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Case Study 1 — Estonia
Education Strategy 2021–2035
1. Context
Estonia adopted its Education Strategy 2021–2035 in November 2021. The strategy is linked to the broader national development plan Estonia 2035 and is intended to guide long-term education reform across the whole system. It builds on the previous Estonian Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020 and draws on studies, expert vision documents, stakeholder consultations and evaluation of previous reforms. 
The strategy starts from a relatively strong position. Estonia describes education as highly valued in society and identifies several system strengths: equal learning opportunities, strong education quality, internationally competitive universities, high participation in early childhood education, diverse non-formal learning, institutional autonomy and an increasingly evidence-based approach to education policy. 
However, the strategy does not present Estonia as a finished success story. It identifies several bottlenecks: unclear division of responsibilities between national government, local authorities and private actors; limited coherence between education levels; duplication and competition between institutions; unequal value attached to different secondary pathways; and inequalities linked to gender, residence, origin and other factors. 
2. The core ambition
The strategy’s general objective is:
To equip the population of Estonia with the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to fulfil their potential in personal, occupational and social life, and to contribute to quality of life in Estonia and global sustainable development.
The strategy is built around three strategic goals:
1. Learning opportunities are diverse and accessible, and the education system enables smooth transitions between levels and types of education. 
2. Estonia has competent and motivated teachers and school leaders, a diverse learning environment and a learner-centred approach. 
3. Learning options respond to the development needs of society and the labour market. 
3. Diagnosis: what problem is Estonia trying to solve?
Estonia’s diagnosis is not simply “improve quality”. It identifies a more complex challenge:
How can a high-performing education system remain inclusive, flexible and relevant in a context of demographic change, changing labour-market needs, digital transformation and regional inequalities?
Several specific problems are visible:
· The school network must adapt to population decline while maintaining access to high-quality education in all regions. 
· Learning pathways between general, vocational, higher, non-formal and informal education remain insufficiently flexible. 
· Some groups participate less in lifelong learning, especially adults with weaker qualifications. 
· Teacher motivation, career models, professional development and pay remain strategic concerns. 
· Education must respond faster to labour-market and societal needs, including digital skills, work-based learning and smart specialisation areas. 
4. Guiding policy: what is the strategic approach?
The guiding policy can be summarised as:
Build a learner-centred, flexible and evidence-based education system that provides diverse learning pathways, strengthens teachers and connects education more closely with society and the labour market.
This is visible in several choices:
· reduce barriers between formal, non-formal and informal learning; 
· make learning pathways more modular and personalised; 
· clarify responsibilities across levels of governance; 
· strengthen teacher career pathways and professional development; 
· use digital solutions to support personalisation and innovation; 
· expand work-based learning and cooperation with employers. 
5. Coherent actions
The strategy links its goals to action trajectories. Examples include:
· restructuring funding and quality frameworks across education levels; 
· clarifying the division of responsibilities at secondary level; 
· developing regional education centres; 
· creating centres of vocational excellence; 
· strengthening personalised and digitally supported learning; 
· expanding work-based learning and work placements; 
· developing teacher career models linked to professional standards, pay and training. 
Implementation is supported by governance arrangements. The Ministry of Education and Research coordinates implementation, supported by a broad-based steering committee including several ministries, local government representatives, employers, trade unions, learners and experts. The strategy is implemented through programmes linked to the state budget and is subject to performance reporting and evaluations. 
6. Questions for participants
1. What is the real problem Estonia is trying to solve? 
2. Does the strategy have a clear diagnosis, or does it describe too many problems? 
3. What is the guiding policy? Can you express it in one sentence? 
4. Where do you see strategic choices? What does Estonia appear to prioritise? 
5. Are the actions coherent, or are they still a broad reform catalogue? 
6. Is this a “good strategy” according to Rumelt? Why, or why not?
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