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NOTA
FEDERALISM AND EDUCATION:  
CROSS-NATIONAL LESSONS ON GOVERNANCE, STANDARDS,  
AND ACCOUNTABILITY FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 1 2

por Kenneth K. Wong; Felix Knüpling; Mario Kölling; Diana Chebenova

I. INTRODUCTION

system of government that divides power and functions between the central author-

autonomy at the subnational level and supports electoral independence at the regional 

-

-

a federal commission of electoral practices requested individual voting data, states 

-

-

Federalism has played a central role in charting educational progress in many coun-
-

alism is designed to promote accountability standards without tempering regional 
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-

The balance of centralization and decentralization also varies across institutional and 

-

Financing of education is particularly important in federal countries due to discrep-
ancies in regional wealth, and thus discrepancies in available resources for education 

-

-

promotes needs-based funding, providing supplemental funding for students with 
-

-

Given these critical issues in federalism and education, the Forum of Federations, 

-
st

aims to examine how countries with federal systems of government design, govern, 
-
-

vision between governmental layers of the federal system as well as mechanisms of 

draw out comparative lessons and experiences in an area of great importance to not 

To facilitate our common understanding of federal-state arrangements across the ten 
-
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Commonwealth of Australia Federal Commonwealth

Federal Government

Federal Government

Canada Federal Government

Federal Government 

Kingdom of Spain Government of Spain

Switzerland Swiss Confederation

Kingdom
Scottish Government, and 

Federal Government

 

· On education governance, what types of authorities and power reside with the 
-

centralization?

· On education finance, how are the funding responsibilities in elementary and 

in education funding?

· On academic standards and quality assurance, which levels of government exer-
-

· On performance-based accountability, how does the case-study country perform 
-

better academic outcomes?

· 

practices in this area?

· -
ple, is teacher development policy a concern? Does the system create sufficient 
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incentives for innovation? Are learning technologies integrated to teaching prac-

· 
case study that may be shared with other systems? 

· 
st century?

-

II. KEY LESSONS

-

-

Australia

Austria

Canada

Germany

Spain

Switzerland

: 

-

and decentralization, federalism is designed to promote quality-based accountability 

implementation and inspection of education quality standards involve all levels 
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assurance standards, each of the three language-based Communities assumes pri-

while Cantons and communes assume the primary responsibilities of compulsory 
and upper-secondary education, these entities collaborate with the Confederation to 

gaining prominence as seen by both the quality and quantity of subnational collabora-
-

complement existing jurisdictional assessments with comparative Canada-wide data 

allows the provinces and territories to maintain high levels of autonomy from the fed-
eral government, yet they themselves are highly centralized with parallel governance 

-

having high levels of autonomy, Canada maintains high levels of geographic equality 

because transfer payments are distributed to areas with higher costs of operation on 

Some of the particularly promising Canadian practices include a model of Outcomes 

practice comes from the province of Quebec and lies at the structural level where 
th grade that can prepare them for uni-

provinces and territories because students from Quebec who go on to university only 

at the beginning of the school year as a means for common testing measures across 
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consistency across provinces and territories, despite their autonomy from the federal 

for indigenous peoples and in the northern territories, its federal system of govern-

through increased unconditional funds and greater autonomy for the territories – 

Further, Switzerland illuminates the dynamic interplay between vertical and hori-

in the education system ranging from more targeted reforms such as language train-

the ensuing years, especially in reading and science where Switzerland had tested 

Despite these improvements, there is controversy over the role of the Swiss Confedera-
-

zerland, and thus, movements towards standardization have been strongly resisted 

Swiss education system, many Cantons have formed agreements for inter-cantonal 

determining which subjects receive the most attention through monitoring learning 

-

-

post-Franco dictatorship has been replaced by a gradual transition toward regional 

-
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Nonetheless, centralization is found to foster successful pre-school activities, foreign 

-

-
ciple” has proved dominant in which those that have legislative competence actually 

-

At the same time, several federal systems rely on the national constitution and 
national legislation to specify the power and function of the shared responsibility 

Act on Education Standards expands the Constitution by providing clarifications on 
the distribution of powers between the Central Government and the Autonomous 

online, and the main results are an empowering of school principals to give teach-
ers merit-based pay bonuses and to hire qualified local teachers from pre-approved 

These measures reflect an effort to get rid of the centralized requirements on local 

-
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-

-

establish uniform learning standards, criteria on certificates and diplomas, and the 

power is non-centralized, yet a history of centralized control has placed limits in 

-

-

-
munity augments the money coming from the government and organizes itself in a 
decentralized manner in which religious schools are included as recipients of public 

strained financially, and OECD testing has found results in the French Community 

Education policy priorities have continued to be shaped by regional and local needs, 
which ref lect the changing demographic and cultural characteristics of the local 

practices, federalism enables governmental and non-governmental organizations 
-

-

Foundation, are promoting the integration of technology in teaching and learning 

-

-
nated by principles of democratic socialism, where standardization remains in place 

school performance following devolution as a symbol of its divergence from central 
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public and private schools serving similar student populations are compared, public 
-

These regions have linguistic minorities that require instruction in languages other than 
-

three or more languages) and areas such as vocational education (as is the case in South 

is higher than per pupil spending in primary education, with variations among the 

countries show a lower per pupil spending in primary education and two case-study 

Australia

Austria

Canada

Germany

Spain

Switzerland

OECD Average

 

Note: 2012 data.
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-

a growth in horizontal transfers of funding between Cantons due to inter-cantonal 

-

that the states are in the most advantageous position to carry out school funding and 

9. Education is a key policy instrument to address regional  
and socio-economic disparity

Federalism, while recognizing regional and local autonomy, involves some degree 

-

-
dian federal government maintains several allocation streams, including the Canada 

granting more authority to the states in measuring progress and ensuring quality 

-

-
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because although these populations obviously require greater resources, the ambigu-

-
-

-

-

either born overseas or have a parent who was born overseas, and contrary to Germany 

-

commonwealth policies including free translation services in schools and fully-paid 

Queensland, for example, made improvements through investing in preschool educa-

A decentralized system relies on the capacity at the state or regional level to monitor 

territories closely regulate their districts and schools to ensure the local implementa-
tion of the common curriculum, comparable levels of funding, and the professional 

their accountability policy to oversee school performance, even though the legislation 

-

state standards were achieved in schools and did so primarily through site visits and 

much of this responsibility to the schools themselves, who simply have to clear their 
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-

Australia 27

Austria 23

9

Canada 47

Germany 41

-4

Spain 1

Switzerland 18

13

7

There is further variation in student performance across regions within individual 

Austria provides an example of the multifaceted challenge of educational inequality in 

-
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Australia

Austria

Canada

Germany

Spain

Switzerland

III. ONGOING CHALLENGES AND PROMISING STRATEGIES  
IN EDUCATION 

federalism, while providing incentives for subnational engagement, may create un-

-

among regional entities often necessitate policy compromise and tend to slow down 

The central government also relies on regional and local entities to use national grants 

Third, federalism tends to allow for duplication of administration and management 

Fourth, states and local communities need ongoing data collection to inform their 
-

Canada have sharpened their focus on achievement gaps among citizens of First Na-
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-

leaders show good results, they can anchor their regional success in policy develop-
-

IV. CONCLUSION

Federalism is well-suited for countries with diversity of people, culture, and governing 
-

subnational entities focus their accountability to serve regional and local needs, the 
central government can lead in setting learning standards, ensuring equal educational 

-
-
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