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Abstract
This paper discusses the change of educational governance by developing and using 
a theory of policy instrumentality. It is based on the policy instruments approach in 
political studies and on the cultural-historical activity theory. It is used to study the 
relationships and changes of policy instruments and objectives of a major school 
development program in Taiwan launched in 2007. The group in charge of the pro-
gram evaluated and changed both the objectives and instruments of the program in 
2010. The direction of this transformation was from an approach based on competi-
tion and control towards an approach that emphasizes school autonomy, quality of 
curriculum and collaboration and learning between schools. The paper distinguishes 
three dimensions of policy instruments to analyze how the new orientation became 
embedded in the instruments used in the program implementation. The paper further 
suggests that policy learning can be analyzed in terms of remediation, that is, collec-
tive redesign of the system of instruments.

Keywords  Educational policy · School development · Policy instruments · Tertiary 
artefact · Transformation of project instrumentality

Introduction

The classic book of Tyack and Cuban (1995) showed that the journey from edu-
cational policy discussion to what occurs in schools and classrooms is long, com-
plicated and often unpredictable. To clarify this complexity we find it important 
to extend the discussion of educational policy interventions from analyses of dis-
courses and texts to the relationship between talk and functional instruments of 
implementation used in reforms. In this paper we approach this problem through 
policy instruments. The policy instrumentality of a reform comprises different levels 

 *	 Hongda Lin 
	 hongda.lin@helsinki.fi

1	 Center for Research on Activity, Development and Learning (CRADLE), Faculty of Educational 
Sciences, University of Helsinki, Siltavuorenpenger 1A, 00170 Helsinki, Finland

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7215-4728
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10833-018-9335-2&domain=pdf


58	 Journal of Educational Change (2019) 20:57–77

1 3

of instruments, from verbally expressed objectives to tools of financing, control and 
planning, as well as procedures that allow and support local development and learn-
ing (see e.g., März et al. 2017; Hall 2017). The instruments of implementation are 
not neutral. They reflect the political and educational philosophies within which they 
emerged. It is therefore essential to analyze the logic embodied in the instruments. 
The interdependency and the compatibility between the reform objectives and the 
various policy instruments used in the reform are especially important. These rela-
tionships reveal basic and often hidden assumptions which can provide with a pos-
sibility to reconsider the dynamics of policy learning (Flanagan et  al. 2011). To 
clarify the importance of these relationships we will analyze a transformation of the 
instrumentality of a major educational reform in Taiwan, the School Actualization 
Program (SAP).

This program was launched in 2007 by the Ministry of Education (MOE) to 
increase the number of high-quality senior high schools. All senior high schools in 
Taiwan were free to apply to this program. The Ministry nominated an expert group 
to plan, implement, and evaluate the program. In 2008 the group comprised nine 
university professors, six senior high school principals, one representative of the 
National Federation of Teacher Unions, and two civil servants from the MOE. Orig-
inally SAP was planned for the years 2007–2010 but has continued until now. It has 
become a more or less institutionalized way of developing secondary high schools 
in Taiwan: 210 schools participated in the program in 2016. SAP has established 
itself as a network of learning and innovation within the governance system of the 
Taiwanese educational policy (Miettinen 1999). This paper will analyze the trans-
formation of the program in the years 2009–2010, when a second cycle of the pro-
gram was planned and implemented and the policy instruments were significantly 
transformed.

In the international discussion of school development strategies, two ideal–typi-
cal alternatives may be distinguished (Hargreaves and Shirley 2009; Hodgson and 
Spours 2016; Sahlberg 2007). The first one is a market-based and top-down approach 
in which governments assign goals to schools in the form of standard test scores for 
different subjects, as well as measures and controls that achieve these goals. The 
results of testing are used in evaluation and funding of schools. They are also made 
public to allow the ranking of the schools, which constitutes a ground for the forma-
tion of an educational market. This is the dominant model adopted, for example, in 
the United States (see e.g., Ravitch 2013) and England (e.g., Hodgson and Spours 
2014). However, various problems of this approach such as teaching for tests, curric-
ulum narrowing and inhibition of developing new pedagogical solutions have been 
reported (see e.g., Madaus et al. 2009; Ravitch 2010).

An alternative strategy comprises bottom-up approaches based on trust in teacher 
expertise, school autonomy in developing curriculum and pedagogy as well as on 
collaboration between schools and other societal actors (see e.g., Tyack and Cuban 
1995). The Finnish school governance has been used to characterize the second 
alternative. It uses neither standardized national tests nor inspection systems (Simola 
et al. 2013). The test results of schools are not publicly available, to prohibit the for-
mation of an educational market. The schools are expected not only to implement 
the curriculum framework but also to develop their own curricula in response to 
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local circumstances (Aho et al. 2006; Miettinen 2013; Sahlberg 2015). These two 
alternatives are ideal–typical. In many school systems, hierarchical regulation and 
autonomy are combined in various ways and correspondingly school development 
approaches are categorized in other and more elaborate ways (see e.g., Ball 1997; 
Hodgson and Spours 2016).

We shall, however, use these two ideal–typical alternatives to characterize the 
direction of changes that took place in SAP and its instrumentality in 2009 and 
2010.1 We will study the SAP objectives as they are expressed in the policy docu-
ments, and analyze the set of instruments used in the implementation of the pro-
gram. We will first introduce our theoretical framework and the concept of policy 
instrumentality. Then we will characterize the political context of the emergence of 
SAP in Taiwan. We introduce the five types of instruments and procedures included 
in the SAP instrumentality, and then the data and method of the study. The results of 
the analysis are presented: what problems the group members found in the SAP idea 
and objectives and in the tools and techniques used in their implementation, and 
what suggestions were made for improving them. Conclusions are drawn concerning 
the transformation of SAP and the role that remaking the policy instruments played 
in it.

The theoretical framework: the policy instrumentality

The developers of the policy instruments approach (Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007) 
find that policy studies have focused mainly on policy ideas, shared systems of 
belief, symbols, and neglected the study of concrete policy tools or instruments. 
They point out that “every instrument constitutes a condensed form of knowledge 
about social control and ways of exercising it” (Lascoumes and Le Galès 2007, p. 1). 
Therefore, a careful study of different instruments, techniques and tools is needed to 
understand political change. They also discuss differences between legislative, fiscal, 
contractual and communication-based instruments. However, they do not discuss the 
epistemological or psychological functions of instruments in policy making.

According to Cultural Historical Activity Theory (CHAT), human thought and 
activity is always mediated by cultural artefacts or mediational means (Vygotsky 
1980; Cole 1996). The concept of the artefact refers to a man-made object that 
has a meaning and constitutes a part of our culture. Philosopher Marx Wartofsky 
(1979) drew a distinction between different kinds of artefacts. Among them, tertiary 
artefacts are alternative imaginative perceptual models, “a representation of possi-
bilities which go beyond present actualities” (Wartofsky 1979, p. 209). Engeström 
(2007) characterized tertiary artefact as a ‘where-to’ type of cognitive artefact that is 

1  Weber (1904 [1949], pp. 90–94) characterizes the function of an ideal type as a benchmarking device 
in social research as follows: “It is a scientifically formulated pure type (an ideal type) of a common phe-
nomenon. (…) it is a conceptual construct (Gedankenbild) which is neither historical reality nor even the 
‘true’ reality (…) It has the significance of a purely ideal limiting concept with which the real situation or 
action is compared and surveyed for the explication of certain of its significant components”.
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used to orient to the future and to imagine and define alternative modes of activity. 
However, such visions must be complemented with tools, methods, plans, rules and 
forms of social collaboration (Miettinen and Virkkunen 2005). If this is not properly 
achieved, there is a risk that visions remain utopian rhetoric or an espoused theory 
unable to change or direct real activities (Argyris and Schön 1978).

Engeström (2007) suggests that different levels of concepts and tools “form inte-
grated toolkits… tool constellations or instrumentalities” (p. 33). Each historically 
developed activity has a particular constellation of mediating artefacts, the relation 
of which needs to be analyzed in order to understand organizational change. The 
different instruments used in an activity may have different origins, therefore there 
is no guarantee that they are fully compatible with the vision provided by a tertiary 
artefact for the future. In an effort to change, the instruments and their relationships 
also change and evolve.

We find the policy instruments approach and the activity theoretical approach 
complementary. Both of them recognize that policy objectives are not pre-given 
and independent of means. There is no ready-made set of instruments from which 
a principal can select to achieve policy objectives. The instruments change and 
develop (Kassim and Le Galès 2010; Miettinen 2006). The former analyzes policy 
instruments to reveal “the changes in the relationship between the governing and 
governed, as well as various forms of managing” (Le Galès 2016, p. 513). The lat-
ter focuses on cognition and remediation, that is, use and redesign of concepts and 
instruments for learning and development of practices. We think this complemen-
tarity may also contribute to the research of policy learning. There are several con-
ceptual frameworks of policy learning developed to account for policy change, inno-
vation policy, functions of supranational governance, and knowledge utilization in 
policy making (e.g., Bennett and Howlett 1992; Lundvall and Borrás 1997; Radaelli 
2008; Dunlop and Radaelli 2013). In order to reveal the constraints on and potenti-
alities of public action, more empirical analyses of actual processes of policy learn-
ing are still needed (Uyarra et  al. 2017; Moyson and Scholten 2018). In light of 
the complementarity of the two approaches, we find a focus on the transformation 
of policy instruments and their relationships in studying empirical data may meet 
this demand. In fact, Deutsch (1963), arguably the first one expressing the concern 
for policy learning, already implies that the policy learning can be observed in a 
process of recombination of artefacts, “Once combinational probability, rather than 
rigid determination, can be accepted as part of our intellectual frame of reference, it 
is not difficult to treat novelty and creativity as combinational phenomena” (p. 176). 
According to this idea, we will focus on the process of remediation, that is, a col-
lective elaboration of an instrumentality, a whole set of interdependent mediational 
artefacts (Miettinen et al. 2012).

In analyzing the instruments of the SAP, their problems and how they were rede-
signed, we will utilize the complementarity of the two approaches. We will analyze 
the instruments both as means of learning and as means of government, and how 
these two are interconnected. To accomplish this, we will draw distinctions between 
three dimensions of each of the instruments: the objectual-cognitive dimension, gov-
ernment and control dimension, and form of instruction and accountability dimen-
sion (see Table  1). The objectual-cognitive dimension refers to how and by what 
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concepts education is understood, and how the policy objectives become defined in 
the instruments. The SAP project is about improving the quality of school work. 
Consequently the ways in which curriculum, teaching and learning are understood 
and defined in the instruments are important—especially for the school agents who 
are required to take practical measures to improve school outcomes. Specifically 
we will analyze the meetings of SAP group, in which they recognized the problems 
and solutions, and registered the cognitive trail into the policy abstract. The govern-
ment and control dimension is about what the principals (the SAP group and MOE) 
require schools and external experts to report, in order to assess and control the 
project activities and funding. The form of instruction and accountability refers to 
how the instructions and forms used in planning and reporting of the SAP are con-
structed. It has been proposed that performance indicators (indexes, measures, rank-
ings) can be regarded as a particular type of policy instrument, a means of abstrac-
tion and simplification by transforming meanings expressed in word into figures 
(Le Galès 2016). We will analyze indicators not as independent instruments but as 
one possible form of reporting. We will analyze whether the instructions and forms 
used in SAP require planning and evaluation in the form of indexes and numbers, or 
whether they require and allow the presentation of verbal arguments concerning the 
measures of improvement and the use of cognitive means such as conceptual maps.

These three dimensions are interrelated: what is regarded as important is likely to 
be controlled and embedded in the instructions and forms. Using the three dimen-
sions in analysis allows us to clarify the transformation of SAP instruments. We 
will analyze what changes were made in them as part of the transition from the first 
cycle (years 2007–2010) to the second cycle (years 2010–2013) of SAP and how the 
transformation of instruments influenced the developmental work in schools.

The emergence of SAP and the instruments used in its 
implementation

SAP is one of the main programs used by the Taiwanese government to realize 
its policy of extending the original 9-year basic education to 12  years. It aims to 
improve school quality by attracting senior high schools to join the program. A com-
petitive grant was used as incentive to join. Prolongation of basic education has been 
planned by the government of Taiwan since 1980s. The government of the long-
ruling Chinese Nationalist Party (Kuomintang) planned to add one-year vocational 
training to the 9-year national basic education in 1983 to support the economic 
growth of the country (Executive Yuan 1992, p. 31). This plan was transformed 
as a result of the political developments of the 1990s. A strong social movement 
launched by university professors, parents and citizens demanded an extension of 
education reform beyond economic growth and competition (Huang 1996). In 
response, the government formed the task group Education Reform Commission in 
1994. In its report, the commission defined the right to learning as a ‘basic right for 
human creativity’ (Executive Yuan Education Reform Commission [EYERC] 1996, 
p. 6). The Democratic Progressive Party won the presidential and parliamentary 
elections of 2000 and 2001, ending the dominance of the Kuomintang in Taiwanese 
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politics. The reform of 1983 was transformed into a vision to provide high-qual-
ity senior high-school education to students in all regions of Taiwan. However the 
choice of senior high schools by students and their families was dominated by the 
ambition of entering top schools by achieving a high rank in the national examina-
tion tests after junior high school. School choice in Taiwan was based on school 
rankings rather than the distance of school from home (Hsu 2002).

A starting point for SAP was a finding by MOE that Yilan County had a large 
number of high-quality schools. It therefore constituted an exemplary case for other 
regions in Taiwan: A sufficient number of high-quality schools will decrease the 
selection of schools on the basis of their rank. A ministerial letter given in 2007 
defined three objectives for SAP (Ministry of Education [MOE] 2007):

1.	 Stimulate the learning capacity of senior high school teams and stimulate and 
speed up school actualization.

2.	 Increase the percentage of students registering in their nearest senior high schools.
3.	 Balance the regional development of senior high school education, in order to 

carry out 12-year basic education progressively.

These SAP objectives can be regarded as a vision for the future or a tertiary artefact 
of the SAP activity. However, the first objective in particular, with the term ‘school 
actualization’, was amenable to various interpretations.2 The project idea of using 
competitive grants as an incentive to become a high quality school seems to stem 
from the tradition of competition of schools ranking based on student test scores. 
The competitive grant is widely used in Taiwanese public policy, which partly 
explains its adoption in SAP. It is not easily compatible with the idea of balancing 
regional development, as will be seen later. The appendices of the ministerial letter 
provided five instruments of implementation, which are presented in Table 1.

There were no detailed instructions on how developmental measures should be 
defined in the twelve potential areas of school development. This led to rather long 
lists of titles of developmental measures in the School Developmental Plans (SDPs) 
to cover the 12 areas in a balanced way. The criteria for selection underlined the role 
of school principals heavily (40 points out of 100). The SAP expert group evaluated 
and scored the applications and MOE followed their suggestions in the decision to 
accept schools into the SAP. The expert advice system mobilized a number of peo-
ple for the developmental work. The Ministry selected two experts for each school 
who visited the grantee schools twice a year. In 2008 there were 88 experts for 107 
schools. They reported on the progress and the problems they encountered by using 
a form provided by the Ministry, which was sent to MOE and to the school that they 
advised.

2  The origins of the term ‘school actualization’ is unclear. One possibility is that it was drawn from the 
concept ‘self-actualization’ proposed by Abraham Maslow in his humanistic psychology (Maslow 1943).
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Data and methods of analysis

The main data selected to demonstrate the change of SAP instrumentality comprise 
the recordings of the discussion of two SAP meetings in June and July of 2009. Ini-
tially SAP was meant to be a three-year program for the years 2007–2010. To decide 
whether to continue SAP, MOE consulted the SAP group. In the June and July meet-
ings, the group discussed the experiences of the first 2 years and a continuation of 
the program. It suggested revising the SAP by resolving the problems found and to 
advance the policy of 12-year basic education. The Ministry accepted the suggestion 
and decided to start the second cycle of SAP for the years 2011–2013. Before the 
meetings, an agenda and a memorandum written by a senior high-school principal 
who belonged to the SAP group were sent to the participants. The memorandum 
presented the alternative ways of stopping or continuing SAP. There was no internal 
exchange contested nor agreement made concerning the meeting items beforehand. 
These two meetings, therefore, constitute critical data for studying how the program, 
its objectives and instruments were changed.

The participants (20 in total) comprised five civil servants from MOE, six sen-
ior high-school principals, eight university professors, and one representative of the 
National Federation of Teacher Unions. They were selected by the Ministry to repre-
sent interests from different regions. These participants have collaborated with each 
other before the meetings in SAP implementation, for example, in reviewing SAP 
application and in visiting SAP schools. Before taking part in SAP, one professor 
and one principal also had participated in three other programs aiming to prepare 
the 12-year basic education policy since 1999.3 The Ministry paid to the participants 
an attendance fee. The meetings were chaired regularly by professor Peiying Chen 
who originally suggested the project and also functioned as the project investiga-
tor. She had not taken part in the policy projects that preceded SAP. We analyzed 
whether certain opinions were presented by a particular professional group: repre-
sentatives of MOE, professors and school principals. That was not the case: opposite 
statements crossed the professional boundaries.4

The first meeting (29.06.2009) lasted 1  h and 59  min. The second meeting 
(24.07.2009) lasted 1  h 38  min. Both meetings were voice-recoded without stop-
ping.5 The recordings were transcribed. In the contract of the SAP research pro-
ject, the Ministry agrees the usage of these transcripts for research purpose. The 

3  These three programs are, comprehensive senior high school program, community high school pro-
gram, and equal-quality high school program. They also focused on restructuring or improving the qual-
ity of senior-high schools. According to the reviewers, they did not generate significant outcomes.
4  The civil servants represented the Ministry could have steered the direction of discussion as the Minis-
try was the principal to decide whether to continue SAP or not. However, the civil servants did not domi-
nate the conversation in the meetings. One of them asked, ‘…I kindly ask everyone present here to help 
us reflect the SAP implementation, I really want to change the current situation’ (civil servant 3).
5  The voice recorder was placed in the middle of the meeting table. We however, were not able to docu-
mented data beyond voice, such as gestures, small talks between people sitting to each other and et cet-
era.
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project investigator of the SAP research project also agrees the use of the data in this 
research.

Four themes were selected for analysis in order to understand the SAP transfor-
mation. These themes were: (1) the problems with the original SAP idea and objec-
tives, (2) the suggestions made to change the original SAP objectives, (3) the prob-
lems with the tools used in SAP, (4) the suggestions to revise the original tools and 
the ways in which they were used in SAP. The statements presented by the partici-
pants about each of these issues were recognized and coded (218 in total). Following 
the idea of a phenomenographic method (Marton 1986; Säljö 1994), categories of 
opinions concerning these themes were formed on the basis of the contents of the 
statements (see Tables  2, 3). The location of statements into categories were dis-
cussed between the authors. Whenever a statement was not self-evident member of 
a category, it was translated from Chinese into English to allow a joined decision by 
the two authors.

After the discussions, a workgroup of three members of the SAP group made 
a suggestion regarding the changes in the policy instruments. The changes were 
accepted by MOE for the second cycle of SAP. Accordingly, the second set of 
data comprises the SAP documents, orders, instructions and forms for applications 
and reporting (see Table 1). The changes made in the instruments (documents and 
forms) by the SAP group were shown by comparing the original documents from 
the year 2007 (MOE 2007) and the new documents, written in November 2009 (c.f. 
MOE 2009). We find this materialization of the ideas presented in the meeting dis-
cussions into the policy instruments to be a process of translating verbal ideas into 
policy practice.

The problems and arguments of the original SAP objectives 
and the suggestions to resolve them

Three main problems with the original SAP objectives were discussed in the meet-
ings. Also suggestions to solve them were made. They are presented in Table 2.

The problem most frequently taken up was the contradiction between two SAP 
principles, pursuing school quality and balancing regional development of educa-
tion.6 The arguments about how to resolve it reflected the two alternative positions 
concerning the direction of the project. The first one suggested accountability based 
on measurement, and the second one had a stronger focus on qualitative develop-
ment of curricula and involvement of teachers in the development. Several partici-
pants lamented that under-motivated schools located in disadvantaged regions were 
selected to join the program to meet the principle of balancing regional develop-
ment. ‘Because of the principle of balancing regional development, schools with 
poor quality were able to join SAP… However their quality continues to be poor’ 
(Professor 4). Some of the participants reflected on the possibility of applying the 

6  These two principles are important values in the Taiwanese educational field. They can be found in the 
ninth and thirteenth articles of Educational Fundamental Act (1999).
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two principles in separate programs, but found even the separation conflictual. ‘Will 
we obscure the direction of the original SAP if we have another program for pursing 
quality?’ (Professor 1).

The same problem was raised in the discussion of the status and role of so-called 
star schools. ‘Star school’ is a term used in Taiwan to refer to those senior high 
schools that enroll the majority of high-academic-performance students. In addition 
to public funding, these schools often enjoy resources from their own networks of 
parents and alumni. Some of the participants felt that star schools should be included 
in the project. A principal, however, reminded the meeting that the original inten-
tion of SAP was to redistribute educational resources, to avoid competition based 
on test results and to reduce differences between schools. This conflict of views led 
to the discussion of how to recognize best schools. Some of the participants thought 
that the SAP schools should be certified by using ISO procedures of identification. 
‘We can use a procedure similar to ISO identification. The title of ‘Quality School’ 
will be granted only after a procedure of inspection on their implementation’ (Civil 
servant 3). The concept and techniques of quality management have been applied in 
Taiwan educational administration, including the Department of Education in Taipei 
city. Two participants (a principal and a professor), however, warned that the adop-
tion of these procedures might burden teachers instead of improving the schools in 
their core tasks: teaching and curriculum development.7 The participants eventually 

Table 2   The problems with the original objectives of School Actualization Program (SAP) and sugges-
tions to resolve them

1 ISO International Organization for Standardization

The problems with the original SAP 
idea and objectives

Number of 
statements

The suggestions and debates to 
change the original SAP idea and 
objectives

Number of 
statements

1. The contradiction between two 
SAP principles: pursuing school 
quality and balancing regional 
development of education

25 Debate whether to define the best 
SAP schools by using ISO1 identi-
fication procedures

13

Division of SAP into beginning 
schools and advanced schools to 
cover the principle of pursuing 
school quality and the principle of 
balancing regional development 
of education

35

2. Instrumental use of SAP funding 
by the grant recipients for adver-
tisement and gaining reputation

18 Creation of school character in 
terms of objects, values and inter-
connected projects

25

3. The vague meaning of “School 
Actualization”

10

7  A principal pointed out, ‘Generally schools all have many programs … This has two consequences. 
First, it is unclear how much a school has gained from different programs; second, many teachers and 
staff in schools are used to manage programs in their schools. This is done at the expense of the quality 
of teaching’ (Principal 6).
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rejected the suggestion of adopting ISO or other standard identification procedures 
in the selection criteria.

In discussing the compatibility of the two principles, many participants thought 
that most of the SAP schools might not be able to improve their quality in a three-
year period. They correspondingly, made a suggestion to divide SAP applicants into 
beginning schools, and advanced schools which had participated in the first 3 years 
of SAP. ‘The principle of pursuing school quality will be applied to the advanced 
school applicants’ (Principal 4). This suggestion was included in the revised minis-
terial letter of SAP and to the instruments of implementation (see Table 4).

The second major problem with SAP was the instrumental attitude to SAP par-
ticipation. Six participants reported that some of the SAP schools used the fund-
ing they received to advertise their reputation, and did not use it to improve cur-
riculum and teaching. ‘When I was driving on a highway, I saw a giant advertising 
billboard with ‘XXX School is a Quality School selected by the MOE’ written on it. 
How much did they spend on it?’ (Professor 6). Two participants pointed out that the 
competition for program resources did not help schools to improve quality. In a test-
oriented culture the schools became motivated to use SAP resources to gain a higher 
position in the school rankings and to attract high-academic-performance students 
by using SAP grants as student fellowships. In their view, competitive grants tended 
to drive schools towards competition and prestige rather than towards improvement 
of school quality.

The third problem discussed was the vague meaning of the term school actualiza-
tion used both in the title and the policy goals of SAP. Six participants found that 
the definition of the term was vague and unable to convey a clear direction of the 
development of schools. ‘School actualization is such a big term. It seems to refer to 
every area of schooling’ (Principal 2).

A solution suggested to address the problems of instrumental attitude and vague 
meaning of school actualization was to deepen the focus of development on curricu-
lum, teaching and teacher involvement. Previously there were 12 areas of develop-
ment in the instruction for SDP. The participants thought that priority should now 
be given to four of them. These four areas were (1) curriculum and teaching; (2) 
teacher professional development; (3) support of disadvantaged students; and (4) 
school character. School character refers to a specific focus, profile and objectives 
of a school, which also reflect its local circumstances and traditions. For the defini-
tion of the school character the schools were expected to define two or three projects 
in their SDPs. These projects were expected to be interconnected or in curriculum 
terms, integrated. The schools were expected to define the relationship of the pro-
jects to school objectives and to four areas of development. The participants thought 
that in this way the school orientation could be transformed from competition for 
resources into cultivation of competences.
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The problems with the instruments used in SAP and the suggestions 
for their development

Problems were found in the use of the five instruments of implementation and sug-
gestions were made to improve them (presented in Table 3).

The most frequently raised problem was that External Expert Advice did not offer 
adequate support for SAP schools. ‘The suggestions from experts usually had no 
impact on school practice… Lately during a visit, we found that the school didn’t 
carry out any of our suggestions’ (Principal 5). The participants also felt that exter-
nal experts did not have sufficient understanding either of SAP objectives or of the 
school circumstances. To resolve this problem, it was proposed that expert advice 
should support schools to develop their autonomy and development skills: ‘The key 
task of Experts is to encourage schools to develop the mechanism of self-manage-
ment’ (Professor 2). In addition, they agreed that the advanced schools should be 
able to decide whether they needed expert advice. This suggestion was integrated in 
the change of Ministerial Letter 2010.

The criteria for selection were discussed extensively. First there was a debate over 
whether summative evaluation should be added to the original criteria. Five speak-
ers thought that a summative evaluation might force SAP schools to improve their 
quality. ‘We will never make any quality schools if we don’t have any opportunity 

Table 3   The problems with the original tools used in School Actualization Program (SAP) and the sug-
gestions for their development

1 SDP School developmental plan

The problems with the 
original instruments used 
in SAP

Numbers of 
statements

The suggestions to revise the instruments 
used in SAP

Numbers of 
statements

1. External expert advice 
did not offer adequate 
support for SAP schools

14 Redefinition of the function of exter-
nal expert advice to support school 
autonomy and development skills

9

2. Criteria for reviewing and 
selecting schools did not 
stimulate the development 
of school quality

11 Two criteria added for advanced schools: 
the requirement of defining the intercon-
nection between projects and reporting 
teacher involvement in them

20

3. The ministerial order 
hindered teachers” initia-
tive and the competitive 
project funding bound 
teachers to administrative 
work

11 No changes suggested –

4. The SDP1 forms did not 
require head teachers to 
communicate with teach-
ers and reviewers

6 A new form added to SDP which requires 
evaluation of previous projects. Require-
ment of defining of interconnection of 
projects. Tables for reporting teacher 
involvement in the projects

9

5. School self-examination 
did not support school 
autonomy

4 More focus on self-examination of curricu-
lum and projects. Peer learning between 
schools added in school self-examination

8
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to reject them’ (Principal 4). Other participants opposed this stance and argued that 
the criteria should be a tool for supporting schools to develop their motivation. ‘We 
should plan some developmental areas for schools which they can choose from, not 
ask them to leave’ (Professor 6). After the debate, the majority of the participants 
agreed to add the requirement of defining the interconnection between projects and 
their relation to the four areas of development to the criteria. Another additional 
criterion suggested and approved was the involvement of teachers in the design and 
implementation of the projects. ‘An application should have gone through discus-
sion in school meetings, not just made up to apply for money’ (Principal 5). Both 
of these criteria were added to the criteria for selecting advanced schools for the 
second cycle of SAP:

The third problem was found in using the Ministerial Order ‘Directions of SAP 
Funding’, which defined the scope and the purposes of funding. ‘There are many 
restrictions on using SAP funds, which hinder teachers from participating. For 
example, we cannot give teachers any subsidies’ (Principal 5). Teachers in SAP 
schools had participated in curriculum development in addition to their regular 
working hours. The order restricted SAP schools from financing these extra teaching 
and planning activities. Moreover, the participants found problems in the competi-
tive grant system. The Taiwan government adopted it in the beginning of 2000s to 
reduce the education budget in a tightening financial situation. Senior high schools 
usually have to apply for these grants to maintain school finances. As a consequence, 
‘Many teachers and staffs in schools have to manage programs in their schools. This 
is done at the expense of the quality of teaching’ (Principal 6). The system requires 
schools to produce application documents constantly, report the result of implemen-
tation, and raise their own matching grants.

The participants also found that the SDP form did not properly support the school 
development. The SDP required suggestions for one-year projects that remained dis-
connected from what had been done before. ‘Schools presented new projects with-
out discussing their previous projects’ (Professor 4). The SDP form did not stim-
ulate teachers’ commitments nor did it support initiatives for school development. 
‘Many SDPs were written by head teachers just for applying for SAP. They started 
to think about what to do only after getting the grant’ (Principal 2). Two major 
improvements were suggested to the SDP form. First, it should include evaluations 
of projects already realized. ‘We should require schools to reflect on their previous 
projects…by this way we may know better how to support them’ (Professor 4). Sec-
ond, a separate additional form for SDP was suggested, in which the schools would 
reflect on the interconnections between the projects. Both of these suggestions were 
adopted into the new SDP form.

Four participants found that the standard tables used in School Self-examination 
did not support school autonomy. The Ministry may use the data collected from 
these tables to gain a general view of SAP annual implementation. This procedure, 
however, was largely disconnected from school developmental work. The partici-
pants suggested two solutions to improve this mechanism. First, taking local circum-
stances into account, ‘We should allow each school to have its self-selected criteria 
to manage itself’ (Professor 6). Second, expanding the procedure to include peer 
learning between the schools.
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Some SAP schools have done great work in their teaching, curriculum or other 
areas. We can pick one or two of these schools, and organize a workshop or a 
meeting to demonstrate their work. Other schools can then observe and learn 
with them. I think this is important, because everyone has their own interpreta-
tions of these SAP documents (Principal 5).

The requirement to report mutual learning between schools was added to the self-
examination report of the second cycle of SAP.

Summary of the changes in the SAP objectives and instrumentality

The summary of the changes made in the SAP instrumentality is presented in 
Table 4.

In discussing the possibility of continuing the program in 2009, the SAP group 
encountered and made visible both the ambiguous and contradictory nature of the 
program objectives as well as the limitations of the major instruments of its imple-
mentation. At the level of objectives the new metaphor ‘school character’ alone 
would have remained as ambiguous as ‘school actualization’ without connection to 
the changes made to the main instruments of implementation. The (cognitive) con-
tents of these instruments expressed using operative concepts, such as four areas 
of development, integrated themes, projects, peer learning between schools, finally 
resolved the direction of the project.

In the debates on transforming the instruments of implementation there were dif-
ferent opinions. Some of the suggestions were inspired by ranking and competition: 
inclusion of star schools, summative evaluation and suggestion of using ISO stand-
ards in selection. After defining the problems of school ranking demonstrated in the 
separation of star school and non-star schools, the suggestions focused on quality of 
teaching and curriculum in terms of projects, strengthening teacher involvement and 
collaboration between schools became finally accepted.

Three substantial ideas were included in all key instruments of implementation: 
SDP, criteria of selection, self-examination and expert advice. The areas of devel-
opment were reduced from 12 to 4 areas, which focused on curriculum, learning 
and teacher professional development and finding a school-owned character. Sec-
ond, the developmental measures were defined in terms of a few interconnected pro-
jects, planned and realized by the teacher groups. They were also heavily empha-
sized in the forms for the evaluation of applicants. While originally 40 points (out 
of 100) was given to ‘commitment of school principal’, this criterion was replaced 
in the new criteria by ‘quality of integrated projects and teacher involvement’ (50), 
‘quality of self-examination’ (20), and ‘plan for peer learning between schools’ (10). 
Finally, the inclusion of the requirement for collaboration between schools brought a 
new horizontal dimension to the development. It expanded the role of expert advis-
ers into commentators in the interschool workshops.

The new instructions for writing SDP for advanced schools heavily underlined 
the definition of the few projects and their interconnection, preferably in the form of 
conceptual maps. As a consequence, the quality of the SDPs changed considerably. 
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For example, the first application of the Huan Lien Boy School in 2007 was five 
pages long, including a list of developmental measures (8), each comprising two 
to three sentences. The plan for its second cycle in 2010 was 45 pages long and 
included several diagrams of school character and values, of the interrelationship 
between projects and their connection to four areas of development.

The participants in the SAP group characterized this change as ‘deepening’ or 
‘focusing’ in the development of quality of education. In terms of form of instruction 
and accountability, a shift from lists of titles and quantitative data towards verbal 
and graphical presentation took place. In terms of government and control the qual-
ity of SDP and school activities became increasingly controlled by the SAP group 
and experts. The new vocabulary developed by the SAP group became a shared lan-
guage and a new cognitive means of understanding for the SAP experts and schools 
of what it means to pursue school quality and balance regional development. The 
same vocabulary was embedded in the instruments that functioned as means of gov-
erning the SAP schools. The inventor of the new vocabulary and instrumentality, the 
SAP group, thus developed into a new hybrid agency steering the development of 
the secondary school system in Taiwan.

Conclusions

This paper studied a major educational reform program of secondary high schools 
in Taiwan (SAP) and specifically the transformation of the objectives and the instru-
ments used in the implementation of the program at its turning point in 2009. The 
discussions in the program directing body, the SAP group, showed that the objec-
tives of the program were ambiguous and amenable to different interpretations and 
were for this reason unable to direct the work of SAP schools. The SAP schools 
interpreted the program in terms of the schooling model prevalent in Taiwan. It cor-
responded considerably to the internationally dominant approach of school develop-
ment based on centralized control, competition and school rankings. The competi-
tive grant used by SAP represents this approach. Many of the schools joined SAP 
to get extra resources and to improve their reputation in order to be able to recruit 
high-quality students.

In addition, the SAP group found that the two central objectives of the pro-
gram, raising the quality of schooling and balancing regional educational develop-
ment, were contradictory. Because of the contradiction between SAP objectives and 
the ambiguity of the main concept used (school-actualization), the instruments of 
implementation largely directed the activity in the schools. In discussing how these 
policy instruments should be reformed or improved, an approach underlining com-
petition based on objective measures confronted an approach trying to deepen the 
quality of teaching and learning. The changes realized in the instruments were a 
step taken towards a model which underlines the collaboration of teachers within 
schools, focus on curriculum contents, quality of teaching and learning from experi-
ences of other schools. It is evident, that each new cycle of SAP will raise new prob-
lems and contradictions that will need to be resolved. For example, the ministerial 
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order regulating teacher salaries was not changed even though it was seen as an 
impediment to developmental work. Also, the mobilization of teachers in the inte-
grated projects will likely be incompatible with the timetables based on subjects and 
lessons.

Two main conclusions can be drawn from our analysis. It shows that we should 
not limit ourselves to studying the main ideas and verbally expressed objectives of a 
policy program. In the case of SAP they were too vague and not based on any edu-
cational theory, and therefore were unable to orient the works in the schools. Instead 
the operative concepts embedded in the instruments of planning and evaluation, that 
is, the four areas of development, school character, teacher involvement and projects, 
proved to be important. By drawing the distinction, we made the transformation of 
the instrumentality visible. The operative concepts became included in the instru-
ments of evaluation by redefining on what issues the scores were centered. They 
were also accompanied by a change in the form of instruction and accountability in 
plans and reports: conceptual maps and verbal arguments were increasingly used. 
They directly caused changes in schools: the school communities were expected to 
define jointly the ‘character’ and values of the schools, projects and groups were 
formed, and interaction between the schools was required.

In terms of governance, the case also showed that SAP developed within the 
national education steered by the MOE into a new governmental institution covering 
246 secondary schools in 2012 and hundreds of experts working with the schools.8 
With the transformation of SAP instrumentalities, a considerable policy learning 
took place within the SAP group and in the schools involved. This development was 
accepted by the MOE. It therefore became complementary to the ministry’s tradi-
tional governance based on competition and performance measures that supports 
efficiency in the provision of existing outcomes but does not stimulate educational 
innovations. This indicates that a single policy approach does not necessarily domi-
nate a national education policy. There is a possibility of divergent developments. 
The development of a combination of governance approaches and mechanisms 
might constitute an important source of vitality in the development of the Taiwanese 
educational system.

What can our study offer to the discussion in policy learning research? Firstly, 
our analysis shows that the ambiguity and contradictions found in the policy object 
stimulated the SAP group to find ways to bring policy instruments to meet the objec-
tives. As Heclo notes (1974), “politics finds its sources not only in power but also in 
uncertainty—men collectively wondering what to do […]. Policy making is a form 
of collective puzzlement on society’s behalf” (pp. 305, 306). SAP group eventually 
critically inquired the objectives in the meetings and redesigned the SAP instru-
ments. This redefinition constituted a working hypothesis for the continuation and 
improvement of SAP. Thus the SAP group grew into an anticipatory agent who 
took responsibility of the transformation of the SAP instrumentality, and, therefore, 
a subject of policy learning. Ambiguity and contradiction in policy objects may 
enhance and strengthen the process of policy learning.

8  There were 146 SAP schools in 2009 before the revision of SAP, and this number increased to 246 in 
the end of 2nd cycle of SAP in 2012. The number of SAP schools has grown over the years.
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Secondly, we find that the conceptions of policy learning based on cognitive psy-
chology and the concepts of epistemic community and shared belief system tend 
to overestimate the intellectual or conceptual nature of object of policy making. 
Moyson and Scholten (2018) find that these conceptions may overlook the involve-
ment of new actors in the development of interactive and participatory governance. 
Several recent studies also have been drawn to the uncertainty and dynamics inher-
ent in policy processes (see e.g., Flanagan and Uyarra 2016; Dunlop 2017; Karlsen 
and Larrea 2017; Moyson and Scholten 2018). Our policy instrumentality frame-
work based on the policy instruments approach and on activity theory provides an 
alternative way of conceiving these challenges. The concept of mediation in activ-
ity theory implies a systemic and interactive view of causality. The object and the 
set of means and instruments develop interactively. In transforming the means, also 
the object changes and becomes clarified. When the development of policy instru-
ments is understood as remediation, it inevitably leads to novel forms of activity. In 
our SAP case, for instance, the new contents and form of the School Developmen-
tal Plan indeed radically extended and enriched the plans made by the schools. The 
policy objectives are likely to turn into practice, when the focus is directed to the 
system of interdependent and complementary policy instruments.

To develop further the instrumentality approach, it needs to be used to analyze 
different policy programs and projects. Comparative studies would advance the 
analysis of the coherence of policy objectives and instruments adopted to realize 
them. Comparative studies would also allow the characterization of typical sets of 
instruments involved in policy activities, such as planning, evaluation, self-exam-
ination, reporting etc. The specificities, requirements and forms of these types of 
instruments could then be analyzed. Furthermore, the use of policy instrumentality 
approach could be expanded by analyzing how a characteristic set of instruments is 
related to forms of government. In educational policy, quantitative measures typi-
cally serves centralized control and constitutes conditions for markets. In contrast, 
the instruments demanding arguments and conceptual articulation in the form of 
models and narratives serve the development of qualitative, substantial contents of 
activities. It is a challenge in which ways the necessary quantitative measures can be 
meaningfully combined with the qualitative instruments that support the values and 
contents expressed in the policy objectives.

The limitation of this article is the relative absence of the voices of politicians 
and teachers. The article could have included interviews of policy actors to present 
an updated view of the current state of SAP and its networks in the field. The anal-
ysis of the ways in which the schools and teachers actually used the instruments 
would have given a more complete account of the impact of the transformation of 
the policy instruments of the SAP project. Furthermore, an objective evaluation of 
SAP instrumentality would have required a more thorough historical analysis of the 
formation of SAP group, and its role in the current terrain of school development, as 
well as of the impact of SAP on educational policies in Taiwan.
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