region may have a strong knowledge of the
subjects they are taught, but are less able to apply that knowledge than teens in Western
Europe. The traditional approach to teaching – known as “factology” still prevails, with
pupils more likely to use repetition to learn facts than pupils in EU countries.

“It is tempting to call for revolutionary change in teaching methods in the transition
countries,” says the report. “But care must be taken not to throw out the ‘baby’ of good academic
results in mathematics and science, with the ‘bathwater’ of old-fashioned teaching methods…
The gradual reform of teaching and examination systems, coupled with more investment in
education, may produce more positive results with less disruption.”

The report, produced by the UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre in Florence, also
reveals an unprecedented education crisis in some of the poorest countries in the region,
with schooling undermined by the lack of resources for such basics as textboooks,
heating and school maintenance. In Tajikistan, for example, focus groups discussions
reveal that: “Many of these schools do not have desks, windows, doors, heat or toilets …
between three and four students sit at each desk … In some schools, six to ten students
will share a single textbook.”

Resources could be found through greater efficiency. However, in the poorest countries
there must be substantial increases in public expenditure on education if learning quality is to
improve. Teachers need to be properly rewarded, buildings need to be maintained, and more
resources are needed for such basics as textbooks.

UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre
Piazza SS. Annunziata, 12
50122 Florence, Italy
Tel. 39055-20330 (switchboard)
Tel. 39055-2033253 (direct)
Fax. 39055-244817
E-mail: pmccormick@unicef.org
Website: www.unicef.org/irc



2

The time is right for reform, with falling numbers of school-aged children and
signs of lasting economic growth in the region. The region is also blessed with ‘cultural
capital’. In Russia, 90% of students report that their homes contain works of classical
literature, compared to 60% in the EU. The level of parental involvement in schools is
also higher in most transition countries than in the EU, and parents are also more likely to
help children with their homework. Children in the transition region may spend less time
in the classroom than students in advanced industrialized countries, but more time, on
average, in overall learning activities.

THE REPORT SUGGESTS THAT THINGS WOULD BE A LOT WORSE WITHOUT
THE REGION’S EXISTING ‘CULTURAL CAPITAL’ AND THE EXCEPTIONAL EFFORTS
OF PARENTS AND STUDENTS. THE REPORT CALLS ON POLICY MAKERS TO MATCH
THESE EFFORTS BY PRIORITIZING EDUCATION AS A GUARD AGAINST POVERTY,
IGNORANCE AND DISEASE.

For further information, contact:

Angela Hawke, Communication Officer, UNICEF Regional Office for CEE/CIS and
Baltics, on (4122) 909 5607 (ahawke@unicef.org)
Patrick McCormick, Communication Officer, UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, on
(39) 055 203 3354.
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