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Background	
“The	Estonian	Lifelong	Learning	Strategy	2020	introduced	the	term	‘approach	to	learning’,	and	
changing	 this	 approach	 is	 one	 of	 the	 strategy’s	 goals:	 the	 objective	 is	 to	 implement	 an	
approach	 to	 learning	 that	 supports	 each	 learner’s	 individual	 and	 social	 development,	 the	
acquisition	of	 learning	skills,	creativity	and	entrepreneurship	at	all	 levels	and	 in	all	 types	of	
education.	In	the	strategy,	the	approach	to	learning	–	or	simply	put,	understanding	of	learning	
and	teaching	–	is	described	with	keywords	that	encompass	both	the	learning	process	and	its	
outcome:	focus	on	the	learner,	integration	of	different	subjects	and	fields,	teamwork,	creative	
and	critical	thinking,	key	competences,	not	only	factual	knowledge	but	also	the	ability	to	solve	
problems2.	 The	 demand	 for	 a	 change	 in	 the	 approach	 to	 learning	 –	 both	 the	 process	 and	
content	 of	 learning	 –	 derives	 from	 a	 global	 change	 in	 education,	 which	 is	 discussed	 and	
described	under	keywords	such	as	21st	century	skills3	or	Education	20304.	There	is	a	widely	
shared	 understanding	 that	 learning	 and	 teaching	 cannot	 continue	 in	 the	 old	 way	 due	 to	
technological	changes,	globalisation	and	other	so-called	mega-trends.	However,	 it	 is	clearly	
not	easy	to	find	a	singular	answer	as	to	how,	when	and	who	should	change.	
	
Even	 at	 the	 time	 of	 preparing	 the	 Estonian	 Lifelong	 Learning	 Strategy,	 there	 was	 no	
comprehensive	 understanding	 of	 the	 interconnections	 between	 the	 different	 parts	 of	 the	
approaches	to	learning	and	the	priority	of	changing	its	different	aspects	in	Estonian	education.	
That	 in	 turn	 created	 different	 understandings	 of	 how	and	what	 should	 be	 changed	 in	 the	
approach	to	learning	and	how	we	can	determine	whether	we	have	come	closer	to	the	desired	
result.	It	is	clear	that	it	is	not	possible	to	achieve	a	final	and	singular	agreement	on	what	the	
future	approach	to	 learning	should	be	 like	and	what	 learners	should	be	prepared	for.	This,	
indeed,	should	not	be	the	objective	here,	as	knowledge	about	both	the	future	needs	and	the	
methods	of	fulfilling	those	needs	is	constantly	improving.	On	the	other	hand,	we	are	convinced	
that	an	agreement	–	even	a	temporary	one	–	on	where	we	want	to	move	by	changing	the	
approach	to	learning,	how	to	support	that	movement	and	measure	its	success	would	help	in	
making	good	Estonian	education	even	better.	
	
Over	the	past	two	years,	various	studies	on	the	approach	to	learning	have	been	conducted	at	
Estonian	universities	and	two	reviews	of	scientific	literature	have	been	prepared5;	these	have	
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helped	bring	more	clarity	to	the	topic.	This	document	summarises	the	results	of	these	studies	
as	 well	 as	 the	 results	 of	 seminars	 and	 discussions	 among	 various	 TU	 and	 UT	 education	
researchers,	practitioners	and	policy-makers,	and	it	proposes	a	framework	for	the	approach	
to	learning	and	the	changes	to	be	made	thereto.	This	document	is	a	product	of	common	work.	
The	 authors	 whose	 participation	 was	 the	 most	 immediate	 have	 been	 named	 in	 the	 first	
footnote.	 There	 are	 definitely	 more	 people	 whose	 thoughts	 have	 had	 an	 effect	 on	 the	
development	of	this	paper	in	one	way	or	another.	A	big	‘thank	you!’	to	everyone!		
	
The	aim	of	the	framework	is	to	offer	a	background	system	and	support	for	the	implementers	
of	the	approach	to	learning	–	particularly	educational	institutions	and	their	partners	–	in	order	
to	help	understand	the	big	picture	in	which	their	various	activities	are	placed.	For	the	Ministry	
of	Education	and	Research	and	others	responsible	for	the	development	of	education,	this	will	
be	 of	 help	 in	 evaluating	which	 of	 our	 aspects	 of	 the	 approach	 to	 learning	 are	 performing	
better,	which	are	doing	worse	and	which	changes	we	should	mainly	support.	It	will	definitely	
be	of	help	in	broader	communication	for	all	the	parties	interested	in	the	changes	taking	place	
in	education.		
	
This	is	a	framework	that	relies	on	the	results	of	contemporary	scientific	research.	Both	the	on-
going	 and	 future	 studies	 may	 offer	 new	 knowledge	 that	 would	 allow	 us	 to	 improve	 or	
supplement	 it	 or	 to	 propose	 a	 new	 and	 more	 effective	 model.	 It	 is	 intended	 as	 a	 living	
document	that	can	be	relied	on	and	used	as	a	basis	in	discussing	future	approaches	to	learning.		
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What	is	approach	to	learning?	
An	approach	to	learning	is	an	understanding	of	the	goals	of	learning,	the	ways	learning	takes	
place	and	the	relationships	between	the	participants	of	the	learning	process6,	as	well	as	the	
practical	implementation	of	these	beliefs.		

An	approach	to	learning	is	part	of	a	broader	school	culture7.	Updating	the	approach	to	learning	
requires	 professionals	 who	 show	 initiative	 and	 can	 lead	 the	 process	 of	 changing	 the	
management	of	 school	 life,	modernising	 the	 content	of	 learning	and	 teacher	 training,	 and	
using	time	in	school	and	outside	of	school	learning	environments	more	effectively	than	before.		

	
Figure	1.	Approach	to	learning,	reasons	for	changing	it,	factors	supporting	changes	in	school	
culture,	objectives	and	the	broader	goals	of	the	changes8.	

	
Why	does	approach	to	learning	have	to	change?		
Changing	the	approach	to	learning9	is	a	way	in	which	a	school	can	adapt	to	the	changing	
demands	for	education	in	society	as	a	whole,	the	labour	market	and	technological	
developments.	The	need	for	a	change	also	arises	from	political	choices,	including,	among	
other	things,	the	Lifelong	Learning	Strategy.	Changes	in	the	approach	to	learning	are	also	
supported	by	changes	taking	place	in	schools	–	the	need	to	increase	the	fulfilment	of	school	
for	both	teachers	and	learners,	make	the	school	management	culture	more	open,	etc.	

																																																													
6	Pursuant	to	the	Estonian	Lifelong	Learning	Strategy	2020,	the	approach	to	learning	“includes	an	
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Expectations	on	the	education	system	are	high	–	this	should	help	both	to	reinforce	our	current	
values	and	support	the	necessary	changes.	Education	helps	create	conditions	for	a	better	life	
–	 for	 success	 and	 competitiveness	 as	well	 as	 an	 inclusive	 and	 fair	 organisation	 of	 society.	
Today’s	world	 is	uncertain,	complex	and	rapidly	changing.	 In	such	an	environment,	people	
who	are	open	 to	new	 things,	 independent,	daring	and	able	 to	 constantly	 learn,	 capable	of	
promptly	making	 choices,	 and	 think	 and	 act	 creatively	 can	 cope.	While	 subordination	 and	
obedience	 to	authority	 favours	 subsistence	 in	 an	authoritarian	environment,	 a	democratic	
society	values	autonomy,	the	desire	and	skill	to	choose,	decide	and	take	responsibility.	Changes	
in	people’s	 lifestyle	–	the	emergence	of	 the	so-called	sitting	era	and	an	 increase	 in	mental	
workload	brings	with	it	the	need	to	pay	more	attention	to	the	prevention	of	health	risks	by	
developing	the	skill	and	habit	of	taking	care	of	one’s	physical	and	mental	health.	This	means	
that	learners	should	obtain	such	skills	at	school	level,	which	in	turn	requires	a	change	in	the	
activities	of	the	school	and	the	teachers.		

The	central	message	from	society	and	the	world	of	employment	is	that	more	attention	should	
be	 paid	 towards	 developing	 cross-subject	 or	 inter-subject	 skills	 besides	 subject-specific	
knowledge	and	skills.	These	are	self-specific	and	social	skills,	which	are	linked	to	individuals	
coping	 with	 themselves	 and	 their	 ability	 to	 effectively	 act	 in	 the	 world	 of	 interpersonal	
relationships.	New	skills	are	not	only	necessary	for	individual	coping;	they	also	ensure	greater	
cohesion	in	society,	reduce	exclusion,	promote	tolerance	and	inclusion,	and	strengthen	public	
health.	These	are	skills	for	which	there	is	no	separate	subject	 in	the	school	curriculum.	For	
schools,	the	development	of	such	skills	poses	a	real	challenge.		

Many	 studies,	 which	 are	 primarily	 based	 on	 monitoring	 changes	 in	 salary	 distribution,	
education	levels	and	professions,	argue	that	the	labour	market	has	polarised	in	the	past	couple	
of	decades:	the	number	of	professions	that	require	very	good	skills	and	rather	low	skills	has	
grown,	while	the	demand	for	medium	level	and	medium-low	level	skills	has	decreased10.	There	
is	 a	 broad	 understanding	 that	 employers	 no	 longer	 expect	 employees	 to	 have	 only	 the	
knowledge	 necessary	 for	 performing	 the	work;	 communication	 and	 cooperation	 skills,	 the	
ability	to	work	in	different	environment	and	in	collaboration	with	experts	from	other	areas,	as	
well	as	the	skills	to	critically	select,	acquire	and	use	knowledge	are	also	required.		

	
By	analysing	the	changes	taking	place	in	both	the	labour	market	and	everyday	life,	attempts	
have	been	made	in	recent	years	to	assess	the	impact	of	technology	on	workplaces	and	the	
need	 for	 certain	 skills.	 The	 question	 is	 which	 workplaces	 and	 skills	 can	 be	 replaced	 by	
computers	and	which	skills	do	people	need	in	order	to	cope	with	the	increasingly	extensive	
and	complex	technology.	A	recent	analysis11	based	on	the	data	of	a	PIAAC	international	survey	
of	adult	skills	showed	that	the	level	of	information	processing	skills	and	the	usage	thereof	at	
work	of	 the	average	of	31%	of	adults	 in	OECD	countries	 is	 such	that	 it	could	even	now	be	
replaced	by	computers,	while	only	13%	of	people	have	and	use	skills	at	a	level	that	will	not	be	

																																																													
10 OECD	(2017).	Computers	and	the	future	of	skill	demand.	OECD	centre	for	educational	research	and	
innovation	(CERI).	Unpublished	paper.	
11	ibid	



replaced	by	computers	in	the	near	future.	In	Estonia,	a	little	over	60%	of	people	use	computers	
at	work,	while	this	figure	is	20	percentage	points	higher	in	the	Nordic	countries.		

In	addition	to	changes	in	society	and	the	labour	market	as	well	as	technological	developments,	
there	are	many	factors	that	will	have	an	impact	on	our	lives	and	coping	abilities	in	the	future,	
e.g.	globalisation,	climate	change,	possible	conflicts,	migration	of	peoples,	etc.,	which	people	
can	 not	 significantly	 influence	 at	 an	 individual	 level.	 This	 lends	 even	more	 importance	 to	
political	 decisions	 –	 decisions	made	 on	 a	 national	 and	 international	 level.	 In	 addition	 to	
taking	into	account	the	attempts	to	forecast	and	respond	to	changes	that	take	place	beyond	
our	control,	it	is	equally	important	to	ask	what	kind	of	future	we	want	and	the	most	effective	
education	policy	choices.	Besides	economic	growth,	productivity	and	individual	success,	we	
also	have	to	consider	other	values.	Thus,	the	OECD	has	recently	redefined	the	narrative	of	
economic	 growth	 and	 shifted	 the	 focus	 on	 well-being12,	 emphasising	 the	 well-being	 of	
individuals,	 the	whole	of	society	and	the	environment.	 In	the	changing	and	technologically	
rapidly	evolving	society,	the	extensive	spread	of	a	physically	inactive	lifestyle	and	the	entailed	
negative	effects	on	the	health	of	the	members	of	society,	the	sustainability	of	society	and	the	
economy	are	seen	as	increasingly	big	problems.	Pursuant	to	the	Toronto	Charter	international	
consensus	 document,	 education	 policy	makers	 should	 decisively	 respond	 to	 such	 changes	
also,	 by	 establishing	 the	 health	 and	 lifestyle	 of	 children	 and	 young	 people	 as	 one	 of	 the	
priorities.13		

OECD’s	Inclusive	Growth	Initiative	shows	that	increased	inequality	is	not	only	a	problem	for	
the	cohesion	of	society;	it	is	also	a	problem	for	economic	growth.	The	education	policy	makers	
of	the	OECD	countries	have	agreed	that	education	systems	have	to	support	the	shaping	of	the	
future	 in	 three	directions:	 resilience,	 innovation	and	 sustainability.	On	 the	OECD	 level,	 the	
Education	2030	initiative14	is	engaged	in	mapping	the	needs	for	future	skills	and	weighing	the	
respective	 educational	 policy	 choices.	 In	 Estonia,	 political	 choices	 are	 reflected	 in	national	
strategies,	and	changing	the	approach	to	 learning	 is	one	of	 the	main	goals	of	 the	Estonian	
Lifelong	Learning	Strategy.	

	

Objectives	of	changes	in	the	approach	to	learning	
We	have	divided	the	objectives	of	learning	into	more	distant	–	broader	goals	–	and	specific	
learning	objectives.	The	broader	goal	of	learning	is	to	cultivate	a	cohesive	society	created	by	
educated	 and	 responsible	 persons.	 In	 addition	 to	 self-fulfilment	 –	 the	 realisation	 of	 one’s	
interest	and	abilities	–	education	shall	also	provide	the	skills	required	for	coping	in	life,	incl.	in	
the	world	of	work.	In	the	future,	this	will	also	mean	being	more	open	to	change	in	order	to	
understand	the	developments	in	one’s	surroundings	both	locally	and	globally,	and	to	be	ready	
for	constant	self-development	and	lifelong	learning.	We	have	highlighted	five	skills	or	qualities	

																																																													
12	Focusing	on	well-being	is	one	of	OECD’s	eight	general	objectives	for	2016-21.	
https://www.oecd.org/about/secretary-general/21-for-21-A-Proposal-for-Consolidation-and-Further-
Transformation-of-the-OECD.pdf.		
13	The	Toronto	Charter	for	Physical	Activity:	A	Global	Call	for	Action,	2010.	
http://www.globalpa.org.uk/charter/	
14	http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/education-2030.htm	



as	specific	learning	objectives.	This	list	is	definitely	not	exhaustive;	we	have	only	emphasised	
the	most	important	aspects.	

(1) Good	subject	knowledge	and	skills	to	apply	it	in	practice	remain	important	for	coping	
in	 life	 and	 continuing	one’s	education.	 The	 changed	approach	 to	 learning	does	not	
mean	 satisfied	 and	 communicative	 learners	 without,	 for	 instance,	 mathematical	
knowledge.	 The	 foundation	 for	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 is	 also	 important	 for	 the	
development	 of	 other	 skills,	 e.g.	 the	 skill	 of	 self-management.	 Without	 good	
knowledge,	one	cannot	make	informed	choices	or	become	an	expert	in	any	area	of	life.	

(2) Learning	skills	create	opportunities	for	constant	self-improvement,	the	acquirement	
of	new	skills	and	knowledge	in	and	outside	schools	as	well	as	independently	later	in	
life.	In	order	to	learn	more	successfully,	people	need	so-called	meta-knowledge	–	an	
understanding	 about	 their	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 as	well	 as	 an	 understanding	 about	
mental	processes,	how	to	memorise,	recall	and	use	the	 learnt	material	better,	how	
different	types	of	learning	motivation	work,	and	how	beliefs	and	emotions	support	or	
disturb	 learning.	 In	order	 to	 learn	 successfully,	people	need	 to	be	able	 to	motivate	
themselves,	 concentrate	 their	 attention	 on	 achievable	 and	 rational	 objectives,	 and	
make	an	effort	to	achieve	the	desired	results,	using	various	–	both	subject-specific	and	
general	–	learning	strategies	and	techniques15.		

(3) In	order	to	support	the	development	of	collaborative	skills,	the	learning	process	needs	
to	be	made	more	collaborative.	Collaborative	skills	are	important	in	learning	as	well	as	
in	future	work.	Collaborative	skills	are	based	on	emotional	and	social	intelligence,	i.e.	
skills	of	understanding	and	influencing	the	behaviour,	thinking	and	emotions	of	oneself	
and	others	in	different	situations.	

(4) Self-management	is	understood	as	the	readiness	and	ability	to	define	one’s	needs	and	
goals,	choose	well-considered	ways	for	their	achievement	and	evaluation	of	results,	
and	 to	 be	 responsible	 for	 one’s	 actions	 and	 choices.	 Self-management	 is	 based	 on	
knowledge	 and	 information,	 with	 its	 essential	 prerequisites	 being	 the	 skill	 of	 self-
regulation16	and	a	sense	of	one’s	autonomy	–	acting	on	internal,	not	external	drivers	
or	 pressure.	 A	 self-managing	 person	 copes	with	 both	 their	mistakes	 (e.g.	 fixations,	
addictions,	and	weakness	of	will)	and	external	influences	(e.g.	political	propaganda).	
Although	 self-managing	 learners	 are	 primarily	 talked	 about	 in	 adult	 learning,	 the	
prerequisites	for	it	are	already	created	at	school.		

(5) Subjective	well-being,	satisfaction,	school	fulfilment,	…	–	a	good	child	has	many	names	
–	is	related	to	the	better	physical	and	mental	health	of	learners,	and	the	absence	of	
behavioural	 problems.	Well-being	at	 school	 also	 influences	how	a	person	generally	

																																																													
15	Kikas,	E.	(2017).	Competence	based	learning:	development	and	assessment.	In	the	collection:	Heidmets,	M.	
(ed)	Approach	to	learning:	theories,	studies,	measurement.	An	analytical	review.	TU:	School	of	Educational	
Sciences.	http://hdl.handle.net/10062/55716		
16	Timoštšuk,	I.	(2016).	Moving	towards	a	teaching	model	that	support	the	autonomy	of	learners.	
http://dspace.ut.ee/handle/10062/55716;	Saks,	K.	(2017).	A	Systematic	review	of	literature	to	find	measuring	
instruments	suitable	for	evaluation	the	changes	in	an	approach	to	learning.	http://hdl.handle.net/10062/55715	



copes	 in	 life,	 their	 performance	 at	 school	 and	 academic	 success,	 the	probability	 of	
graduation	 and	how	people	 proceed	with	 their	 education	17.	 Learners	who	 are	 not	
satisfied	with	school	more	frequently	complain	of	headaches,	drowsiness,	depression,	
exhaustion	and	sleeplessness.	The	absence	of	well-being	at	school	also	increases	the	
probability	of	using	addictive	substances,	as	well	as	suicidal	and	criminal	behaviour.	
According	to	a	PISA	study,	there	is	a	negative	link	between	skills	and	satisfaction	on	a	
national	level:	in	countries	where	the	results	are	poorer,	the	learners	are	happier,	and	
vice	versa.	However,	on	the	 level	of	 learners,	well-being	at	school	 is	 linked	to	good	
learning	 outcomes	 both	 in	 Estonia	 and	 the	 majority	 of	 other	 countries.	 School	
enjoyment	is	influenced	by	how	innovative	the	school	is	perceived	as,	how	meaningful	
the	study	work	is,	and	how	learner-centred	the	teachers’	approach	to	learning	is18.	It	
has	 been	 found	 that	 collaborative	 learning	 improves	 learners’	 self-esteem	 and	
increases	 school	 enjoyment19.	 School	 fulfilment	 is	 also	 related	 to	 the	 possibility	 of	
movement	at	school.		
	

How	does	the	approach	to	learning	change?	
As	referred	to	above,	changing	the	approach	to	learning	means	changes	in	teaching	methods	
and	the	relationships	between	those	participating	in	learning	as	well	as	in	school	culture.	As	
teaching	methods	 and	 relationships	 are	 closely	 interrelated,	 we	 do	 not	 draw	 a	 clear	 line	
between	 them,	 but	 highlight	 three	 more	 important	 directions	 of	 change:	 constructivist	
approach	to	knowledge,	collaborative	learning,	and	autonomy.	These	three	largely	reflect	
the	effective	learning	model20	or	the	concept	of	CSSC	learning	proposed	by	OECD:	learning	is	
constructive,	as	learners	actively	construct	their	knowledge	and	skills;	learning	is	an	activity	
self-regulated	by	learners,	where	they	actively	use	learning	strategies;	learning	is	situated,	as	
it	is	better	understood	in	a	context	than	in	an	abstract	environment;	learning	is	collaborative,	
not	an	individual	activity.		

(1) Constructivist	approach	is	based	on	the	idea	that	learners	actively	acquire	knowledge	
and	 develop	 and	 construct	 understandings	 by	 relying	 on	 their	 own	 previous	
experience.	 This	 differs	 from	 the	 traditional	 study	 and	 recital	 of	 “certain	 and	
permanent	wisdoms”.	According	to	the	constructivist	approach,	learning	is	individual,	
active	and	takes	place	in	a	specific	context.	 Individuality	means	that	 learners	create	

																																																													
17	For	an	in-depth	review	of	well-being,	see:	Lukk,	M.,	Sammul,	M.,	Tamm,	A.,	Leijen,	Ä.,	Adov,	L.,	Aksen,	M.,	
Themas,	A.	(2016).	Concept	and	measurement	tools	for	the	assessment	of	satisfaction	with	general,	vocational	
and	higher	education	and	possibilities	of	further	training.	Tartu:	University	of	Tartu.	
http://hdl.handle.net/10062/55482	
18	Rumma,	K.	(2017).	Report	on	the	research	results	of	project	“The	profile	of	the	approach	to	learning.	
https://hm.ee/sites/default/files/okprofiil_rumma.pdf	
19	Slavin,	R.	E.	(1989).	Research	on	cooperative	learning:	Consensus	and	controversy.	Educational	Leadership,	
47:	52–54.	
20	OECD	(2010).	The	Nature	of	Learning:	Using	Research	to	Inspire	Practice.	Paris:	OECD	Publishing	
http://www.keepeek.com/Digital-Asset-Management/oecd/education/the-nature-of-
learning_9789264086487-en#.WO-J4btf2dI	



associations	with	their	personal	experience.	Therefore,	 it	 is	 important	to	assess	the	
previous	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 of	 every	 learner,	 as	 well	 as	 their	 willingness	 and	
potential	 to	 learn.	 In	 this	 context,	 the	 development	 level	 and	 learning	 psychology	
developments	have	 to	be	assessed	more	extensively.	 Formative	assessment	has	an	
important	place	here.	Learning	means	the	cognitive	activity	of	the	learner;	besides	the	
content	of	the	subject,	the	learning	process	along	with	the	related	skills	and	attitudes	
form	an	 important	objective	of	 learning.	Learners	themselves	are	active	creators	of	
new	knowledge	and	skills,	not	just	passive	receivers.	They	create	new	knowledge	and	
skills,	associating	the	things	they	have	already	learnt	with	the	information	they	receive	
from	the	environment.	The	importance	of	context	emphasises	that	learning	has	to	be	
meaningful:	 learning	 depends	 on	 the	 extent	 learners	 can	 assign	 meaning	 to	 new	
information	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 their	 previous	 experience,	 and	 what	 that	 meaning	 is.	
Effective	learning	can	therefore	take	place	on	the	basis	of	situations	that	are	familiar	
and	significant	for	the	learner,	by	analysing	such	situations	and	giving	them	meaning	
through	the	new	knowledge,	and	by	solving	relevant	problems.	In	such	a	case,	teaching	
means	 instructing	 and	 guiding	 the	 learners,	 creating	 the	 conditions	 that	 favour	
learning.	

(2) Collaborative	learning	means	working	together	towards	a	common	goal.	Maximising	
learning	by	every	participant	as	well	as	other	members	of	the	group	is	important	here.	
In	collaborative	learning,	learners	learn	from	each	other	as	much	as	from	teachers	or	
instructors,	 in	 order	 to	 reach	 a	 jointly	 constructed	 new	 meaning.	 In	 this	 kind	 of	
learning,	 the	 focus	 is	 on	 consensus	 instead	 of	 competitiveness	 and	 superiority.	
Collaborative	 learning	is	supported	by	mutual	dependence,	 individual	responsibility,	
face-to-face	 communication	 and	 social	 skills	 as	 well	 as	 analysing	 group	 work	 and	
efficiency	 –	 a	 reflection	 on	 individual	 progress	 and	 relationships21.	 Designing	 an	
effective	collaborative	learning	process	requires	the	development	of	tasks	that	actually	
depend	on	collaboration	for	 fulfilment;	problem	solutions	that	cannot	be	arrived	at	
independently22.	 Collaborative	 learning	 creates	 more	 cohesion	 at	 schools,	 in	
communities	and	in	society	as	a	whole.	

(3) Autonomy	means	moving	towards	the	increased	decision-making	rights	and	freedom	
of	 action	 of	 the	 school,	 teachers	 and	 learners.	 Studies	 indicate	 that	 a	 more	
autonomous	 operational	 model	 supports	 the	 positive	 climate	 of	 a	 school,	 inner	
motivation	of	participants	and	is	related	to	better	learning	outcomes	and	subjective	
well-being23.	Autonomy	expresses	the	 learners’	perception	of	their	own	importance	
that	 comes	 with	 freedom	 of	 choice,	 and	 in	 turn	 determines	 the	 learners’	 future	

																																																													
21	Slabina,	P.	(2017).	Moving	towards	collaborative	learning.	In	the	collection:	Heidmets,	M.	(ed)	Approach	to	
learning:	theories,	studies,	measurement.	An	analytical	review.	TU:	School	of	Educational	Sciences.	
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22	Baker,	M.	J.	(2015).	Collaboration	in	collaborative	learning.	Interaction	Studies	16:3:	451–473.	
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choices.	Autonomy	forms	a	basis	for	self-managed	learning	which	is,	as	a	rule,	done	
outside	the	formal	education	environment	and	includes	the	development	of	one’s	own	
learning	trajectory	and	creating	one’s	own	learning	environment.	We	should	assess	at	
schools	to	what	extent	learners	have	a	say	with	regard	to	their	learning-related	needs	
and	establishing	learning	objectives.	What	are	their	own	possibilities	to	explore	and	
determine	the	appropriate	resources	and	learning	strategies	in	order	to	achieve	those	
objectives?	 In	 what	 way	 and	 to	 what	 extent	 can	 learners	 themselves	 analyse	 and	
choose	 how	 their	 learning	 outcomes	 can	 be	 measured?	 Making	 choices	 that	 are	
beneficial	 to	oneself	do	not	 cause	damage	 to	others,	while	 taking	 life	 forward	also	
requires	 a	 large	 amount	 of	 knowledge	 and	 good	 analytical	 skills.	 Supporting	 the	
autonomy	of	learners	is	therefore	directly	related	to	the	choice	of	learning	content	and	
teaching	techniques24.		

	

Changes	in	school	culture	that	support	the	approach	to	learning	
In	the	broadest	sense,	school	culture	can	be	divided	into	individualistic	and	collaborative.	In	
an	individualistic	school	culture,	every	teacher	works	in	their	classroom,	knows	little	about	the	
work	of	other	teachers,	receives	little	feedback	on	their	work	and	changes	in	teaching	take	
place	 slowly.	 In	 a	 collaborative	 school	 culture,	 teachers	 jointly	 solve	 problems	 related	 to	
learning,	jointly	develop	the	curriculum	and	give	each	other	feedback.	Conditions	for	jointly	
working	 have	 been	 created	 at	 school	 and	 teachers	 are	 involved	 in	 school	 development.	
Changes	 in	 the	 approach	 to	 learning	 are	 supported	 by	 leadership	 and	 the	 organisation	 of	
school	 life,	 problem-based	 and	 real-life	 related	 content	 of	 studies,	 teacher	 training	 and	
environments	that	favour	collaboration.		

(1) Leadership	 and	 the	 organisation	 of	 school	 life.	 School	management	 shall	 distance	
itself	 from	 unnecessary	 hierarchy	 and	 control,	 instead	 moving	 towards	 increasing	
democracy,	participation	and	decision-making	rights	as	well	as	freedom	of	action	of	a	
school,	teacher	and	learner.	 In	addition	to	the	lesson-based	organisation	of	studies,	
the	school	day	should	also	be	considered	as	a	whole	and	opportunities	to	study	outside	
the	school	environment	should	be	used	more	often.	Engaging	with	parents	and	the	
wider	 community	 is	 also	 necessary	 in	 changing	 the	 approach	 to	 learning.	 A	 recent	
OECD	 study25	 showed	 that	 Estonia	 widely	 uses	 the	 learning	 organisation	model	 in	
education	compared	to	the	European	Union	(EU)	average.	That	model	is	characterised	
by	 creativity	 and	 learning	 from	 each	 other,	 decentralised	 organisation,	 close	
communication	 and	 mutual	 support,	 limited	 standardisation	 of	 work,	 and	
opportunities	for	employees	to	apply	their	ideas.	In	Estonia,	56%	of	teachers	work	in	
such	an	organisation,	while	 the	 figure	 for	 the	entire	EU	 is	46%.	 In	addition,	27%	of	
teachers	in	Estonia	(the	EU	average	is	34%)	work	in	an	organisation	with	the	so-called	
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25	OECD	(2017).	Learning	organisations	in	education	and	services.	OECD	centre	for	educational	research	and	
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professional	model,	which	mainly	differs	from	a	learning	organisation	by	its	lower	level	
of	collaboration.	The	learning	organisation	model	is	positively	linked	to	a	more	positive	
work	climate	and	the	self-efficiency	of	employees	as	well	as	the	use	of	new	processes	
and	 technologies.	 This	 indicates	 that	 the	 situation	with	 regard	 to	 school	 culture	 in	
Estonia	is	better	than	previously	assessed.	However,	this	study	also	shows	that	nearly	
half	of	schools	(half	of	teachers)	still	have	problems	with	the	culture	of	collaboration.		

(2) Learning	content	needs	to	be	chosen	and	curricula	to	be	updated	in	response	to	the	
constantly	changing	demand	for	education.	This	requires	the	systematic	monitoring	of	
developments	in	education.	

(3) The	 teachers,	 their	 pedagogical	 beliefs26	 and	 capabilities27,	which	 include	 a	 broad	
repertoire	 of	 teaching	 strategies	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 create	 relationships	 based	 on	
partnership	with	the	learners	in	the	learning	process,	play	a	big	role	in	changing	the	
approach	to	learning.	Beliefs	and	capabilities	stem	from	experience	and	preparation,	
self-improvement,	 the	 manner	 of	 choosing	 the	 profession	 of	 a	 teacher	 and	 other	
factors.	A	teacher’s	skills	and	qualities	are	very	important,	but	they	are	not	enough	if	
their	application	is	not	supported	by	a	wider	school	culture.	The	OECD	teacher	studies	
(TALIS)	conducted	to	date	have	shown	that	Estonian	teachers	receive	little	feedback	
on	their	work,	(a	mentor’s)	support	is	scarce,	and	collaboration	with	each	other	and	
parents	 is	 limited.	 An	 important	 basis	 for	 work	 satisfaction,	 motivation	 and	
commitment	is	self-efficiency,	which	was	very	low	according	to	the	TALIS	2009	study	
and	uneven	among	Estonian	teachers	according	to	TALIS	2013	28.	The	most	successful	
way	 to	 increase	 self-efficiency	 is	 collaborative	 self-improvement,	 which	 is	 not	 as	
common	in	Estonia	as	participating	in	training.	

(4) Learning	environments	have	to	support	the	development	and	realisation	of	abilities	
as	well	as	the	physical	and	mental	well-being	of	learners.	The	aim	is	for	learners	to	feel	
safe	and	engaged	and	have	favourable	conditions	for	learning.	The	opportunities	for	
movement	 during	 a	 school	 day	 support	 the	 mental	 working	 ability	 and	 cognitive	
functions,	 ensuring	 better	 attention	 and	 concentration	 levels,	 which	 is	 why	 the	
learning	environments	and	learning	methods	used	should	offer	learners	with	enough	
opportunities	for	movement.	Collaborative	learning	using	inquiry-based	exercises	and	
projects,	which	have	been	placed	 in	an	authentic	context,	are	an	 important	part	of	
effective	learning	environments.	In	order	to	create	and	maintain	learners’	interest,	it	
is	important	to	introduce	variety	into	learning	environments	and	the	learning	process	
by	learning	outside	of	school	and	using	different	technologies.	In	addition	to	learning,	
attention	should	be	given	to	the	social	and	emotional	needs	of	the	learners,	i.e.	to	be	
accepted	and	 to	 feel	 safe.	 In	 order	 to	 prevent	 violations	 of	 order,	 an	 environment	
where	learners	acknowledge	their	possibilities	and	responsibilities	and	are	responsible	
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for	the	results	of	their	actions	should	be	created.	In	the	opinion	of	teachers,	breaks	
that	offer	opportunities	for	physical	movement	lead	to	better	behaviour	in	class	and	
help	 prevent	 school	 exhaustion.	 Opportunities	 for	 movement	 in	 subject	 lessons	
support	the	creation	of	relationships	and	joint	activity	with	fellow	learners.		

	
Monitoring	changes	in	the	approach	to	learning	
Detailed	 changes	 in	 the	 approach	 to	 learning	 should	be	monitored	 at	 the	 level	 of	 specific	
schools,	 complemented	 by	 the	 provision	 of	 assistance	 and	 advice	 in	 implementing	 the	
changes,	e.g.	by	the	educational	innovation	centres	of	universities.		

In	order	for	the	state	to	assess	the	progress	of	changes	in	the	approach	to	learning	in	Estonian	
schools,	there	should	only	be	a	few	measured	aspects	and	these	must	not	be	burdening	for	
the	schools.	Academic	knowledge	and	skills	are	measured	by	achievement	tests,	final/state	
examinations	and	international	studies	(PISA).	A	monitoring	programme	is	being	prepared	for	
the	nationwide	evaluation	of	the	changes	in	school	culture	and	in	the	approach	to	learning	–	
the	well-being	of	 learners	and	 teachers,	 their	 collaboration	and	autonomy	 are	measured	
within	the	scope	of	well-being	surveys.	It	is	important	that	feedback	from	learners,	teachers	
and	the	community	is	obtained.	The	indicators	can	be	improved,	if	necessary,	after	the	first	
data	 collection	 and	 analysis	 in	 2017.	 The	 tools	 for	 measuring	 learning	 skills	 are	 being	
developed	for	the	first	and	second	school	 level	and	will	be	available	 for	use	 in	a	couple	of	
years.		
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