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I Introduction

This text has been prepared with an aim to open a certain number of issues that 
require a broad social dialogue and an agreement - the articulation of new public 
policies in the field of education in Serbia - in the context of establishing a 
cohesive society and a knowledge-based economy. Within the model of social 
and economic development that focuses on knowledge, one of the fundamental 
elements is precisely investment in the development of human capital 
through improvement of education attainment, and more importantly through 
improvement of the level of knowledge and skills of citizens and labour market 
participants; from an economic point of view, knowledge is recognised as a factor 
of economic growth with a decisive role in creating (added) economic value. This 
initial diagnosis has already been widely accepted in the global discourse on the 
relationship of education and economy. Namely, everyone agrees that schools 
and universities are insufficiently successful in preparing the workforce for the 
jobs of the future.

Thus, the context in which the creators and implementers of national education 
policies are looking for answers to contemporary challenges is defined, on the 
one hand, by demands coming from the wider social settings, most of all
 economic, but also by influential global and regional actors (such as the 
European Union or OECD [1]). On the other hand, there is an urgent need to 
respond to demands for changes coming from the national education system 
itself. Among other things, these demands reflect the awareness about the need 
to change both the content of and the approach to classroom teaching, as well as 
the organization of the education system as a whole. In both cases, with an 
increased use of digital technologies.

It would not be exaggerated to say that the digital, and now the fourth industrial 
revolution as well, have shaken formal education systems around the world, and 
that the question of the role of these systems in the development of human capital 
in the future is open. The term 'disruptive innovation', authored by Clayton 
Christensen, has long since settled in discussions about the future of education, 
and its 'disruptive' potential appears to come precisely from the use of digital 
technologies. [2] The increased use of digital technologies has made schools and 
universities no longer the only providers of education services, as learning is 
taking place everywhere, including at numerous global and regional online 
platforms, within companies struggling to raise productivity and competitiveness, 
as well as through numerous independent educational and training institutions 
and organizations. The increasing importance of the so-called non-formal and 
informal education has re-directed attention of the general and professional 
public from formal education to a dynamic and individualized notion of 'learning'; 
and it pointed out that the position and the role of the institutions of formal 
education system are changing. The question is what we can expect in the future 
(or today) to be the main task (but also the result) of formal education.

In order to open a dialogue on education policies for the future, three issues were 
considered in this paper: (i) the issue of terminology or the way of identifying and 
defining the problem, which is also a prerequisite for understanding the 

 

[1] Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development.

[2] The theory of disruptive 
innovation, or the theory of the kind 
of innovation that essentially changes 
the rules of the game, attempts to 
explain the way in which the 
character of a new product or service 
influences the formation of a 
completely new market and, because 
of its advantages, distorts the 
existing market, that is, the situation 
that existed before the appearance of 
the aforementioned innovation. 
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scale of the reform challenges that the national education systems are facing; (ii) 
the issue of priorities or the establishment of an agreement/a ’social contract’ on 
priorities as a result of a complex process of negotiating the objectives of national 
education policies; (iii) the question of implementation or preconditions for a 
successful realization of educational policies without which all previous work on 
the articulation and agreement on priorities would remain a mere intellectual 
exercise. [3]

II Agreeing on terminology – what are we talking about  
 when we talk about an education for the future?

In response to the growing ‘distance’ between education and economy, during the 
last couple of decades there has been an intensive discussion about the 
so-called skills for the 21st century. [4] The creators and implementers of national 
education policies are faced with a number of initiatives seeking to identify the 
‘right’ skills needed for the society and the economy that are changing continu-
ously and rapidly. What skills are needed today and what for the future is subject 
of numerous scientific and discussion papers as well as research carried out by 
academics, international development agencies, non-governmental organiza-
tions and independent institutes, multinational companies as well as schools, 
universities and educational authorities around the world. Many of these works 
are written in a sensationalist tone, and papers that focus on anticipation of skills 
needed for the future are full of terms which contents is not clear enough. There 
are two reasons for that. One is undoubtedly the speed of change, which is 
without historical precedent. The other can be associated with the fact that 
national educational authorities are in no position to define the skills needs, but 
are rather forced to seek reform solutions in response to those skills needs 
identified by influential (and ‘louder’) actors from the global and national scenes.

Compared with previous industrial revolutions, the fourth develops exponentially 
rather than at a linear pace; the breadth and depth of these changes lead to a 
complete transformation of production and management systems [5] - and at the 
same time affect the speed at which the needs of the economy for new skills 
change. Although there is no single and generally accepted "list" of skills for the 
21st century, all actors agree that this 'list' is subject to constant changes. This 
situation creates terminological and essential challenge that directly influences 
the possibility of integrating new content into national education policies and 
practical programs.

Changing skills needs were also characteristic of earlier historical periods, that is, 
previous industrial revolutions. Nevertheless, the fourth industrial revolution 
carries a transformative potential owed exactly to the enormous speed and mag-
nitude of change, as well as the overall systemic effects it causes across all 
sectors and all countries of the world. [6] For example, in its 2018 report, the 
World Economic Forum indicated that over the next three years, employees 
would see a change affecting 42 percent of all skills required in the workplace. [7] 
It is expected  that skills unique to humans (and are barely transferable or 
non-transferable to machines/not subject to automation) or ‘soft skills’ such as 
critical thinking, leadership or complex problem solving will become even more 
important in the future. This report cautions that the working population – aiming

 

[3] Problems related to non-formal 
and informal learning, which are not 
the subject of this paper, are directly 
related to the challenge of 
implementation. Experiences of more 
developed countries show that 
national qualifications frameworks, as 
comprehensive - formal - 
mechanisms for correlating all 
knowledge, skills, competencies and 
attitudes of citizens of all generations 
can be put to the benefit of the 
economy and society only if 
education systems have mechanisms 
for recognizing and acknowledging 
the learning that takes place outside 
of schools and universities, or 
outside of the formal education 
system.

[4]  In this text, the terms 'skills' or 
'knowledge and skills' are used 
instead of 'knowledge, skills, 
competencies and attitudes', which is 
a more technically precise 
description within the professional 
community in education.

[5] Schwab, K. (2016). The Fourth 
Industrial Revolution: what it means, 
how to respond, World Economic 
Forum.

[6] Ibid.

[7] World Economic Forum (2018b). 
Future of Jobs Report 2018, page 12.
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at staying competitive in the labor market – will be forced to actively participate in 
the lifelong learning process. According to the projections of the World Economic 
Forum, this means that those employed today will have to spend on average 101 
days on some kind of training, and that is only until 2022.  [8]

On the other hand, it is of great importance to take into account that influential 
global and regional actors are those who define the 'list of skills' for the 21st 
century, whereas the national educational authorities largely take on the role of 
‘recipients’, especially in countries on the periphery of change, such as Serbia. 
The OECD, the European Union’s institutions, the World Bank and the World 
Economic Forum, as well as some of the global consulting and research agencies 
have made a significant contribution to identifying skills needed by 
knowledge-based economy. [9] Therefore, at this moment we have at our 
disposal an entire library of diagnostic works that are more or less relevant to the 
most developed countries in the world. What is common in these works is the 
following - according to their assessment, the skills for the future include: (i) skills 
associated with the use of new technologies, (ii) cognitive skills of higher order, 
with particular emphasis on creativity, and (iii) social and emotional skills. It can 
be expected that, regardless of the specific direction of economic and social 
development in the near and far future, possessing a set of these skills shall give 
greater developmental chances to individuals and societies, as well as to their 
economies. Likewise, the skills of the future are expected to include, above all, 
'human' skills, that is, those skills that are least likely to be automated [10]; there 
is a consensus that more general skills will be more relevant for the future than 
those specific to particular industries or occupations, especially since the future is 
uncertain when it comes to anticipating the skills of tomorrow.

Findings of the latest research in Serbia are in line with the findings of large-scale 
global and regional studies. More recent research on labour market needs in 
Serbia points to a situation similar to that described by foreign studies, though on 
a smaller scale. The survey of employers carried out by the National Employment 
Service of the Republic of Serbia - in part relating to skills - contains clear indica-
tions that, when it comes to employers' needs for planned employment, "the 
greatest need [...] is for transferable knowledge and skills." [11] Also, when it 
comes to broader competences and personal characteristics, employers are 
looking for features such as "inclination to work with things/products and 
communication skills". [12] In one of the rare sectoral studies in Serbia on the 
needs of employers in the sector of information and communication technologies 
(ICT) [13], employees of the companies in the Vojvodina ICT Cluster indicated as 
the three most important skill sets – professional/technical skills matching the job 
description, foreign language skills and communication skills (those employed as 
ICT professionals), as well as foreign language skills, professional/technical skills 
matching the job description, and the ability to manage stress and maintain 
emotional stability (all other employees of the same companies). [14]

The participation of a large number of countries in international testing of student 
achievements over the last few decades resulted in a comparative analysis of the 
quality of education worldwide and pointed to the special importance of funda-
mental knowledge and skills, such as reading, numerical and scientific literacy. 
The highly appreciated PISA test administered by the OECD [15], provided 

 

[8] Ibid.

[9] This implies a whole series of 
works, including: Bakhshi et alt. 
(2017); Bughin (2018); NESTA 
(2017); OECD (2010); Universities 
UK (2018); WEF (2018a) and 
(2018b).

[10] World Economic Forum (2018a). 
Towards A Reskilling Revolution, A 
Future Of Jobs For All.

[11] National Employment Agency - 
NSZ (2016). Employer survey 
2016/2017. Analysis and forecasts of 
labor market needs in the Republic of 
Serbia (main findings), page 7. 

[12] Ibid, page 8.

[13] Ognjenović, K., Vasić, V. (2018). 
Analysis of the needs for skills in the 
ICT sector in Vojvodina from the 
aspect of management of higher 
education, European Training 
Foundation, Turin.

[14] Ibid, page 24.

[15] Programme for International 
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insight into the 15-year-olds’ learning outcomes around the world. PISA is 
considered a reliable predictor of future labour market outcomes, and the results 
of the PISA test are indicative for the quality of human capital in one country.

Based on the results from the last PISA testing in which Serbia participated 
(2015), it can be concluded that the quality of human capital in the Western 
Balkans is below the average for the OECD member countries. This finding is 
even more unfavourable when linked to other results of the analysis pointing at 
the hidden weaknesses of educational systems in the region, including Serbia - 
PISA test results revealed there is a large portion of students with the lowest level 
of achievement, as well as a very small portion of students who achieved the best 
result. As an overall assessment of the ‘distance’ in PISA scores between 
students in the OECD countries and those in the countries of the Western 
Balkans, including Serbia, it is said that students from this region are one to three 
school years behind their OECD peers. [16] In other words, the economies of the 
countries that do not belong to the ‘club’ of the most developed countries of the 
world, which OECD countries are, have a lot of space for further improvement of 
fundamental knowledge and skills that provide the basis for adoption of other, 
more complex knowledge and skills. According to the World Bank findings, 
"strong skill foundations are important for developing advanced cognitive skills, 
sociobehavioral skills, and skills predictive of adaptability" [17]; also, it is 
estimated that the ability to adapt to changes is increasingly appreciated in the 
labour market. [18]

III Agreeing on priorities – in a limited resource situation,  
 what do we invest in?

Although terminological consolidation or an agreement on the title and content of 
the skills needed for the future may only be the first step, it is a prerequisite if the 
complex process of reaching a social consensus on priority learning content in 
formal education is to be successful. Reaching an agreement on the goals of 
national education policies, however, is further aggravated by the fact that nation-
al education systems have a whole range of new tasks added to their already 
complex mandate. First of all, national education systems everywhere support 
the initial education of new generations, which today includes almost entire age 
groups/generations, which was not the case in the past. Likewise, the global 
tendency is that the number of years of compulsory education increases, which 
also extends the basic mandate of the education system. Furthermore, the basic 
role of education systems is significantly extended by an increased demand for 
adult education in the broadest sense, as lifelong learning becomes the norm in 
the 21st century. Also, national education systems have been given a key role in 
validating the knowledge and skills acquired outside of the formal educational 
process, through so-called non-formal and informal learning, and therefore a 
broad education reform encompasses the construction of the national 
qualification frameworks.

In this context, agreeing on the priorities of education policies includes address-
ing a number of related issues: (i) what are the priorities (knowledge and skills) in 

 

[16] Aleksić, I. (2017), The 
Challenge of Delivering Skills for 
the Future in the Western 
Balkans, in: Esch, V., Remme, Y 
(eds.) (2017), A European 
Future for the Western Balkans, 
Addressing Political andEco-
nomic Challenges, The Aspen 
Institute Germany.

[17] World Bank (2019), World 
Development Report: The 
Changing Nature Of Work, 
Washington D.C., page 72. 

[18] Ibid.
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education for children and youth, and what in adult education? (ii) which skills and 
knowledge should be included in the curriculum for primary schools, and which 
for secondary and higher schools or at universities? (iii) how to build mechanisms 
for consultations with economy that would enable regular updates of curriculum 
for vocational subjects and thereby ensure the link between education and econ-
omy? (iv) how to collect information about various new developments that need 
to be integrated into educational programmes?

In order to address the need for building a knowledge-based economy, priorities 
need to be set in view of the time required for their implementation. On the one 
hand, in the short and medium term it is possible to align the needs of the econo-
my and education in terms of specific knowledge and skills needed by different 
sectors/branches of the national economy. On the other hand, in the long term – 
and as part of investing in knowledge and skills for a distant future - the goals of 
education must be set wider, thus enabling the acquisition of fundamental and 
advanced cognitive skills; adoption of the so-called transversal or widely applica-
ble and transferable skills; as well as the development of awareness about the 
need and of willingness for lifelong learning.

In the short and medium term, responding to the needs of the economy requires 
a new division of roles and responsibilities in decision-making about priority skills 
within different economic branches/sectors. The so-called vocational or technical 
skills that are characteristic of different branches of the economy have been 
changing at an accelerated pace as a result of the introduction of technological 
innovations. Employers and workers have become exclusive ‘owners’ of the 
knowledge about what skills are needed, because teachers of vocational subjects 
do not have contact with real economy, and the time needed to introduce 
curricular changes is longer than the time that runs between two generations of 
innovations.  This is the reason why today –- as a part of the success formula for 
harmonizing the world of work and education – there is a need for a clearly 
defined new social role of the economy in determining the priority ‘sectoral’ 
knowledge and skills acquired in schools and at universities. [19] This should lead 
to the modernization of the curriculum and, consequently, should result in a 
setting in which new generations leaving the educational process possess 
knowledge and skills relevant to the economy.

At the same time, this is the basis for development of national mechanisms for 
cooperation between the world of work and education. One example of such 
mechanisms are the so-called sectoral councils that are being established in 
Serbia. In more developed countries, sectoral councils/sector skills councils are 
exclusively tasked with the 'socially responsible' job of setting the national occu-
pational standards. They also actively participate in arrangements that allow 
learning through vocational practice in enterprises during schooling. Their role is 
often to provide further education in narrow areas characteristic of those parts of 
the economy where changes are the fastest, where the role of an accreditation 
body is borne by employer organizations or sectoral councils, and not necessarily 
by state institutions in charge of education. In the United Kingdom, for example, 
national skills academies, as training organizations, are accredited by sectoral 
councils, and diplomas and certificates acquired by interested individuals are 

 

[19] For example, a recent research 
in the UK has shown that almost 50 
percent of the subject knowledge 
gained in the first year of the faculty 
of technical sciences is no longer 
relevant to the economy at the time 
when students graduate. According 
to Universities UK (2018).
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recognized as proof of qualification by all companies in the given sector in the 
whole territory of the country i.e. the national economy.

In order to respond to the needs of the economy in the long run, fundamental 
skills and advanced cognitive skills need to be prioritized by the creators of 
educational policies. Hanushek showed that economies and societies pay high 
price for a low level of education quality and pointed to the positive impact of 
cognitive skills on economic growth in the long run. [20] Using data from 
international tests of student achievements, Hanushek and Kimko demonstrated 
in 2000 a statistically and economically significant positive effect of cognitive skills 
on economic growth. [21] “Their estimates suggest that one country-level 
standard deviation higher test performance would yield around one percentage 
point higher annual growth rates.” [22]

Similarly, for the performance of the economy in the long run, it is essential that 
quality education is accessible to everyone; modern economy depends on the 
quality of overall human capital and cannot count on significant growth if it invests 
only in education of a thin layer of educated elite. In their work from 2007, 
Hanushek and Wossman showed that for the economic growth it is equally 
important that the creators of national education policies support the 
development of cognitive skills among students with the poorest results on
 international tests, as well as to support further development of cognitive skills of 
those students who achieved the best results. [23] Namely, they state that the 
conclusions of several studies from the beginning of the 2000s suggest that for 
economic growth - especially in countries with low quality education - it is equally 
important that educational policies support the goals of ‘education for all’, which 
allows for imitation or utilization and diffusion of new technologies, just as it is 
important to support the objectives of ‘talent development’, especially within 
higher education, which appears to be important in terms of raising the capacity 
of the economy to produce innovation. [24] Similarly, Coulombe and colleagues, 
in their empirical analysis of the relationship between accumulated human capital 
and growth in the OECD countries, find that productivity at the level of entire 
economy is largely determined by the effects of skills and accumulated human 
capital of labour force observed as a whole rather than among its most 
specialized segments. [25]

IV Agreeing on implementation – managing change and  
 quality control

Implementation without evaluation of the effects of reform measures puts at risk 
the reform goals per se. According to the OECD findings from 2015, educational 
authorities around the world are under pressure to improve education systems. 
Raising the level of investment in reforms, as one of the measures, has been 
complemented by concrete reform efforts, with goals that are shared among 
many of the observed OECD countries. [26] However, as it is noted, the evalua-
tion of the effects of these measures is often lacking and such widespread prac-
tice can seriously limit reform effectiveness or the achievement of desired educa-
tional outcomes. [27] The report ‘Education Policy Outlook 2015 - Making 

[20] OECD (2010). The High Cost of 
Low Educational Performance, the 
Long-run Economic Impact of 
Improving PISA Outcomes. 

[21] Ibid. The authors use data on 
economic growth in the observed 
countries for the period from 1960 to 
1990, as well as the results of the 
PISA test for year 2000. 

[22] Ibid, page 13.

[23] Hanushek, E.A., Wossmann, L. 
(2007). Education Quality and 
Economic Growth, World Bank.

[24] From: Vandenbussche, J., 
Aghion, P. and Meghir, C. (2006). 
“Growth, Distance to Frontier and 
Composition of Human Capital.” 
Journal of Economic Growth 11 (2): 
97–127.; according to Hanushek, 
E.A., Wossmann, L. (2007). 
Education Quality and Economic 
Growth, World Bank, page 4.

[25] Coulombe, S., Trembley, J.F., 
Marchand, S. (2004), Literacy 
Scores, Human Capital and Growth 
Across Fourteen OECD Countries, 
in: Statistics Canada – Catalogue no. 
89-552, no. 11, page 10.

[26] OECD (2015). Education Policy 
Outlook 2015: Making Reforms 
Happen.

[27] Ibid. 
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Reforms Happen’ indicates that only ten out of 450 reform measures adopted 
from 2008 to 2014 were subject to evaluation until the date of publication of the 
said OECD report.

Nevertheless, even though it is a prerequisite for successful reform management, 
the evaluation of the reform effects alone is not sufficient to reach the desired 
goal. In line with findings of the recent World Bank report, [28] in addition to 
understanding better which measures give the best results in terms of learning 
and whether the users of education services leave schools and universities with 
necessary knowledge and skills, at least two further prerequisites must be met for 
a successful implementation:

a. It is necessary to systematically invest in those reform measures that 
give the desired results - primarily at the school and university levels, i.e. in 
practice. Measuring effects of adopted policies in a rigorous and consistent 
manner will ensure that future reforms are based on those policies that are 
effective, that is, those innovative policies that give best results in practice. [29]

b. At the system level, it is necessary to create conditions for educators, as 
well as decision-makers, to co-position themselves with other interested creators 
and beneficiaries of education reforms and act towards the same goal. In this 
regard, the political dimension of educational reforms is one of its main 
weaknesses; another implementation risk is the fact that in most countries of the 
world, especially in developing countries, capacity to manage education reform is 
generally low. [30]

Additional obstacles in the work on education reforms further include: a lack of 
confidence in the ability of the formal education system to change; a chronic lack 
of social attention and willingness to invest in teachers and schools; a frequent 
absence of political interest in long-lasting reforms – despite the fact that due to 
the nature of the sector the main message should be to begin as soon as
 possible, as it takes a long time to reach the first major results; as well as the lack 
of consensus on education reform objectives irrespective of party affiliation.

V Some of the implications and possible guidelines for  
 discussion of the future of education for a future in Serbia

o Ahead of the development of the new education strategy in the Republic 
of Serbia, after the current strategy expires in 2020, there is a need to establish a 
broad consultative platform to discuss and agree upon the goals of the country’s 
new education policy; these efforts should be shielded from the election cycles 
and political pressures.

o Open a discussion about limitations to which the education system can 
contribute to the process of the acquisition of skills and knowledge for the future; 
and jointly look for ways to overcome the observed limitations. On the one hand, 
create conditions for validation of non-formal and informal learning through the 
implementation of the national qualifications framework in Serbia and through its 

 

[28] World Bank (2018a). World 
Development Report 2018: Learning 
to Realize Education’s Promise. 

[29] Ibid.

[30] Ibid.
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harmonization with the European Qualifications Framework. On the other hand, 
engage business community in identifying the skills and knowledge that are 
already needed by Serbian economy; furthermore, establish and build capacity 
of the sectoral councils and create conditions for their sustainability.

o Priority skills and knowledge for the future, which contribute to building of 
a knowledge-based economy in Serbia, should be supported at all levels of 
education. Research shows that investment in education is both the most 
effective and the most cost-effective if learning starts in the first years of life, and 
that the overall level of accumulated knowledge and skills possessed by the 
workforce in the country is more important for increased productivity of the 
economy than investing only in the most talented students or in higher education 
alone. This is even more important if we bear in mind that Serbia is affected by 
high levels of the so-called ‘brain drain’.

o Some of the main guidelines for a change should also include a 
discussion about new ways of organizing and managing the education system, 
where emphasis should be placed on the long-time postponed decentralization 
and the reform of education financing. Unless school autonomy is not 
strengthened and supported by the establishment of a credible national system 
for monitoring student achievements, it will not be possible to build a modern and 
flexible education system for the future.
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