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Abstract — This study investigates the impact of a
shared competency-based curriculum reform on
student outcomes in Albania and Kosovo, using data
from the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) from 2015 to 2022. Introduced in
Kosovo in 2013-2014 and adopted by Albania in 2014-
2015, the reform aimed to modernize education and
harmonize instructional standards across both systems.
However, PISA 2022 results reveal significant declines
in mathematics, reading, and science scores in both
countries, with Albania experiencing the steepest
decline in mathematics among all participating nations.
Using a mixed-methods approach, the study
triangulates quantitative analysis of PISA data with
qualitative content analysis of curriculum documents,
national education reports, and stakeholder feedback.
Comparative benchmarking with regional peers
highlights systemic challenges including insufficient
teacher preparation, misaligned assessment practices,
and limited instructional resources. Findings suggest
that despite a shared curriculum framework, weak
implementation fidelity and lack of contextual
adaptation contributed to underperformance. The
study concludes with  evidence-based  policy
recommendations aimed at strengthening curriculum
alignment, enhancing teacher education, improving
assessment systems, and addressing infrastructure gaps.
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These insights offer guidance not only for Albania
and Kosovo but also for other countries undertaking
similar reforms.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, Albania and Kosovo
launched one of the most ambitious education policy
alignments in the Western Balkans: The
implementation of a unified pre-university curriculum
[11], [2], [3]. Motivated by shared linguistic, cultural,
and historical ties, as well as a strategic aim to
modernize and harmonize their educational systems,
both countries adopted a common competency-based
framework. Kosovo led the initiative by piloting and
rolling out the new curriculum during the 2013-2014
academic year [4], [5], [6]. Albania followed in 2014—
2015, pausing its previously developed national
reform, which had been in progress since 2009 with
support from international partners such as the World
Bank.

The unified curriculum was conceived as a
transformative reform intended to elevate educational
quality in both Albania and Kosovo. Its objectives
centered on fostering critical thinking, strengthening
practical skill development, and preparing students to
meet the complex demands of the 21st century [7].
Central to the initiative was a shift away from rote
learning and content-heavy teaching toward
interdisciplinary, student-centered pedagogies that
promote educational equity. Beyond pedagogy, the
reform also held symbolic political significance,
reflecting aspirations for closer cooperation and
integration between the two Albanian-speaking
nations. Nevertheless, the reform’s top-down
implementation failed to incorporate meaningful
participatory processes [8]. Sustainable curriculum
reform depends on shared ownership and active
teacher involvement in co-designing the framework,
rather than relegating educators to passive
implementers [9].
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The limited engagement of frontline teachers
during Albania’s adoption phase resulted in
immediate pushback and implementation
inconsistencies challenges that continue to affect the
reform’s impact today.

Despite  adopting a  shared  curriculum,
implementation strategies diverged significantly.
Kosovo introduced the reform organically, involving
local stakeholders and building on prior national
efforts. In contrast, Albania shifted abruptly in 2013,
when the new government discontinued its internally
developed curriculum developed over several years
with support from the World Bank in favor of
adopting Kosovo’s model [10]. This decision was
formalized through the 2014 Cooperation Agreement
for the Unification of the Pre-university Education
Curriculum, signed in Tirana. Albania’s transition was
swift and top-down, raising concerns about system
readiness, teacher training, and contextual alignment
[11].

Until recently, assessments of the curriculum’s
success have relied largely on fragmented national
evaluations and anecdotal teacher feedback. Though
both countries conducted internal reviews, their
findings were neither synchronized nor directly
comparable. In this context, the Programme for
International Student  Assessment  (PISA),
administered every three years by the OECD, offers a
unique, empirical lens through which to evaluate the
curriculum’s impact [12]. PISA measures 15-year-old
students’ proficiency in mathematics, reading, and
science, and is globally recognized as a robust
benchmark for cross-national learning outcomes and
education policy.

Albania and Kosovo have participated in three
PISA cycles since 2015 namely in 2015, 2018, and
2022 providing valuable data for longitudinal
comparison [13]. Expectations were initially high:
The new curriculum was anticipated to improve
outcomes over time. Instead, results have been
disappointing. Albania, which had shown notable
gains between 2009 and 2015 under its previous
curriculum, experienced stagnation in 2018 and a
significant decline in 2022 [14], [15], [16]. Kosovo,
whose scores had consistently been among the lowest,
also recorded further declines in 2022. These parallel
setbacks raise concerns about systemic issues that
transcend national contexts [17].

Governments in both countries have frequently
attributed these performance drops to disruptions
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic [18]. However,
regional comparisons challenge this rationale.
Neighboring countries such as Serbia, Montenegro,
and North Macedonia, also impacted by the pandemic,
showed more stable PISA results.
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This suggests that deeper structural issues,
including curriculum design, implementation fidelity,
teacher preparedness, and institutional support, may
be more influential in shaping outcomes than
temporary disruptions alone.

This study critically examines the link between the
unified curriculum and student performance in
Albania and Kosovo. Through a mixed-methods
approach, it analyses trends in PISA scores alongside
curriculum documents, policy reports, and stakeholder
feedback. Particular attention is given to teacher
training, instructional quality, subject-specific
weaknesses (especially in mathematics and science),
and systemic barriers such as staffing shortages and
limited digital infrastructure.

The implications of this research extend beyond the
two countries. As many nations explore curriculum
reform and even cross-border harmonization, the
Albanian—-Kosovar experience provides important
lessons. By identifying key gaps and offering
evidence-based recommendations, this  study
contributes to the broader discourse on curriculum
reform, emphasizing the need for locally adapted,
well-supported, and policy-aligned strategies. The
ultimate goal is to guide future reforms that enhance
educational equity, improve learning outcomes, and
ensure that curriculum changes deliver on their
promise across diverse educational contexts.

2. Methodology

This study adopts a mixed-methods comparative
research design to examine the impact of a shared pre-
university curriculum on student performance in
Albania and Kosovo, as evidenced by the 2022 results
of the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA), based on compliance with the
requirements necessary for their implementation [19].
The primary focus is on quantitative analysis, utilizing
official data published by the Organization for
Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD).
To enrich the analysis, qualitative content analysis is
conducted on curriculum documents, national
education reports, and relevant secondary literature.

By triangulating these diverse data sources and
methodologies, the study aims to offer a
comprehensive understanding of how curriculum
reforms have shaped educational outcomes in both
countries. In the used methodology flowchart, Figure
1 is outlined the data triangulation process combining
qualitative and quantitative sources to reach policy
recommendations.
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Figure 1. Methodology flowchart: data integration and analysis

2.1. Research Design and Objectives

This study is guided by the central research
question:

RQ1: To what extent has the implementation of a
shared competency-based curriculum influenced
student performance in Albania and Kosovo, as
measured by PISA assessments from 2015 to 20227

sub-questions  investigate  the
curriculum’s alignment with PISA-tested
competencies, the adequacy of its design and
implementation in supporting student learning, and
the extent to which external factors, such as teacher
training, school infrastructure, and socio-economic
context have mediated its effects.

The research adopts a longitudinal comparative
framework, analyzing three PISA cycles (2015, 2018,
and 2022). This approach enables the identification of
performance trends over time and facilitates cross-
country comparison. While Albania and Kosovo share
linguistic and cultural commonalities, they differ
significantly in economic development, institutional
capacity, and educational governance [20]. These
contrasts make them suitable for a controlled
comparative analysis of how a unified curriculum
performs under varying national conditions.

Supporting
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2.2. Data Sources and Collection

The primary dataset for this study comprises
student performance scores in mathematics, reading,
and science from the OECD Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) for the years
2015, 2018, and 2022. These data are disaggregated
by country and subject domain, enabling a detailed
analysis of performance trends over time and across
academic areas. The analysis includes key indicators
such as mean scores and performance distributions,
with particular focus on the proportions of low and
high-performing students.

The study incorporates a range of qualitative
sources, including national education policy
documents, curriculum frameworks, and teacher
training standards issued by the respective Ministries
of Education. Special emphasis is placed on the
Cooperation Agreement for the Unification of the Pre-
university Education Curriculum, as well as Albania’s
earlier curriculum reform plans prior to 2013,
developed with World Bank support [21].

Additional contextual insights are drawn from
OECD country reports, UNICEF evaluations, and
World Bank education sector reviews, offering a
broader institutional and historical perspective on
curriculum development and implementation in both
countries [22], [23], [24].
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2.3. Analytical Methods

The methodology of this study is organized into
four analytical phases, combining guantitative and
qualitative techniques to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the curriculum’s impact.

2.3.1. Descriptive Statistical Analysis

This phase examines trends in PISA scores across
the 2015, 2018, and 2022 cycles. It evaluates shifts in
student performance across mathematics, reading, and
science, identifying the magnitude and trajectory of
decline or stagnation in both Albania and Kosovo. To
contextualize these trends, comparative data from
regional peers such as Serbia, Montenegro, and North
Macedonia are analyzed to determine whether
observed changes are specific to Albania and Kosovo
or indicative of broader regional dynamics.

2.3.2. Comparative Curriculum Analysis

A content analysis of the shared competency-based
curriculum is conducted to evaluate its alignment with
PISA-assessed competencies. This includes a close
review of curricular objectives, subject-specific
syllabi (particularly in mathematics, science, and
language), and instructional guidelines. Special
attention is given to the cognitive depth required, the
balance between procedural and conceptual
knowledge, and the presence of higher-order skills
such as critical thinking and problem-solving.

2.3.3. Assessment of Contextual Factors

This phase investigates systemic variables that
may mediate curriculum implementation and
influence learning outcomes. It includes an analysis of
teacher preparation and professional development
frameworks using data from national reports, OECD’s
TALIS studies (where applicable), and assessments by
UNESCO and UNICEF. Related Infrastructure
indicators such as digital access, laboratory facilities,
and student-teacher ratios are also examined, given
their critical role in enabling competency-based
instruction.

2.3.4. Policy Interpretation and Thematic Synthesis

In the final phase, insights from the previous
analyses are integrated through an education policy
lens. Drawing on theoretical frameworks related to
curriculum reform, instructional coherence, and
implementation fidelity, the study interprets how
curricular intent interacts with institutional capacities
and classroom realities. This synthesis informs
evidence-based recommendations for improving
curriculum  policy, teacher  training, and
implementation strategies in both Albania and
Kosovo.
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2.4. Limitations and Ethical Considerations

Although this study draws upon robust and
publicly available data sources, several limitations
should be acknowledged. PISA assessments, while
internationally recognized and methodologically
sound, capture only a snapshot of 15-year-old
students’ competencies and may not fully reflect the
broader and long-term impacts of curriculum reforms
across all educational levels. Furthermore, measuring
the quality of curriculum implementation is inherently
challenging without access to in-depth, school level
observations or interviews with educators.

To address this gap, the study incorporates insights
from teacher feedback, national evaluation reports,
and relevant secondary literature to provide contextual
understanding. From an ethical standpoint, the
research adheres to established principles by utilizing
only anonymized and publicly accessible datasets.

No personal or sensitive information is involved.
Interpretations of findings are approached with
academic rigor and caution, avoiding
overgeneralization or causal claims that extend
beyond the evidence. The study aims to present an
impartial and constructive analysis that informs future
policy and practice.

2.5. Summary

The used methodological approach combines
cross-national quantitative analysis with curriculum
content evaluation and contextual policy review to
assess how a shared educational reform has influenced
student learning in two distinct national settings. By
integrating outcome-based data with an examination
of implementation structures and surrounding
conditions, the study aims to provide a comprehensive
understanding of the reform’s impact. The goal is to
derive well-grounded conclusions and actionable
recommendations that can inform more effective
curriculum implementation and improve student
achievement in Albania, Kosovo, and similar
educational contexts.

3. Results

In this section the key findings derived from the
analysis of curriculum reform and comparative
learning outcomes are presented. First, the origins and
evolution of the shared curriculum reform adopted in
Albania and Kosovo are examined. Next, performance
trends in PISA are analyzed to determine whether
policy intentions were translated into measurable
progress. Finally, the influence of a common
curriculum framework on learning outcomes across
both systems is explored. Together, these results are
used to provide an evidence-based foundation for
interpreting system performance and identifying areas
requiring further intervention.
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3.1. Shared Curriculum - Shared Outcomes

This section analyzes the PISA results from 2015
to 2022 for Albania and Kosovo, with a focus on the
implications of the shared competency-based
curriculum adopted by both countries. Despite their
linguistic and cultural similarities, the two education
systems faced distinct reform trajectories and
institutional capacities. However, their decision to
unify pre-university curricula offers a unique
opportunity to compare educational outcomes using
international benchmarks such as PISA.

3.2. Curriculum Reform and Its Origins

Kosovo introduced a  competency-based
curriculum in 2013-2014, emphasizing key skills and
interdisciplinary learning. Albania, after political
changes in 2013, abandoned its internally developed
curriculum in favor of Kosovo’s model a decision
formalized in the 2014 Cooperation Agreement.
While Kosovo’s reform evolved gradually, Albania’s
adoption was abrupt and top-down, leading to
guestions about contextual alignment and readiness.

3.3. Performance Trends in PISA

Between 2009 and 2015, Albania presented
significant gains in PISA performance. OECD data
indicates improvements equivalent to nearly one year
of schooling in mathematics and science, and half a
year in reading. These gains reflected the cumulative
impact of Albania’s prior curriculum development
efforts, alongside targeted investments in teacher
training and assessment systems. The results of each
country from 2015 and after are given in Table 1.

Table 1. PISA Scores for Albania and Kosovo (2015-2022)

Year Albania Albania Albania
Math Reading Science
2015 427 405 427
2018 437 405 417
2022 368 358 376
Kosovo Kosovo Kosovo
Math Reading Science
2015 365 362 378
2018 365 365 365
2022 354 358 361

Following the curriculum shift, however, this
positive trend reversed. PISA 2018 marked the first
signs of stagnation: Albania’s science score dropped
from 427 (2015) to 417 (2018), while Kosovo’s
performance remained consistently low, with a score
of 365 in both cycles illustrated in Figure 2. This was
followed by a sharp drop in 2022, 41 points for
Albania and 8 points for Kosovo.
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Figure 2. Science results of PISA 2015, 2018, 2022 for
Albania and Kosovo

The decline deepened in PISA 2022. Albania
experienced the steepest drop in mathematics of any
participating country, falling by 69 points compared
to 2018. Kosovo mirrored this pattern with smaller
declines 11 points. The math results for these cycles
are given below in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Math results of PISA 2015, 2018, 2022 for
Albania and Kosovo

Albania also shows a significant decline in reading
in 2022, with 47 points fewer compared to 2018. For
the same indicator, Kosovo likewise experienced a
decrease of 11 points as showed in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Reading results of PISA 2015, 2018, 2022 for
Albania and Kosovo

Most notably, the 2022 results brought Albania and
Kosovo to nearly identical performance levels across
all three domains: mathematics, reading, and science.
This convergence, visualized in Figures 2, 3 and 4
suggests that shared systemic challenges, rather than
isolated national factors, may be contributing to the
decline.

2018 2022
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The fact that both countries despite differing
institutional capacities and stages of development
experienced such closely aligned declines in
performance points to the influence of a shared
systemic factor. While external disruptions,
particularly the COVID-19 pandemic, certainly
contributed the magnitude and synchronization of the
downturns suggest that deeper issues may stem from
the curriculum itself and the way it was implemented.

4. Discussion

The pandemic situation offers only a partial
explanation for the observed learning decline, as it
mainly intensified challenges that already existed.
Curriculum quality and implementation weaknesses
remain evident, particularly in translating competency
goals into classroom practice. Persistent subject-
specific gaps, especially in math and reading, signal
deeper pedagogical barriers. Teacher preparation and
continuous training continue to be a major bottleneck
for effective instruction.

Kosovo’s consistently low PISA outcomes reflect
structural issues that require long-term intervention.
Limited parental involvement and digital inequality
further widen learning disparities. Addressing these
gaps demands sustained reform, investment in teacher
development, and improved alignment between policy
and practice.

4.1. The COVID-19 Pandemic: A Partial Explanation

Government officials in both Albania and Kosovo
were quick to attribute the disappointing 2022 PISA
results primarily to the disruptions caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic [25]. Widespread school
closures, the shift to remote learning, and reduced
instructional time were cited as major contributors to
learning loss a challenge faced globally. While this
explanation holds some validity, it falls short of
accounting for the scale and specificity of the decline
observed in these two countries.

Globally, many countries faced similar or even
more severe pandemic related disruptions but did not
experience declines of comparable magnitude.
Regional peers such as Serbia, Montenegro, and North
Macedonia operating under similar economic and
infrastructural conditions exhibited either stability or
more modest declines in performance. Additionally,
several OECD and East Asian countries managed to
maintain or improve outcomes, thanks to stronger
institutional preparedness, rapid digital adaptation,
and more resilient education systems [26].

Therefore, while the pandemic undoubtedly placed
pressure on education systems, it cannot fully explain
the disproportionate learning losses in Albania and
Kosovo.
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What sets these countries apart is not merely their
shared linguistic and cultural ties, but more
importantly, their joint adoption of an ambitious
curriculum reform one that was neither adequately
tested nor effectively localized.

4.2. Curriculum Quality and Implementation Challenges

The shared curriculum introduced in Albania and
Kosovo emphasizes competencies over content,
interdisciplinary integration, and student-centred
pedagogy principles aligned with global trends in
21st-century education. However, translating these
ideals into effective classroom practice has proven
challenging. In both countries, implementation
hurdles appear to have undermined the reform’s
intended impact.

Kosovo had the advantage of a gradual, internally
driven development process. In contrast, Albania
abruptly shifted course in 2013, abandoning a
curriculum reform already showing promising
outcomes in favour of Kosovo’s model. This top-
down adoption lacked sufficient adaptation to
Albania’s specific educational context, teacher
capacity, and existing assessment frameworks.

Concerns have been particularly pronounced
regarding the mathematics curriculum. In PISA 2022,
mathematics was designated as the major domain,
receiving greater emphasis and assessment weight
than the other two domains reading and science, which
were treated as minor domains. According to the
OECD report, approximately 70% of Albanian and
68% of Kosovar students who participated in PISA
2022 were in grade 10, a critical transitional year
during which students were encountering the new
curriculum for the first time. In Albania, lower
secondary education spans grades 6 to 9, while upper
secondary encompasses grades 10 to 12. The
mathematics textbooks used in lower secondary
education are largely consistent with long-standing
curricular content, familiar to both teachers and
students.

However, the introduction of a new grade 10
mathematics textbook represents a significant
departure. Rather than being developed domestically,
the textbook was translated from a foreign edition and
adapted for use in Albanian schools. This adaptation
has drawn criticism for its lack of alignment with the
existing curriculum. Much of its content redundantly
revisits concepts already taught in lower secondary
grades but does so in a fragmented and often
contextually disconnected manner. Consequently,
students are confronted with previously learned

material presented in unfamiliar ways, which
generates  confusion rather than reinforcing
understanding.
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Educators have reported that this repetition lacks
clear pedagogical intent and fails to meaningfully
extend students’ prior knowledge, thereby
diminishing student engagement and hindering
academic  progression in  upper  secondary
mathematics.

The grade 10 mathematics textbook used in
Albania reportedly a translated and condensed version
of a foreign source was widely criticized. A veteran
mathematics teacher with four decades of experience
argued that the textbook’s content was cognitively
misaligned with students’ readiness. Key foundational
elements such as definitions and theorems were
missing, resulting in superficial understanding and
limited retention. According to his evaluation, the
adapted curriculum included only 60% of the original
source content [27].

These shortcomings are mirrored in Albania’s
PISA 2022 results, where the proportion of low
performers in mathematics reached its highest level
since the country joined the assessment. Even among
high-achieving students, no improvement was
observed. Disadvantaged students in both Albania and
Montenegro experienced the steepest performance
declines between 2018 and 2022, further underscoring
the curriculum’s failure to address equity gaps [28].

Mathematics education in grades 9 and 10 in
Kosovo faces both structural and pedagogical
challenges that have played a significant role in the
country’s low performance in PISA 2022. The
majority of Kosovo’s PISA participants were in grade
10, making their results a critical indicator of
instructional quality at the intersection of lower and
upper secondary education. A central issue stems from
the misalignment between the competency-based
curriculum introduced in 2013 and the materials used
in practice. While the curriculum emphasizes critical
thinking, problem-solving, and real-world application
of knowledge, many schools continue to rely on
outdated textbooks that do not reflect these
pedagogical aims [29].

Teacher preparation remains a significant obstacle.
A considerable number of educators have not received
adequate training to implement the revised curriculum
effectively, resulting in continued dependence on rote
instruction and procedural teaching [30]. The lack of
systematic professional development and ongoing
instructional support further hinders the adoption of
student-centred, inquiry-based teaching strategies in
mathematics classrooms. Compounding these issues
are environmental constraints such as inadequate
infrastructure, limited access to digital tools, and
frequent classroom disruptions, all of which
negatively impact instructional quality and student
engagement.
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The consequences of these systemic shortcomings
are reflected in student outcomes: According to
OECD, over 78% of Kosovo’s students performed
below Level 2 in mathematics significantly above the
OECD average of 21%. These results underscore
persistent deficiencies in curriculum implementation,
teacher readiness, and overall learning conditions.
Addressing these barriers is essential not only for
improving mathematics achievement but also for
advancing broader educational reform in Kosovo’s
secondary school system.

4.3. Subject-Specific and Pedagogical Barriers

Beyond mathematics, similar implementation
challenges have emerged in other subject areas. For
instance, biology instruction is intended to combine
theoretical knowledge with hands-on laboratory work.
However, many schools in Albania lack the necessary
infrastructure adequate laboratories, equipment, and
trained staff to support experiential learning. Teachers
are often burdened with administrative duties and
excessive paperwork, further limiting their capacity to
plan and conduct meaningful lab sessions.

In the humanities, literature teachers have reported
significant misalignment between the curriculum and
the official textbooks. The texts often fail to reflect the
curriculum’s stated learning objectives or to offer the
scaffolding needed to help students engage with more
complex material.

These subject-specific shortcomings point to
broader systemic issues in curriculum design and
implementation. A lack of contextualization,
insufficient practitioner input, and the absence of
piloting or iterative feedback mechanisms have
hindered the translation of reform goals into
classroom practice. Without adequate support
structures, even well-intentioned curricular reforms
risk falling short of their intended impact.

Kosovo continues to encounter significant
challenges in implementing its competency-based
curriculum across key subject areas, particularly in
reading and science. As with mathematics, the
envisioned  shift toward critical thinking,
interdisciplinary learning, and real-world application
remains largely unrealized in classroom practice. In
reading, Kosovo's average score of 358 in PISA 2022
falls well below the OECD average of 476, with the
majority of students performing below Level 2.

This indicates a widespread difficulty in
interpreting, evaluating, and reflecting on written texts
-core competencies emphasized by the national
curriculum. A major contributing factor appears to be
the misalignment between curricular goals and
assessment practices.

TEM Journal — Volume 15 / Number 2 / 2026.
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Teachers frequently rely on rote memorization and
literal comprehension exercises, rather than fostering
higher-order reading strategies such as inference and
analysis.

Similarly, Kosovo’s average score in science was
361 among the lowest recorded globally - highlighting
deficiencies in inquiry-based instruction and the
practical application of scientific concepts. Science
education in many schools remains predominantly
theoretical, with limited opportunities for hands-on
experimentation [31]. These shortcomings are largely
attributed to insufficient laboratory resources, lack of
instructional time allocated to practical activities, and
minimal professional development in contemporary
science teaching methodologies. Consequently,
teachers are often unable to implement project-based
or lab-based learning, undermining the curriculum’s
emphasis on scientific reasoning and discovery.

4.4. Teacher Quality and Training: A Critical Bottleneck

The success of any curriculum reform ultimately
hinges on the quality and preparedness of the teaching
workforce. In both Albania and Kosovo, significant
challenges in teacher education, professional
development, and retention have hindered effective
implementation of the shared competency-based
curriculum.

In Albania, reforms in the early 2000s led to a rapid
expansion of Initial Teacher Education (ITE)
programs, which widened access to the profession but
also diluted entry standards. Students entering
teaching programs now tend to have lower academic
achievement than peers in other disciplines, raising
concerns about both subject-matter knowledge and
pedagogical competence [32].

In addition, Albania’s Initial Teacher Education
(ITE) system remains highly decentralized and lacks a
cohesive national curriculum or a standardized
framework for quality assurance. This fragmentation
contributes to inconsistencies in teacher preparation
and hinders efforts to ensure accountability across
institutions. As a result, significant disparities persist
in teacher competencies. Nearly 47.5% of Albanian
teachers report limited familiarity with the core
principles of competency-based education and the use
of digital instructional tools both of which are integral
to the current curriculum reforms.

Addressing these gaps requires a shift toward more
inclusive and  practice-oriented  professional
development. Rather than relying solely on
centralized training programs, research suggests that
participatory models can yield greater impact [33].
Literature emphasizes the value of teacher-led
professional learning communities, where educators
collaboratively examine student work, reflect on
teaching practices, and co-develop strategies for
improvement [34], [35].
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Such bottom-up approaches foster ownership,
contextual relevance, and continuous professional
growth.

Kosovo faces similar issues. According to PISA
2022 data, nearly 50% of students attend schools
where principals report teacher shortages, and over
20% are in schools with concerns about the
qualifications of assisting staff. These staffing gaps
reflect both recruitment challenges and systemic
shortcomings in teacher support.

The COVID-19 pandemic further magnified these
vulnerabilities. Teachers in both countries struggled to
transition to online or hybrid learning models due to
limited ICT training and infrastructure. In Kosovo, the
absence of integrated digital competencies in teacher
education programs emerged as a major barrier to
continuity and instructional quality during school
closures.

4.5. Broader Systemic Gaps: Family Engagement and
Digital Inclusion

Beyond the classroom, systemic factors such as
family involvement and digital equity play a crucial
role in shaping student outcomes. In Albania, family
support is positively associated with student
performance, contributing to an average 14-point
increase in mathematics scores. However, this support
is often informal and unevenly distributed,
disproportionately benefiting students from more
advantaged backgrounds. In the absence of structured
national programs to foster equitable family
engagement, these disparities risk deepening the
achievement gap.

Access to digital resources, including devices,
internet connectivity, and digital literacy, remains
inconsistent, particularly in rural or underfunded
schools. This digital divide hampers the effectiveness
of blended and e-learning strategies. Teachers
themselves frequently lack the training to integrate
digital tools effectively into pedagogy [36], [37].
Research emphasizes that educators must not only be
competent in using technology but must also
understand its pedagogical applications [38], [39]. In
developing countries, digital integration requires
sustained planning, investment, and professional
development none of which can be assumed [40].

4.6. Curriculum Gaps and Kosovo’s Persistent Low PISA
Performance

Kosovo’s consistently low PISA scores in 2018
and 2022 have raised pressing concerns about the
efficacy of its education system and, specifically, the
implementation of the competency-based curriculum
introduced in 2013-2014. Intended to modernize an
outdated model, the reform aimed to cultivate critical
thinking, problem-solving, and lifelong learning skill.
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However, despite its progressive intentions, the
curriculum has yielded limited impact on student
performance.

PISA 2018 placed Kosovo near the bottom of the
rankings, with scores of 365 in reading, 366 in
mathematics, and 365 in science. These results saw
marginal declines in 2022, with mathematics dropping
to 355, and similarly poor outcomes in reading and
science These outcomes reflect deep-seated
structural issues in both curriculum quality and its
educational ecosystem.

A key challenge lies in the disconnect between
curriculum design and classroom realities. Many
teachers struggle to implement competency-based
learning due to vague guidelines and insufficient
training [41]. While the curriculum emphasizes
interdisciplinary learning and student agency,
traditional teaching methods continue to dominate.
Teachers lack clear syllabi, practical instructional
materials, and coherent assessment frameworks [42].

The issue is compounded by outdated teacher
training programs, which have not been adequately
revised to reflect new curricular expectations. This
misalignment undermines teachers’ capacity to
deliver effective instruction. More than 40% of school
principals in Kosovo report concerns about the
availability and quality of teaching staff. These
shortcomings are particularly acute in STEM subjects,
where the curriculum calls for inquiry-based
approaches but lacks the supporting infrastructure and
professional development.

Moreover, Kosovo’s national assessment systems
remain misaligned with the new curricular goals,
continuing to reward rote memorization over critical
thinking. Curriculum reform must be part of a broader,
integrated strategy that includes teacher training,
classroom innovation, and assessment reform in order
to yield meaningful improvements.

4.7. Towards Sustainable Reform: Lessons and Policy
Recommendations

The shared experience of Albania and Kosovo
offers valuable insights for policymakers engaged in
curriculum reform. These cases demonstrate that
ambitious reforms can falter without strong
institutional support, localized adaptation, and robust
implementation strategies.

First, both countries must revisit their curriculum
frameworks with an emphasis on contextual
relevance, not just alignment with international trends.
Reforms should be piloted before nationwide rollout,
developed collaboratively with educators, and
grounded in local realities. Teacher education must be
strengthened with a dual focus on subject-matter
knowledge and pedagogical expertise, including
digital competencies.
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Second, broader systemic investments are needed
to support equity and quality. This includes targeted
support for rural and marginalized communities,
initiatives to engage families in structured ways, and
the development of school leadership capable of
driving instructional improvement. Equity must be
understood not as equal resource distribution but as
the targeted redress of systemic disparities.

Finally, as emerging technologies such as Artificial
Intelligence begin to transform education, Albania and
Kosovo must adopt future-oriented policies. While Al
tools hold promise, their effective integration requires
a teaching workforce that is trained not just in their use
but in rethinking pedagogy around them [43].
Sustainable reform demands not only vision, but also
the systems, skills, and resources to realize it.

5. Conclusion

The PISA 2022 results mark a pivotal moment for
the education systems of Albania and Kosovo. Despite
the adoption of a wunified competency-based
curriculum designed to modernize teaching and
learning, the outcomes reveal a troubling decline in
student achievement, particularly in mathematics,
reading, and science. While the curriculum aligns in
theory  with  international  standards, its
implementation has not produced the intended
improvements. On the contrary, the reform appears to
coincide with stagnation or even regression in learning
outcomes raising fundamental questions about design,
readiness, and support.

Data such as PISA results can be a powerful driver
of reform; however, their effectiveness hinges on
political determination and the capacity of institutions
to implement change. In this regard, both Albania and
Kosovo must move beyond passive recognition of
poor performance and toward targeted, evidence-
based reforms. The results underscore that curriculum
design, teacher preparation, and school-level
implementation must be urgently reviewed and
realigned. While the pandemic undoubtedly disrupted
learning, its effects alone do not account for the
magnitude of decline, especially given that
neighbouring countries with similar disruptions fared
considerably better.

A central recommendation is the comprehensive
revision of the pre-university curriculum in both
countries. Although the shift to a competency-based
approach aimed to modernize education, its one-size-
fits-all adoption particularly in Albania lacked
contextual adaptation and adequate piloting. Future
curriculum reforms must prioritize local needs,
drawing on the expertise of educators, subject
specialists, and classroom data.
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In mathematics especially, curricular redesign
should focus on fostering conceptual understanding,
applied problem-solving, and deeper cognitive
engagement, ensuring students are equipped with
skills relevant to both academic and real-world
challenges.

Equally essential is the reform of teacher education
and the institutionalization of continuous professional
development. The success of any curriculum reform
depends fundamentally on the competence and
preparedness of teachers. In Albania, the rapid
proliferation of teacher education programs in the
absence of standardized quality assurance
mechanisms has resulted in notable variability in
teacher readiness. Both Albania and Kosovo would
benefit from the establishment of clear national
standards for initial teacher education, with a stronger
focus on subject-specific pedagogy, assessment
literacy, and the integration of digital instructional
methods.

Moreover, professional development must be
continuous, embedded into the education system as a
sustained requirement rather than a one-off
intervention. Such efforts should be supported through
structured mentoring and peer-learning communities,
particularly in underperforming schools and in
subjects like mathematics and science, where learning
gaps are most pronounced. Importantly, these
professional learning networks should be grounded in
participatory evaluation practices. When teachers co-
develop assessment rubrics with students, mastery of
competencies improves significantly by as much as
31%. Adopting such collaborative approaches would
help ensure that assessment practices in Albania and
Kosovo are more closely aligned with the learner
centered objectives of their competency-based
curricula.

Assessment systems must also evolve. While PISA
offers valuable cross-national  benchmarking,
domestic evaluations are essential for capturing day-
to-day learning realities. Albania and Kosovo should
enhance their national assessments at key educational
stages grades 5, 9, and 12 while introducing more
frequent formative assessments that provide
actionable feedback to teachers and students. These
tools can support differentiated instruction and ensure
that reforms are grounded in continuous learning and
monitoring.

Sustainable systemic improvement demands a
more inclusive and holistic policy framework. This
includes engaging families and local communities,
enhancing infrastructure for practical learning, and
ensuring equitable access to resources across both
urban and rural areas. Research consistently shows
that parental involvement has a strong positive effect
on student achievement, yet participation remains
uneven nationwide.
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Therefore, developing structured programs that
foster school-family partnerships and community-
based learning networks should become a core pillar
of future national education strategies.

In summary, the PISA 2022 findings should not be
viewed as a mere performance report but as a call to
action. Albania and Kosovo have the opportunity to
turn this moment of crisis into one of transformation
by rethinking their curriculum, investing in teachers,
modernizing assessments, and building inclusive,
resilient education systems. With vision, coordination,
and sustained commitment, these reforms can lay the
foundation for long-term educational progress and
social development.

References:

[1]. Wort, M., Pupovci, D., & Ilkonomi, E. (2019).
Appraisal of the Pre-University Education Strategy
2014-2020: Final report. UNICEF Albania.

[2]. Republic of Albania, Council of Ministers. (2021).
Decision No. 621, dated 22 October 2021 on the
approval of the National Education Strategy 2021-2026
and the action plan for its implementation. Official
Gazette of the Republic of Albania. Retrieved from:
https://www.gbz.gov.al/eli/vendim/2021/10/22/621/f73
bd68b-b13c-46db-b1d1-2d7bd8fd4fd3
[accessed: 08 September 2025]

[3]. The Balkan Forum (2018). Education briefing:
Current state of education in countries of the Balkan
region. Retrieved from;
https://2018.thebalkanforum.org/file/repository/Educati
on_Briefing_ ENG_FINAL.pdf
[accessed: 10 September 2025]

[4]. Ministry of Education and Sports (Albania). (2014).
Pre-University Education Development Strategy 2014-
2020. Arkiva.arsimi.gov.al. Retrieved from:
https://arkiva.arsimi.gov.al/strategjia-e-zhvillimit-te-
arsimit-parauniversitar-2014-2020/

[accessed: 10 September 2025]

[5]. Schaffer, E., et al. (2018). Implementing a curriculum
nation-wide: The case of Kosovo. European Conference
on Educational Research (ECER).

[6]. Aliu, L. (2019). Analysis of Kosovo’s education
system. Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.

[7]. Krasnigi, R. (2022). Teacher professional development
trends: Perspectives of teachers and principals in
Kosovo. Issues in Educational Research, 32(4), 1467-
1485.

[8]. Ministry of Education, Science and Technology
(Republic of Kosovo). (2011). Korniza e kurrikulés e
arsimit parauniversitar té Republikés sé Kosovés.
Prishting, Kosovo: MASHT. Retrieved from:
https://pleuratrudi.weebly.com/uploads/1/5/5/9/155901
46/korniza_e_kurrikuls.pdf
[accessed: 12 September 2025]

[9]. Latifi, F. (2020). Challenges for the implementation of
the curriculum in Kosovo schools. Fourth International
Conference on Linguistics, Literature and Education.

[10]. Pieters, J., Voogt, J., & Pareja Roblin, N.
(2019). Collaborative curriculum design for sustainable
innovation and teacher learning, 424. Springer Nature.

[11]. Papajani, A. (2021). Curriculum reform in pre-
university education in Albania. Polis, 1(20), 7-19.

1515


https://www.qbz.gov.al/eli/vendim/2021/10/22/621/f73bd68b-b13c-46db-b1d1-2d7bd8fd4fd3
https://www.qbz.gov.al/eli/vendim/2021/10/22/621/f73bd68b-b13c-46db-b1d1-2d7bd8fd4fd3
https://2018.thebalkanforum.org/file/repository/Education_Briefing_ENG_FINAL.pdf
https://2018.thebalkanforum.org/file/repository/Education_Briefing_ENG_FINAL.pdf
https://arkiva.arsimi.gov.al/strategjia-e-zhvillimit-te-arsimit-parauniversitar-2014-2020/
https://arkiva.arsimi.gov.al/strategjia-e-zhvillimit-te-arsimit-parauniversitar-2014-2020/
https://pleuratrudi.weebly.com/uploads/1/5/5/9/15590146/korniza_e_kurrikuls.pdf
https://pleuratrudi.weebly.com/uploads/1/5/5/9/15590146/korniza_e_kurrikuls.pdf

TEM Journal. Volume 15, Issue 2, pages 1506-1517, ISSN 2217-8309, DOI: 10.18421/TEM152-46, May 2026.

[12]. Dhimolea, A. (2023). Comprehensive cooperation
between Albania and Kosovo as an auxiliary instrument
to a speedy regional economic integration. Friedrich-
Ebert-Stiftung.

[13]. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. (n.d.). Programme for International
Student Assessment (PISA). OECD. Retrieved from:
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/

[accessed: 13 September 2025]

[14]. National Center for Education Statistics. (n.d.). PISA
participation by country: 2015, 2018, 2022. U.S.
Department of Education.

[15]. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. (2019). PISA 2018 results (Volume I):
What students know and can do. OECD Publishing.
Doi: 10.1787/5f07c754-en

[16]. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. (2023). PISA 2022 results (Volume I):
Learning in the digital world. OECD Publishing.

Doi: 10.1787/53f23881-en

[17]. Shmis, T., et al. (2025). Unlocking Potential:
Enhancing Education Quality in the Western Balkans
Based on Insights from the PIRLS 2021 and PISA 2022
Studies. World Bank Group.

Doi: 10.1596/42680

[18]. Uka, A. (2023). What caused the decline of Kosovo in
PISA ranking? Prishtina Insight. Retrieved from:
https://prishtinainsight.com/factors-contributing-to-the-
decline-in-kosovos-pisa-ranking-mag/

[accessed: 15 September 2025]

[19]. Almeida, F. (2018). Strategies to perform a mixed
methods study. European Journal of Education Studies,
5(1).

[20]. Zogjani, V., Nenezi¢, A., & Deliu, N. (2020).
Evolving or revolving: Institutional reforms and
democratic legitimacy in Kosovo, Albania, and
Montenegro. Democracy for Development Institute
(D4D); European Fund for the Balkans (EFB);
European Movement Albania (EMA); Centre for
Monitoring and Research (CeMl).

[21]. World Bank. (2016). Albania — PISA 2015 brief:
Programme for International Student Assessment
(PISA). World Bank.

[22]. UNESCO. (2017). Albania education policy review:
Issues and recommendations (extended report).
UNESCO Publishing.

[23]. UNESCO. (2022). Global education monitoring
report 2021/2: Non-state actors in education — Who
chooses? Who loses? United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization. Retrieved from:
https://www.unesco.org/gem-
report/en/publication/2022-non-state-actors-education-
who-chooses-who-loses [accessed: 17 September 2025]

[24]. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. (2010). PISA 2009 results: What students
know and can do — Student performance in reading,
mathematics and science (Volume ). OECD Publishing.
Doi: 10.1787/9789264091450-en

[25]. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD). (2014). PISA 2012 results: What
students know and can do — Student performance in
mathematics, reading and science (Volume 1) (Revised
edition). OECD Publishing.

Doi: 10.1787/9789264208780-en

1516

[26]. Mehmeti, S. (2021). The impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on pre-university education in Kosovo.
Kosovo Education Center. Retrieved from:
https://www.kec-ks.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/10/Ndikimi-i-COVID19-ne-
Arsimin-Parauniversitar-ENG.pdf  [accessed: 18
September 2025]

[27]. Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. (2023). PISA 2022: Insights and
interpretations. OECD Publishing.

[28]. Balkanweb. (2023). Education, a return two decades
backward: The decline in PISA 2022 set a record in the
entire global history of the test. BalkanWeb.

Retrived from: https://www.balkanweb.com/en/arsimi-
kthim-dy-dekada-pas-renia-ne-pisa-2022-shenoi-
rekord-ne-te-gjithe-historine-boterore-te-testit/
[accessed: 20 September 2025]

[29]. UNICEF & Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD). (2024). Transforming
education in the Western Balkans: PISA 2022 findings
from Albania, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia
and Serbia. UNICEF Regional Office for Europe and
Central Asia & OECD.

[30]. Krasnigi, V., & Maloku, D. (2021). Challenges in
implementing competency-based learning in Kosovo’s
pre-university education. Journal of Educational
Research and Practice, 11(2), 37-49.

[31]. Shala, A., & Grajcevci, A. (2023). ICT and Internet
Usage among Kosovar Students: The Impact of Trends
on Achievement in the PISA Scales. Journal of
Learning for Development, 10(1), 122-133.

Doi: 10.56059/j14d.v10i1.775

[32]. Tahirsylaj, A., & Fazliu, F. (2021). From content-to
competence-based curricula—An educational account of
curriculum policy in Kosovo. European
Education, 53(1), 1-14.

Doi: 10.1080/10564934.2021.1971541

[33]. Agency for Quality Assurance in Pre-University
Education (ASCAP). (2021). Identifikimi i nevojave pér
zhvillim profesional té punonjésve arsimoré né arsimin
parauniversitar. ASCAP.

[34]. Demirkol, S., & Ertuna, L. (2025). Illuminating The
Path: Investigating the Relationship Between the
Teachers' Curriculum Literacy and Attitudes toward
Professional Development. Participatory Educational
Research, 12(3), 51-71.

Doi: 10.17275/per.25.33.12.3

[35]. Pan, H. L. W., & Cheng, S. H. (2023). Examining the
impact of teacher learning communities on self-efficacy
and professional learning: An application of the theory-
driven evaluation. Sustainability, 15(6), 4771.

Doi: 10.3390/su15064771

[36]. Vescio, V., Ross, D., & Adams, A. (2008). A review
of research on the impact of professional learning
communities on teaching practice and student
learning. Teaching and teacher education, 24(1), 80-91.
Doi: 10.1016/j.tate.2007.01.004

[37]. Caratiquit, K., & Javier, B. (2025). Teachers' ICT
Competence, Techno-Efficacy, School Support, and
Attitude Towards Digital Use in Teaching: A Mediation
and Moderation Study. Participatory Educational
Research, 12(3), 1-21. Doi: 10.17275/per.25.31.12.3

TEM Journal — Volume 15 / Number 2 / 2026.


https://www.oecd.org/pisa/
https://prishtinainsight.com/factors-contributing-to-the-decline-in-kosovos-pisa-ranking-mag/
https://prishtinainsight.com/factors-contributing-to-the-decline-in-kosovos-pisa-ranking-mag/
https://www.unesco.org/gem-report/en/publication/2022-non-state-actors-education-who-chooses-who-loses
https://www.unesco.org/gem-report/en/publication/2022-non-state-actors-education-who-chooses-who-loses
https://www.unesco.org/gem-report/en/publication/2022-non-state-actors-education-who-chooses-who-loses
https://www.kec-ks.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ndikimi-i-COVID19-ne-Arsimin-Parauniversitar-ENG.pdf
https://www.kec-ks.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ndikimi-i-COVID19-ne-Arsimin-Parauniversitar-ENG.pdf
https://www.kec-ks.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Ndikimi-i-COVID19-ne-Arsimin-Parauniversitar-ENG.pdf
https://www.balkanweb.com/en/arsimi-kthim-dy-dekada-pas-renia-ne-pisa-2022-shenoi-rekord-ne-te-gjithe-historine-boterore-te-testit/
https://www.balkanweb.com/en/arsimi-kthim-dy-dekada-pas-renia-ne-pisa-2022-shenoi-rekord-ne-te-gjithe-historine-boterore-te-testit/
https://www.balkanweb.com/en/arsimi-kthim-dy-dekada-pas-renia-ne-pisa-2022-shenoi-rekord-ne-te-gjithe-historine-boterore-te-testit/

TEM Journal. Volume 15, Issue 2, pages 1506-1517, ISSN 2217-8309, DOI: 10.18421/TEM152-46, May 2026.

[38]. Yilmaz, E. O. The Effect of Distance Education
Students' Virtual Classroom Participation Status on
Their Course Achievement. Participatory Educational
Research, 12(4), 1-18.

Doi: 10.17275/per.25.46.12.4

[39]. Aluko, F. R., & Ooko, M. (2022). Enhancing the
Digital Literacy Experience of Teachers to Bolster
Learning in the 21st Century. Journal of Learning for
Development, 9(3), 420-435.

Doi: 10.56059/j14d.v9i3.662

[40]. Erik, H. S., & Yilmaz, M. B. (2024). Lifelong
Learning Center Trainers: What Are Their Perceived
Curriculum Literacy and Digital Technology Usage
Levels? Participatory Educational Research, 11(6), 56-
74. Doi: 10.17275/per.24.79.11.6

TEM Journal —Volume 15 / Number 2 / 2026.

[41]. Aydin, D. (2025). Promoting engagement for
inclusion in action: An autoethnographic journey of a
researcher-preschool teacher experience. Participatory
Educational Research, 12(4), 19-37.

Doi: 10.17275/per.25.47.12.4

[42]. Boshtrakaj, L., Rraci, E., & Bajrami, K. (2018).
Challenges of Implementing the Curricular Reform in
Pre-University Education in Kosovo. Kosovo Education
Center (KEC).

[43]. Grassini, S. (2023). Shaping the future of education;
Exploring the potential and consequences of Al and
ChatGPT in educational settings. Education
sciences, 13(7), 692. Doi: 10.3390/educsci13070692

1517



