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This study provides an overview of education reforms in Azerbaijan since gain-
ing independence, as well as a review of the dynamics of school success in 
the country based on data from final exams in lower secondary schools. The 
results of these exams show that despite the implemented reforms, students' 
academic success is not improving. The authors present factors that leading 
national education experts participating in research believe play a decisive role 
in students' success in school. These factors include the quality of teachers, 
their education, and professional development; standardized testing of stu-
dents upon graduation from school; as well as school evaluations. The authors 
present a comparative analysis conducted on the identified "influence" factors 
in relation to data from international studies, as well as changes in national 
education policies and practices in terms of their effectiveness in ensuring suc-
cessful school learning. The diagnosis of the national education system, using 
the RISE Systems Framework instrument (Research on Improving Education 
Systems), revealed that the alignment of all system elements in the reform pro-
cess around academic success raises questions. The research findings may 
be useful for education policymakers, both in analyzing past reforms and in 
developing subsequent coherent changes in education policies aimed at en-
hancing students' success.
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Introduction

National and international research on 
assessing the success of school education 
are important tools for analyzing and im-
proving educational policies and practices. 
According to data from the State Examina-

tion Center (SEC) [9; 12], there is no de-
crease in the number of students demon-
strating low results in graduation exams in 
the 9th grade of secondary schools (STEs).

The fact of the low success among 
9th-grade graduates is of particular re-
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search interest, considering that the 
country has been undergoing education-
al reforms for more than two decades. 
For example, within the framework of the 
first State Education Reform Program 
[8], a curriculum reform was implement-
ed from 2003 to 2013 [23]. In 2013, the 
State Program for the Development of 
Education was approved [31]. The need 
to improve the academic achievement of 
all students is emphasized in both stra-
tegic documents.

However, at the national level, there 
has been no research conducted to inves-
tigate the reasons for the low success of 
Azerbaijani schoolchildren. This study is 
pioneering both in terms of its research 
question and the novelty of the obtained 
results.

Problem Statement

In the graduation exam, the knowl-
edge and skills of 9th-grade students are 
assessed in the subjects of the language 
of instruction (Azerbaijani or Russian), 
mathematics, and a foreign language. In 

this study, students with low academic 
performance are considered those who 
received a “2” or “3” on a 5-point scale 
in their school graduation exams. The 
grades 2 and 3 on the 5-point scale con-
stitute 40% and 60% of the overall as-
sessment, respectively.

As evident from the reports of the 
State Examination Center (SEC) on the 
results of 9th-grade graduation exams 
[30], the percentage of students with low 
academic performance did not decrease 
below certain levels during the observa-
tion period. Specifically, in Azerbaijani 
language, it remained above 66.74% 
(2018), in Russian language above 
46.2% (2014), and in Mathematics above 
63.32% (2016). What exactly, and which 
factors are causing both a significant 
proportion of students with low academic 
performance and the overall decline in 
the success of graduates from an incom-
plete secondary education?

It is important to note that in 2006, 
when Azerbaijan first participated in the 
international PISA study, the country’s 

Fig. 1. Percentage of Underperforming Students by Subject from 2012 to 2020
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results showed that Azerbaijani students 
performed relatively well in Mathematics 
compared to other countries with similar 
levels of economic development and even 
outperformed highly developed countries 
like the United States [20]. What changes 
in the country’s education system since 
then have contributed to the decline in stu-
dent success?

Research Method

To identify factors that can be consid-
ered priorities in influencing student suc-
cess, the study employed an expert as-
sessment method [13].

Individual in-depth interviews were con-
ducted with leading national experts in the 
field of education. The experts participating 
in the study have extensive experience in 
the school education system (at least 20 
years), have been involved in the develop-
ment of the curriculum reform program or 
its implementation, and have held various 
leadership positions within the education 
system. The study involved 6 experts, 
including 2 men and 4 women, with their 
ages ranging from 55 to 75 years.

Expert Views on the Causes of Low 
Student Success

As factors exerting the greatest influ-
ence on the low academic performance 
of school graduates, experts unanimously 
identified the following:

Topic 1: Teacher Quality
Experts identified the low profession-

alism of teachers as the main problem 
in the educational process. According to 
their observations, teachers predominantly 
implement a reproductive teaching process 
based on memory development and rote 

learning, rather than a student-centered 
approach.

“Our teacher still perceives themselves 
as the authority in the classroom, and it is 
the duty of students to follow their instruc-
tions and obey,” an expert stated.

Domestic teachers are oriented to-
wards the average, standardized student 
and do not individualize education. When 
characterizing the professional qualities of 
contemporary teachers, experts used the 
following definitions: “Our teacher does 
not know or understand their student”, 
“Our teacher does not develop critical 
thinking, empathy, or a democratic spirit 
in students.”

The analysis of experts’ assessments 
suggests that the problem also lies in the 
values required of teachers in their profes-
sional activities. “We have very few teach-
ers who perceive the student as an indi-
vidual and treat them with respect,” “In the 
classroom, on average, 30% succeed, and 
the teacher does not think about the 70% 
who do not succeed,” “The teacher is not 
motivated to teach the student... Everything 
depends on the teacher’s level of profes-
sionalism, their level of culture.” Teaching 
practices and the nature of teacher-student 
relationships are recognized as potentially 
powerful factors influencing student moti-
vation and performance [33; 28].

Recognizing the importance of the per-
sonnel issue, the Ministry of Science and 
Education (MSE), starting from 2012, initi-
ated several initiatives to strengthen the 
human resources of schools, such as veri-
fying the authenticity of teachers’ diplomas, 
introducing a pension threshold for teach-
ing activities, prohibiting the employment of 
non-certified teachers in schools, teacher 
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certification, and centralized hiring based 
on testing (MIG).

The experts tend to blame not the 
teachers themselves but the teacher train-
ing system for the current situation:

“It is necessary to start with pedagogi-
cal universities... with the preparation of 
pedagogical personnel. The most impor-
tant factors determining the current state 
of affairs are gaps in the initial training of 
pedagogical personnel and the profession-
al development system. Because a teacher 
is prepared for what MIG (MSE) demands. 
And MIG demands what the pedagogical 
university provided to the teacher”, an ex-
pert stated.

In this view, the root of the problem lies in 
the preparation and education of teachers 
in pedagogical universities, which should 
align more closely with the requirements 
and standards set by the MSE. The experts 
emphasize the importance of improving the 
teacher education and the teacher profes-
sional development system to address the 
issues in the education system effectively.

Subtopic 1.1: Teacher Education
“Children’s achievements largely de-

pend on what teachers know and can do” 
[6, p. 11]. Such an approach helps identify 
the characteristics of teachers that influ-
ence student learning and, as a result, 
allows for possible recommendations for 
teacher education [3].

Experts consider the preparation of a 
new generation of teachers and the chang-
ing of the existing teacher preparation 
system to be of the highest priority. The 
main problems in this regard are the limited 
capacity of the teaching staff working in 
pedagogical universities. Another problem 

is outdated educational programs and the 
methods of their implementation.

“Our future teachers are taught various 
theories that students memorize but are 
not prepared for what they will encounter 
in practice, in the classroom. Our peda-
gogical education... does not develop the 
competencies necessary for teachers”, an 
expert noted.

However, it is necessary to acknowl-
edge that the teacher training system has 
not been the focus of education reforms 
in the country, including the curriculum re-
form.

Subtopic 1.2: Professional
Development of Teachers
The importance of continuous and qual-

ity education for the professional growth 
and skill development of educators is rec-
ognized by its inclusion as a target indica-
tor in the United Nations Sustainable De-
velopment Goals [34].

Experts believe that without reforming the 
teacher training system, professional devel-
opment (PD) will not be effective, as teach-
ers must be prepared for new approaches, 
and they must recognize the importance of 
PD for themselves. According to experts, the 
state allocates sufficient funds for PD, but its 
effectiveness is not high enough:

“For example, since 2003, the cur-
riculum has been introduced. All teachers 
have undergone training. However, they all 
learned the theoretical part but cannot im-
plement it in practice”, an expert explained.

According to experts, teachers should 
be provided with diverse opportunities for 
PD, and it should be designed in a way that 
teachers can perceive its positive impact 
on themselves.
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Moreover, it’s important to note that 
the PD system has undergone significant 
changes in recent years. For example, start-
ing in 2014, the Ministry of Education began 
conducting the diagnostic assessments 
of teachers, mandatory for every teacher 
every five years, which gradually evolved 
into teacher certification [19]. Certification 
is done through a test exam that assesses 
the knowledge of job functions, pedagogical 
knowledge, subject knowledge, and teach-
ing method [32]. Teachers who successfully 
pass certification have had their salaries 
increased twofold, and their teaching load 
reduced by 1.5 times [18; 11].

Additionally, since 2010, the MSE initi-
ated centralized electronic teacher recruit-
ment based on competition (MIG) [17]. This 
process includes document authenticity 
verification, testing, the selection of vacant 
positions by participants, and personal in-
terviews. During the testing phase, partici-
pants have the opportunity to answer ques-

tions related to their subject of instruction 
(40 questions) and teaching methodology 
(20 questions).

Both certification and competitive hiring 
have stimulated interest in PD among teach-
ing staff. However, according to experts, to 
raise the professionalism of teachers, it is 
necessary to do so at the systemic level:

“...today teachers prepare for certifica-
tion. Training courses are overcrowded, 
and there are no places. There are both 
online and face-to-face courses... teachers 
sign up and pay a certain amount... What 
are they learning there? Only theories. Are 
they learning anything practical? No, they 
learn how to answer questions on tests”, an 
expert pointed out.

PD based on schools is implemented 
on a limited scale, mainly at the initiative 
of school principals. This is indirectly con-
firmed by the results of a survey of teach-
ers in the country as part of an international 
study [21].

Fig. 2. The Number of Teachers Who Participated in Professional Development Programs in the Last Three 
Months (Prior to the Survey).



40

Микаилова У.Т., Гусейнзаде Г.З.
Школьная неуспешность в Азербайджане: кто виноват и что делать?
Психологическая наука и образование. 2023. Т. 28. № 5

Subtheme 3: Teacher Professional
Standards
At the level of education policy, teacher 

certification and licensing serve as the 
foundation on which teacher education is 
built. Certification and licensing should be 
based on a set of agreed-upon national 
professional standards.

“We need professional teachers. But 
there is not a single document that clearly 
defines what this professionalism means”, 
an expert said.

According to experts, the understanding 
of a teacher’s professionalism still largely 
revolves around their subject knowledge, 
as well as their theoretical knowledge of 
pedagogy and teaching methods. How-
ever, the creation of professional teacher 
standards will help clarify what is expected 
of them and in which direction they should 
develop.

Topic 2: Standardized Testing (STE)
of Students upon Leaving School
This theme is related to the impact of 

the final state exams conducted in 9th grade 
on the teaching and learning process. The 
general consensus among experts was 
that STE creates a demand for teaching 
only the specific subjects that are used to 
test students’ knowledge. This, in turn, has 
some important consequences.

First and foremost, parents try to enroll 
their children in private tutoring for these 
specific subjects. Furthermore, parents 
even categorize subjects into two groups: 
important subjects that their children will 
study for university entrance exams and 
other subjects as less important.

“On the graduation exam, there are 
three different subjects. To prepare well for 

the exam, parents usually enroll their chil-
dren in private tutoring… In the 9th grade, 
parents approached me and asked not to 
require their children to attend classes for 
less important subjects”, an expert said.

Secondly, seeing the demand for pri-
vate tutoring, teachers start teaching for 
the test rather than fostering the learning 
process in schools.

“Once, I asked English teachers why 
they spend the whole day preparing stu-
dents for the 75 questions on the STE. They 
told me clearly that it’s because there’s a 
demand for it. Society demands it from us”, 
an expert said.

Moreover, school teachers also start of-
fering private tutoring services themselves:

“In reality, a teacher should prepare for 
the next class after lessons. They should 
work with students… Some students 
grasp things quickly, some are slower… A 
teacher should work on that… But here, the 
teacher comes, conducts the lessons, and 
then, until 8 p.m., does private tutoring”, an 
expert said.

Last but not least, students lose interest 
in studying other subjects that are not part 
of the upcoming university entrance exam.

“Imagine that a student who doesn’t at-
tend school classes receives private tutor-
ing to prepare for the upcoming test. This 
student successfully passes the exam. As 
a result, parents are satisfied. The student 
is very satisfied because it was easy. The 
teacher is also happy because they earn 
money. So, who is to complain?” an ex-
pert said.

The negative impact of private tutoring 
on the educational process in schools has 
been extensively researched in academic 
literature. It is believed that private tutoring 



41

Mikayilova U.T., Huseynzade G.Z.
Academic Failure in Azerbaijan: Who is to Blame and What is to be Done?

Psychological Science and Education. 2023. Vol. 28, no. 5

can hinder the implementation of the cur-
riculum and disrupt the classroom teaching 
process [26; 27].

Furthermore, the widespread practice 
of private tutoring deepens educational 
inequality for children from families with dif-
ferent socio-economic statuses (SES) and 
diminishes the role of schools as social lifts 
for some children:

“Not all families can afford private tu-
tors for their children. For example, more 
than 300 students study in a 9th grade at a 
school. Only 50 or 60 of them go to private 
tutors. When those students take the ex-
ams, their scores will be satisfactory, even 
if they were not high-achieving students in 
previous years. However, those students 
who do not go to private tutors and were 
not high-achieving students in previous 
years typically show low results on the ex-
ams”, an expert said.

Theme 3: School Evaluation
Schools “bear the direct and immediate 

responsibility for... improving the quality of 
teaching and achieving successful results 
in education and upbringing” [10, Article 
5.4.4]. When assessing schools, sustained 
progress in the improvement of their re-
sults over several years is also taken into 
account. The MoSE compiles an overall 
ranking of schools based on several crite-
ria, including the average score on the final 
exams in 9th grade [1].

“School principals work on a contract 
basis, which is signed for a year... Their 
work is assessed, and then a decision is 
made to extend the contract for another 
year... If the school’s results are low... the 
Ministry terminates the contract with the 
school director...”, an expert said.

As a result, many school principals, in 
order to achieve good results on the final 
exams in 9th grade, create groups of un-
derachieving students at the beginning of 
the school year and start preparing them 
for the STE tests, ignoring the 9th-grade 
school curriculum. According to experts, 
this is how many schools improve their 
results.

Analysis and Discussion

The authors of the article attempted 
to visualize the expert perspective on the 
reasons for low student success, which is 
presented in the figure below.

It would be tempting to point to any of 
the factors as the direct determinant of 
low learning outcomes [22] and propose 
corresponding solutions. For example, if 
teachers are involved in private tutoring, 
it is necessary to increase their salaries 
so that they can focus on their primary 
job. To attract the best educators from 
universities, you can stimulate the re-
cruitment of top-performing students by 
offering them increased scholarships. Or, 
if certification is conducted effectively, it 
can help rid schools of unprepared and 
unprofessional teachers, and so on. All of 
these solutions have already been tested 
in practice in Azerbaijan. However, ad-
dressing the symptoms of the problem 
may lead to a false conclusion about the 
cause of the problem and a solution that 
has little impact on the quality of educa-
tion [7].

As a first step toward understanding 
how the national education system can 
be transformed into a system capable of 
providing high-quality education for all, 
precise and comprehensive diagnosis of 
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why the system has been producing low 
performance results for several years is 
necessary [24]. To achieve this, it is recom-
mended to conduct an analysis of systemic 
inconsistencies in the interaction between 
parts of the system, which often lead to 
education systems failing to achieve learn-
ing outcomes [25].

Alignment with Goals Other
than Learning
Educational systems provide education 

when strong relationships are built around 
the goal of education in all of its elements 
[4]. For example, in Azerbaijan, the “point 
of the curriculum was to replace the tradi-
tional approach that focused on acquiring 
academic knowledge and that was primar-
ily oriented toward students with scientific 
abilities... to promote the development of 
students’ creativity, critical thinking...” [16, 
p. 126]. However, this reform was not ac-
companied by an exam reform that would 

“measure” the very “soft skills” that the new 
curriculum was developing; instead, the 
previously introduced exam system of 1995 
continued to measure academic knowl-
edge, performing the task of final student 
assessment [12].

Another example of systemic incon-
sistency could be the professional role of 
teachers. Within the curriculum reform, 
teachers were supposed to adapt to a new 
vision of students as active participants 
in the learning process, having their own 
interests and needs, characterized by an 
individual learning style [16]. However, the 
curriculum reform was not accompanied 
by a reform of the teacher training system 
that would prepare the new teacher for their 
new role.

Another example of inconsistency at the 
education system level could be teacher 
professional development. “Curriculum re-
form also envisaged innovations in teacher 
professional development... Monitoring 

Fig. 3. Expert Perception of the Main Factors Affecting the Low Academic Performance 
of 9th-grade Graduates
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the process of implementing the new cur-
riculum showed that teachers encountered 
numerous difficulties...” [16, p. 127]. The 
curriculum reform was accompanied by the 
continuous reform of the teacher profes-
sional development system, which even-
tually led to its elimination at the systemic 
level in the form inherited from Soviet times 
and its replacement with various training 
programs or courses offered by various 
providers, mainly on a commercial basis. 
At the same time, the idea of professional 
development for more effective student 
learning was gradually replaced by the 
idea of obtaining the right to be a teacher 
(certification) and the idea of employment 
(placement).

As a result of these systemic inconsis-
tencies, teachers and schools in the coun-
try, aware of the importance of graduation 
exams, focus on academic content and 
aim at academically successful students, 
as was revealed in the case of curriculum 
reform in other countries [2].

Alignment with selectivity regarding
students
The system in the country works to se-

lect the best-performing students for further 
education at the next level, thus operating 
as a “filtering” system [25], that considers 
exam scores as the main argument for fil-
tering. To ensure better selectivity for their 
children, parents with high and medium 
socio-economic status enter the process 
by paying for the services of private tutors.

It is possible that as a result of these 
identified intra-system inconsistencies, the 
country faces difficulties in ensuring suc-
cessful learning for all students.

Conclusion

The analysis of expert assessments 
of the factors influencing the low success 
of 9th-grade graduates in Azerbaijan in-
dicates that the quality of teachers, their 
pedagogical education, continuous profes-
sional development, the use of standard-
ized testing for graduation exams, and 
the existing school evaluation system are 
considered priority factors. As a result, the 
public school system, unable to fulfill its pri-
mary task of ensuring teaching quality and 
achieving successful learning outcomes, 
loses the trust of parents, students’ motiva-
tion, and their ability to learn. Concurrently, 
a “shadow” school is emerging, based on 
private tutoring, which, unlike the public 
school, is only accessible to students from 
families with higher socio-economic status. 
Consequently, this situation creates and 
perpetuates inequality among students.

This study, due to its limited number 
of participants and its qualitative nature, 
cannot serve as an objective analysis of 
the overall situation. However, it can serve 
as a foundation for further, more compre-
hensive research. In particular, it opens 
the possibility of continuing the initiated 
research with the involvement of a larger 
number of participants representing all the 
stakeholders in the educational process 
and considering a wider range of pos-
sible influence factors. Additionally, a more 
comprehensive diagnosis of the education 
system can provide a better understanding 
of how to transform it to provide a quality 
education for all students.

The analysis of the results and recom-
mendations can be used to inform educa-
tion policymakers.
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