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			ABSTRACT    This study is concerned with identifying specific features of the expertise that forms the basis of the proposed systemic and curricular education reforms in Slovakia. The reforms are set out in Component 7 of Slovakia’s Recovery and Resilience Plan. A bibliographic analysis was performed on the 51 references contained in Component 7 in order to ascertain what type of evidence it is based on. The findings show that much of the evidence is international in character, consisting primarily of data produced and published by the OECD and EU as well as basic quantitative data from large-scale international assessments. These findings contradict those of bibliographic studies on reform expertise in Nordic education, in which the dominant forms were national expertise and expertise based on secondary interpretations of data from international comparisons. Our study shows that the expertise in the reform documents reflects the characteristics of those the expertise is targeted at and the nature of the institutional structures involved in policymaking. These are different in Slovakia, where research and higher education institutes do not form part of an evidence gathering system. 
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			Introduction

			Strategising systemic education reform became a national sport after the fall of the Iron Curtain and the founding of the Slovak Republic (in 1993). In the 30 years since independence there have been at least eight strategies for systemic education reform2, which is at least one strategy every four years, or more than one per standard electoral term. The strategies have been implemented in the legislation or in practice to varying degrees (Kascak 2021). The documents themselves differ in terms of the notional axis: ideology-science/declaration–evidence. Generally, one can conclude that the direction of travel has been from the value-based strategies of the 1990s and the beginning of the millennium towards various types of data- and evidence-based ones. 

			The same trend can be seen in the performance of education and public policy generally and was evident in Western public policy before it emerged in post-socialist countries. This change dates back roughly to the second half of the 1980s and was ironically referred to as “governing by numbers” by Rose (1991). As the term indicates, policy is increasingly based on a particular kind of evidence – quantitative data.

			…there is a constitutive interrelationship between quantification and democratic government. Democratic power is calculated power, and numbers are intrinsic to the forms of justification that give legitimacy to political power in democracies. (Rose 1991: 675)

			 

			Statistics and numeric data have become “intrinsic to the forms of justification” used in policy and decision-making. Indeed, Angermuller and van Leeuwen (2019: 91) adopt Foucauldian terminology and talk of “numerocratic governmentality” or “numerocracy”, which is a specific type of governance and policy decisionmaking based on statistics and quantification. Data collection, production and analysis is now a key skill-set among policy support providers. But this change in policy is far from isolated. It is a response to social change and social practices in which the drivers of quantification are digitalisation and economisation. And as such it prompted Mau (2017) to discuss the wider social phenomenon of the “quantification of the social”, the “all-pervasive phenomenon of sociometrics or the metric society” (p. 10) that affects many areas of our lives.

			In education policy the quantitative data obtained from international assessments has tended to be politically constituted; as “international comparative testing became one of the prime instruments in the steering and exchange of governing knowledge in education in Europe today” (Grek 2013: 704). These days successful education policies rely on quantitative expertise relating to international assessments performed by transnational organisations (most frequently the OECD). The discourse and experts represent a new political force that Grek (2013) has labelled an expertocracy. In other words, governance through the production of quantitative expertise. In education it is based mainly on international comparative assessments.

			In post-socialist countries, such as Slovakia, one might expect some degree of historical continuity with the new “social quantification”. After all, socialist policies were rooted in “social engineering”, a type of expertocracy where “the social engineer uses the scientific method to determine social policy through the implementation of rigorous research strategies” (Murphy 1981: 11). However, long-term social planning based on quantification proved a failure, particularly in the economic sphere (Hoppe 2010). Social policy was more prospective and relied less on evaluation and comparison. The data was produced both nationally and locally. After the fall of the Iron Curtain, the new forms of expertise did not follow on from their socialist historical equivalents in qualitative terms. Instead, the old social reports were dropped and new ones were slow to appear. That meant that Slovakia both lagged behind Western countries (in having more ideologically oriented politicians in the 1990s) and was more politically dependent on developments in the West. A new expertocracy therefore had to be developed in Slovakia.

			Nevertheless, this proclivity is currently constrained by the diminished political authority of science, which can at times engender a reluctance to pursue political legitimation through expertise. Gauchat (2023: 270) states, that “the association between political orientation and public confidence level in the scientific community continues to intensify over each decade, with those identifying as more conservative indicating greater distrust and skepticism toward organized science”. Post-pandemic data suggest that science “is experiencing an unprecedented legitimacy crisis” (p. 271). These tendencies may affect the position of expertise within political legitimation.

			This study looks at the type of expertise that underpins education policy in Slovakia today. We are particularly interested in the discourse found in the main strategic document guiding the reforms and their implementation in the education sector – The Slovak Recovery and Resilience Plan. Does the expertise on which this strategy document is based align with the numerocratic trends in the development of contemporary expertise, as discussed above?

			Expertise in Education Policy

			Back in the 1980s Weiler (1983) distinguished three “strategies of compensatory legitimation in education policy” – Legalisation (Judicialisation), Expertise and Participation. He argued that the education sector required especially high levels of legitimation because it was undergoing a crisis of confidence. Legalisation refers to the “increased invocation of legal norms and institutions”, expertise to the utilisation of scientific experimentation and planning, and participation to client participation in the policy process (p. 262). Of these three types of legitimisation, expertise has the highest credibility as it is rooted more in argumentation than legalisation and is less susceptible to manipulation than participation is. Expertise refers to “the utilization of research-based knowledge in the process of making policy” (p. 269). The strength of legitimisation in introducing systemic education reforms stems from the “experimentation” used in the expertise, that allows one to “say, with scientific conviction and credibility, that one social program was ‘better’ than another” (p. 269). It employs research-based data. 

			The increasingly powerful status of expertise in education policy has led to the scientisation of politics. But that is not to suggest that political legitimisation through expertise excludes political and critical discussion. “Scientification of politics is simultaneously connected with a politicisation of science…” (Kleinschmit, Böcher and Giessen 2009: 311). Political interests and objectives can give rise to disputes between politicians and experts. And there is the potential for expertise to be deliberately or strategically exploited. One also has to take into account differences in the amount of power and resources wielded by politicians and experts and the interdependencies. 

			These days we are facing the “pluralisation of expertise”, stemming from “greater public engagement in agenda setting as a result of open access to information” (Steiner-Khamsi 2022: 36). That means that expertise can be discussed more widely and even alongside “counter expertise from civil society actors” (Kleinschmit, Böcher, and Giessen 2009: 311). Where and how the expertise is produced is crucial here – and to what extent the context is politically dependent. Is the expertise produced locally by the state bureaucracy within a ministry or administration, or is it produced by a permanent or ad hoc expert commission, or an external actor such as a think tank, research body, university and so on. Ozga (2020) states that expertise is increasingly less likely to be accumulated in state bodies by closed elites. 

			…nation state-centred governing is in decline, hierarchical organisation and formal regulation are increasingly displaced by networks and standards, and formal policy actors are replaced by a diversity of actors, public/private hybrids and non-formal actors (consumers, third-sector members, media) and guided in action by data. (Ozga 2020: 55)

			The availability of comparative data on education and schools is reliant on the “growth of technical expertise and the increased power of technocrats in framing policy issues and their solutions” (p. 66). Thomson, Savage and Lingard (2016: 8) state that for developing expertise “qualifications in economics, psychology, quantitative measurement and psychometrics are particularly favourable it appears”.

			In relation to the pluralisation of expertise they note that another typical feature of expertise is mediatisation. The new media technologies enable the public circulation of data and the dissemination of ideas. “Expertise is assumed through mediated contexts, and the best way to become an expert is to assume the right to comment” (Thomson, Savage, and Lingard 2016: 8).

			Context of the Study

			As pointed out in the introduction, during Slovakia’s relatively short history, education and schooling have been shaped by the emergence and implementation of various reform strategies. A European Commission report (2017) noted that the sources of evidence used in education policy in Slovakia came from higher education institutions and research agencies, national statistics and ministerial departments, public and stakeholder consultations, and trade unions and employers’ organisations. This is a much smaller network than that found in other EU member states. In Finland, for example, there are more evaluation or testing agencies, think tanks and other consultants. Moreover, the sources of evidence that inform education policy are organised officially. By contrast, in Slovakia, higher education institutions and research agencies are used on an ad hoc basis and the evidence produced by national research agencies is not a mandatory systemic component of education policy-making. Within the education policy-making process there is

			an internal commenting phase … within the Ministry of Education’s departments and advisory bodies (e.g. Board for System Changes in Education). The proposals are then sent for ‘intersectoral commenting’ to other ministries such as the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of Economy, the Ministry of Labour, Social affairs and Family, the social partners, as well as other institutions such the National Institute for Education. … Apart from this procedure, there are no other formal or informal ways to consult evidence providers. Moreover, there are no knowledge brokers or brokerage agencies, either formal or informal. (European Commission 2017: 34)

			The expertise therefore emerges under rather closed conditions and frequently does not take into account the outputs of academic institutions; rather the intention is to mediate with and balance the power relations between the various stakeholders. The evidence produced is therefore shaped by engagement with internal departments and institutions, such as the Institute of Education Policy, which operates under the remit of the Education Ministry. 

			It was under these conditions that the most recent systemic education reform project emerged in 2021. However, it differed from previous ones in that it was begun during the coronavirus pandemic and designed with the funding provided by the European Union’s Recovery and Resilience Facility in mind. As a result, the systemic education reforms are part of Slovakia’s extensive Recovery and Resilience Plan (Plán obnovy 2021). That is a key factor as it had a fundamental impact on the discussions and expertise that form the basis of the document. Thus, the proposed education reforms did not just have to convince the Slovak public but the European Commission as well. In drafting the reforms Slovakia had to rely on evidence that would convince the European bodies of the substance and validity of the reforms and compliance with the EU’s criteria. It is therefore interesting to observe the type of evidence and expertise used in the document. Slovakia succeeded in its legitimisation role and its Recovery Plan was assessed as amongst the best in the EU (there were 11 criteria, and it was awarded the highest score A for ten of these and B for one criterion). Education was one of the key components in the plan. Its funding allocation amounted to 13.4% of the entire recovery plan budget and was the seventh highest in the EU after Sweden, Lithuania, Ireland, Hungary, Czechia and Croatia (Darvas et al. 2023).

			The parts of the recovery plan relating to education were Components 6, 7 and 8. Component 7 is concerned with the systemic and curricular primary school reforms and is entitled Education for the 21st Century. The goal was described thus:

			The primary school curricular reforms will provide new educational content over three multi-year cycles. The teaching will not deliver ready-packaged information, but situations will be created so pupils can interpret the information in relation to real-life experience. The new curriculum will require new textbooks and teachers will have to be trained deliver the changes in the classroom. The reforms will also improve the pedagogical skills of teaching staff and encourage life-long professional development. The emphasis will be on inclusive education and the acquisition of digital skills. (Plán obnovy 2021: 266)

			Under the systemic reforms, the existing two-stage primary school system will be replaced by a three-cycle system, extending early childhood education and thereby promoting inclusive settings. The curriculum will need to reflect this structural division, and the innovative content will strengthen specific competencies (critical thinking, digital competencies, soft skills etc). The new cyclical primary school structure represents the most substantial systemic education reform in Slovakia’s modern history. This study will explore the expertise discourse legitimising this change under the recovery plan.

			Method

			The analysis is concerned with Component 7 of Slovakia’s recovery plan – Education for the 21st Century – which deals with the systemic primary school reforms and related curricular reforms.

			 

			The following research questions were set:

			1. What type of expertise in terms of the origin of its production (national versus international) is prevalent in this document?

			2. What role do standardised large-scale international assessments and transnational organisations play in this expertise?

			3. What types of evidence, in terms of publication type, is such expertise based on?

			4. What is the position of traditional producers of expertise, such as universities, research institutes and analytical departments?

			 

			Component 7 of Slovakia’s recovery plan contains 34 pages and is the main document covering the planned education reforms. We analysed the expert discussion in the document that legitimises the education changes. The analysis was performed using bibliometric analysis. “The bibliometric methodology encapsulates the application of quantitative techniques (i.e., bibliometric analysis – e.g., citation analysis) on bibliometric data (e.g., units of publication and citation)” (Donthu 2021: 286). One of the main techniques in bibliometric analysis is science mapping, which is used to analyse “intellectual interactions and structural connections among research constituents” (p. 288). The mapping source was a citation analysis: “using citations, one can analyze the most influential publications in a research field to gain an understanding of the intellectual dynamics of that field” (p. 288).

			For the education policy and policy documents generally, a bibliometric analysis was adapted by a group of experts involved in the POLNET study (Policy Knowledge and Lesson Drawing in Nordic School Reform in an Era of International Comparison). In the POLNET study the bibliometric analysis “refers to how expertise outside individuals is visualized through bibliometric reference patterns” (Sivesind and Karseth 2022: 15). When using this type of bibliometric analysis, the specific nature of the policy documents and references has to be taken into account:

			References have several constitutive elements: an indication of authorship, year of publication, topic or theme, location of publisher, and type of publisher. The authorship may be further differentiated by gender, nationality, institutional affiliation, and, if several co-authors are involved, the network structure within the group of authors. All these constitutive elements are essential in a bibliometric analysis because they are utilized as epistemological cues for understanding not only whose texts or whose knowledge the authors have selected to substantiate their points, but also whose knowledge they cite as sources of expertise to reduce uncertainty or generate legitimacy about the validity of their own claims or assertions. (Steiner-Khamsi 2022: 33–34)

			In policy documents references do not just point to the evidence but are part of the political game of legitimising the measures and convincing other policy actors, stakeholders and the public. This specific network of references therefore constructs a unique type of expertise used in education policy reform documents. 

			In the part of the recovery plan analysed (Component 7) we identified 51 references. This set of references was much smaller than the one examined in the POLNET study on education reforms in Nordic countries, where each country had multiple reform documents containing 50 to 264 references each (Baek, Tiplic, and Santos 2022: 264). The reason our study was much smaller was that it looked at a specific reform set out in a single basic document with a specific legitimising function (to persuade the Slovak public and the European Commission) and was largely dependent on EU funding. Given the much smaller number of references, we do not use the complete network structure visualisation employed in the POLNET study.

			Our analysis is limited to a selected number of indicators relating to the theoretical description of the problem set out in the first and second sections of this study and to the research questions we set. We were particularly interested in the origin of the references used in the document (domestic versus international) and the overall proportion of references to standardised large-scale international assessments in education and to documents issued by transnational organisations. We also studied the type of document referenced (Report/Statistics, Book/Edited book, Journal Article, Policy Document). These basic indicators are used to help explain the nature of the expertise relating to the systemic and curricular reforms in Slovakia. 

			Results

			Beginning with the formal aspects, it is worth noting that the references in the bibliographic section were not given in standard form and nor were they uniform throughout. Some parts of the bibliographic section were incomplete, with only the author and year of publication being supplied. That meant we had to search for the relevant source and find the bibliographic information. But this laxity points to something else: promoting the reforms took priority over academic rigour and the desire to understand the evidence. The scientific evidence was therefore of an ornamental nature, rather than being central to the argument.

			The first key finding is that almost three-quarters of the references are from either a foreign or an international publication. The national references (from any type of publication) comprise slightly over a quarter of the references contained in Component 7. We can therefore conclude that the evidence is mostly international. More than a quarter of all the references in the document relate to standardised large-scale international assessments. The most common one is the PISA international assessments (13.7%), mainly from the 2012, 2015 and 2018 cycles. The dominant source of evidence from a transnational organisation was the EU (23.5%), followed by the OECD (5.9%). But it is worth noting that the OECD also runs several large-scale international assessments. In Table 1 these are provided separately from the other OECD documents. But if these were to be taken into account (OECD + PISA + PIAAC + TALIS), the OECD evidence would comprise 25.6% of all the references and, together with the EU evidence they would represent 49.1% of all the references.

			Another key finding is that the most common type of document is reports/statistics (60.8%), followed by books/edited books (19.6%), policy documents (15.7%) and lastly journal articles (3.9%). Once can therefore conclude that most of the evidence is of a non-academic nature, as books/edited books and journal articles are usually scientifically verified and reviewed. The most rigorously reviewed academic outputs (journal articles) feature marginally in the document. Content-wise it is interesting to note that the journal articles referenced are from well-known economic journals rather than educational science ones. Indeed, there are no references to rigorously reviewed educational science articles.

			Table 1: Reference distribution of all references in the document
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			* References related to large-scale international assessments have been excluded

			 

			Furthermore, the most common type of evidence in the high proportion of reports and statistics is, naturally, numeric and quantitative data. Unsurprisingly evidence from the OECD is the most frequent type of evidence in the report/statistics category (41.9%), with much less produced by the state (19.4%). The OECD publications all fall into the report/statistics category. Looking at the evidence gathered by the government/state, we find that all it belongs to the report/statistics and policy document categories. The data gathered by the non-governmental sector is published in reports and books/edited books. The most-wide ranging evidence referenced in Component 7 is of EU origin, in the form of reports/statistics, books/edited books and policy documents.

			Table 2: Type of document referenced
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			Discussion

			The bibliographic analysis of the education policy reforms in the Nordic countries (Picture 1) reveals a completely different trend from our findings on the current systemic and curricular reforms in Slovakia. In the Nordic countries most of the evidence produced is either national in origin or from a national publication. On average the figure is around 72%. The nationally published evidence does of course include international evidence but tends to form part of a secondary analysis for national purposes. In our case the international evidence has been cited from international sources, and there is almost no secondary analysis. The exception in Component 7 of the Slovak recovery plan is two references to an analysis by the Education Policy Institute, which falls within the education ministry’s remit, and one reference to extensive national research performed by an NGO (To dá rozum/Learning Makes Sense). Thus, the national evidence produced and adjusted for Slovak needs is marginal. 

			Picture 1: Distribution of references by location in selected Nordic countries

		
					[image: ]
			

			Source: Baek, Tiplic, and Santos (2022: 270)

			Here we need to consider the institutional basis of the nationally produced evidence, which can be compared with the situation in Finland, often mentioned in Slovak discussions on education policy. The barren nature of the references is revealed when we look at how reforms are conducted in Finland and how the evidence underpinning the reforms is collected. Finland is also interesting because the bibliography covers the curricular reforms of 2014, which are similar to those taking place in Slovakia. But unlike in Slovakia, the Finns made great use of national evidence produced by agencies of the state and ministries. The reforms were therefore rooted in the work of these analytical units and, unlike in Slovakia, the reform discourse was “self-referential” (Volmari et al. 2022: 135). The references were not strictly of an academic nature, so in Finland, as in Slovakia, policy was not determined by peer-reviewed research published in academic journals. The key difference though is the analytical capacity at national level. Whilst state organisations and agencies dominate in Finland, the universities also play a crucial role. This can be seen in the domestic references, where the two most reputable Finnish universities – the University of Jyväskylä and the University of Helsinki – come immediately after the state publications (Volmari et al. 2022: 133). In the proposed Slovak reform documents there are no such references. 

			The two Finnish universities collaborate closely with the state, even to the extent of taking on some state responsibilities (international evaluations, cooperation with transnational organizations, especially the OECD). So, both universities provided “evaluation expertise” (p. 133), rather than academic expertise, for the curricular reforms and contributed significantly to the creation of a national evidence corpus that was then used in the reform documents. 

			Concurrently, in the Nordic context, there is a notable presence of academic researchers within the ranks of advisory committees tasked with shaping and implementing education policies (Christensen and Hesstvedt 2019). Additionally, academics from universities frequently comprise the membership of policy delegations whose mandate is to oversee the implementation of evidence-based educational policies (Hansen and Rieper 2010).

			In Slovakia, such links do not exist or do not have a systematised form that translates into a form of expertise. Not only do the state and ministries not provide evidence for reforms, but there is no link with universities that have the capacity to provide that type of “evaluative” or academic evidence. However, that does not necessarily mean such evidence does not exist; just that it is ignored by those involved in the reforms and the authors of the reform documents, often because the international evidence is seen as more authoritative and “global”. Arguably this is especially true when the reform strategy is assessed abroad, by the European Commission for instance, as was the case with the Slovak recovery plan. In Finland, unlike in Slovakia, “we found no evidence of the transnational level overriding national expertise. In fact, the national players appeared to be a powerful filter between the global and local” (p. 139-140).

			Conclusion

			Our comparison of the way references are presented and used in policy documents to defend education reforms in Slovakia and Finland revealed some basic differences. Some of these were predictable based on European Commission (2017) data on the sources of evidence used in education policy, such as the lack of secondary evaluative analysis and weak links with research and university settings in Slovakia. Unlike in Finland, there is no official systematic production of evidence for education policy. And our analysis of the references confirmed that there was no relationship to the evidence published by Slovak universities or research institutes, whose status in education policymaking is quite different to that in Finland. 

			However, some of our findings were unexpected. In Slovakia “intersectoral commenting” [public consultation] is confined to the ministries and selected national stakeholders and social partners, so one would expect education policymaking to be isolated and closed. But, unlike in the Nordic education policymaking model, in Slovakia there seems to be a marked reliance on international evidence published elsewhere. The current systemic and curricular reforms in Slovakia are mainly grounded in foreign and international evidence that has not been adapted to the national context. Moreover, OECD and EU references make up almost half of all the references in Component 7 of the recovery plan. More than a quarter of the references are to evidence from standardised large-scale international assessments, especially PISA tests. This type of data is different from that found in peer-reviewed academic studies, which feature only marginally in the discourse on education reforms. The most common type of document was reports/statistics, which tells us something about the main and most dominant type of data in the documents – empirical data relating to international evaluations. 

			Hence there is a specific type of expertise, a sort of “evaluation expertise” based on “empirical evidence” (Volmari et al. 2022). But the way the data is used for policy purposes is also very different. In Slovakia the expertise relies on description and international data, whereas in Finland “the ability to select, interpret, and translate this kind of data so that they fit the national context is what gives specific national actors the authority to speak with the authority of an expert” (p. 139). That places the ball in the national court and the focus on the production of nationally focused data – including, for instance, secondary analyses of international data. That element is not to be found in the Slovak reform strategy. 

			The systemic and curricular reforms in Component 7 of Slovakia’s recovery plan can therefore be considered a particular kind of quantification-based “numerocratic governmentality” (Angermuller and van Leeuwen 2019: 91), mainly from international tests and evaluations. Agreeing with Grek (2013) we can conclude that even in the education policy reform discourse in Slovakia expertocracy prevails, rooted in international comparative tests, mostly those run by the OECD. There is, however, a surprising degree of reliance on international evidence, particularly when compared with the Nordic context of education policy reforms.

			Could this be a typical feature of post-socialist education policy, where the national infrastructure for creating national expertise has yet to be built? What role might the evidence produced at universities or research institutes play in this? Why is the policy sphere isolated from higher education and research institutes? How extensive is the network of actors involved in designing education policy reforms? These are just a few of the questions relating to post-socialist education policy that need to be answered. In Slovakia’s case, though, one can argue that the way education policy is conceived of in the strategic document analysed does not reflect the way reform processes have evolved in selected Nordic countries. In fact, the situation is the opposite. 
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