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Abstract

Educational policy-making has increasingly been shaped by globalization, decentralization reforms,
technological innovation, and ethical imperatives. This critical review synthesizes recent empirical and
conceptual studies between 2022 and 2025 on policy-making in educational frameworks across early
childhood, school, higher education, and professional education contexts. Drawing on qualitative, mixed-
methods, and documentary analyses, the review critically examines dominant themes, methodological
patterns, and conceptual contributions. Findings reveal persistent tensions between global policy
discourses and local cultural contexts, limited empirical evaluation of policy implementation, and an
overreliance on document-based analyses. While emerging frameworks address inclusivity, ethics,
artificial intelligence, and person-centredness, the literature remains fragmented and weakly connected to
classroom-level outcomes. The review concludes by identifying theoretical, methodological, and practical
gaps and proposes directions for future policy-oriented educational research.
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1. Introduction

Policy-making in education plays a central role in shaping curriculum design, governance structures,
pedagogical innovation, and equity outcomes. In recent years, educational frameworks have been
influenced by global policy convergence, decentralization initiatives, and rapid technological
advancement—particularly artificial intelligence (AI). Despite growing scholarly attention, policy
research often remains normative, document-centric, and insufficiently evaluated in practice.

This critical review examines contemporary research on policy-making in educational frameworks to (a)
identify dominant policy orientations, (b) critically assess methodological approaches, and (c) highlight
conceptual and empirical gaps in the literature.

2. Methodological Trends in Educational Policy Research

Across the reviewed studies, qualitative methodologies dominate, particularly documentary analysis,
semi-structured interviews, and thematic analysis. National and institutional policy documents serve as
primary data sources in studies examining curriculum frameworks, decentralization, and Al governance.
Mixed-methods designs appear in fewer studies and are often limited to surveys combined with qualitative
reflections.
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While qualitative approaches enable in-depth exploration of policy intentions, they frequently lack
triangulation with implementation data, classroom observations, or measurable learning outcomes. This
methodological imbalance restricts the field’s ability to evaluate policy effectiveness beyond rhetorical
commitments.

3. Key Thematic Areas in Policy-Making Research

3.1 Global-Local Tensions in Curriculum Policy

Studies examining national curriculum policy frameworks highlight a recurring tension between universal
human-rights discourses and culturally specific educational practices. While policies increasingly
acknowledge cultural diversity, they often remain framed within dominant global narratives, limiting
genuine contextual responsiveness. The concept of culturally reflective practice emerges as a promising
alternative, yet empirical validation remains absent.

Critical insight: Policy frameworks frequently endorse inclusivity at a symbolic level without providing
operational guidance for educators.

3.2 Decentralization and Governance in School Education

Research on decentralization reforms reveals a paradox: while policies promote local autonomy,
centralized control and political interference persist. School governing bodies often lack real decision-
making power, undermining transparency and community participation.

Critical insight: Decentralization policies tend to be structural rather than functional, failing to
redistribute power meaningfully.

3.3 Policy Responses to Artificial Intelligence in Education

Al-related policy research focuses on ethical use, academic integrity, and institutional responsibility.
Universities globally emphasize ethical safeguards; however, policy observability and evaluation
mechanisms are weak. Ethical frameworks acknowledge risks such as bias and privacy but remain largely
aspirational.

Critical insight: Al policies prioritize risk management over pedagogical transformation, reflecting
institutional caution rather than innovation.

3.4 Innovation and Leadership Frameworks

Institutional innovation policies predominantly support incremental and exploitative innovations, with
limited encouragement for transformative change. Leadership-focused frameworks emphasize visionary
and inclusive leadership but are context-bound and lack scalability.

Critical insight: Innovation policies often reinforce existing institutional structures instead of challenging
them.

3.5 Person-Centred and Wellbeing-Oriented Frameworks

Emerging frameworks promote person-centred curricula and wellbeing-focused education, integrating
philosophical and pedagogical principles. While conceptually robust, these frameworks remain largely
untested in real-world educational settings.

Critical insight: Conceptual sophistication is not matched by implementation research.

4. Critical Synthesis of Limitations

Across themes, several structural limitations are evident:

e Excessive reliance on policy texts rather than enacted practices
e Small, localized samples that constrain generalisability
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Limited longitudinal and impact-based evaluation

Weak alignment between policy objectives and learner outcomes
e Fragmentation between research, policy design, and implementation

5. Implications for Educational Policy and Research

5.1 Theoretical Implications

There is a need to integrate critical policy sociology, implementation theory, and systems thinking to better
understand how policies operate across levels.

5.2 Methodological Implications

Future studies should:

e Employ mixed-method and longitudinal designs

e Incorporate classroom-level and institutional outcome data

e Use comparative and cross-national approaches beyond elite institutions

5.3 Practical Implications

Policy-makers should:

e Embed evaluation and feedback mechanisms within policy frameworks

e Ensure stakeholder participation extends beyond consultation to co-creation

e Align innovation policies with structural change rather than surface-level reform

6. Future Recommendations

6.1 Educational Policy Research

1. Adopt implementation-focused research designs: Future studies should integrate classroom
observations, institutional data, and learner outcomes to assess how policies operate in practice.

2. Expand mixed-methods and longitudinal approaches: Combining qualitative insights with
quantitative indicators over time will enable more robust evaluation of policy effectiveness.

3. Strengthen comparative and cross-national research: Comparative studies across diverse socio-
economic and cultural contexts can enhance the transferability of policy insights beyond elite
institutions.

4. Bridge research—policy—practice divides: Researchers should collaborate with policymakers and
practitioners throughout the policy cycle, from agenda-setting to evaluation.

6.2 Policy Design and Development

1. Embed evaluation mechanisms within policy frameworks: Policies should include clear indicators,
feedback loops, and accountability structures to support continuous improvement.

2. Operationalize cultural responsiveness: Curriculum policies must move beyond symbolic inclusion
by providing practical guidance for culturally reflective pedagogy.

3. Shift from risk-based to pedagogically driven AI policies: Al governance should emphasize
learning enhancement, teacher support, and learner agency, alongside ethical safeguards.

4. Encourage transformative innovation: Institutional policies should support exploratory and
interdisciplinary innovations rather than reinforcing incremental change.

6.3 Policy Implementation

1. Strengthen stakeholder co-creation: Teachers, students, and communities should be actively
involved in policy implementation, not merely consulted.
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2. Build institutional capacity: Professional development and resource allocation are essential for
translating policy intentions into effective practice.

3. Align governance structures with decentralization goals: Decentralization policies must be
accompanied by genuine redistribution of authority and transparent decision-making processes.

7. Conclusion

This critical review demonstrates that educational policy-making research has expanded thematically but
remains constrained by methodological and practical limitations. While contemporary frameworks
address pressing issues such as cultural diversity, governance, Al ethics, innovation, and wellbeing, their
impact on educational practice remains insufficiently evidenced. Implementing the proposed
recommendations can strengthen the coherence, effectiveness, and relevance of educational policy
frameworks, ensuring they contribute meaningfully to equitable and high-quality education systems.
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