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Implementation of Danish School Reform is progressing slowly  
Less than half of primary and lower secondary schools have not yet implemented the key initiatives in 

the school reform. The reform was initiated in 2014, but today many students do not have a school day 

with daily physical activities, instruction outside the classroom or other changes that reflect the reform 

intentions of providing students with more variation and better learning opportunities. Low degrees of 

implementation may be one of the reasons why the reform has had limited impact on students' 

academic performance and wellbeing up until now. 

In two new reports, VIVE – The Danish Centre of Applied Social Science evaluates the Danish Primary and 

Lower Secondary School Reform the implementation of which started in the school year 2014/2015. The 

reports investigate whether implementation of the reform’s various elements is associated with better 

learning and wellbeing amongst primary and lower secondary school students four years after the reform. 

The reports also focus on how students, teachers and early childhood educators experience primary and 

lower secondary school today. The two reports complete the five-year evaluation carried out by VIVE – The 

Danish Centre of Applied Social Science on behalf of the Danish Ministry of Children and Education in the 

period 2015-2018. 

Students' academic performance has not yet improved 

Until now, the reform shows no convincing signs of having a positive impact on students' academic 

performance. Students’ test results in the final examinations in form 9 are almost constant during the 

entire period 2012 to 2018 in both main subjects: Danish language and mathematics.  

”However, the analysis also finds a similar trend amongst students at private schools. Thus, there is no 

significant difference in how students' academic performance has developed in municipal schools 

compared with private schools. Private schools are not obligated to implement the school reform, but they 

still have to provide teaching quality that is commensurate with that of municipal schools," explains Project 

Director Chantal P. Nielsen. 

More instruction time have not improved students' academic performance 

The reform increased the total instruction time by 16-25 percent - depending on the grade level - with the 

intention of boosting academic performance through more instructional time.  Yet, after the reform, we 

find no evidence that those additional classroom hours have had a positive effect on student performance - 

neither in form 6 nor in form 9. This stands in contrast to previous studies conducted before the reform, 

showing that more instruction time have a positive effect on student performance. Senior Researcher 

Vibeke Myrup Jensen suggests several explanations for this result: 

"On the one hand, our study shows that a marginal increase in instruction time do not lead to better 

academic performance during the reform period - a period characterised by a high level of instructional 

time in Denmark compared to other OECD countries. This conclusion is in line with the experiences of 

several teachers. When interviewed, they tell us that it is much more difficult to motivate students in the 

final lessons of the day. On the other hand, the content of the lessons has also changed, and teachers have 

less preparation time now than before the reform. All these concurrent changes - coupled with the increase 

in total instructional time - are also likely to affect the quality of teaching and thereby student 
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performance. So we really can’t say whether the changed content and quality in the lessons or the high 

total number of lessons makes the potential positive effect of instruction time disappear."  

Student wellbeing decreases, but student engagement is constant during 2014-2018 

Average student wellbeing has decreased slightly during the period 2014-2018. In grades 7-9, 58 percent of 

the students have a high level of wellbeing in 2018, corresponding to a 3 percentage points decease since 

2014. Amongst students at grades 4-6, 63 percent express a high level of wellbeing, corresponding to a 2-

percentage points decrease compared to 2014. 

Although wellbeing has decreased slightly, student engagement is constant during the period 2014-2018 at 

both grades 4-6 and grades 7-9. For students at grade 4-6, 43 percent of the students have a high level of 

student engagement in 2018, while 33 percent of the students at grade 7-9 have a high level of student 

engagement. 

Conversion of lessons with “supportive instruction” into lessons with two adults has little positive effect 

on student wellbeing at form levels 4-6 

According to the teachers in our study, instructional time earmarked for “supportive instruction” increases 

their flexibility. These earmarked lessons provide teachers with the possibility for planning and conducting 

creative ways of learning, and enable teachers to better adapt the content and structure of lessons to their 

students’ needs and interests. Teachers and early childhood educators experience that such types of 

lessons promote student wellbeing. 

However, the reform also provides the opportunity to re-convert some of the teacher hours for “assisted 

learning lessons” to lessons with two teachers in the classroom. Amongst the schools that do not exploit 

this opportunity, average student wellbeing decreased from 2016 to 2018. Schools that have taken this 

opportunity have not seen the same drop on average in student wellbeing as schools that have not.  

Physical activity affects wellbeing, but not academic performance 

Physical activity in literacy lessons (Danish language) is positively associated with student wellbeing. 

Teachers experience that brain breaks and other physical activities during the lessons can support the 

development of students’ social abilities, and improve students’ attention on their assignments. However, 

physical activity can also cause disturbances, because it takes time to resume teaching afterwards. 

According to teachers, it is therefore crucial that they themselves can decide when it sensible to conduct 

physical activities in a given class during the school day. 

Still no academic improvement for challenged students 

The reform has not yet increase social mobility. This result applies both at grades 4-6 and grades 7-9. The 

impact of social background for students' academic performance has not decreased either after the reform, 

although this is one of the central goals of the reform. 

Less noise and disturbances during lessons in grade 9 improves student performance 

In the years after the initiation of the reform, there were more classes in the upper grade levels generally 

experienced that their literacy or mathematics teachers were good at classroom management compared 

with before the reform (6 percentage points more in 2018 than in 2014). Moreover, grade 9 students in 

classes where the teacher is good at ensuring that there is quiet and undisturbed learning atmosphere in 

the classroom, did better in the final examinations.  
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“Reducing disturbing noise in the classroom was a focal point in the intentions of the reform, so this is an 

indication that at least on this dimension, things are moving in the right direction in the upper grade 

levels," project director Chantal P. Nielsen adds.  

“There is no similar development at intermediate grade levels, but since the general level of disturbing 

noise here is relatively low, this is interpreted as being less of problem. Furthermore, analyses of the 

qualitative interviews do not indicate that noise and disturbances during lessons are a general problem for 

students at the intermediate or final form levels," she said.  

Implementing ”supportive instruction” and homework assistance is most successful 

In 2018, less than half of schools have implemented the initiatives in the reform. According to school 

managers, schools have progressed most with respect to implementation of the two reform components  

”supportive instruction” and homework assistance at school, whereas there has been no progression in the 

implementation of the two elements concerning daily physical activity and teaching outside the classroom.  

The percentage of schools with a high degree of implementation. Separately for school reform 

initiatives. Development from 2016 to 2018. School managers' assessment. 

 

 

Note:  School managers were asked to answer the following question: At your school, to what extent have you implemented a given reform 

initiative. Answer: Scale 1 (not at all), 10 (fully implemented). The figure shows the percentage of school managers who answered 8-10 

on this scale. Number of answers: 2,438. In 2016, school managers were not asked about implementation of teaching outside the 

classroom. ** Indicates that the percentages for 2018 are significantly different from 2016 (statistically significant at 5 percent level). 

Source: VIVE - The Danish National Centre for Social Research, 2018 

 

In 2018, 42-44% of teachers and early childhood educators assessed that the four reform elements largely 

promote students' learning, and this is a larger share compared with previous years. That teachers and 

early childhood educators support the content of the reform is crucial, since they are responsible for 

bringing reform initiatives into practice in classrooms.  

"However, teachers often experience that the task of defining the actual content of the reform initiatives 

and preparing lessons that integrate the intentions behind them, takes a lot of time. So even though 
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teachers to a greater extent experience that the reform initiatives do enhance students' learning, the 

teachers are also critical when it comes to the time they need to spend on achieving these benefits, since 

preparation takes time away from planning regular curricular activities," explains Vibeke M. Jensen. 

Major reforms take time 

There is still some way to go before we will see full implementation of the reform elements. This may be 

one of the reasons that the Primary and Lower Secondary School Reform still seems to have had limited 

impact on students' learning and wellbeing so far. However, it is important to note that implementation 

has taken place concurrently with other initiatives and changes in primary and lower secondary school. This 

includes the increased share of special-need students in mainstream classes, a large number of school 

mergers around the country, and a reduction in teachers’ preparation time. Previous studies indicate that 

implementing such a major reform takes between 5-15 years, which places the results achieved so far in 

perspective. 

However, the reports also suggest that the implementation status of the reform initiatives is very dissimilar 

across schools – whilst implementation seems to have paused at some schools, others continue to work 

steadily on their implementation strategies.  

"This stresses a need for continuous focus on the content of the reform and the need for clear guidelines 

and competences at school manager level to maintain and further enhance the implementation of the 

reform initiatives into everyday school life," said Vibeke M. Jensen. 

------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Reports: 

Jensen et al. 2020: Den længere og mere varierede skoledag – en analyse af reformens elementer [in 

Danish] The longer and more varied school day. An analysis of the reform initiatives 

Nielsen et al. 2020: Elevernes læring, trivsel og oplevelse af undervisningen i folkeskolen. [in Danish] 

Students’ learning, wellbeing and experience of teaching in municipal primary and lower secondary school 
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