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FOREWORD

Equitable education systems play a major role in making European
societies fairer and more inclusive. Education authorities in the EU
Member States have the main responsibility for ensuring equity in
education so that every student can reach his or her own potential and
Europe does not waste the precious talents of its youngest generation.
However, the socio-economic background of students continues to

influence achievement. For disadvantaged students, the risk of

underperformance and leaving education early can be significant. The
COVID-19 crisis brings increased challenges that are likely to compound existing inequalities. We

need to make concerted efforts to address this situation and to support students who face difficulties.

This new report explores education structures and policies that influence equity in school. It connects
them to student performance in international assessment surveys and identifies which key policies and

structures are associated with higher levels of equity.

The key findings point to a number of ways education authorities can act to improve equity in school.
Relevant policy measures include increasing public spending, especially in primary education;
increasing the participation of disadvantaged children in high quality early childhood education and
care; assigning students to different educational programmes or tracks at a later stage, removing
differentiation in school choice and admissions policies, as well as reducing grade repetition. The
report also shows large differences between countries as to how these policies are implemented and

how well they work in combatting inequality in education.

| am confident that this comparative report will be a great help to education policy makers and other
stakeholders at national level. | hope that it will encourage countries to exchange best practices and to
learn from each other. It is important to hold a deep and open debate on how to make our education

systems more inclusive and fair.

Mariya Gabriel

Commissioner responsible for
Innovation, Research, Culture,
Education and Youth
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Equity in school education in Europe: Structures, policies and student performance

Education can play an important role in making European societies fairer and more inclusive. To
accomplish this, education systems must be equitable. In other words, they must ensure that all young
people are able to develop their talents and achieve their full potential regardless of their background.
However, socio-economic background continues to be a strong determinant of student attainment:
underperformance, leaving education or training early, and social exclusion are still very real dangers
for some students. The on-going COVID-19 crisis reinforces the case for improving equity in education
as the shift to distance learning and the loss of teaching time bring increased challenges for
disadvantaged students and are likely to compound existing inequalities.

This report examines a range of key education policies and structures and assesses how they affect
the levels of equity in education systems. In this report equity is addressed in terms of inclusiveness
(i.e. whether all students receive at least a minimum amount of good quality education) and fairness
(i.e. whether student performance is largely independent of socio-economic background). The report
draws on three types of data: original policy information collected from the Eurydice national units,
international survey data on student performance and characteristics (PISA, PIRLS and TIMSS), and
statistical data collected by Eurostat. Using bivariate and multivariate statistical analysis methods, the
report evaluates the impact of these system-level features on educational equity, individually and in
combination. It covers 42 education systems across 37 European countries.

The main findings presented below
Figure 1: Education policies and structures that influence equity in show that a number of system-level
school education features can affect equity in school
education in different ways and to a
different extent. These policies and
structures are closely linked and
often influence each other. They are
analysed as parts of a broad
framework that comprises stratifi-
cation, standardisation and support
elements, as shown in Figure 1.
Stratification refers to the extent to
which students are grouped into
different classes, schools or school
programmes based on their ability,
interest, or other characteristics.
Standardisation indicates the extent
to which education meets the same
quality standards within an educa-
tion system. Support measures aim
to promote equity and to mitigate
Source: Eurydice. disadvantage.

of school
types

Equity in
education

account-
ability
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Equity in school education in Europe

While equity is addressed in top-level policy documents in most education systems, the levels of
equity vary

Top-level authorities in nearly all European education systems define or refer to a range of concepts
relating to equity in education in their official documents. Apart from equity, the terms used include
fairness, equal opportunities, equality/inequality, disadvantage, non-discrimination, vulnerable groups,
at risk groups and early school leaving.

Whatever terms are used in top-level policy documents, the great majority of European systems have
at least one major policy initiative in place to promote equity in education or to support disadvantaged
students.

Nevertheless, equity levels differ widely across Europe, especially in secondary education. The levels
are measured through the achievement gap between high- and low-achieving students (inclusion
dimension), and by looking at the impact of socio-economic background on student achievement
(fairness dimension). Relative country positions may vary depending on the equity indicator chosen.
Still, in the majority of education systems, large (or small) achievement gaps go together with a more
(or less) pronounced impact of socio-economic background on achievement. At the same time, less
than one third of education systems can be considered to be relatively equitable in both dimensions.

Barriers to participation in high quality ECEC remain

Research evidence shows that there are clear benefits for children who participate in early childhood
education and care (ECEC) in terms of their overall development and academic performance. This
finding is especially valid for disadvantaged students. Nevertheless, survey data reveal that in the
maijority of European countries, children from disadvantaged families participate less in ECEC.

Policies for improving equity in ECEC include extending access (both universal and targeted) as well
as improving the quality of provision. Other important measures address the challenges faced by
disadvantaged families such as cost, cultural and linguistic barriers and lack of information.

Public funding is important for equity, especially in primary education

School education in Europe is predominantly funded by public money. Public funding is often expected
to ‘level the playing field’, reducing the effect of socio-economic background on student performance.

The empirical analysis revealed that a higher public expenditure per pupil/student can reduce the
student achievement differences between schools which, in turn, reduces the achievement gap
between low- and high-achieving pupils/students in primary schools.

At the same time, there are significant differences across Europe in the level of public funding per
student (between 1940 and 13 430 purchasing power standards for primary and lower secondary
education), and in the amount of private expenditure on primary and secondary education (ranging
from less than 1 % to 19 % of public expenditure).

Diversity in the types of school increases academic segregation and decreases equity

Most European education systems offer different types of school. While a greater variety of school
types can cater for the diverse needs of students, it can also increase educational inequalities.
Therefore, it is important to strike the right balance between meeting different needs and ensuring
educational equity.

14



Executive summary

Differentiation may occur in an education system due to differences in governance and funding (public
or private sector). It may also arise due to differences in the curriculum (e.g. schools offering different
specialisations or educational pathways), or through structural features (different school types catering
for different age groups or levels of education in parallel). While these system-level features may on
the surface be separate from each other, in reality they are often interlinked. For example, as private
education institutions often have greater autonomy than public ones, this can lead to greater
differentiation in other areas such as the curriculum. As a general rule, if differentiation commences at
primary level it then continues through all school levels.

Public/private differentiation is a key factor influencing equity, mostly through regulatory differences
between public and government-dependent private institutions. When the level of public spending per
pupil is controlled for, academic segregation (i.e. where students of different levels of academic ability
are concentrated in particular schools) in primary education is higher in education systems with a
larger government-dependent private sector.

At secondary level, differences in the curriculum, besides being linked to the relative autonomy of
government-dependent private institutions, are also related to the practice of assigning students to
particular tracks or educational pathways. As such, curricular differentiation goes together with a
stronger association between socio-economic background and student performance.

Different school choice rules within education systems reduce equity

Top-level authorities provide different levels of freedom for families to choose a school, in particular at
primary and lower secondary education levels. In more than two-thirds of all education systems,
students tend to be assigned, at least on a preliminary basis, to public schools based on their
residence. In ten of these countries, families can opt-out from the assigned school only under certain
conditions. In nineteen others, families are allowed to choose another public school without any
restrictions; thus allowing free choice for active and informed parents. In the remaining third of
countries, all parents may (or are obliged) to choose their child’s school. In the majority of education
systems, therefore, parents have considerable freedom to choose between schools or to opt out from
the school assigned.

In a third of all education systems, different regulations apply to government-dependent private
schools and/or to particular types of public school offering a different curriculum or structure from
those applying to the majority of public schools. The differences often lie in the nature of the
catchment area; or, more often, in the fact that the mainstream residence-based student assignment
system does not apply and the school can usually accept applications from any student. More freedom
for families to choose a school, in combination with a greater degree of differentiation in the regulatory
framework for different school types, can have a significant negative impact on equity. Depending on
the degree of differentiation and the particular level of education, this may contribute to an increase in
both academic segregation and the impact of socio-economic background on student performance.

In most of the countries with universal free choice and/or school types following different school choice
rules, the top-level authorities provide centralised information to facilitate an informed choice.
However, the provision of information supporting school choice is not able to offset the impact of the
differentiation in the regulatory framework.

Five main types of school choice system have been identified across Europe: 1) systems with
residence based assignment and conditions to choosing another school, 2) systems with residence
based assignment and conditions to choosing another public school, but different regulations applying
to some school types; 3) systems with residence based assignment and no conditions to choosing
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another school; 4) systems with residence based assignment, no conditions to choosing another
public school, but different regulations applying to some school types; 5) universal free school choice
(no residence based assignment).

Using academic admissions criteria in lower secondary education has negative consequences
on equity

The more freedom parents and students have in choosing a school (whether due to the range or
number of schools on offer or to the policies governing the choice of school), the more marked is the
role of admissions criteria and procedures in how students are distributed across schools.

In the majority of education systems, top-level authorities establish the main principles for school
admissions. They usually also determine which specific admissions criteria are permitted; however, in
more than a third of the systems, they leave schools considerable freedom to add further criteria to
those already set. In many systems, more autonomy tends to be given to government-dependent
private schools or to particular types of public school. The resulting differences in admissions policies
between government-dependent private and public schools, especially when in combination with
differentiation in school choice policies, significantly contribute to both academic segregation and a
stronger impact of socio-economic background on student performance.

Admissions criteria defined by top-level authorities are typically not related to academic achievement
at primary level. Academic admissions criteria are more common in secondary education when
students are assigned to different educational tracks or pathways. A third of the education systems
start this academic selection process as early as lower secondary education. The use of academic
admissions criteria at this level strongly correlates with both academic segregation and the strength of
socio-economic background on achievement. At secondary level, few systems make use of non-
academic criteria, in particular socio-economic criteria, in school admissions.

Early tracking has a strong negative impact on equity

Tracking, or the assigning of students to different educational tracks or pathways, has been found to
influence equity in education to a considerable extent. However, the effects of tracking can vary
depending on how it is organised, particularly with respect to the age at which students are first
assigned to a track or pathway. The number of tracks, the degree of differentiation, and the relative
proportion of upper secondary students in vocationally oriented programmes are also important.

Five main types of tracking system have been identified across Europe: 1) systems where tracking
starts early (between ages 10 and 13), often with hierarchically ordered general tracks; 2) systems
where tracking starts at around age 14/15 with a high degree of differentiation predominantly among
vocational tracks; 3) systems where tracking starts between ages 14 and 16 with a high degree of
differentiation predominantly among general pathways; 4)systems where tracking starts late
(age 15/16) with few ftracks, limited academic selection and relatively high permeability; and
5) systems where tracking is mainly carried out on a course-by-course basis.

Early tracking in combination with other elements can have a greater impact on equity. For example,
alongside a large vocational sector (and, typically, a high degree of differentiation among vocational
tracks), it tends to lead to more substantial academic segregation. Early tracking also contributes to a
stronger association between socio-economic background and achievement.
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Grade repetition results in lower equity in secondary schools, yet it remains a widespread
practice

Grade repetition has a negative impact on equity at secondary level. It can lead to a widening of the
gap between low- and high-achieving students, and it makes socio-economic background an even
more important predictor of student performance. Nevertheless, grade repetition remains a
widespread practice in Europe. On average, 4 % of European students repeat a school grade at least
once, but in individual education systems the grade repetition rate can exceed 30 %.

Compared to 2009/10, fewer European education systems now allow grade repetition. Furthermore,
the number of education systems where students progress to the next grade automatically has
increased from four to six in primary education and from two to four in lower secondary. To help
students avoid grade repetition, most education systems also have mechanisms in place to give
students a second chance. This often takes the form of an exam before the new school year starts. In
addition, in about a quarter of education systems, students are allowed to progress to the next grade
provided they meet certain conditions in the following school year.

Limited school autonomy is the most common model in Europe

School autonomy in combination with accountability is often seen as a way of improving student
achievement. At the same time, a very high degree of school autonomy may lead to differences in the
quality of education provision, which can have a negative effect on equity.

Overall, across Europe, full school autonomy is most likely to be given in relation to teaching methods,
choice of textbooks and internal assessment criteria, as well as in the management of human
resources. In other areas, such as the content of the compulsory curriculum and the allocation of
resources, the responsibility often remains with the top-level authorities.

Limited school autonomy, where schools share decision making with top-and/or local level authorities,
is the most common model in Europe. At the same time, a number of systems can be classified as
either having very high or, alternatively, very low levels of school autonomy.

The use of school accountability tools varies across systems

European education systems differ in the extent to which they use the two main school accountability
measures: student performance data (results in national examinations for certified qualifications or
other national standardised tests), and school performance data (the results of external school
evaluations). Practices also vary in the approaches taken to the public reporting of these results.

Three distinct types of school accountability system have been identified across Europe.

e The first type involves a relatively elaborate system of school accountability. It includes the
administration of a number of national examinations and/or other national tests. The results of
individual schools in (at least some of) these examinations and/or tests are published and used
in the external school evaluation process. In turn, the reports emanating from the school
evaluation process are also published.

e The second type of accountability system is a lighter version of the first. In addition to holding
national examinations and/or other national tests, one or two of the other accountability
measures (the use of test results in external school evaluation and the publishing of evaluation
reports) are implemented. Most of the systems in this group, however, do not publish the test
results of individual schools.
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e The last type of accountability system is less well developed. Fewer national examinations
and/or other national tests are held, or in some cases, none at all. These education systems
rarely have top-level policies for the publication of national examination or test results and some
of them do not carry out any external school evaluation. Where external school evaluation does
take place, examination/test results are not taken into account and evaluation reports are not
made public.

This analysis did not find a statistically significant relationship between indicators on school autonomy
and accountability (individually or in combination) and equity.

Only a quarter of education systems use a wide range of measures to support disadvantaged
schools

Disadvantaged schools — those enrolling high proportions of students from low socio-economic
backgrounds — still exist in many education systems, and they often experience problems in terms of
academic performance and school climate. To reduce the differences in performance between
schools, top-level authorities can use several policy options: redressing the imbalance in the socio-
economic composition of schools, providing targeted support to disadvantaged schools and
encouraging good teachers to work in these schools.

While more than half of all systems allocate additional financial or non-financial support to
disadvantaged schools, measures to improve the socio-economic composition of schools and
incentives to attract teachers to disadvantaged schools are less common.

In terms of the policy measures implemented, three groups of education systems have been identified:
those implementing all three (11 systems); those implementing at least one (usually the provision of
additional support to disadvantaged schools) (26 systems); and those that have not implemented any
of the measures (5 systems).

Having teachers who specialise in dealing with low achievement is associated with less
academic segregation in secondary schools

The great majority of European education systems have some measures in place to support low-
achieving students. Support from psychologists or other professional specialists is the most common
type of support available at all education levels. Teachers who specialise in dealing with low-achieving
students are rarely available, but such teachers can be of use in reducing differences between schools
in terms of student achievement, especially at secondary level. In primary education, teachers
specialising in supporting low-achieving students are available in all schools in only twelve education
systems. This decreases in lower secondary to ten, and in upper secondary to seven.

Additional activities outside the formal school day and during long school holidays are rare in
schools in Europe

There are significant variations in the length of compulsory education (between eight and twelve
years) and the amount of instruction time for the compulsory curriculum (between 4 541 and 11 340
hours) across Europe. Similarly, there are large differences across education systems both in the total
and the annual average instruction time in primary education, when all students typically follow the
same curriculum and receive the same amount of instruction in public and government-dependent
private education.

Top-level authorities in only about half of the education systems recommend free or subsidised
additional activities in schools outside the normal school day. Even fewer education systems call for

18



Executive summary

educational activities to be provided in schools during the summer holidays; where this does occur, it
is usually for remedial classes for students who risk repeating a grade.

More instruction time and longer years of schooling are often seen as narrowing the achievement gap
between different socio-economic groups. This analysis, however, did not find a statistically significant
relationship between the average yearly instruction time in primary education and equity.

Highly stratified systems have lower levels of equity, especially in secondary education

Academic segregation is an important intervening factor between the system-level features of an
education system and student achievement differences. At primary level, academic segregation is the
only factor with a significant direct influence on performance differences between high- and low-
achieving students, and academic segregation remains an important predictor of this achievement gap
at secondary level. However, when significant system-level features are controlled for, the impact of
socio-economic background on achievement is largely independent of the degree of academic
segregation.

The system-level features controlled for are the age at which students are first assigned to a track or
pathway, the degree of grade repetition, and the extent of differentiation between school types (in
relation to school choice and school admissions policies). The impact of socio-economic background
on student performance is thus greater in systems with early tracking, a high degree of grade
repetition, and extensive differentiation between different school types in terms of school choice and
school admissions policies. These features do, however, all increase the degree of stratification in
education systems, and they emerge as major factors negatively influencing equity in school
education.

There is a high correlation between the strength of the association between socio-economic
background and achievement in primary and secondary education. However, the student achievement
gap in primary and secondary education depends on different factors which are not necessarily related
to each other. The achievement differences observed at primary level do not necessarily predict the
performance gaps detected at secondary level. Education systems with smaller achievement gaps,
therefore, do not necessarily maintain this level of inclusiveness once stratifying policies such as
tracking are introduced.

None of the policies aiming to counterbalance systemic stratification were found to have a statistically
significant impact on equity. This means that standardisation policies (linked to different levels of
school autonomy and the use of accountability tools), financial and pedagogical support for
disadvantaged schools, or support for low achievers and additional opportunities to learn, cannot, on
their own, offset the impact of the stratification policies. Nevertheless, given the important role of
academic segregation in explaining levels of equity in both primary and secondary education, early
public investment reducing such academic segregation has the potential to have a lasting impact.
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INTRODUCTION

Education plays a key role in integrating young people into both society and the labour market. It is
also a means by which European societies can become fairer and more inclusive. In order to
accomplish this, education systems must be equitable, ensuring that all young people are able to
develop their talents and achieve their full potential. However, socio-economic background continues
to be a strong determinant of student attainment: underperformance, leaving education or training
early, and social exclusion are still very real dangers for some students.

Policy context

In recent years, equity in education has been a major policy issue at the highest level. European
heads of state and government discussed the importance of education for the future of Europe at the
Gothenburg Social Summit in November 2017. The Summit called on countries to work for ‘fair jobs
and growth’ in Europe and established the European Pillar of Social Rights ('). Equity in education is a
key element of the Pillar: the first principle states that ‘Everyone has the right to quality and inclusive
education, training and life-long learning...’, while the third principle emphasises that everyone has the
right to equal treatment and opportunities in education (as well as in employment and social
protection). Furthermore, the European Council conclusions of 14 December 2017 (?) noted that
education is one of the keys to building inclusive and cohesive societies; consequently, EU Member
States, the Council and the Commission were asked ‘to examine possible measures to address the
need for an inclusive...education and training [system]’.

Moreover, under the 2017 Council conclusions on inclusion in diversity to achieve a high quality
education for all (%), the EU Member States agreed to promote an inclusive school culture and to
develop measures for the early identification of those at risk of social exclusion and to take action to
prevent it. Again in 2017, the Council conclusions on school development and excellent teaching (*)
noted that the priority is to make ‘high-quality, inclusive and equitable school education a reality for all
learners’.

Building on the earlier policy documents, the Council recommendation of 22 May 2018 on promoting
common values, inclusive education, and the European dimension of teaching (°) reaffirmed the need
to ensure ‘effective equal access to quality inclusive education for all learners, which is indispensable
for achieving more cohesive societies’. The recommendation called on the EU Member States to
provide the ‘necessary support to all learners according to their particular needs, including those from
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds’ and to ‘facilitate the transition between various
educational pathways and levels’. Most recently, the Council Resolution on education and training in
the European Semester of 31 January 2020 re-affirmed that ‘quality and inclusive education and
training enable personal fulfilment, social cohesion and inclusive societies’ (°).

The on-going COVID-19 crisis reinforces the case for improving equity in education. The Council
conclusions of 16 June 2020 on countering the COVID-19 crisis in education and training

(") Interinstitutional Proclamation on the European Pillar of Social Rights (OJ C428, 13.12.2017, p. 10-15). Signed by the
European Parliament, the Council and the Commission on 17 November 2017 in Gothenburg, Sweden.

(3  Presidency Conclusions of the Brussels European Council, 14 December 2017.

(®  Conclusions of the Council and of the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the
Council, on inclusion in diversity to achieve a high quality education for all. 2017/C 62/02.

(*)  Council conclusions of 8 December 2017 on school development and excellent teaching. 2017/C 421/03.

(®)  Council recommendation of 22 May 2018 on promoting common values, inclusive education, and the European dimension
of teaching. 2018/C 195/01.

(®)  Council Resolution of 31 January 2020 on education and training in the European Semester: ensuring informed debates
on reforms and investments. 2020/C 64/01.

21


https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/32204/14-final-conclusions-rev1-en.pdf

Equity in school education in Europe

acknowledged that ‘one of the major challenges has been the issue of ensuring inclusion and equal
access to quality distance learning opportunities’ (7). The physical closure of schools and the shift to
distance learning have increased the challenges faced by disadvantaged students in terms of the
need for good digital skills, access to technology or the internet and support for learning at home. To
counter the effects of the COVID-19 crisis, the Council invited the EU Member States to ‘pay
additional attention to ensuring equal opportunities and continued access to high quality education and
training for learners of all ages’ (8).

Against this policy background and in line with the strong emphasis on advancing inclusive and
equitable education in Europe, the Eurydice Network undertook the task of producing a report that
supports the development of evidence-based policies in the field of equity in school education at
national and EU level.

Content and structure of the report

In this report, the concept of equity in education refers to education provision which is both inclusive
(i.e. all students receive at least a minimum amount of good quality education) and fair (i.e. student
performance is largely independent of socio-economic background).

The report aims first to provide an overview of the education structures and policies that influence
equity in school education and, second, to connect these system-level features to student
performance (based on international student assessment surveys). Relying on these two components
and looking across 42 European education systems, the report seeks to identify which education
system features are associated with lower levels of equity.

The design and structure of education systems can affect student performance and educational
inequalities. Research shows that a range of systemic features can affect equity in education in
different ways and to a different extent. These include tracking, grade repetition, school choice and
admission policies and the diversity of schools (°). In addition, these and other factors are closely
linked and often influence each other. Therefore, it is not sufficient to study them individually; they
must be examined in combination, taking account of their interrelationships.

The report is divided into three parts.

I.  Concepts and indicators of equity in education
[I. Education system features

[ll. Education system features and equity

The first part provides a theoretical overview of the concept of equity in education, as well as an
analysis of indicators on the impact of socio-economic background on student performance in
international surveys (PISA, PIRLS and TIMSS). It also examines country-specific information on
national definitions relating to equity in education and disadvantage, as well as on top-level policy
initiatives to tackle inequalities.

The second part contains twelve chapters examining each of the systemic factors that the research
literature highlights as having an influence on equity in education. These factors include participation
in early childhood education and care (ECEC), funding levels in education, differentiation and school

()  Council conclusions of 16 June 2020 on countering the COVID-19 crisis in education and training. 2020/C 212 1/03.
()  Ibid.
©)

For a full list of the system-level factors that will be considered see Chapter I.1.
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types, school choice, admissions policies, tracking systems, grade repetition, school autonomy, school
accountability, support for disadvantaged schools, support for low achievers and the opportunity to
learn. Each chapter describes and compares top-level structures and policies and aims to distinguish
groups of education systems with similar approaches. An overview of educational pathways is
provided in Annex |.

The third part brings together the information described in Part Il with student performance data from
international student assessment surveys. It analyses the relationship between educational system
features (classified for the purposes of the quantitative analysis as explanatory variables) and
indicators of equity computed on the basis of assessment surveys. First, it examines the relationship
between education system features and educational equity in a bivariate context, that is, when each
explanatory factor is analysed on its own, without controlling for other factors. Second, it maps
interactions, patterns and relationships through a path analysis. Additional information linked to
statistical calculations is provided in Annex Il.

Methodology and data sources

The report is produced using a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. On the qualitative
side, descriptions of system-level features are provided and differences between systems are
analysed based on information collected through the Eurydice Network.

On the quantitative side, the indicators of equity in education are based on several international large-
scale assessment databases (PISA 2015 and 2018, PIRLS 2011 and 2016 and TIMSS 2011 and
2015). The indicators of equity are in turn analysed as outcomes conditional on different educational
system features, first through a series of bivariate linear regressions, and second through a path
analysis. Path analysis allows for the modelling of more complex patterns of relationships, including
the role of intervening factors (in this case, academic segregation) between the explanatory variables
and the indicators of equity. The equity indicators are linked to both the overall distribution of
educational outcomes (e.g. differences between high- and low-achievers) as well as the equality of
opportunity available to students (i.e. the extent to which an individual's educational achievement
depends on his or her personal and social circumstances, most importantly socio-economic
background). In order to provide a clear focus, this report does not consider additional student
characteristics such as their gender, whether they come from a migrant background ('°), or have
special educational needs (SEN).

The Eurydice data collection concentrates on primary, lower and upper secondary school education
(ISCED levels 1-3), and focuses on the main systemic features of these education levels. Where
relevant, a distinction is made between general and IVET programmes.

Publicly funded schools are the focus in all countries ('"). Private schools are not included, except for
government-dependent private schools in all the education systems where they exist ('2).

The reference school year is 2018/19. National information on major policy developments that have
been implemented since the end of the 2018/19 school year is available in the Eurydice descriptions

(") For a recent review of national policies in support of students from migrant backgrounds, see the Eurydice report on
Integrating Students from Migrant Backgrounds into Schools in Europe: National Policies and Measures (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019e).

(') See also UNESCO-UIS (2019).

("?)  Government-dependent private schools receive more than half of their basic funding from public sources (UNESCO-
UIS/OECD/Eurostat, 2018, p. 26).
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of education systems ('?). The report covers 42 education systems, including the 27 EU Member
States, as well as the United Kingdom, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Switzerland, Iceland,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Norway, Serbia and Turkey. Liechtenstein does not participate in this
report.

The information in this report has been collected through a questionnaire completed by national
experts and/or the national representative of the Eurydice Network. The prime sources of information
contained in the report always refer to regulations/legislation and official guidance issued by top-level
education authorities, unless otherwise stated. All contributors are acknowledged at the end of the
report.

("®) See in particular Chapter 14: Ongoing Reforms and Policy Developments (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,
2020).
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1.1. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Education allows us to access a pool of knowledge and to develop skills which, in turn, help us to
cultivate the essential qualities that make us human: our personality, our sociability and our capacity to
act as moral agents. Hence, education can be appreciated in and for itself. At the collective level,
education plays an important role in strengthening the sense of belonging to a community, in
promoting and safeguarding a collective identity and culture and in raising shared living standards. In
short, education is essential for a community to exist and to flourish. Education is also a means to an
end: it allows people to pursue goals that would otherwise have been unattainable.

It is not by chance that education has been identified as ‘the single most important determinant of life
chances’ (Barone, 2019, p. 1). A child with more and high quality education is more likely to secure a
high-skilled job in the future, which in turn translates to better chances for securing a higher income. In
addition, increasing educational attainment contributes to productivity growth, higher national income,
and healthier societies with greater social cohesion (UNESCO-UIS, 2018). Therefore, societies have
many and good reasons to provide educational opportunities and to improve student performance in
terms of academic outcomes. The question remains, however, as to how these educational
opportunities should be distributed and whether positive educational outcomes should be reached by
all students. In other words, questions of social justice arise.

If school-level education, which is the focus of this report, influences job prospects and income, should
it be a means to address economic inequalities in society? Should education authorities strive for an
equal distribution of educational opportunities, of positive educational outcomes or of both? Moreover,
should education authorities do anything to combat the phenomenon whereby students from lower
socio-economic family backgrounds are, on average, less likely to achieve good results in schools?
These are all questions related to equity in education and as such they invite different answers.

The aim of this chapter is not to be exhaustive or to provide definite answers, but to explain how the
notion of equity is understood and used in the report. Consequently, the following two sections
concentrate on providing a working definition of equity in education and on how the different
parameters in an education system may impact equity.

1.1.1. Equity in school education

There may be disagreement about what schools can or should do to promote social justice, but it is
commonly, even if tacitly, assumed that schools have a role to play in this regard. Thus, when Allen
and Goddard (2017, p. 22) state that ‘as a route to social justice, education is a manifest failure:
though it claims to offer opportunity to all nothing could be further from the truth’, they imply that
schools are addressing, however imperfectly, ‘inequalities of opportunity, experience and outcome’
(ibid.). Their pessimistic conclusion, however, is not shared by all. For instance, Barone (2019) finds
that in western nations, inequalities of educational opportunity have declined in the post-war decades
(but they have stagnated for student cohorts since the 1980s). Either way, there are good reasons
why equality in education should be pursued, but there are also reasons why it should not.

Starting with the negative, a common argument for why equality either in terms of opportunities or
outcomes should not be pursued is that it is a waste of resources. Society, the argument goes, will
benefit more if students are encouraged to develop their talents, regardless of whether these talents
are innate or whether they are the product of their family’s socio-economic background. Some are
naturally fit to receive more and higher education, while others are not. Therefore, committing
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resources to ensure all students achieve the same educational outcomes or even providing them with
equal opportunities, the argument continues, is a waste of time and money ().

However, arguments on the potential trade-off between economic efficiency and equity in education
do not go unchallenged. According to the OCED (2012), ‘equity in education pays off. There is a
growing amount of evidence that the highest performing education systems combine quality with
equity in education (European Commission, 2019; Parker et al., 2018; Checchi et al., 2014; OECD,
2012). Consequently, ‘education systems can pursue excellence and equity at the same time’
(European Commission, 2019, p. 6).

Like education, justice is also a good in itself (?). Starting from the foundational premise that all
humans are by default equal (as so eloquently expressed in Article 1 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights) (), social justice relates to egalitarianism, whatever its specific features. Similarly,
social justice in the educational context refers to educational equality. The dominant version of
educational equality is ‘meritocratic educational equality’ (Brighouse, 2009). Meritocratic equality rests
on the premise that ‘an individual's prospect for educational achievement should be a function of that
individual’s efforts and talents, not of his or her social class background’ (ibid., p. 42). Other versions
of educational equality can be more or less radical, but they are not considered here (%).

Thus, typically, equality in education ‘considers the social justice ramifications of education in relation
to the fairness, justness, and impartiality of its distribution’ (Jacob and Holsinger, 2009, p. 4).
However, the present report goes beyond this understanding. In order to take into account the notion
that education is a universal right, this report uses the term ‘equity’ to encompass not only educational
fairness but also inclusion.

Drawing on Field, Kuczera and Pont (2007), equity in education ensures ‘a basic standard minimum
education for all’ (ibid., p. 11). In addition, it ensures ‘that personal and social circumstances — for
example gender, socio-economic status or ethnic origin — should not be an obstacle to achieving
educational potential’. In short, equity, as understood here, has two dimensions, which are briefly
discussed below.

At school level, inclusion means ensuring that all children ‘partake in education in a sufficient and
effective way’ (Ballarino et al., 2014). In other words, all students should be able to reap the benefits of
education. It is not enough to simply go to school, but students should also be able to make the most
of it. If education is inclusive, achievement gaps between different segments of the student population
should not be unjustifiably wide. Achievement, of course, can be expressed in various ways. For
instance, in terms of the number of school years completed, the levels and types of qualifications

(") This is an argument with a very old history. Most famously of all it is found in Plato’s Republic (e.g. Rowe, 2012). Plato
argues that justice is achieved in a highly stratified society where the members of the different classes receive different
education according to their abilities and their prescribed role in society.

(3 This argument too can be traced back to Plato’s Republic (Rowe, 2012). See Heinaman (2002) regarding the division of
goods in the Republic.

(® Article 1 of the UN declaration states: ‘All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights’ (UN, 1948).

(*) Brighouse (2009) mentions also ‘radical education equality’ (educational achievement should be independent of both social
background and natural talents), ‘benefiting the least advantaged’ (education should be distributed in a way maximizing the
well-being prospects of the least advantaged), ‘adequacy’ (students should receive the kind of education that would enable
them to reach a specified objective) and ‘maximizing excellence’ (‘educational resources should be distributed to those
who can make the most use of them’). It should be noted that there are also mixed versions of the aforementioned
education equality principles.
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achieved, or the actual competences acquired (as reflected in standardised test scores) (°). In the
current report, inclusivity is measured in terms of the proportion of low-achieving students and the test
performance differences between low- and high-achieving students (see Chapter [.2). Compared to
the alternatives, these two indicators offer more sensitive measurements and promise greater data
variation (). Thus, it can be argued that the lower the percentage of low-achieving students and the
smaller the performance differences between low and high-achieving students, the greater the
inclusiveness of schooling.

Fairness is the second dimension of equity in education. It suggests that personal and social
circumstances, such as gender, socio-economic status or ethnic origin should not be an obstacle to
educational success (Ballarino et al., 2014, p. 122). As such, the concept of fairness is closely linked
to equality of opportunity, which means that ‘everyone should have the same opportunity to thrive,
regardless of the variations in the circumstances into which they are born’ (Cameron, Daga and
Outhred, 2018, p. 17). Both fairness and the equality of opportunity are based on the normative
assumption that education systems should be 1) impartial, thus education should not depend on
students’ background characteristics; and 2) meritocratic, thus educational achievement should be
related to ability but not to other student characteristics (ibid.).

Studies describing the mechanisms through which differences in background characteristics shape
educational inequalities often use Bourdieu’s concept of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu, 1986). Families
with lower levels of education or migrant status often lack both the cultural capital that the school
system values and the resources and social capital (networks) to acquire it. This in turn influences
how such children perform in schools (Lynch and Baker, 2005). The lower performance of children
from lower socio-economic backgrounds is then translated into lower qualifications when children
leave the school system. This is often referred to as the primary effect of socio-economic differences
(Parker et al., 2016). Moreover, the secondary effects of socio-economic differences are that they
impact upon students’ expectations and ambitions (thus the conception of achievable possibilities),
further strengthening the primary effects (ibid.).

As with inclusion, measuring the fairness of education systems can be based either on the distribution
of qualifications attained by different socio-economic, racial or ethnic groups, or on test scores
indicating the competences acquired or achievement levels attained. The latter approach implies
looking at differences between social groups in terms of their achievement, and examining the impact
of certain background characteristics on their test scores (see Chapter 1.2).

In sum, the present report defines equity in education as education provision which is both inclusive
(i.e. all students receive at least a minimum amount of good quality education) and fair (i.e. student
performance is largely independent of socio-economic background).

(®) The EU has adopted a number of benchmarks related to inclusiveness and consequently to educational equity: (1) ‘the
share of early leavers from education and training should be less than 10 %’, (2) ‘the share of 30-34 year-olds with tertiary
educational attainment should be at least 40 %’, and (3) ‘the share of low-achieving 15-year-olds in reading, mathematics
and science should be less than 15 %’ (see Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European
cooperation in education and training (‘ET 2020’), OJ 2009/C 119/02).

(®) ‘Sensitive’ means that the potential data range of test scores of low- and high-achievers is far greater than that offered by
simple student graduation data (yes or no) or how many years the student spent in school (usually around 12).
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1.1.2. Equity and the impact of the education system

Schools are central to the process of delivering equitable education and, more broadly, social justice.
The quality of education provided by schools is at the core of the effectiveness of education provision
as a whole, but schools can also shape how socio-economic inequalities are transformed into
educational inequalities. However, schools are embedded within the wider education system and each
system has its own particular features in terms of structure, policies, practices and traditions. In turn,
these features influence the process of schooling, ultimately impacting upon the degree of equity in
education (see Figure 1.1.1 and Part Il).

One way of analysing and evaluating the features of education systems is by following the
stratification-standardisation framework outlined by Allmendinger (1989). Within this framework, the
inter-related system-level features are evaluated according to a standardisation-stratification
continuum. Given the widespread use of these concepts in educational research (see, for example,
Checchi et al., 2014; Gross, Meyer and Hadjar, 2016; Horn, 2009), the empirical framework of this
report is also largely built around them.

The degree of stratification in an education system reflects the extent of educational differentiation.
Differentiation takes various forms — students may be grouped into different classes, schools or school
programmes based on their ability, interests, or other characteristics. Stratification is most often
referred to in relation to differentiated tracks (also known as tracking) or pathways (see Chapter 11.6),
but can also be the result of geographical segregation, a high number of school types and school
choice policies (see Chapters 11.3 and 11.4), selective schooling policies (see Chapter 11.5), or even
streaming students into different ability groups or classes (see Chapter 11.6) (Ammermdller, 2005;
Parker et al., 2016).

An important effect of stratification is that students of similar ability levels become concentrated within
the same schools or within the same classes (Parker et al., 2016, p. 12). At the same time, the impact
of socio-economic background on achievement tends to be greater in highly stratified systems, with
larger gaps between students from higher and lower socio-economic backgrounds (Strietholt et al.,
2019).

Standardisation, on the other hand, refers to ‘the extent to which education meets the same standards
nationwide’ (Checchi et al., 2014, p. 296). Standardisation occurs within two dimensions. The first is
the standardisation of input, which refers to curricular standardisation, the standardisation of teacher
quality and the standardisation in school resource allocation. In these respects, the extent of
standardisation in an education system can range from fully standardised (usually where a system is
highly centralised) to non-standardised (e.g. if schools have full autonomy) (see Chapter 11.8). The
second is the standardisation of output or educational outcomes, which is also referred to as
‘accountability’ (Horn, 2009). The most widespread instrument to standardise output is standardised
school leaving examinations, but other accountability tools, such as external school evaluation, may
also be used (see Chapter I1.9).

While the concepts of stratification and standardisation underpin this report, the potential impact of the
factors associated with these concepts is explored in depth. On the stratification side of the wheel (see
Figure 1.1.1), these include diversity of school types (see Chapterll.3), school choice (see
Chapter 11.4) and school admission policies (see Chapter I1.5), tracking (see Chapter 11.6) and grade
repetition (see Chapter I1.7). On the standardisation side they include school autonomy (see
Chapter 11.8) and school accountability (see Chapter 11.9). The specific support policies introduced to
promote equity in education and to mitigate disadvantage are also addressed. These include support
for disadvantaged schools (see Chapter I1.10) and for low-achieving students (see Chapter 11.11), as
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well as the measures taken to increase the opportunities for students to learn (see Chapter 11.12).
Finally, early childhood education and care (see Chapter Il.1) and funding for school education (see
Chapter 11.2) are also examined.

Figure 1.1.1: Systemic factors potentially influencing equity in school education
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Source: Eurydice.

As Figure 1.1.1 suggests, the report builds on the premise that systemic factors cannot be evaluated in
isolation. Wherever possible, it is important to look at the interplay between the characteristics of
education systems, examining the various interrelationships and interdependencies between them.

This is one of the goals of Part Il of the report, alongside the assessment of the impact on equity of
each systemic factor.

31






1.2. LEVELS OF EQUITY IN EDUCATION

Main findings

This chapter presents the main indicators of inclusion and fairness in both primary (fourth grade)
and secondary education (15-year-old students). The inclusion indicators are based on the
achievement gap between low- and high-achieving students analysed in combination with the
percentage of low achievers, and the fairness indicators on the correlation between student
achievement and socio-economic background. Both sets of indicators refer to achievement in
reading literacy and mathematics.

e Equity levels are quite similar in each subject area for all indicators. This means that if the
percentage of low achievers, the achievement differences, or the impact of socio-economic
background on performance is high in one subject area, it also tends to be high in the other
area.

e There is a stronger relationship between the levels of equity in primary and secondary
education in the fairness dimension than in the inclusion dimension. In education systems
where the impact of students’ socio-economic background on their performance is already high
at lower levels of education, this tends to remain high in later years as well.

e While some education systems show consistent relative levels of equity across both levels of
education, others demonstrate a marked change, e.g. from being relatively equitable in primary
education to becoming relatively unequitable in secondary education.

e Country positions vary depending on the equity indicator chosen. Higher percentages of low
achievers can go together with larger or smaller achievement gaps and vice versa. The same is
true when comparing achievement gaps with correlation coefficients between student
background and achievement.

e There is a stronger relationship between the two dimensions of equity in reading literacy than in
mathematics.

This chapter aims to translate the main concepts of inclusion and fairness (see Chapter1.1) into
indicators that can provide an insight into the levels of equity in European countries. It builds on the
extensive literature using the results of international assessment surveys such as the International
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement’'s (IEA) Progress in International Reading
Literacy Study (PIRLS) and Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), as well
as the OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) to measure educational
inequalities.

Relying on international assessment surveys has its advantages and disadvantages. Certainly,
international assessment surveys can only grasp a fraction of educational outcomes. However, among
these types of measures, comparing education systems based on surveys that were designed to be
comparable in terms of sampling design and content is certainly the most reliable option for
researchers. Given that international assessment surveys are conducted at regular intervals, they
allow comparisons to be made not only across many European countries but also over time.

Nevertheless, some issues related to the cross-national comparability of results might remain even
after careful survey design, especially if social, cultural and economic differences between education
systems are considerable (Schnepf, 2018). This can be true both for the measurement of skills
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(students might not have the same attitudes towards performing well on tests in general and low-stake
tests in particular) and for other background variables such as the socio-economic status of students
(see also below). In addition, any research on educational inequalities has to keep in mind that
international assessment surveys only sample students that are in school, leaving out completely
those who have left education early. This affects education systems differently depending on the
proportion of out-of-school children in the population (Schnepf, 2018). In addition, education systems
also differ with respect to the proportion of students with special educational needs included in the
survey samples. Keeping these caveats in mind, international assessment surveys are still the best
available tools for computing comparable indicators related to equity in education.

This chapter presents the main indicators of inclusion and fairness in both primary (fourth grade) and
secondary education (for 15-year-old students). In order to understand how institutional systemic
features influence educational inequalities, it is essential to start the analysis by looking at levels of
equity at the earliest available level. Educational inequalities start early and tend to become stronger
as students proceed through primary and secondary education.

The available surveys cover two important time points in a student’s career: the fourth grade, which is
typically part of primary education (through PIRLS and TIMSS), and age 15 (through PISA), when
students are in lower or upper secondary education (7). Analysing surveys of fourth graders and 15-
year-olds makes it possible to examine differences in equity for both younger and older age groups,
and even to some extent compare their situation.

The PIRLS survey assesses the reading literacy skills of fourth graders, while the TIMSS survey
evaluates the mathematics and science performance of the same cohort of students (8). The PIRLS
survey is conducted every five years, with 2016 as the latest available year; while the TIMSS survey is
conducted every four years, with the latest available data from 2015. For each survey, data are
available for 25 of the European education systems participating in this report, although not exactly the
same 25 in each case (°).

PISA is the OECD's Programme for International Student Assessment. PISA measures 15-year-olds’
ability to use their reading, mathematics and science knowledge and skills to meet real-life
challenges ('°). PISA was launched in 2000 and has been conducted every three years since then.
The latest available PISA survey is from 2018, with data available for all the education systems
participating in this report.

(") Due to the limited country coverage of the TIMSS eighth-grade survey and the relative closeness of grade eight and
age 15, the TIMSS eighth-grade survey is not included in this chapter.

(®) See the website of the IEA for more details: https://www.iea.nl/. This report analyses mathematics achievement, but not
science due to space limitations.

(®)  For the list of participating countries in each international assessment survey, see Table A1 in Annex II.

(") See the OECD website dedicated to PISA for more details: https://www.oecd.org/pisa/. This report focuses on achievement
in reading literacy and mathematics.
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|.2. Levels of equity in education

1.2.1. Inclusion

Inclusion implies a minimum standard of education for all (see Chapterl.1). One typical way to
measure inclusion is to compute the proportion of low achievers within a given student population.
This indicator shows the percentage of students who cannot reach a set minimum level of
achievement (in this section, the Intermediate International Benchmark in PIRLS and TIMMS, and the
baseline level of proficiency in PISA). However, in a comparative context, this indicator alone might
not accurately reflect the level of inclusion in all countries. This is because when the same minimum
education standards or thresholds are applied to all education systems, the proportion of low
achievers can seem very high in greatly ineffective systems. In extreme circumstances, even the
whole student population can be seen to be underperforming according to international standards,
which signals problems of effectiveness rather than inclusion.

For this reason, this chapter includes a second indicator of inclusion to be analysed alongside the
proportion of low achievers: the gap between high and low achieving students. Achievement gaps help
to evaluate whether a relatively high proportion of low achieving students is due to non-inclusive
elements of education systems, or rather signals insufficient or ineffective education provision overall.
Low and high achievers can be defined according to various definitions; most commonly, the
achievement differences between students performing at the 25th and 75th percentile (P25 and P75),
or the 10th and the 90th percentile (P10 and P90) are used. The wider this gap (the greater the
differences in performance between low and high achieving students), the less inclusive the education
system. This report will use the gap between the 10th and 90th percentile, as in almost all education
systems (the only exception is Finland in the PIRLS survey), the 10th percentile student is part of the
low achievers group at all education levels in all subject areas according to international standards.

1.2.1.1. Inclusion in primary education

Inclusion levels in primary education can be computed based on the PIRLS 2016 and TIMSS 2015
surveys. Both surveys sample students in their fourth grade. Figure 1.2.1 depicts the achievement gap
between low- and high-achieving students (10th and 90th percentile; Figure 1.2.1.A) as well as the
percentage of low achievers (Figure 1.2.1.B) in reading literacy, while Figure 1.2.2 shows the same in
mathematics. Although countries may have a different position in the two surveys, the correlation
between achievement gaps in reading literacy and mathematics is quite high ('), which means that if
the achievement gap is relatively large in one educational area, it tends to be large in the other area
as well.

The proportion of low achievers in reading literacy is lowest in Ireland, Latvia, Finland and Norway, at
around 10 %. Finland is the only education system where the proportion of low achievers is below
10 % in the PIRLS survey, thus the only system where the 10th percentile student is not a low
achiever according to international standards. On the other hand, the proportion of low achievers is
the highest in Malta, where more than half of fourth graders are below the intermediate benchmark
(the threshold for low achievement) in reading literacy. In mathematics, the smallest proportion of low
achievers can be found in the Flemish Community of Belgium, the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland)
and Norway (between 12.1 and 14.3 %), while the proportion of low achievers is the highest in France
and Turkey, both above 40 %.

(") The Spearman correlation coefficient between achievement gaps in reading literacy and mathematics is 0.70.
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Figure 1.2.1: Achievement gap between high- (P90) and low- (P10) performing students (in ascending order) and
the percentage of low achievers in reading literacy in the fourth grade, 2016
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Achievement gap 153 155 161 165 166 166 166 166 168 169 170 17 174
% of low achievers 12.3 20.0 10.0 8.7 20.1 15.6 13.2 10.2 20.8 14.8 12.2 14.4 13.9
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Achievement gap 175 176 182 183 185 194 194 196 200 202 213 232
% of low achievers | 28.1 354 11.2 10.6 17.2 14.9 18.9 19.3 14.5 13.0 174 55.4

Source: |IEA, PIRLS 2016 database.

Explanatory notes

Only education systems participating in the PIRLS 2016 survey are depicted on the figures. Education systems are in order of
their achievement gap, from the lowest to the highest gap within one survey.

The PIRLS reading achievement scale was established in PIRLS 2001 based on the achievement of all participating countries,
treating each country equally. The scales have a typical range of achievement between 300 and 700. A centre point of 500 was
set to correspond to the mean of overall achievement at the first data collection, with 100 points set to correspond to the
standard deviation. Achievement data from each subsequent PIRLS assessment have been reported on these scales, so that
increases or decreases in achievement may be monitored across assessments. PIRLS uses the scale centre point as a point of
reference that remains constant from assessment to assessment.

The percentage of low achieving students is defined as the percentage of students not achieving the Intermediate International
Benchmark, which is set at a score of 475 on the scale and is marked with a red line on Figure 1.2.1.A.

P90 and P10 refer to the 90th and 10th percentile. Achievement gaps were computed using all five plausible values (students’
reading achievement scores). Standard errors are included in Table A2 in Annex II.
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Figure 1.2.2: Achievement gap between high- (P90) and low- (P10) performing students (in ascending order) and
the percentage of low achievers in mathematics in the fourth grade, 2015
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Source: IEA, TIMSS 2015 database.

Explanatory notes

Only education systems participating in the TIMSS 2015 survey are depicted on the figures. Education systems are in order of
their achievement gap, from the lowest to the highest gap within one survey.

The TIMSS mathematics achievement scale was established in TIMSS 1995 based on the achievement of all participating
countries, treating each country equally. The scales have a typical range of achievement between 300 and 700. A centre point
of 500 was set to correspond to the mean of overall achievement at the first data collection, with 100 points set to correspond to
the standard deviation. Achievement data from each subsequent TIMSS assessment have been reported on these scales, so
that increases or decreases in achievement may be monitored across assessments. TIMSS uses the scale centre point as a
point of reference that remains constant from assessment to assessment.

The percentage of low achieving students is defined as the percentage of students not achieving the Intermediate International
Benchmark, which is set at a score of 475 on the scale and is marked with a red line on Figure .2.2.A.

P90 and P10 refer to the 90th and 10th percentile. Achievement gaps were computed using all five plausible values (students’
reading achievement scores). Standard errors are included in Table A3 in Annex II.

37



Equity in school education in Europe Part I: Concepts and indicators of equity

Education systems with the smallest achievement gap between fourth graders are the Netherlands
and the Flemish Community of Belgium in both reading literacy and mathematics (with 153 and 155
points in reading literacy and 144 and 156 points in mathematics respectively). The differences
between the highest and the lowest percentiles are the largest — exceeding 200 points — in the United
Kingdom (Northern Ireland), Bulgaria and Malta in reading, and in Slovakia, the United Kingdom
(England and Northern Ireland), Bulgaria, Cyprus, Hungary, Serbia and Turkey in mathematics.

Putting the percentage of low achievers alongside the achievement gap illustrates well that similar
proportions of low achievers can hide differences in achievement gaps, and vice versa, similar gaps
can exist in education systems with different proportions of low achievers. For example, while Ireland,
Latvia, Poland and Finland have similar proportions of low achievers in reading literacy, achievement
gaps are around 20 scale points larger in Ireland and Poland than in Latvia and Finland (see
Figure 1.2.1). At the same time, while achievement gaps are similar in the French Community of
Belgium, Ireland, France and Poland, the proportion of low achievers is much higher in the French
Community of Belgium and France than in Ireland and Poland. Similar comparisons can be made
based on Figure 1.2.2 in mathematics. For example, Norway and the United Kingdom (Northern
Ireland) have similar proportion of low achievers but very different achievement gaps; while similar
achievement gaps hide different proportion of low achievers in the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland)
and Serbia.

Nevertheless, in some cases — and most notably on the two extremes — high or low proportions of low
achievers coincide with large or small achievement gaps. The Flemish Community of Belgium and the
Netherlands have relatively low proportions of low achievers and small achievement gaps both in
reading literacy and mathematics, while Malta and Turkey have both the highest percentage of low
achievers and the greatest achievement gap in reading literacy and mathematics respectively.

1.2.1.2. Inclusion in secondary education

The PISA 2018 survey provides information on the performance of 15-year-old students in reading
literacy, mathematics and science. In all education systems, 15-year-olds are generally in secondary
education; some at lower, others at upper secondary level. Figures 1.2.3 and 1.2.4 depict achievement
gaps and percentages of low achievers in reading literacy and mathematics respectively, based on the
PISA 2018 database. As with the gaps in primary education, the correlation between achievement
gaps in reading literacy and mathematics is quite high ('2), which means that if the achievement gap is
relatively large in one subject area, it tends to be large in the other subject area as well.

The percentage of low achievers varies between 11 % and 55 % in reading (see Figure 1.2.3) and
10 % and 61 % in mathematics (see Figure 1.2.4). In both subject areas, this percentage is the lowest
in Estonia and the highest in North Macedonia. In the latter, more than half of 15-year-old students are
regarded as low achievers according to international standards. Besides Estonia, the proportion of low
achievers is at or under the 15 % Education and Training 2020 benchmark (%) in Ireland, Poland and
Finland in reading; and in Denmark, Poland and Finland in mathematics. On the other hand, besides
North Macedonia, more than 40 % of students are low achievers in Bulgaria, Romania, Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro in both subject areas, and in Cyprus in reading.

("?) The Spearman correlation coefficient between achievement gaps in reading literacy and mathematics is 0.70.

(") According to the ET 2020 benchmark, ‘the share of low-achieving 15-year-olds in reading, mathematics and science
should be less than 15 %’ (see Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European cooperation in
education and training (‘ET 2020’), OJ 2009/C 119/02).
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Figure 1.2.3: Achievement gap between high- (P90) and low- (P10) performing 15-year-old students and the
percentage of low achievers in reading literacy, 2018
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.
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Explanatory notes (Figure 1.2.3)

PISA scores are set in relation to the variation in results observed across all test participants. There is theoretically no minimum
or maximum score in PISA; rather, the results are scaled to fit approximately normal distributions, with means around 500 score
points and standard deviations around 100 score points. PISA scales are divided into proficiency levels (1 to 6) corresponding to
increasingly more difficult tasks. For each proficiency level identified, descriptions were generated to define the kinds of
knowledge and skills needed to complete those tasks successfully. Each proficiency level corresponds to a range of about
80 score points. Hence, score-point differences of 80 points can be interpreted as the difference in described skills and
knowledge between successive proficiency levels.

Because the PISA sample is defined by a particular age group, rather than a particular grade, in many countries, students who
sit the PISA assessment are distributed across two or more grade levels. Based on this variation, past reports have estimated
the average score-point difference across adjacent grades for countries in which a sizeable number of 15-year-olds are enrolled
in at least two different grades. These estimates take into account some socio-economic and demographic differences that are
also observed across grades. On average across countries, the difference between adjacent grades is about 40 score points
(see more in OECD, 2019a).

The percentage of low-achieving students is defined as the percentage of students who score below the baseline level of
proficiency (Level 2) on the PISA mathematics, reading and/or science scales. In reading literacy, this corresponds to not
achieving 407.47 score points. The red line on Figure 1.2.3.A marks the 407.47 score point.

P90 and P10 refer to the 90th and 10th percentile. Achievement gaps were computed using all ten plausible values (students’
reading literacy achievement scores). Standard errors are included in Table A4 in Annex II.

Country-specific note

Spain: The OECD has decided to defer the publication of the PISA 2018 reading results for Spain, both national and sub-
regional. Spain’s data met PISA 2018 Technical Standards; however, some data show implausible student-response behaviour.
Consequently, the comparability of Spain’s results in reading cannot be assured.

Education systems with the smallest gaps between low and high achievers (just above 200 score
points) are Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro in reading (these are all education
systems with a high percentage of low achievers), and lIreland, Latvia, the German-speaking
Community of Belgium and Estonia in mathematics. Achievement gaps tend to be larger in reading
literacy than in mathematics: the largest gaps in reading get close to 300 score points, while they do
not exceed 270 score points in mathematics. Education systems with the largest achievement gaps
are Luxembourg and Malta (in both subject areas), Germany and Sweden in reading and the Flemish
Community of Belgium and Slovakia in mathematics.

As with primary education, the relationship between achievement gaps and the percentage of low
achievers varies considerably. Education systems with similar gaps can have a relatively high or low
percentage of low achievers and vice versa. As the previous paragraphs showed, some education
systems with a high percentage of low achievers have relatively small achievement gaps, but not all of
them (see, for example, Bulgaria, where achievement gaps are relatively substantial in both subject
areas). Also, a low percentage of low achievers can also go together with smaller (e.g. Estonia) or
greater (e.g. the Flemish Community of Belgium or Norway) achievement gaps (see also Figure 1.2.5).
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Figure 1.2.4: Achievement gap between high- (P90) and low- (P10) performing 15-year-old students and the
percentage of low achievers in mathematics, 2018
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.
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Explanatory notes (Figure 1.2.4)
On PISA scoring, see explanatory note under Figure 1.2.3.

The percentage of low-achieving students is defined as the percentage of students who score below the baseline level of
proficiency (Level 2) on the PISA mathematics, reading and/or science scales. In mathematics, this corresponds to not
achieving 420.07 score points. The red line on Figure 1.2.4.A marks the 420.07 score point.

P90 and P10 refer to the 90th and 10th percentile. Achievement gaps were computed using all ten plausible values (students’
mathematics achievement scores). Standard errors are included in Table A5 in Annex II.

Figure 1.2.5: Achievement gap between high- (P90) and low-

(P10) performing 15-year-old students and the percentage of
low achievers in reading literacy and mathematics, 2018
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The most inclusive education systems, on the
other hand, can be found in the lower left
quadrant of the figures. These systems are
characterised by relatively low proportions of
low achievers and relatively small achieve-
ment gaps between low- and high-achieving
students.

Finally, the systems in the lower right quadrant
have relatively lower proportions of low
achievers but high achievement gaps, which
also signal some equity concerns.
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Figure 1.2.5 illustrates these relationships
between the percentage of low achievers
and the achievement gap between low- and
high-achievers in reading literacy and ma-
thematics in European education systems.

The systems in the upper left quadrant of
the figures are characterised by a relatively
high proportion of low achievers but a
relatively small achievement gap. This
points towards a general concern about the
effectiveness of these education systems.

The systems in the upper right quadrant still
have relative higher percentages of low
achievers, but coupled with relatively large
achievement gaps. These are the least
inclusive education systems according to the
indicators presented in this section.
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|.2. Levels of equity in education

1.2.2. Fairness or the equality of opportunity

Fairness implies that personal and social circumstances such as gender, socio-economic status or
ethnic origin should not be an obstacle to educational success (see Chapter I.1). It is commonly
measured by looking at the extent to which an individual's educational achievement depends on
his/her gender, socio-economic background or migrant status. Given the emphasis of this report on
socio-economic differences, this section is devoted to examining the extent to which achievement
differences can be explained by the socio-economic status of pupils.

1.2.2.1. Fairness in primary education

In the PIRLS and TIMSS surveys, there is no pre-computed index for socio-economic status similar to
the one provided by the OECD for the PISA surveys. In addition, most indicators of socio-economic
status such as parental education or occupation are based on a questionnaire sent to students’
parents for completion. However, in some education systems, parents were either not asked to
complete this questionnaire (e.g. in the United Kingdom — England), or very few of them did so, which
results in missing data and a potential bias in the results.

To overcome this weakness, many researchers use a different proxy for socio-economic status: the
number of books at home, as reported by students (). Researchers argue that books at home
provide a good theoretical proxy for the educational, cultural and economic background of families
(see e.g. Schitz, Ursprung and Woélmann, 2008). In addition, empirically, the number of books at
home is a more important predictor of student performance than parental education (ibid.).
Nevertheless, having books at home can have different cultural connotations in different education
systems (i.e., having many books may signal high educational, social and cultural status in some
education systems more closely than in others), which might limit the comparability of results to some
extent.

Keeping these measurement issues in mind, the main indicator used in this report to assess the level
of fairness in primary education in European education systems is the correlation coefficient between
students’ performance and the number of books at home as reported by students (depicted on
Figure 1.2.6 for both reading and mathematics).

On Figure 1.2.6, the higher the bars, the stronger the relationship between pupils' socio-economic
background and their reading/mathematics achievement. In other words, the larger the correlation
coefficient, the higher the inequality of opportunity in an education system. As the figure depicts, the
impact of socio-economic background on students’ performance is very similar in reading and
mathematics. Education systems where the impact of socio-economic background on performance is
the largest are Bulgaria, Hungary and Slovakia. At the other end of the scale, correlation coefficients
are the lowest in Italy, Cyprus and Malta.

(") While students’ and parents’ perceptions can differ, in systems where both answers are available, the correlation between
students’ and parents’ answers are high in the education systems covered in this report. Therefore, there is no indication
that students’ perceptions are less reliable than their parents’. See discussions on related caveats in Singer, Braun and
Chudowsky (2018).
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Figure 1.2.6: Correlation between the number of books at home and students’ performance in reading literacy
(2016) and mathematics (2015) in the fourth grade
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Source: |IEA, PIRLS 2016 and TIMSS 2015 databases.

Explanatory notes
Only education systems participating in the PIRLS 2016 and TIMSS 2015 surveys are depicted on the figure.

The number of books at home (variable ASBG04) is expressed in the following categories: 1: None or very few (0-10 books);
2: Enough to fill one shelf (11-25 books); 3: Enough to fill one bookcase (26-100 books); 4: Enough to fill two bookcases (101-
200 books); 5: Enough to fill three or more bookcases (more than 200).

The correlation coefficient is a statistical measure of the strength of the relationship between the relative movements of two
variables. The values range between -1.0 and 1.0. High values signal a strong relationship between the two selected variables.

Correlation coefficients depicted on the figure were computed using all five plausible values (students’ reading achievement
scores). Standard errors are included in Table A2 and A3 in Annex Il.

1.2.2.2. Fairness in secondary education

While the PISA 2018 database includes a composite index on students’ economic, social and cultural
status (ESCS) ('®), for reasons of better comparability, this report uses the number of books at home
as a proxy for students’ socio-economic status also for secondary education data. Figure .2.7
therefore depicts correlation coefficients between 15-year-old students’ performance in reading
literacy and mathematics and the number of books at home as reported by students. As it is apparent
on this figure, correlation coefficients referring to students’ performance in reading literacy and
mathematics show very similar results.

(") The ESCS index has been constructed by the OECD from the responses given by students in their background
questionnaire and it summarises information on parents’ education, parents’ occupation, home possessions, the number of
books and educational resources available at home. As such, it takes several dimensions of socio-economic status into
account instead of relying on only one component.
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Figure 1.2.7: Correlation between the number of books at home and 15-year-old students’ performance in reading
literacy and mathematics, 2018
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.

Explanatory notes

In each round of PISA, one of the core domains is tested in detail, taking up nearly two-thirds of the total testing time. The major
domain in 2018 was reading literacy, while mathematics was one of the minor domains. Measurement errors can be larger for
minor domains (like mathematics in PISA 2018) than for major domains due to the more limited number of questionnaire items.
This has to be taken into account when comparing figures across domains.

The number of books at home as reported by students (variable ST013Q01TA) is expressed in the following categories: 1: 0-10
books; 2: 11-25 books; 3: 26-100 books; 4: 101-200 books; 5: 201-500 books; 6: More than 500 books.

The correlation coefficient is a statistical measure of the strength of the relationship between the relative movements of two
variables. The values range between -1.0 and 1.0. High values signal a strong relationship between the two selected variables.

Correlation coefficients depicted on the figure were computed using all ten plausible values (students’ achievement scores).
Standard errors are included in Table A4 and A5 in Annex .

Country-specific note

Spain: The OECD has decided to defer the publication of the PISA 2018 reading results for Spain, both national and sub-
regional. Spain’s data met PISA 2018 Technical Standards; however, some data show implausible student-response behaviour.
Consequently, the comparability of Spain’s results in reading cannot be assured.

As with Figure 1.2.6, the higher the correlation coefficient, the stronger the relationship between
performance and students’ background characteristics also on Figure 1.2.7. This relationship is the
strongest in Hungary, where the correlation coefficient between students’ performance and the
number of books at home is 0.5 or above in both reading literacy and mathematics. The French and
Flemish Communities of Belgium, Czechia, Germany, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austria,
Romania, Slovakia, Sweden and Switzerland also have correlation coefficients at or above 0.4 in both
subject areas. On the other hand, correlation coefficients are at 0.3 or below in both subject areas in
the German-speaking Community of Belgium, Croatia, Cyprus, Latvia, Malta, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Iceland, Montenegro and North Macedonia.

Looking at Figures 1.2.6 and 1.2.7 together reveals a strong relationship between the levels of equity in
primary and secondary education. In education systems where the impact of students’ socio-economic
background on their performance is already high at lower levels of education, this tends to remain high
in later years as well.
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1.2.3. Relationship between inclusion and fairness

How are the two dimensions of equity in education related to each other? This section provides a brief
overview of the main patterns in both primary and secondary education.

1.2.3.1. Primary education

Figure 1.2.8 depicts differences between high and low achievers plotted against the correlation
coefficients between students’ socio-economic status and their performance in primary education. The
figures reveal quite a different picture for reading and mathematics.

Regarding reading literacy, education systems with larger achievement gaps tend to be those where
the socio-economic status of pupils have a stronger relationship with their achievement (see
Figure 1.2.8.A). The only outlier is Malta, where differences between high and low achievers are
substantial, but the socio-economic status of pupils does not seem to have a large impact on their
achievement. While not depicted on the figure, no such relationship can be seen when comparing the
percentage of low achievers with the size of the impact of socio-economic background on
performance.

In mathematics, countries’ positions are much more dispersed on the figure (see Figure 1.2.8.B),
though a positive relationship between the achievement gap and the impact of socio-economic
background on performance is apparent. An even more varied picture emerges if we substitute the
achievement gap with the percentage of low achievers.

Figure 1.2.8: Inclusion and fairness in reading literacy and mathematics in the fourth grade

1.2.8.A: Reading literacy (PIRLS 2016) 1.2.8.B: Mathematics (TIMSS 2015)
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Explanatory notes

As with Figure 1.2.6, the proxy for socio-economic background is the number of books at home as reported by students. See
also the explanatory notes under Figures 1.2.1,1.2.2 and 1.2.6.
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|.2. Levels of equity in education

1.2.3.2. Secondary education

When looking at equity indicators computed on the basis of PISA 2018 data, again a mild positive
relationship emerges between achievement gaps on the one hand, and the correlation between socio-
economic background and performance on the other (see Figure 1.2.9). As opposed to primary
education, this relationship is very similar in reading literacy and in mathematics. Yet, as with previous
findings, the relationship between the percentage of low achievers and the impact of socio-economic
background on achievement is less pronounced at this level as well.

Figure 1.2.9: Inclusion and fairness in reading literacy and mathematics for 15-year-olds, 2018
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Explanatory notes

As with Figure 1.2.7, the proxy for socio-economic background is the number of books at home. See also the explanatory notes
under Figures 1.2.3, 1.2.4 and 1.2.7.

Y

It is also interesting to compare Figures 1.2.8 and 1.2.9 for education systems where data are available
for both levels of education. There are some education systems — most notably Hungary and
Slovakia — that show consistently low levels of equity across dimensions, subject areas and education
levels. Other education systems — for example Croatia and Latvia — show similarly stable patterns, but
with relatively high levels of equity. Yet, some education systems demonstrate remarkable changes in
position depending on the education level concerned. For example, while the Flemish Community of
Belgium and the Netherlands are among the most equitable systems across subject areas at primary
level, they appear among the systems with relatively low levels of equity at secondary level. Such
patterns will be analysed further in Part Il of this report, after examining the most important system-
level factors that might influence the differences in equity levels.
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1.3. NATIONAL DEFINITIONS AND STRATEGIES

Main findings

e Top-level authorities in nearly all European education systems define or refer to concepts
relating to equity in their official documents.

e As these definitions vary considerably between education systems, it is impossible to talk of a
single or common pattern throughout Europe.

e Other terms used include fairness, equal opportunities, equality/inequality, disadvantage, non-
discrimination, vulnerable groups, at risk groups and early school leaving.

e While many education systems have defined criteria relating to disadvantaged students, these
vary to some degree:

o the concept of being at risk is used in some education systems (e.g. at risk of dropping-out or
repeating grades, or at risk of social exclusion for students from migrant backgrounds or for
those with disabilities),

o social, economic, cultural, ethnic, or family characteristics are used elsewhere as is
geographical location (e.g. living in a remote area).

e Across Europe, 37 of the 42 European education systems studied have at least one major
policy initiative in place to promote equity in education, reduce inequality or to support
disadvantaged students.

e In 13 education systems, the policy may be described as a specific top-level strategy (18 have
more than one strategy); in many others equity related initiatives are part of a broader strategy
dealing with a range of education matters.

While few would deny that a more equal distribution of education opportunities and more favourable
outcomes are in themselves important, in practice there are differences in the understanding of what
equity in education means and what should be done to address it. The starting point of this empirical
analysis is therefore to explore whether equity issues are currently under the spotlight of top-level
education authorities in Europe. This is achieved by examining the data related to two indicators. The
first focuses on whether equity or related concepts are defined or referred to in official top-level
documents. This not only signals that attention is being paid to these issues at the highest level, but it
also reveals how these concepts are understood in each education system. The second indicator
shows whether European education authorities have introduced any major top-level policy initiatives
such as a national strategy to create a more equitable system. However, because of space limitations,
only a few such initiatives can be presented here.

It should be emphasised, however, that there is no direct link between the existence of an official
definition or references to equity related concepts in official documents and the importance attributed
to these issues at the top level. While these may imply that education authorities have devoted some
time and resources to these issues it does not automatically follow that they have become a policy
priority. Determining whether this is the case depends on many additional factors (e.g. the number of
related programmes, their budget, scope, duration, etc.) as well as the relative position of equity
policies compared to other policy areas, which are not treated here.

Nevertheless, it can be argued that an official definition or reference in official documents to equity
related concepts means that education authorities are aware of the problems to some extent and are
trying to address them.
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To summarise, this chapter examines which education systems have
e defined or referred to equity related concepts in their official, top-level documents,

e devised strategies (or similar policy actions) to address these issues.

Examples from European education systems are provided in both cases.

1.3.1. What is equity in education and which students are disadvantaged:
official definitions

While few of the education systems report having a formal or explicit definition of equity in education
or related concepts, they nearly all have general statements referring to one or more of these
concepts in official policy or guidance documents. These statements generally reveal how the
concepts are understood by the top-level education authorities.

It will come as no surprise that there is great variety in how European authorities approach these
issues. Five education systems (Denmark, Malta, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Sweden) refer to
equity, but not to disadvantage, while for others (Belgium — Flemish Community, Ireland, Italy,
Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, the United Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland) it is the
other way around, that is, they refer to educational disadvantage, but not to educational equity. A few,
namely Spain, Latvia, Lithuania, Austria, the United Kingdom (Scotland), Montenegro and Serbia,
have defined both concepts.

Figure 1.3.1 portrays which countries and education systems define or make reference to equity in
education and/or disadvantaged students.

In particular, twelve education authorities reported having a goal or definition in relation to equity in
education. For example,

In Denmark, one of the goals for the public schools is to reduce the significance of social background with regard to academic
results (16).

In Estonia, equality in education is perceived as providing all students with equal educational opportunities commensurate with their
abilities (17).

In Malta, the term equity in education refers to a notion of fairness where the education of each student is of equal importance (8).
In the United Kingdom (Scotland), the inter-related terms ‘inequity in education’ and ‘attainment gap’ are used. The Scottish
Attainment Challenge aims to raise the attainment of children and young people living in deprived areas, in order to close the equity

gap. This can be achieved by ensuring every child has the same opportunity to succeed, with a particular focus on closing the
poverty-related attainment gap (19).

(") https://uvm.dk/folkeskolen/folkeskolens-maal-love-og-regler/nationale-maal/om-nationale-maal.
(") https://www.hm.ee/sites/default/files/estonian_lifelong_strategy.pdf.

("®) https://education.gov.mt/inclusion/Documents/MEDE_Inclusion_Policy Sep2019web.pdf

(

%) https://www.gov.scot/policies/schools/pupil-attainment/ and
https://education.gov.scot/improvement/learning-resources/Scottish%20Attainment%20Challenge.
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[.3. National definitions and strategies

Figure 1.3.1: Education systems defining or referring to equity, disadvantaged students or related concepts in
education, 2018/19

No top-level definition
Related concepts

Disadvantaged students

Equity

Ol EOO

No data available

Source: Eurydice.

The examples make it clear that equity in education can be approached in different ways, ranging from
ascribing equal importance to each student (Malta) to equal opportunities for equal abilities (Estonia)
and to the mitigation of the impact of socio-economic background on educational outcomes (Denmark,
the United Kingdom — Scotland).

Definitions of, or references to, disadvantaged students are slightly more common (16 countries) (see
Figure 1.3.1). The national definitions are diverse and can include geographical, socio-economic,
ethnic identity criteria, amongst others. Some educations systems specify the criteria for identifying
disadvantaged students, while others make more general statements. As in the case of educational
equity, the term disadvantaged student sometimes also refers to students with disabilities. Although
disability is not within the scope of this report, to avoid any distortions in the examples given below,
these references to disability have been retained.

In Belgium (Flemish Community), the definition covers various criteria relating to social background: a low level of cultural capital
(the mother has no ISCED3 qualification), linguistic capital (the language spoken at home is other than Dutch), financial capital (the
student receives a school allowance) and social capital (the student lives in a neighbourhood with high levels of grade
repetition) (20).

In Spain, disadvantaged students are those found in a disadvantaged situation, be it social, economic, cultural, ethnic or geographic
(i.e. living in a rural area) (21).

In Lithuania, the groups at risk of social exclusion such as immigrants and children with special educational needs who are difficult
to integrate into a community of learners are considered as being disadvantaged (22).

In Romania, the notion of students at risk of school failure is used, defined as students at risk of dropping out or having to repeat a
grade. The highest risk categories are from rural, social-economically disadvantaged backgrounds, Roma children and students with
special education needs.

(*)  https://data-onderwijs.vlaanderen.be/edulex/document.aspx?docid=12254 and
https://data-onderwijs.vlaanderen.be/edulex/document.aspx?docid=14289.

(*") https://www.boe.es/buscar/act.php?id=BOE-A-2013-12886.
(%) http://www3.Irs.It/pls/inter3/dokpaieska.showdoc 1?p id=463390&p tr2=2.
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In Slovakia, student disadvantage is perceived as being linked to an environment that, due to social, family, economic and cultural
conditions does not sufficiently encourage the development of students’ mental and emotional abilities or does not support their
socialisation, or provide them with adequate stimuli to develop their personality (23).

In the United Kingdom, entitlement to free school meals is used as a proxy for identifying disadvantaged students ().

In Serbia, the term vulnerable groups is used, which refers to several categories, including children coming from financially deprived
families or single parent families, but also to children lacking parental care. It also refers to children of the Roma minority, children
with disabilities, chronic diseases, refugees or displaced persons (%).

Thus, although it is not possible to produce a single list of criteria of what constitutes disadvantage for
students, the examples above illustrate that particular categories of students are more likely to qualify
as such. This applies particularly to students from poorer families, and to a lesser extent to migrant
and ethnic minority or Roma children.

Eighteen education systems reported that they have a definition that refers not specifically or
exclusively to equity in education or to disadvantaged students, but to related concepts. Special needs
education or inclusive education do not fall within the scope of this report, but given their overlap with
the notion of educational inequalities, sometimes official definitions of related concepts overlap making
them impossible to separate. For example:

In Greece, inclusive education refers to an educational approach that takes into account the heterogeneous nature of the student
population, aiming to remove barriers to learning and ensure equal access to education for all students, including students with
disabilities (25).

In Italy, special educational needs refer not only to the needs of physically or mentally disabled students, but also to the needs of
students who are disadvantaged because of their socio-economic status, language or cultural background (%7).

Overall, as Figure 1.3.1 shows, most countries have some official top-level definition or reference to
equity related concepts in education. Only a handful of education systems do not: Bulgaria, Germany,
Cyprus, Switzerland, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Norway and Turkey. Of course, this does not
preclude the existence of definitions or references to these concepts at lower levels of government,
which are not dealt with here.

1.3.2. Policy initiatives to promote equity in education

Given that most education systems refer to equity related concepts in their official documents, it is
logical to assume that there are policy initiatives in this regard. Naturally, there are different types of
initiatives, conceived, adopted and implemented at different levels. To ensure international
comparability, the report looks only at major top-level policy initiatives such as strategies and action
plans in force during the 2018/19 school year (?%). Many of these policies address low achievement or
underperformance among students, seeking to reduce the numbers leaving education or training early

(®) https://www.slov-lex.sk/pravne-predpisy/SK/ZZ/2008/245/20190102.html.
(>*) http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN07061/SN07061.pdf.

(*®)  http://www.mpn.gov.rs/wp-content/uploads/2015/08/%D0%97%D0%B0%D0%BA%D0%BE %D0%BD-%D0%BE-
%D1%83%D1%87%D0%B5%D0%BD%D0%B8%D1%87%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BC-%D0%B8-
%D1%81%D1%82%D1%83%D0%B4%D0%B5%D0%BD %D1%82%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%BC-
%D1%81%D1%82%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B4%D0%B0%D1%80%D0%B4%D1%83.pdf.

(%) http://www.et.grlidocs-nph/search/pdfViewerForm.html?args=5C7QrtC22wG3UHk-
ZeQumndtvSoCIrL8sN_CI5tJ5zV5MXDOLzQTLWPU9yLzB8V68knBzLCmTXKaO6fpVZ6Lx3UnKI3nP8NxdnJ5r9cmWyJW
elDVWS 18kAEhATUkJbOx1LIdQ163nVIK--td6SIufwsuG5x2FZp4dRmpsuHroxzyOwkWo80opyrDmjZYcMW.

(3") http://www.marche.istruzione.it/dsa/allegati/dir271212.pdf.

(%®) A top level strategy/action plan is understood here as one set out in official policy documents issued by top-level authorities
at either national or regional level. It describes the specific objectives to be met and/or the detailed steps or actions to be
taken within a given timeframe in order to reach a desired goal.
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[.3. National definitions and strategies

or without a formal qualification. Reducing grade repetition is also a goal, as is providing more
differentiated teaching or better counselling and guidance.

| Figure 1.3.2: Top-level policy strategies and initatives addressing equity in education, 2018/19

No policy initiative
One strategy/action plan

More than one strategy/action plan

Other policy initiative: one

Other policy initiative: more than one

No data available

O WO

Source: Eurydice.

The great majority of European countries reported having at least one policy initiative at the national
level that deals with equity related issues in education. In particular, in thirteen education systems
(Denmark, Estonia, France, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Poland, the United Kingdom
— Scotland, Albania, Switzerland, Norway and Serbia), there is one national strategy or action plan
currently in force, and in another eighteen there is more than one (French Community of Belgium,
Czechia, Germany, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Croatia, ltaly, Hungary, Malta, Portugal, Slovakia,
Sweden, the United Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland, Montenegro and North
Macedonia). Cyprus and Iceland reported that they do not have a national strategy or action plan, but
they do have a comparable policy initiative dealing with equity related issues. Similarly, Belgium
(Flemish Community), Austria and Romania reported more than one policy initiative, although they are
not called strategies or action plans. In a few education systems, strategies or action plans and other
initiatives related to equity in education co-exist. These include Greece, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia,
the United Kingdom — Scotland and Montenegro. In total, a major policy initiative in this area is
currently in force in as many as 37 education systems.

The fact that so many European countries have reported major policy initiatives related to equity
issues in education does not necessarily mean that it is being singled out as a policy priority. More
often than not, policies relating to equity are but one dimension of a national strategy or action plan
with a broader scope. This is partly due to the fact that equity is a problem that cuts across many
dimensions of education practice. Hence, policy interventions that may have been devised primarily
for other reasons may impact on equity issues and therefore fall within the scope of this report.
Consequently, the number of top-level strategies, action plans etc. mentioned here and depicted in
Figure 1.3.2 are inflated in the sense that not all of them deal exclusively or primarily with equity in
education. The choice of examples below reflects this reality.

In 2010, Germany adopted its Support Strategy for Poorly-performing Pupils which applies to primary and lower secondary
education and to initial vocational education and training. Still in force, the strategy seeks to reduce the number of students who do
not achieve the minimum competence level and to increase the rate of students leaving school with a formal qualification. A large
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number of specific actions were developed in this regard, ranging from individual student support (especially for students from
migrant backgrounds) and support for longer learning periods, to teacher training and the improvement of vocational orientation
guidance. In addition, the strategy promotes the expansion and development of all-day school provision in order to compensate for
any educational disadvantage resulting from a lack of student support at home (29).

In Comunidad Foral de Navarra (Spain), the ‘Strategic plan for attention to diversity’ aims to diversify school populations so that
disadvantaged students will be more evenly distributed among schools. The specific actions include mapping how schools deal with
diversity, developing or revising a regulatory framework that ensures continuous attention to diversity, and measures raising
awareness of inclusiveness and diversity.

In Luxembourg, a wider reform applying to all education levels is currently underway which is likely to impact student performance
and hence inequalities in educational opportunities and outcomes. The creation of new international schools and European Schools
will allow for more school choice. This is expected to give students a wider range of opportunities besides the trilingual curriculum of
public schools, which has been too burdensome and an obstacle to educational achievement in some cases. The lowering of grade
repetition rates is also among the strategy’s goals for tackling inequality. A variety of measures is expected to help in this regard.
First, two-year learning cycles have been introduced allowing students more time and flexibility to reach the competence levels set.
Second, greater differentiation in teaching will allow individual learning needs to be met. Third, language development and early
learning of languages in a playful and informal manner is encouraged. Fourth, in lower secondary education, students can study
languages and mathematics in one of two different levels helping them to avoid grade repetition if the higher level is not achieved.
The strategy envisages reforms in other areas too. In short, mobility between the classical and general secondary education
pathways is being improved, more student guidance is being offered to students to help them choose an appropriate qualification,
school autonomy is being increased, the allocation of resources for student support is being centralised and based on community
indicators that will be re-visited every three years (%0).

Hungary has more than one national strategy relating to equity in education which cover different dimensions. With regard to school
choice, since 2017 new school district offices have been established which can advise education authorities to re-draw school
catchment areas, so that any uneven distribution of socially disadvantaged students is minimised. Second, attending pre-school
kindergartens has become obligatory from the age of 3 (as opposed to 5 before). Third, an early warning system to prevent early
school leaving has been devised. The indicators include absenteeism, grade repetition, underachievement, but also social
background factors, such as having a refugee status, being entitled to the child protection allowance and being placed with foster
parents. If 50 % or more students in grades 6, 8 and 10 fail to reach a baseline performance, then the school is obliged to seek
additional support from the education authorities in order to counter the problems of low achievement and early school leaving (31).

In the Netherlands, the 2016 strategy Equality Alliance aims at increasing mobility between education pathways and deferring
pathway selection until students are older. In this respect, a pilot programme of twelve Teenage Schools is currently underway.
Students aged 10 to 14 study in these schools which cover the later years of primary and early years of secondary education. Thus,
the students can wait until they are 14 (instead of 12, which is the usual cut-off point) to decide which type of secondary education
suits them best. The strategy also envisages financial support for schools with disadvantaged students or schools with a higher
number of students more likely to underperform. The schools can decide how to spend the additional financial support to help these
students (32).

Romania's Strategy for Reducing Early School Leaving, published in 2014, targets students from a disadvantaged socio-economic
background, including Roma children, children living in rural areas, and also children with special education needs. Amongst the
actions envisaged are measures to improve the quality of teaching, second chance and after school programmes and social as well
as financial support measures (33).

National strategies and other major policy initiatives often include specific targets which help education
authorities assess the effectiveness of the measures adopted. In this case, in nearly half of the

*)

https://www.kmk.org/fileadmin/veroeffentlichungen beschluesse/2010/2010 03 04-Foerderstrategie-
Leistungsschwaechere.pdf.

https://gouvernement.lu/dam-assets/documents/actualites/2018/12-decembre/Accord-de-coalition-2018-2023.pdf.

http://njt.hu/cgi_bin/njt doc.cgi?docid=172340.275554 and
http://romagov.hu/download/hungarian-national-social-inclusion-strategy-ii/).

www.gelijke-kansen.nl.

https://www.edu.ro/sites/default/files/ fi%C8%99iere/Invatamant-Preuniversitar/2015/Strategie-PTS/Strategia-PTS-
2015.pdf.
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[.3. National definitions and strategies

countries covered here specific targets were identified, although particular indicators or benchmarks
were not always reported. With respect to the examples mentioned above, only Germany, Portugal,
Hungary and Romania reported specific targets and only Hungary and Romania provided a
benchmark. Interestingly enough, the benchmarks mentioned relate to early school leaving rates.

The aim of the German strategy is to ‘significantly reduce the number of pupils not achieving a minimum competence level by the
end of their course of education’ (%). The strategy is related to another policy initiative, the 2007 qualification initiative for Germany
Getting Ahead through Education (Aufstieg durch Bildung), which included in its aims a target to halve the number of pupils without
a school-leaving qualification.

In Portugal, the 2016 National Programme for the Promotion of Success in School strives to reduce the grade retention and school
dropout rates by half (39).

In Hungary, the different strategies aim at reducing the proportion leaving school without a qualification to 10 % of the student
population ().

The Romanian strategy aims at reducing early school leavers to 11.3 % of the student population by 2020 (%7). This is a country-
specific target for the EU 2020 education early school leaving benchmark. It is important given the wide gaps, for example, between
urban and rural 18-24-year-olds (9 % compared to 26 % early school leavers).

(**) https://iwww.kmk.org/fileadmin/veroeffentlichungen _beschluesse/2010/2010 03 04-Foerderstrategie-
Leistungsschwaechere.pdf.

(*) https://dre.pt/web/guest/home/-/dre/74094661/details/maximized?p auth=J4UPdZ4U.

(%) http://njt.hu/cgi bin/njt doc.cgi?docid=172340.275554 and
http://romagov.hu/download/hungarian-national-social-inclusion-strategy-ii/

(*") https://www.edu.ro/sites/default/files/ fi%C8%99iere/Invatamant-Preuniversitar/2015/Strategie-PTS/Strategia-PTS-
2015.pdf.
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I.1. EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION AND CARE (ECEC)

Main findings

e Research evidence shows that there are clear benefits for children who participate in ECEC in
terms of their overall development and, more specifically, their academic performance. This
finding is especially valid for disadvantaged students. In recent years, across Europe, there
have been a number of policy developments introduced to ensure better access to high quality
ECEC provision.

e Nevertheless, data from the EU-SILC Survey and PISA 2018 reveal that children from
disadvantaged families participate less in ECEC. Policies for improving equity in ECEC include
extending access (both universal and targeted) as well as improving the quality of provision by
for instance employing well-qualified staff. Other important measures address the specific
challenges faced by disadvantaged families such as cost, cultural and linguistic barriers and
lack of information.

e The majority of European systems have put in place a variety of targeted measures, sometimes
as part of provisions for universal access, sometimes as stand-alone measures. Often these are
intended to improve the accessibility (e.g. priority admission) and affordability (e.g. fee
reductions) of ECEC services. However, highly qualified staff (Bachelor’s level or above) are not
yet available in all systems.

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) is the phase before primary education. It usually covers
the period from birth to age 6 (or the starting age of primary education) and is designated ISCED
level 0. ECEC is increasingly considered to provide the foundations for lifelong education and training
and is becoming an integral part of education systems. It has also been recognised as an important
tool for increasing equity in education ("). In May 2019, the Council of the European Union adopted a
Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (). The Recommen-
dation states that participating in early childhood education and care is beneficial for all children and
especially for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. This phase also helps prevent the
development of skills gaps early in a child’s life and thus ‘it is an essential tool to fight inequalities and
educational poverty’ (3).

Research shows that there are clear benefits to participating in ECEC in terms of both cognitive and
behavioral outcomes, especially for disadvantaged children (OECD, 2017a; van Huizen and
Plantenga, 2018; Vandenbroeck, Beblavy, and Lenaerts, 2018). However, these benefits depend on
the quality of provision and can be eroded unless the level of quality is sustained in primary education
(Ibid).

Across Europe, ECEC participation rates between different age groups differ significantly. Data for
2017 shows that, on average, only 34 % of children under age 3 attend ECEC. For this age group, at
the top of the scale, participation rates vary between 72 % in Denmark and around 60-65 % in Luxem-
bourg, the Netherlands and Iceland. At the other end of the scale, participation is less than 10 % in
Bulgaria, Czechia and Slovakia (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicator B8).

(")  Communication from the Commission to the Council and to the European Parliament on Efficiency and Equity in
European Education and Training Systems, COM/2006/0481 final.

(3  Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189,
5.6.2019, p. 4-14).
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:0J.C_.2019.189.01.0004.01.ENG&toc=0J:C:2019:189:TOC

¢)  Ibid.
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However, among older children (age 3 and over), participation in ECEC increases sharply and reaches
93.3 % on average for the EU-28. Among all Eurydice countries, the highest participation rates for
children between age 3 and the starting age of compulsory primary education are in France and the
United Kingdom (100 %), with Belgium and Ireland following closely behind (98.4 %). The lowest rate
is in North Macedonia (36.5 %) (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicator B9).

Apart from the overall participation rate in ECEC, the other important indicator that is particularly
relevant in the context of this report, is the participation rate among socially disadvantaged children.
Despite certain limitations, data from the European Union Survey on Income and Living Conditions
(EU-SILC) is used to measure ECEC participation among disadvantaged children (Flisi and Blasko,
2019). Data for 2016 shows that in the EU-28, for younger children (under age 3) there is an average
gap of 15 percentage points between the participation rate for disadvantaged children and that for
other (non-disadvantaged children). The rate for those from disadvantaged backgrounds rests at a
litle over 20 % (European Commission, 2019, pp. 48-49). Differences in participation rates are
particularly high in the Netherlands, France, Spain, Belgium and Slovenia (among the countries with
high overall participation rates), as well as Lithuania and Hungary (among the countries with low
overall participation rates). For older children (between age 3 and the mandatory school age), the gap
in participation rates between disadvantaged and non-disadvantaged children narrows, but
nevertheless remains significant at around 11 percentage points on average (Ibid).

In recent years many European countries have undertaken significant reforms to ensure better access
to and high quality of ECEC provision. Based on Eurydice information for the school year 2018/19
(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a) and data from PISA 2018, this chapter will briefly
review:

e policies for improving access to ECEC — for all children (universal) or specific groups (targeted);
e policies for improving the quality of ECEC provision;

e evidence from PISA 2018 on participation in ECEC.

1.1.1. Improving access to ECEC

Research evidence and results from case studies point to the need to establish a ‘progressive
universalist approach’. This necessitates policies which combine the provision of a universal ECEC
service accessible to all children with well-targeted and coordinated programmes to improve access
for disadvantaged groups such as children in poverty and those from immigrant or ethnic minority
backgrounds (Vandekerckhove et al., 2019). While across Europe there are two main approaches to
delivering these policies, as the Eurydice data shows, there are significant differences in their
implementation.

I1.1.1.1. Universal access to ECEC

In order to guarantee universal access to ECEC, the public authorities in some countries provide a
legal entitlement to an ECEC place while others make ECEC attendance compulsory. In some cases,
a combination of both approaches is used. Under the first approach, public authorities have to
guarantee a place for any child (in a specified age range) whose parents request it. In the second
case, public authorities must guarantee a sufficient number of places for all children in the age range
covered by the legal obligation. Most education systems have opted for the establishment of a legal
entittement; making ECEC compulsory is less common and, where it does occur, it usually only
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applies to the last year or two before primary education. Whichever approach is taken, as shown in
Figure 11.1.1., the majority of European systems guarantee a place in ECEC.

Adding to the complexity of the situation, there are significant differences in the age at which children
are guaranteed a place in ECEC. Only eight countries (Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Latvia, Slovenia,
Finland, Sweden and Norway) guarantee a place in ECEC for each child soon after its birth (between
6 and18 months), often immediately after the end of childcare leave. A place in publicly subsidised
ECEC is guaranteed from the age of 3 or a little earlier in the three Communities of Belgium, as well
as in Czechia, Spain, France, Luxembourg, Hungary, Poland and the United Kingdom (England,
Wales and Scotland). Around a quarter of European education systems provide guaranteed places
from age 4, 5 or 6, covering the last year or two of ECEC. Often, this provision is aimed at preparation
for primary education and attendance is compulsory.

In contrast, a quarter of European education systems have no legal framework for guaranteeing a
place in ECEC. However, some of these still have high ECEC participation rates, usually from the age
at which ECEC becomes part of the education system. For example, this is the case from age 2 in
Iceland, from age 3 in Malta and the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), and from age 4 in the
Netherlands.

| Figure 11.1.1: Age from which a place in ECEC is guaranteed, 2018/19 (4)

From a very early age

From around age 3

O & N

From age 4 or above

N

No guaranteed places

Source: Eurydice.
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Starting age (in years) of
guaranteed ECEC place

(*)  This figure was first published in Key Data on ECEC 2019 (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, see Indicator
B1). Updated information for 2019/20 will be available in European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2020. Structural
Indicators for Monitoring Education and Training Systems in Europe — 2020, forthcoming.

(®)  Liechtenstein does not participate in this report. The national information in this chapter is extracted from European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a.
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Explanatory notes (Figure 1l.1.1)

The Figure shows the earliest age from which a place in ECEC is guaranteed for all children. In the table, a legal entitlement is
shown in black, while compulsory ECEC is marked in bold dark red.

Country-specific notes

Greece: Compulsory ECEC is being phased in, with full implementation due in 2020/21, except for five municipalities where full
implementation is planned for 2021/22.

France: ECEC became compulsory for children from age 3 on 1 September 2019.

I.11.1.2. Targeted access to ECEC

In order to ensure that disadvantaged children can access ECEC, research reports indicate the
benefits of a balance between universal and targeted measures. Reaching out to underrepresented
groups that could potentially significantly benefit from ECEC services can be integrated into
programmes intended to achieve universal participation. Targeted measures should aim to avoid
stigmatisation and segregation (Vandekerckhove et al., 2019).

The majority of European systems have put in place a variety of targeted measures, sometimes as
part of provisions for universal access, sometimes as stand-alone measures. Often these are intended
to improve the accessibility (e.g. priority admission) and affordability (e.g. fee reductions) of ECEC
services. Children living in poverty are the most commonly targeted group. The eligibility criteria used
include family income, family composition, receipt of welfare benefits, and single parent status.
(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicator B6 and Annex 1).

In addition, top-level authorities in some systems have established a targeted legal entitlement that
enables disadvantaged children to access publicly funded ECEC from an earlier age and/or access
additional hours in publicly funded ECEC (lbid).

1.1.1.3. Barriers to participating in ECEC

The 2019 Recommendation of the Council of the European Union on High Quality Early Childhood
Education and Care Systems notes that there could be multiple barriers to accessing and using ECEC
services. These barriers relate to cost, geographical location, inflexible opening hours, inadequate
provision for children with special needs, cultural and linguistic barriers, discrimination and a lack of
information (). Many of these issues could disproportionately affect disadvantaged children and
families. They are also more likely to have an impact on the participation of children under age 3.

For instance, Eurydice data shows that most families in Europe have to pay fees for ECEC for children
under age 3. The average monthly fees are highest in Ireland, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom
and Switzerland. Accessibility and affordability improves for older children. Almost half of European
countries guarantee a place in ECEC from around age 3 and this is often free of charge (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicators B4 and BS5).

Another obstacle to participation relates to language difficulties — both for children and their families.
Language support to children for whom the language of instruction is not the language spoken at
home is provided in around half of the education systems and often concerns children aged 3 and
over. The measures recommended by top-level authorities include preparatory classes (e.g. in
Belgium — French Community), the teaching of the language of instruction as a second language in
additional classes (e.g. Portugal), and the use of specific assessment tools. In addition, teaching the

(®)  Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189,
5.6.2019, p. 4-14).
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:0J.C .2019.189.01.0004.01.ENG&toc=0J:C:2019:189:TOC
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home language to children from migrant backgrounds takes place in a minority of education systems
(e.g. Belgium — French Community, Finland, Luxembourg, Sweden and Norway) (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicators D11 and D12).

Finally, the participation of disadvantaged children in ECEC could also be supported by establishing
good relationships with parents and encouraging their involvement in their child’s learning. Although
information sessions and parent-staff meetings have become more common, only a quarter of all
European systems provide guidance to parents for learning at home, with slightly more systems doing
so for children aged 3 and over (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicator D14).

1.1.2. Quality of ECEC provision

The 2019 Council Recommendation on High Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems
identifies five dimensions of quality: governance, access, staff, educational guidelines, and evaluation
and monitoring (7). This section uses the ‘staff’ dimension to illustrate the variation in ECEC quality; it
highlights the differences in the qualification requirements for the ECEC staff whose role is to support
children's development and ensure their well-being.

Well-qualified, experienced and competent staff can make a significant difference in ECEC. Staff
trained to Bachelor's level (ISCED 6) or higher in an education/ECEC related subject are more likely to
use appropriate pedagogical approaches, create stimulating learning environments and provide good
care and support. In addition, a high minimum entry requirement for ECEC staff contributes to raising
the status and pay of ECEC professionals (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019b).

Despite these arguments, highly qualified staff (Bachelor’'s level or above) are not yet available in all
European ECEC systems. Figure 11.1.2 shows that only seventeen systems require that at least one of
the team members caring for a group of children, regardless of age, is highly educated (8).

In another eighteen systems, a Bachelor’'s level or above is required during the second phase of
ECEC (children aged 3 and over), but not during the first phase (°). Seven education systems do not
have a requirement for at least one staff member to have a Bachelor's level qualification or above
(Czechia, Ireland, Malta, Austria, Romania, Slovakia and the United Kingdom - Scotland). In
Denmark, there are no top-level regulations on this matter.

(")  Council Recommendation of 22 May 2019 on High-Quality Early Childhood Education and Care Systems (OJ C 189,
5.6.2019, p. 4-14).
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:0J.C .2019.189.01.0004.01.ENG&toc=0J:C:2019:189:TOC

(®)  The minimum is at Bachelor's level (ISCED 6) in Bulgaria, Germany, Estonia, Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania,
Slovenia, Finland, Sweden, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro and Norway. It is at Master’s level (ISCED 7) in
Portugal and Iceland. In France, it is at ISCED 6 in teams working with younger children and at ISCED 7 for those working
with older ones.

(°)  This is the case in Belgium (all three Communities), Spain, Italy, Luxembourg, Hungary, Netherlands, Poland, the United
Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), Albania, Switzerland, Liechtenstein, Serbia, North Macedonia and
Turkey.
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Figure 11.1.2: Requirement for at least one staff member to have a Bachelor's level qualification (ISCED 6) or above,
in ECEC settings, 2019/20 (1)

. For the entire ECEC phase

Only for children aged

3 and over
Y, No such requirement

Source: Eurydice.
Explanatory notes

The Figure shows whether at least one staff member per group of children in centre-based ECEC must have a Bachelor's level
(ISCED 6) qualification or higher related to ECEC (or education) according to top-level regulations ().

Age 3 is the most common age of transition between the two phases of ECEC in Europe. There are some exceptions. The
transition happens at age 2-and-a-half in Belgium (French and Flemish Communities) and at age 4 in Greece, the Netherlands,
Switzerland and Liechtenstein.

Overall, qualification requirements for ECEC staff are usually lower for working with younger children
than older ones. Furthermore, in the majority of education systems, assistants may be employed in an
ECEC setting without an initial qualification. Moreover, only a few education systems have made
continuing professional development (CPD) mandatory for all ECEC staff (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a).

11.1.3. Participation in ECEC - evidence from PISA

PISA examines the performance of 15-year-old students and gathers data on student characteristics,
including their participation in ECEC. In this way, the survey data makes it possible to study whether
students who attended ECEC perform better than students who did not.

Previous PISA surveys have demonstrated that students who participated in ECEC for one year or
more tended to perform better in cognitive tests than those who participated for a shorter period or not
at all. In addition, participation in ECEC appears to have particularly beneficial effects on the
performance of 15-year-old students from low socio-economic backgrounds (European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice, 2014; OECD, 2011a, 2014a).

(") This figure was first published in the Eurydice Brief: Key Data on Early Childhood Education and Care in Europe, 2019b,
see Figure 4. Updated information for 2019/20 will be available in European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2020.
Structural Indicators for Monitoring Education and Training Systems in Europe — 2020, forthcoming.

(") For more information and country-specific notes, see European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a, Indicator C1.
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For this reason, this section examines the extent to which 15-year-old students who were tested in
PISA 2018 had attended ECEC; it also looks for any differences in the participation rates of students
from different socio-economic backgrounds.

Figure 11.1.3 presents the percentage of 15-year-old students who reported having participated in
ECEC for more than one year — ten to fifteen years before they sat the PISA 2018 test. The figure
shows that a significant majority of students attended ECEC for longer than a year in 25 EU Member
States. Reported participation was lower in Ireland (58.1 %) and Finland (75.9 %), as well as in some
other European countries. More than half of the 15-year-olds in the United Kingdom (Northern
Ireland), Serbia and Turkey reported that they had participated for less than a year or who had not
attended ECEC at all.

| Figure 11.1.3: Percentage of 15-year-old students who spent more than one year in ECEC, 2018
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.

Explanatory notes

Percentages in this figure were calculated based on the PISA 2018 variable DURECEC (‘Duration in early childhood education
and care’) and are based on students’ replies.

See Table A6 in Annex I: Statistical tables.

Country-specific note
North Macedonia: Data is not available for this variable.

The impact of participation in ECEC on student performance in primary education is stronger for those
from low socio-economic backgrounds (') (European Commission/Eurydice, 2014). PISA 2018
confirms previous international surveys (see OECD, 2014a and Flisi and Blasko, 2019) in that
students from low socio-economic backgrounds are less likely to participate in ECEC for more than a
year in the vast majority of European education systems. In contrast, students from high socio-
economic backgrounds tend to participate to a higher degree in almost all education systems.

Figure 11.1.4 presents the differences between the ECEC participation rates of 15-year-old students
from different socio-economic backgrounds compared to the overall student population of this age

("®)  The impact of participation of ECEC diminishes as students progress through the education system.
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group. It shows, on the one hand, the difference between the participation rate of students from low
socio-economic backgrounds (‘low SES’, in red) compared to all students; and, on the other hand, the
difference between the participation rate of students from high socio-economic backgrounds (‘high-
SES, in blue) compared to all students.

Figure 11.1.4: Differences in ECEC participation among 15-year-old students, in percentage points, by socio-
economic status, 2018
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Positive values: Compared to the overall 15-year-old student population, a higher percentage of 15-year-old students from either SES group participated in
ECEC for more than one year

Negative values: Compared to the overall 15-year-old student population, a lower percentage of 15-year-old students from either SES group participated in
ECEC for more than one year
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.

Explanatory notes

The figure shows percentage point differences in the proportion of 15-year-old students from different socio-economic
backgrounds who participated for more than year in ECEC and the overall 15-year-old student population.

The data are drawn from the PISA 2018 variable DURECEC (‘Duration in early childhood education and care’) and are based
on students’ replies. The category ‘Low SES students’ refers to students from low socio-economic status families (in the
25" socio-economic status percentile) who spent more than one year in ECEC. The category ‘High SES students’ refers to
students from high socio-economic status families (in the 75" socio-economic status percentile) who spent more than one year
in ECEC.

Bold fonts in the table indicate that the percentage point difference between ‘All’ and ‘Low SES’ or between ‘All’ and ‘High SES’
students is statistically significant at the 5 % level.

See Tables A7-8 in Annex |l: Statistical tables.

Country-specific note
North Macedonia: Data is not available for this variable.
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The data shows that the socio-economic background of 15-year-olds can serve as a good indicator of
whether they had previously participated in ECEC. A lower proportion of disadvantaged students than
the average reported having participated in ECEC for more than a year in three quarters of the
systems examined. The (statistically significant) difference in participation rates was particularly high in
Croatia (14.4 pp), Poland (13.0 pp) and Bosnia and Herzegovina (12.2 pp), and in Lithuania and
Turkey (about 9.0 pp). In most education systems, a higher proportion of students from high socio-
economic backgrounds tend to participate in ECEC than the average. The difference is particularly
marked — around 10 percentage points — in Croatia, Poland, the United Kingdom (England), Bosnia
and Herzegovina; and in Turkey (17.5 pp).

The participation gap between the two groups — low and high SES students — varies across countries.
It is more than 20 percentage points in Croatia, Poland, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Turkey; but
there is also more than a 10 percentage point difference between these two groups in Ireland,
Lithuania, Portugal, Finland, the United Kingdom (England and Wales) and Montenegro. This might
demonstrate a general problem of access to ECEC 10-15 years ago in most of these education
systems (see Figure C1, European Commission/Eurydice, 2014). In contrast, there are very small (and
statistically not significant) differences depending on students’ socio-economic background in Belgium
(German-speaking and Flemish Communities), the Netherlands, the United Kingdom (Scotland) and
Switzerland.

The empirical data presented above from PISA 2018 confirms again that students from different socio-
economic backgrounds tend to have participated in ECEC to different degrees. Students from
disadvantaged backgrounds participate less despite the broad consensus on the positive impact of
ECEC attendance on educational performance. This may be due to issues of access, such as, for
example, availability of places, prohibitive costs or lack of information for parents.
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I.2. FUNDING FOR SCHOOL-LEVEL EDUCATION

Main findings
e School-level education in Europe is predominantly funded by public money.
e Public funding of schooling implies a redistribution of wealth in favour of families with relatively

lower incomes, and it is often expected to ‘level the playing field’, reducing the effect of socio-
economic background on student performance.

e Public funding is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition for equity in education.

e Public funding per student for primary and lower secondary education in Europe ranges
between 1940 and 13430 purchasing power standards (PPS). The median value is
5962 PPS.

e In a few European countries, private expenditure on school-level education is equivalent to less
than 1 % of public expenditure, while in most it ranges between 2 % and 10 %. Turkey is an
outlier at 19 %. The median value is 5.25 %.

The expansion of public schooling has allowed more children than ever before to have access to
education. This has led to a reduction of inequality in educational attainment bringing both personal
and social advantages (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina, 2016). School education can be funded by various
bodies. These include the government (at local, regional or national level), the church or other
religious bodies, non-governmental organisations and private organisations or persons. A fundamental
distinction is between funding from public authorities and from private sources ('®). Whereas in
privately funded schools, parents (or the children’s legal guardians) make their own decisions and
fund the school of their choice directly, in the case of publicly funded education the payments are
indirect. Parents pay their taxes which are then used by public authorities to fund schools — the
authorities then decide how much to spend and how to allocate the funding to schools.

Publicly funded education involves a degree of wealth redistribution. This occurs in two main ways.
The first is via the tax system: the tax paid by parents is dependent on income, consequently less well-
off parents pay less tax, and therefore spend comparatively less than richer parents to send their
children to a public school ('4). This type of redistribution takes effect immediately, at the moment a
child starts attending a public school.

The second is via the job market and so only comes into effect after children graduate from school.
The rationale is simple. Assuming that education in public schools is available to all and is the same
for all, then all students have an equal chance of succeeding and reaping the benefits of schooling.
Since one of the benefits is acquiring the knowledge and skills needed to get a good job and secure a
higher income in the future, students from lower socio-economic status (SES) families are therefore
given an opportunity to climb the socio-economic ladder (). Hence, public schooling has a wealth
redistribution and equalising effect.

("®)  Of course, since public authorities rely on taxes to fund public schools, one could argue that all funding essentially derives
from private sources. Even if strictly speaking this is correct, the distinction public-private sources remains valid from a
social justice point of view.

(") Government-dependent private schools are also publicly funded to some extent (see Chapter 11.3), and public schools
may in certain cases receive funding (or equivalent support) from private sources. However, for the sake of the argument
we simplify the distinction. Hence, by public schools we mean exclusively or predominantly publicly funded and, equally,
by private we refer to exclusively or predominantly privately funded schools. As a result, the terms publicly funded and
public schools are used interchangeably in this chapter as are privately funded and private schools).

(") However, as Atkinson (2015) maintains, the relationship between education and income is not linear. ‘Educational
qualifications alone are not sufficient to explain the more finely graduated pattern that we observe when we look at
individual earnings’ (ibid., p. 104).
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As a result of the promise of equal education opportunities for all children, expectations of public
schools are very high. As Merry (2020, p. 21-22) argues, ‘since the middle of the nineteenth century,
the belief has spread around the world that schools exist to ‘level the playing field’ of learning and
opportunity for all children’ ('6). In other words, the public school is commonly perceived as playing an
important role in social mobility. If this perception is well-founded, then more public school funding
should lead to more equity in education, which eventually should translate into more socio-economic
equality. Empirical studies suggest that the reasoning is correct, but only in part. Busemeyer (2015)
finds that public spending on education lowers income inequality. However, as explained below, the
link between public funding and equity in education is not straightforward.

A quick way of assessing the importance of public funding for equity in school-level education is to
conduct a thought experiment. What would be the impact on equity if there were no public funding at
all, or if publicly funded schools ceased to exist? One could then imagine, as happened in the past
especially in antiquity, a society where few or no schools exist and education is provided only by
parents or private teachers. The schools that do exist are privately funded, accessible only to families
who can afford the fees (7). Clearly, equity would be adversely affected. Education would again be
available only to the relatively few children fortunate enough to have parents who could afford to send
their children to school or who had the time and skills to do the job themselves.

The outbreak of the global health pandemic COVID-19, which coincided with the preparation of this
report, offers a rare (but otherwise unwelcome) opportunity to go beyond any counterfactual
scenarios. The social and economic lockdown forced schools in many European countries to close,
which led European citizens and authorities to actually experience life with no or very restricted access
to schools, and to begin to understand the implications this might have on equity.

Social commentators and scientists warned that the effects would be severe on the most
disadvantaged children. Such children may not have access to the tools necessary for online learning,
or parents who were able to support them, consequently they may be unable to keep up with their
education at home ('®). Several articles published in the press (e.g. The Guardian, 2020 and The
Economist, 2020a, 2020b, 2020c) highlighted that school closures would have an adverse effect on
equity in education.

Poorer children suffer most. Zoom lessons are little use if your home lacks good Wi-Fi, or if you have to fight with three siblings over
a single phone. And whereas richer families often include well-educated parents who prod their offspring to do their homework and
help when they get stuck, poorer families may not. In normal times school helps level the playing field. Without it, the achievement
gap between affluent and working-class children will grow [...]. (The Economist, 2020c).

Without the funding of public schools therefore, it is clear that the most disadvantaged children in
society would suffer most. If the absence of public funding is the equivalent of the recent school
closures, which is viewed as having negative effects on equity, then the opposite must surely be good
for equity? After all, without sufficient public funding it would have been impossible to invest in the
necessary infrastructure or to hire teachers for either public or government-dependent private schools.
It is for this reason that we look at the level of public funding per student in European education

(") In fact, the idea of schools providing universal and equal education opportunities was originally part of a wider political
agenda. One of the first proponents of universal and equal education, the German philosopher Johann Gottlieb Fichte
(1762-1814), argued in favour of equal schooling opportunities for all, aspiring that education would lead to the moral
transformation of society and the moulding of the German nation (Vincent, 2013).

(") From a historical perspective, the education of school-aged children tended to be a private affair (Roeder, 2015) and
affordable only to a fraction of children, given that mass education was only introduced in parts of Europe in the
eighteenth century (Lawton and Gordon, 2002).

("®)  Although at the time of writing no scientific studies on the actual impact of COVID-19 on equity in education had yet been
published, the JRC’s policy brief ‘Educational inequalities in Europe and physical school closures during Covid-19’
provides some interesting insights (https://ec.europa.eul/jrc/en/research/crosscutting-activities/fairness).
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systems in the next section (Il.2.1). However, the current research literature suggests that the
relationship between funding levels and equity is not linear.

On the one hand, as Roser and Ortiz-Ospina (2016) explain, education expenditure is positively
correlated with student performance. On the other, ‘above a certain national income level, the
relationship between PISA scores and education expenditure per pupil becomes virtually non-existent’
(ibid.). In the same vein, Schitz, Ursprun and WéRmann (2008) find that the average level of
education expenditure (per student) in the OECD countries does not influence equality of opportunity,
while Kyriakides (2015, p. 218) reiterates that ‘increasing the amount of funding per student does not
necessarily result in higher student outcomes’ and W6mann (2003) argues that student performance
differences are better attributed to structural rather than resources differences.

According to Merry (2020), additional public funding can allow the pursuit of several ‘justice-based
strategies’. For instance, additional fiscal resources can be used for

reducing class size; value-added measures that track minority achievement; homework reduction; after school mentoring and
summer enrichment programs; bilingual instruction; optometric and audiological diagnostic services; extra staffing; school
community clinics (ibid., p. 69).

Although these actions (some of which are addressed in Chapters 11.10-11.12) appear very promising,
many of them have ‘enjoyed modest success’, (ibid.).

There are several possible reasons for this counter-intuitive (non-) relationship between additional
funding and equity in education. First of all, increased public funding in itself may not be enough. Its
potential positive effect may be offset by structural features of the education system, such as steering
children on to differentiated pathways or tracks early in their schooling (Franck and Nicaise, 2017).
Second, even though additional funding may be available, it may fail to reach the schools or students
needing it most (Merry, 2020) ('°). Third, investment in additional infrastructure or in personnel will be
of little effect if disadvantaged students continue to feel alienated from the learning process (ibid.).
Last, but certainly not least, additional expenditure on education does not address the reasons that led
to inequity in education, such as area-specific poverty concentration (ibid.).

In conclusion, the fact that schools need funding to exist and to operate, in combination with the
literature finding that higher levels of public funding do not always translate into more equity, suggests
that the relationship between public funding and equity is not linear.

Another significant research finding related to funding is that ‘the family-background effect [on equity]
is larger in countries with a larger share of private funding’ (Schitz, Ursprung and WéRmann, 2008,
p. 281) (?°). This could be for several reasons. For example, higher levels of private funding can signify
that more students attend private schools, that there are more private schools, that private schools are
on average more expensive or that parents have (or choose) to invest more in other forms of private
education (?"). In any case, a higher share of private funding is likely to be negatively correlated with
equity in education, given that the capacity to invest in private education is unequally distributed in
society. Put simply, parents with a higher socio-economic status are in a better financial position
and/or more willing to spend part of their income on the education of their offspring than low SES
parents. As explained above, public school funding is meant to partially offset unequal education

("°) See also Chapter 11.10.

(®*) In contrast, Busemeyer (2015) finds that higher levels of private funding are associated with higher levels of socio-
economic equality.

3y  Schutz, Ursprung and W6Rmann (2008) also found that the impact of socio-economic background on equity is smaller in
countries with more private schools. However, W6Rmann (2003) found that competition from private schools can help
improve student performance. Therefore, private schooling per se may not be bad for equity in education.
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opportunities, but this does not preclude parents from investing privately in their children’s education.
Consequently, a relatively high ratio of private to public expenditure on school education may correlate
to a relatively low level of equity in education.

Having examined the literature on the potential of publicly funded schooling on equity in education, the
next two sections look at

e the distribution of public expenditure on primary and secondary level education (11.2.1) and

¢ the ratio of private (household) to public expenditure on education in Europe (11.2.2).

11.2.1. Public funding per student

The amount of public funding for schools depends on many factors. The size of the economy and the
tax revenues available to the government are important, as are the competing demands of other public
services and non-school education institutions. The number of students and schools, as well as the
student population and school density, also has an impact. In the end, given the competing demands
and financial constraints, a political decision has to be made on the amount to be spent on schools.
Obviously, richer countries have more public funds at their disposal and countries with a higher
student population need to commit more funds to cover the higher level of need.

Rather than controlling for the size of economy, Figure Il.2.1 examines the public expenditure in
primary and lower secondary education per pupil/student (?2). In terms of equity in education, it is more
important to show the average expenditure per student, even if this indicator does not reflect the
financial capacity of education systems (%3).

Figure 11.2.1: Public expenditure on education per pupil/student in full-time education in PPS (ISCED 1-2), 2016
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Source: Eurostat [educ_uoe_fine09] (last update: 24/02/20).

Explanatory notes

To facilitate cross-system comparison, the expenditure is expressed in purchasing power standards (PPS). PPS are obtained by
dividing the original value in national currency units by the respective purchasing power parity (PPP). The PPP is a currency
conversion rate which converts economic indicators expressed in a national currency into an artificial common currency that
equalises the purchasing power of different national currencies. PPS thus buys the same given volume of goods and services in
all countries.

(¥) The data are drawn from Eurostat which provides the summated values for ISCED 1-2 but not for ISCED 1-3.

(®¥) Readers interested in public educational expenditure in relation to the size of the economy may wish to consult Roser and
Ortiz-Ospina (2016).
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According to the latest available Eurostat data, in 2016, European government expenditure per school
student was, on average, 5 962 PPS (purchasing power standards) (**). Given the different sizes of
the European economies, it is only natural that the public spending per student differs between them.
Thus, comparatively richer countries (in terms of GDP per capita) can afford to spend more public
money per student than other countries, even when controlling for national price differences (Roser
and Ortiz-Ospina, 2016) (%5).

More specifically, Luxembourg, Austria and Switzerland spend more than 10 000 PPS per school
student from the public purse, whereas Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania and Turkey spend below
4 000 PPS (see Figure 11.2.1). Most countries, namely, Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Greece,
Spain, France, ltaly, Latvia, Malta, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Slovakia and the
United Kingdom, spend between 4 000 and 8 000 PPS per student.

In principle, higher public spending per school student should be good news for equity in education,
but as explained in the previous section there are caveats. A high level of public funding in itself does
not guarantee good results in terms of equity and, furthermore, the effect is unlikely to be
proportionate. Consequently, differences between education systems in public funding levels do not
necessarily translate into commensurate differences in equity levels (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina, 2016).
This point is discussed further in Part Il where the correlation between public funding and equity is
assessed empirically.

11.2.2. Public versus private funding

The second Eurostat indicator presented in this chapter is (private) household expenditure as a
percentage of total public expenditure on schooling (ISCED 1-3). This data is useful from the equity
point of view as it reflects the reality on the ground that, in most countries, the state does not have a
perfect monopoly over children’s education. Thus, even where public schools make up the majority in
an education system, parents can still invest in private, complementary, education services, or even
substitute private for publicly funded education (2°).

Parents who can send their children to expensive private schools or who can complement their public
schooling with privately funded lessons or extracurricular activities may be boosting their children’s
chances of success. Since the financial capacity for private investment in education is unequally
distributed, it is easy to see why a higher private to public funding ratio may be associated with lower
levels of equity.

A higher percentage of (private) household funding means that relatively more private investment
goes into school-level education. Since private investment in education is a function of parental
income and if more private investment leads to better student performance, then children of lower SES
families are comparatively disadvantaged. Hence, if publicly funded schooling is intended to make
students’ socio-economic background irrelevant in terms of school achievement, then, in theory, a
higher percentage implies that this intention is at risk. Likewise, in countries where the percentage is
high, equity in education may be low (treating all other factors as constant).

(*) Unless otherwise stated, the average in this chapter refers to the median value. On the meaning of PPS see the
explanatory notes of Figure 11.2.1.

(®) See, in particular, the figure ‘Government expenditure per primary student vs GDP per capita, 2013,
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/government-expenditure-per-primary-student-vs-gdp-per-
capita?country=ESP~GBR~LVA~NLD~SWE~AUT~FIN~SVK~UKR~ALB [accessed 12 June 2020].

(%)  On the relative size of the private sector see Chapter I1.3.
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Figure 11.2.2: Private (household) expenditure as a percentage of total public expenditure on education
(ISCED 1-3), 2016 (%)
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Source: Eurydice calculations based on Eurostat [educ_uoe_fine02] and [educ_uoe_fine03] (last update: 24/02/20).

Explanatory notes

The data are drawn from the Eurostat indicators [educ_uoe_fine03] (net payments of households on ISCED 1-3 education in
millions of Euros) and [educ_uoe_fine02] (general government total expenditure on ISCED 1-3 education in millions of Euros)
expressed in percentage rates.

Household expenditure on school-level education is on average equivalent to 5.25 % of public
expenditure. This shows clearly that parental investment in education makes up only a small
proportion of the funds committed by the state for this purpose. In other words, school education in
Europe is, by and large, funded by public money.

Nevertheless, as Figure 11.2.2 illustrates, there is considerable variation between countries. Whereas
in most countries school-level education is largely funded from public sources, in some, private
funding makes a substantial contribution, although it never matches the levels of public funding. Thus,
in the majority of European countries (for which data are available) the figure is below 10 %, while in
some, private expenditure on education is almost negligible. The latter is the case in Finland, Romania
and Norway where (private) household expenditure is below 1 %.

In six education systems, private funding plays a greater role and is equivalent to more than 10 % of
public expenditure. In ascending order, these systems are Cyprus, Malta, Portugal, the United
Kingdom, Spain and Turkey. Turkey stands out as it has the highest proportion of private expenditure
by far with nearly 19 % (see Figure 11.2.2). At the same time, as shown in the next chapter (see
Figure 11.3.1), it has one of the lower percentages in terms of the student population in private schools
(ranging from 4.3 % in primary education to 5.2 % in lower secondary and 8.8 % in upper secondary).
As this is not the case in Spain, Cyprus, Malta, Portugal or the United Kingdom, it follows that the high
proportion of private expenditure in Turkey must be due to something other than the proportion of the
student population in private schools. In any case, the fact that household expenditure is relatively
higher in all these countries (Turkey included) may mean that equity in education is comparatively
lower. The empirical relationship between equity and the proportion of private to public expenditure on
education is tested in Part lIl.
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Main findings

Examining school types from different angles contributes to understanding the degree of
differentiation in European countries. While a great variety of school types can cater for the diverse
needs of students, it can also increase educational inequalities. Therefore, it is important to strike
the right balance between the goals of accommodating diverse needs and educational equity.

Most European education systems offer different types of school to meet the different needs of
students. Differentiation may be made on the basis of governance and funding (public or private
sector), curriculum (e.g. schools offering diverse specialisations or educational pathways), or
structural features (different school types catering for different age groups or levels of education in
parallel).

e Private schools — especially fee-paying ones — can increase social and academic segregation in
an education system, and consequently, educational inequalities. However, researchers also
indicate that educational inequalities could be smaller in systems with larger private sectors.

e Curricular differentiation exists in half of the education systems covered in this report. As a
general pattern, if curricular differentiation commences at primary level it then continues
through all school levels.

e Only nine education systems have structural differentiation. However, this form of differentiation
have important consequences on other systemic features such as school choice, school
admission or tracking.

Though these education system features can be independent from each other, in reality they are
often interlinked. As private education institutions often have greater autonomy than public ones,
public/private differentiation can contribute to greater curricular differentiation. Similar links can be
found between public/private and structural differentiation as well, though to a lesser extent.

In all education systems, students differ from each other in their backgrounds, experiences, abilities
and needs. Many countries try to cater for these differences by introducing differentiation into their
education system. Differentiation is provided by grouping students based on their ability, interest, or
other characteristics. Students may be grouped within classes, in different classes, schools or school
programmes/pathways. Such groupings can be based on choice (see Chapter I1.4) or selection (see
Chapter 11.5). Irrespective of the underlying system, however, an important effect of differentiation is
that students of similar ability levels tend to congregate within the same schools or within the same
classes (Parker et al., 2016, p. 12).

This chapter focuses on differentiation via a range of different school types. Introducing diversity into
the educational offer through an increased number of school types rests on the assumption that
education is a 'quasi-market', where increased competition can improve the performance of education
providers, and ultimately students’ learning outcomes, thus enhancing the effectiveness of education
(Dumay and Dupriez, 2012). Different types of schools may suit different students; therefore, the
diversity on offer can lead to better educational opportunities for all. However, empirical evidence also
suggests that differentiation and the diversity in school types tends to increase the impact of socio-
economic background on student achievement (Ammermuller, 2005; Strietholt et al., 2019). In highly
differentiated systems, the gaps between the achievements of students from higher and lower socio-
economic backgrounds are greater.
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Against this background, this chapter discusses the availability of different school types in education
systems across three dimensions (?):

e Public/private differentiation: refers to the existence of private schools alongside public
schools which differ in their rules of governance.

e Curricular differentiation: this occurs when different types of school may follow different core
curricula or certain school types may deviate from the core curricula.

e Structural differentiation: refers to different models of primary and secondary education
existing in parallel within an education system. In the case of structural differentiation, students
can enrol in different types of school at different ages, which means that different groups of
students experience transitions between schools at different ages in their schooling.

11.3.1. Public/private differentiation

Public/private differentiation occurs when an education system incorporates private education
institutions that have different governance structures or regulatory frameworks from those in the public
sector. Public schools are controlled and managed by public education authorities or other public
bodies (%), while the control and management of private education institutions is ensured by private
bodies outside of government (?°). Due to these differences between governance structures, there
may be significant differences between these institutions in terms of the regulatory framework covering
admission procedures (see Chapter II.5), teaching content, evaluation, or other areas. When private
schools are not bound by the same regulations as public schools they increase educational choice.
The presence of private institutions in education systems increases their 'quasi-market' features.

Besides governance, the main sources of funding represent another important difference between
education institutions. Most importantly, private institutions can be either government-dependent or
government independent based on whether they receive more than 50 % of their core funding from
public sources (*°). While being controlled and managed by private bodies, government-dependent
private institutions receive at least 50 % of their core funding (or the salaries of their teaching
personnel) from the government (UNESCO-UIS/OECD/Eurostat, 2018). Due to this financial
dependence on the state, government-dependent private schools usually differ less from public
schools in terms of their regulatory framework than schools which are totally independent of

(3) A fourth dimension along which school types can be distinguished is linked to the selectivity of schools. Such selective
differentiation exists when schools within the same sector following the same curriculum and operating within a uniform
structure still differ in how they define their admission criteria. One form of selective differentiation is academic selectivity.
Academically selective schools exist for example in the United Kingdom — England and Northern Ireland — (grammar
schools) and Greece (model experimental gymnasiums and lyceums). Another form of selective differentiation is selection
based on religious affiliation as represented by some public school types in the United Kingdom (faith schools in England
and Wales and integrated schools in Northern Ireland). Selective differentiation will be discussed in Chapter I1.5 on school
admission policies.

(®)  An institution is classified as public if it is controlled and managed 1) directly by a public education authority or agency or
2) either by a government agency directly or by a governing body (council, committee etc.), most of whose members are
either appointed by a public authority or elected by public franchise (UNESCO-UIS, 2019).

(*) Aninstitution is classified as private if it is controlled and managed by a private body outside of government (e.g. a church,
a trade union or a business enterprise, foreign or international agency), or its Governing Board consists mostly of
members not selected by a public agency (UNESCO-UIS, 2019).

(*)  The terms ‘government dependent’ and ‘independent’ refer only to the degree of a private institution's dependence on
funding from government sources; they do not refer to the degree of government direction or regulation. A government-
dependent private education institution is one that either receives at least 50 per cent of its core funding from
government agencies or one whose teaching personnel are paid by a government agency — either directly or through
government. A government independent private education institution is one that either receives less than 50 per cent of
its core funding from government agencies or those whose teaching personnel are not paid by a government agency —
either directly or through government (UNESCO-UIS/OECD/Eurostat, 2018, p. 26).

76



I1.3. Differentiation and school types

government. Nevertheless, some regulatory differences between public and government-dependent
private schools still exist and these are discussed in the related thematic chapters of Part Il.

Evidence suggests a mixed relationship between equity in education and public/private differentiation.
On the one hand, the presence of private schools in an education system can increase social and
academic segregation, and consequently, educational inequalities (Ammermdiller, 2005; Bodovski et
al., 2017; see also Chapter I1.2). As Chapter 1.2 highlighted, comparative research has found that the
impact of socio-economic background on learning achievement tends to be greater in systems with
higher levels of private expenditure as a proportion of total educational expenditure (Schitz, Ursprung,
and Wolmann, 2008). In other words, the size of private contributions parents have to make (for
example in the form of paying fees in private schools) can have a negative impact on equity.

On the other hand, looking at only the size of the private sector irrespective of the proportion of private
contributions shows different results. Researchers have found a modest negative relationship between
the impact of socio-economic background on learning achievement and the share of privately
managed schools (Bodovski et al., 2017; Schlicht, Stadelmann-Steffen and Freitag, 2010; Schitz,
Ursprung and Wolmann, 2008). In other words, educational inequalities could be smaller in systems
with larger private sectors. One potential explanation for this relationship is that in systems where the
share of private educational institutions is high, these institutions tend to be government-dependent
rather than fully independent and so the differences with the public sector are less pronounced
(Schlicht, Stadelmann-Steffen and Freitag, 2010).

Figure 11.3.1 shows the proportion of students studying in private education institutions in primary,
lower and upper secondary education (ISCED 1-3), distinguishing, where possible, between the
government-dependent and the government-independent sector. As the figure depicts, less than 5 %
of students in primary and lower secondary education attend private institutions in 18 education
systems (13 education systems at upper secondary level). In these countries, the private sector has a
negligible weight, and most often consists of government independent private schools (*').

The public sector is still dominant with over 80 % of pupils attending public schools in a further
14 education systems in primary education, and in 11 and 15 systems in lower and upper secondary
education respectively. In these countries, the relative weight of government-dependent and
government independent private institutions varies. While at primary level there are more pupils in
government independent institutions within the private sector in the majority of the education systems
in this group, this is not the case at secondary level (%?).

Finally, in four countries, the proportion of pupils in public educational institutions is below 80 % in
primary education. The share of the private sector is the highest in Belgium (nearly 55 %), followed by
Malta (44 %), Spain (around 30 %), and the United Kingdom (around 24 %). In all four countries,
government-dependent institutions predominate within the private sector; in Belgium, the share of
government independent schools is below 1 %. Within this group, the proportion of pupils in
government independent education institutions is the highest in Malta, above 13 %.

The relative weight of the private sector is greater in lower and upper secondary education, with seven
and eight countries respectively having more than 20 % of their students in private institutions.
Differences between primary and lower secondary education are less pronounced, and exceed
10 percentage points only in Denmark and the United Kingdom, with fewer students in public
institutions in lower secondary education. The difference is most notable is the United Kingdom, where

(®) Information on the government dependency of private institutions is not available for Germany.
(®*)  Information on the government dependency of private institutions is not available for Austria.
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less than 25 % of pupils attend private schools at primary level, in contrast to 66 % at lower secondary
level (%3).

Figure 11.3.1: Proportion of pupils in private education institutions (ISCED 1-3), 2017

1.3.1.A: ISCED 1
% %

80 80
70 70
60 60
50 H] 50
40 H 40
30 H 30
20 H 20
10 H 10
“ O £ S = s s e

BE MT ES UK HU DK FR PT LU SE CY SK AT IT PL EL CH EE DE TR NO LT IS CZ LV FI BG RO SI IE HR NL RS ME MK

1.3.1.B: ISCED 2
% %
80 80
70 70
60 [— n 60
50 50
40 H 40
30 H 30
20 H 20
10 H ﬂ~ 10
0 = 0 o = 0

BE MT ES UK HU DK FR PT LU SE CY SK AT IT PL EL CH EEDE TR NO LT IS CZ LV FI BG RO SI IE HR NL RS ME MK

1.3.1.C: ISCED 3

% %
80 . 80
70 70
60 = 60
50 H 50
40 H 40
30 K 30
20 H ™, 20
10 H 10
b o N { I 2

BE MT ES UK HU DK FR PT LU SE CY SK AT IT PL EL CH EEDE TR NO LT IS CZ LV FIl BG RO SI IE HR NL RS ME MK

Government-dependent Government independent — Private education institutions (separate data for government-
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to different definitions)

Source: Eurostat, [educ_uoe_enra01], last updated 02.12.2019.

(*¥) This is mainly due to the development of academies in England, which are government-dependent private schools. The
programme applied to secondary schools from 2002, and in 2010 was extended to primary schools, with numbers
increasing rapidly (for academies, see also Section 11.3.2).
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Govt-dependent | 57.6 | 355 | 286 | 61.2 | 151 [ 202 [ 217 [ 59 | 84 [174] () [ 81| : [o00 |21 () [26] ()
Govtindependent | 0.5 | 115 | 37 | 52 | 25 | 06 | 04 | 76 [119] 00 [170] () | : |36 | 51 | 46 | 60 | 38
DE [ TR [ No [ LT [1s [cz [Lv | FI [BG RO | sl | IE [HR | NL | RS | ME | MK
Govt-dependent | : | () |38 | () |16 [35| () [ 51 (0 oo 06 00| O] ([0 [00]o00
Govtindependent | : | 52 | 03 {36 | 00| O [19] © [32] 06| 00|00 ] 07| 16]01]00]00
BE | MT | ES | UK | HU [ DK | FR | PT | LU | SE | CY | SK | AT | IT [ PL | EL [ CH | EE
Govt-dependent | 58.5 | 20.6 | 189 [ 74.1 | 146 | 32 | 283 ] 42 | 67 [183] () [160] : [ 52 [17 ] () [85] ()
Govtindependent | 0.5 | 67 | 84 | 52 | 118] 02 | 07 [172[102] 00 [192] (9 | : |37 [128] 41 | 60 | 33
DE [ TR [ No [ LT [1s [cz [ Lv | Fi [ BG |RO | Sl | IE [HR | NL | RS | ME | MK
Govt-dependent | : | () | 97 | () |214[155] () [196] 0 oo [19] 00 0 [ (O [0 [o00]00
Govtindependent | : | 88 | 00 | 22 | 09 | () | 48 | () | 26 | 17 | 42 | 06 | 41 | 126] 12 | 04 | 00

Source: Eurostat, [educ_uoe_enra01], last updated 02.12.2019.

Explanatory notes

Education systems are ordered according to the proportion of students in private education institutions at ISCED level 1.
For further information on government-dependent private education institutions, see Figure 11.4.3.

Country-specific notes

Germany and Austria: Information on the government dependency of private institutions is not available in the UOE dataset.
However, as Figure 11.4.3 shows, government-dependent private schools exist in both countries.

Slovenia: The proportion of private government independent institutions varies annually due to the nature of financing of private
education. All private institutions providing officially recognised programmes receive 85 % of the programme cost from the state
budget. The state does not cover capital investment in private education, therefore the assessment on private institutions’
dependency can vary on an annual basis depending on the size of capital investment.

Albania and Bosnia and Herzegovina: Not participating in the Eurostat data collection.

Regarding differences between primary and upper secondary education (ISCED 3), the picture is
more mixed. As a general pattern, the percentage of students attending public education institutions
tends to be lower at upper secondary than at primary or lower secondary level. Differences following
this pattern exceed 10 percentage points between primary and upper secondary education in Czechia,
France, Cyprus, the Netherlands, Finland, the United Kingdom and Iceland. Again the biggest
difference can be found in the United Kingdom, where almost 80 % of upper secondary students
attend private education institutions. At the same time, the public sector is more predominant in upper
secondary than at lower levels with differences exceeding 10 percentage points between primary and
upper secondary levels in Denmark and Malta.

11.3.2. Curricular differentiation

Besides differentiation between public and private institutions, education systems can also make
distinctions based on teaching content. Such differences are captured by the concept of curricular
differentiation.

Curricular differentiation refers to the situation where different types of school follow different curricula
at the same educational level. Tracking (see Chapter I1.6) is the best known form of curricular
differentiation, but the concept of curricular differentiation is not limited to differentiated tracks or
pathways. Most notably, it also includes distinctions between different school types within the same
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educational pathway if they follow different curriculum content and/or different intended (minimum)
instruction time for the same curriculum content.

Given that tracking and differences between vocational and general pathways are discussed in more
detail in Chapter 1.6, this section is limited to presenting curricular differentiation within general
education, in the public and government-dependent private sector.

Figure 11.3.2 displays the use of curricular differentiation in education systems by ISCED levels. As the
figure depicts, curricular differentiation exists in half of the education systems covered in this report.

| Figure 11.3.2: Curricular differentiation in general education (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19

From ISCED 1
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From ISCED 3

None in general education

Not available

HEH08E .

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure considers both public and government-dependent private schools.

Country-specific notes

Denmark: There is no curricular differentiation in public schools at ISCED 3.

Germany: At ISCED level 1, the Lander have their own curriculum, but within one Land, all schools have to follow the same
curriculum.

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): At Key Stage 5 of ISCED 3 (ages 16-18/19), there is no compulsory curriculum.

United Kingdom (SCT): The Curriculum for Excellence is the national curriculum from ISCED 0 to 3, which only sets guidelines
on the school curriculum. The responsibility about what is taught in class rests with local councils and schools, and schools can
make their own decisions on what to teach pupils, although they have to take national guidelines and advice into account.
Switzerland: At ISCED level 1, the language regions have their own curriculum, but within a language region, all schools have
to follow the same curriculum.

As a general pattern, if curricular differentiation is present at a lower ISCED level, then it continues
throughout school education. For example, in education systems with curricular differentiation at
ISCED level 1 (primary education), curricular differentiation remains a systemic feature at ISCED
levels 2 and 3 (lower and upper secondary education). Therefore, the figure shows at which ISCED
level the differentiation starts. The only exception is Denmark, where although different types of
schools can follow different curricula at ISCED 1 and 2, there is no curricular differentiation at ISCED
level 3.

Curricular differentiation starts at primary level in six education systems: Denmark, France,
Luxembourg, Slovenia, the United Kingdom (England) and Norway. In Denmark, Slovenia, England
and Norway, curricular differentiation occurs between public and government-dependent private
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schools, as government-dependent private schools are allowed to develop their own curricula or
educational programmes. Certainly, in such cases, the extent of curricular differentiation might differ
depending on the relative proportion of government-dependent private institutions (see previous
section).

In Denmark, as long as the education provided by government-dependent ‘independent schools’ measures up to the education in
public schools and gives students the same possibilities of advancing in the education system, independent schools are free to
develop their curricula independently.

In the United Kingdom (England), ‘academies’ are government-dependent private schools that do not have to follow the National
Curriculum, while having the obligation to provide a broad and balanced curriculum, including a range of compulsory subjects.
Academies were first established in secondary education, but the programme was extended to primary schools in 2010.

In France and Luxembourg, the primary source of curricular differentiation is the presence of public
schools (or in France, both public and government-dependent private schools) with different language
regimes.

In France, international schools (or international sections within schools) offer education programmes with a stronger foreign
language component in 17 different languages from primary to upper secondary education.

Curricular differentiation starting at ISCED levels 2 and 3 is frequently linked to tracking and therefore
differences are often defined as separate education pathways (see Chapter I1.6.). These differences
can also be present in education systems where curricular differentiation starts at primary level. In this
case, additional differences appear in lower and/or upper secondary level.

Besides the relative autonomy of government-dependent private schools, curricular differentiation in
lower and upper secondary general education takes two main forms. First, in some education
systems, secondary level education institutions differ mainly in their specialisation. Second,
differences may lie in the level of teaching or learning requirements of the different types of education
institution.

In education systems where different types of secondary school offer different specialisations, there
are separate education programmes with a particular emphasis on specific subjects or curriculum
areas (social sciences, languages, mathematics, etc.). This pattern of curricular differentiation exists in
Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, Croatia, ltaly, Latvia, Norway and Turkey.

In Croatia, upper secondary general education institutions (gimnazije) can be general or specialised. There are five types of general
upper secondary education programmes which differ in the designated instruction time for specific subjects: general upper
secondary education (basic) (opc¢a gimnazija), as well as general upper secondary education with emphasis on languages (jezicna
gimnazija), on classical languages (klasicha gimnazija), on natural sciences and mathematics (prirodoslovno-matematicka
gimnazija), and on natural sciences (prirodoslovna gimnazija).

Similarly, in Italy, there are six main types of upper secondary education institutions (liceo) specialising in the following areas: arts
(Liceo artistico), classical studies (Liceo classico), maths and sciences (Liceo scientifico), languages (Liceo linguistico), music and
dance (Liceo musicale e coreutico), and human sciences (Liceo delle scienze umane). Some of these liceo types have further sub-
specialisations (e.g. Liceo economico-sociale within Liceo delle scienze umane).

For differences in the level of teaching or learning requirements of different types of education
institution, typical examples are the hierarchically ordered general educational paths of Germany, the
Netherlands, Austria or Switzerland (see also Chapter 11.6.). However, other education systems also
apply similar organisational principles (e.g. Czechia, France, Luxembourg, Hungary or Slovakia). The
different education programmes offered by different types of school may even — though not
necessarily — lead to different upper secondary qualifications in this case.

In Germany, at lower and upper secondary level, educational programmes offered by specific school types are linked to a certain
leaving certificate. Traditionally these school types are the Hauptschule, the Realschule and the Gymnasium, with the latter having
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the highest level of learning requirements (most ‘academic') in given subjects. Furthermore, cooperative or integrated secondary
schools exist in most Ldnder. The cooperative secondary school (kooperative Gesamtschule) brings together the Hauptschule,
Realschule and Gymnasium educational programmes under one pedagogical and organisational roof. The integrated secondary
school (integrierte Gesamtschule) forms a pedagogical and organisational unit covering the three educational programmes of lower
secondary level, i.e. students of all three educational programmes attend the same lessons. Schools offering several courses of
education (Schularten mit mehreren Bildungsgéngen) combine two or three educational programmes under one roof.

In France, there are two educational programmes in upper secondary general education which can be provided by different school
types or within the same school (Lycée général et technologique).

In Austria, there are two main school types at lower secondary level (ISCED 2), the new secondary school (Neue Mittelschule) and
the lower level academic secondary school (Allgemeinbildende Héhere Schule).

11.3.3. Structural differentiation

Structural differentiation refers to a systemic feature of education systems where students can enrol in
separate types of school at different ages, though these schools do not necessarily differ in the
curriculum they follow. In these cases, the transition between schools does not take place for all
students at the same time (e.g. at the end of primary or of lower secondary education), but at different
ages depending on the type of school in which they choose to enrol. This means that in an education
system, there are different education institutions representing different models of primary and
secondary education existing in parallel. For this reason, structural differentiation can also be referred
to as having parallel or alternative education structures.

Structural differentiation is a term that covers quite different institutional arrangements. Figure 11.3.3
depicts all education systems with parallel education structures, making distinctions between them
based on the ISCED levels concerned. Structural differentiation is not common in Europe. It exists in
less than a quarter of education systems covered in this report.

Three education systems have structural differentiation from ISCED levels 1 to 3: Spain, Latvia and
Lithuania. In Spain, typically there are separate primary (ISCED 1) and secondary schools (ISCED 2
and ISCED 3 together), but some Autonomous Communities organise their education system
differently. In addition, differences also exist within Autonomous Communities, as government-
dependent private schools can offer alternative structures (e.g. a single setting from ISCED 1 to 3).

In Navarra, there are separate schools combining ISCED 1 and the first and second grades of ISCED 2, or ISCED 2 and the first
grade of ISCED 3 (compulsory secondary education). In Castilla-La Mancha, there are schools that combine education in ISCED 1,
ISCED 2 and the first grade of ISCED 3 (compulsory secondary education).

In Latvia and Lithuania, parallel structures also emerge from primary education onwards. In these
education systems, both primary and secondary schools can offer programmes of different lengths,
covering a single level of education or combining different levels or school years from ISCED 1 to 3.

In Latvia, the basic education programme can be implemented in two ways. Pupils may enter a six-year primary school
(sakumskola) providing an educational programme only for ISCED 1, and then transition to a secondary school for ISCED 2 and 3 in
a six-year gymnasium. Alternatively, basic education schools (pamatskola) are combined primary and lower secondary schools
(ISCED 1 and 2), which can be followed up by three-year secondary schools (vidusskola).

In Lithuania, primary education (ISCED 1) can take place in separate primary schools (pradiné mokykla), in schools combining
ISCED 1 with part of ISCED 2 (progimnazija), or in single-structure basic schools for ISCED 1 and 2 (pagrindiné mokykla). Students
have various possibilities to transition from these schools to gimnazija, which provide upper secondary education usually together
with lower secondary education. Progimnazija can be found mostly in cities, while pagrindiné mokykla is more common in rural
areas (SMSM, 2019, p. 18).
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| Figure 11.3.3: Parallel educational structures in general education (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure considers both public and government-dependent private schools.

Country-specific note

Switzerland: In a minority of Cantons, pupils can enter Baccalauréat schools (gymnasiale Maturitdtsschule) at different time
points either directly after completion of ISCED 1 or during ISCED 2.

Structural differentiation in lower and upper secondary education is a feature of the education systems
of Czechia, Hungary and Slovakia. In these systems, while primary education takes place in single-
setting schools for ISCED levels 1 and 2, secondary schools can have different organisational forms.
Thus, students can leave the single-setting schools at different points either before, during or on
completion of ISCED 2, depending on whether they enter eight-year, six-year or four-year secondary
schools (gymnasia) (34).

Finally, in the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), structural differentiation only
takes place at upper secondary level, after the end of compulsory education. In these systems, for the
second part of ISCED 3 (‘Key Stage 5’), students have the choice of staying in their secondary school
or leaving it and enrolling in government-dependent private institutions such as a sixth-form college (in
England) or a further education college.

These patterns of structural differentiation influence other features of education systems such as
school choice, admission and selectivity, or tracking. Together with other forms of differentiation,
therefore, they can have an important impact on equity. The chapters that follow will provide more
details on how the existence of different school types can influence the structure of education systems
and in turn, the level of equity.

(*) There are eight-year (ISCED 2+3), six-year (parts of ISCED 2 + ISCED 3) and four-year (ISCED 3) gymnasia
(gymnazium/gimnazium) in Czechia and Hungary, while in Slovakia, the eight-year gymnazium (parts of ISCED 2 +
ISCED 3) exist in parallel to the four-year gymnazium (ISCED 3).
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Main findings

The freedom to choose a particular school offers families the opportunity to secure the best
education for their children. However, research demonstrates that free school choice may also lead
to more socio-economic and ability stratification in schools, with consequences both on educational
efficiency and equity in outcomes.

Top-level authorities in three quarters of countries aim to limit school choice in primary
education by assigning students, at least on a preliminary basis, to public schools based on
their residence. In ten countries, families can opt-out from the assigned primary school only
under specific conditions — for example, if after-school child care is available near another
school; or if choosing another school does not have a negative impact on the social
composition or the school roll of the assigned or the chosen school. Besides these, nineteen
education systems allow families to choose another public primary school without any
restrictions; thus allowing free choice for active and informed parents.

In half of countries with preliminary residence-based student assignment in the public sector,
different rules apply to government-dependent private schools and/or particular types of public
school. These types of school either have a different catchment area; or are exempt from the
residence-based student assignment, and they can typically accept applications from anywhere
in the country.

At lower secondary level, in many countries, there is more scope for school choice than at
primary level; while at upper secondary level, most countries apply free school choice policies.

In many of the countries offering universal free choice and/or a range of different school types
at primary and lower secondary levels, the top-level authorities also provide centralised
information to facilitate an informed choice.

Five types of school choice systems have been identified across Europe: based on similar policies
at primary and lower secondary education:

1.

Systems where students are assigned to a school based on their residence and there is
possibility to choose another school only under certain conditions. No top-level information is
available to support choosing another school.

. Systems where students are assigned to a school based on their residence and there is

possibility to choose another public school only under certain conditions, but the conditions do
not apply to government-dependent private schools and certain types of public school. In most
of these system, there is no top-level information to support choosing another school.

Systems where students are assigned to a school based on their residence, but there are no
conditions to choosing another school. The same rules apply to all public and government-
dependent private schools. Typically, there is no top-level information available to support
school choice.

. Systems where students are assigned to a school based on their residence, but there are no

conditions to choosing another school. Government-dependent private schools and some types
of public school do not need to apply residence-based assignment or they have different
residence rules. Top-level information is publicly available to support school choice.

Systems where there is universal freedom choose a school and, in most systems, top-level
authorities make information publicly available to support school choice.
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School choice refers to the policies which allow families to make individual choices about which
educational institution their child will attend. At one end of the school choice spectrum are education
systems where there is no choice and students are required to attend the school nearest to their
home; at the other end, families are free to choose any school in the education system. In reality, most
education systems fall between these extremes, offering more or less freedom to families to choose
an appropriate school. The degree of choice effectively depends on conditions set by education
authorities, but also on a number of other factors. These include the number and types of schools
available in the education system (see Chapter I1.3); the information available to parents about their
rights and the options on offer (see Figure 11.4.4); the school admissions policies in operation (see
Chapter 11.5) and other policies relating to, for example, funding, educational support and
transportation (see Chapters 11.10-12).

One of the main arguments for offering school choice is that parents have the right to choose the best
education for their children. Another is that it creates competition between schools in attracting
students, and competition improves the quality of education. Improved school quality will therefore
result in better educational outcomes. Advocates of school choice also highlight that it creates better
opportunities for all students, as together with their families they can choose an education
corresponding to their personal needs and preferences. From an equity point of view, socio-
economically disadvantaged students are claimed to be liberated from residence constraints by being
able to choose schools outside their own (often disadvantaged) neighbourhood. However, some
contest these efficiency and equity gains said to result from school choice. They underline that not all
parents and students may be able to exercise school choice to the same extent (Burgess and Briggs,
2010), which may lead to a creaming off of high-ability and socio-economically advantaged students
by some schools, resulting in academic and social segregation of low-ability and socio-economically
disadvantaged students (Musset, 2012; Wilson and Bridge, 2019).

Research evidence shows that when presented with the option of choosing a school, not all parents
and students choose actively, and those who do so tend to belong to advantaged families who have
more information on the options available. Choice only slightly increases opportunities for students
who face financial, residence, transport and information constraints (Cornelisz, 2017; Echazarra and
Radinger, 2019). For example, school choice may be very limited or non-existent for students living in
remote areas, where there is one school or alternative schools are far away, in bigger settlements.
Similarly, students living in severe socio-economic conditions may not have the resources — time or
financial — to choose to study outside their local neighbourhood.

Parents tend to choose high-performing schools. In addition, parent and student behaviour also
reveals the preference for choosing schools which have peers from socio-economically similar or from
a more advantaged background (than the neighbourhood school peers) (Butler and van Zanten, 2007;
Rowe E. and Lubienski C., 2017; Wouters et al., 2018). In this way, free school choice can foster
sorting by ability (Seppanen, 2003; Soderstrom and UUsitalo, 2010) and socio-economic background
(OECD, 2016b).

The effect of school choice on student sorting is also important because school composition (in
particular, ‘peer effect’) has an impact on educational performance (Gibbons S. et al., 2006). Empirical
data in PISA 2018 (OECD, 2019b) also illustrates that in education systems where schools are less
socially diverse, the link between students’ educational performance and their socio-economic status
is stronger. Less diversity in schools tends to favour advantaged students, as less social diversity
appears to correlate slightly with better performance for advantaged students and weaker
performance for disadvantaged ones (OECD, 2019c). In addition, PISA 2015, as well as other
academic research, indicates that creaming off high-ability and socio-economically advantaged
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students has a particularly negative effect on the performance of students in disadvantaged schools
(OECD, 2019c) (see also Chapter 11.10).

Empirical evidence on the social cohesion effects of school choice are limited. School choice, through
its impact on social capital and parental involvement, can contribute to social cohesion when it brings
together students and families from different socio-economic backgrounds. However, the stratified
student body across schools resulting from school choice policies in reality (Philips et al., 2014)
suggests that school choice is likely to add to the private benefits of education, possibly at the
expense of its social objectives (Cornelisz, 2017). Sorting students into schools by ability or social
status may adversely affect both the efficiency and the equity of the education system (OECD, 2019c).

The impact of school choice policies, including their sorting effects, is influenced by several factors.
These include school funding and any financial incentives to support school choice; the regulations in
force; and the support services available to schools (Ladd, 2002; Levin, 2009). For example, choice
policies supporting disadvantaged and low-performing students can enhance equity (Hanushek,
2003). In addition, the impact of school choice is also largely influenced by associated policies such as
the existence of private schools or the availability of different types of public schools (see
Chapter 11.3). Other significant factors are the information available to parents on school supply, the
conditions and procedures involved in choosing a school, as well as policies determining whether and
how schools may select students (see Chapter 11.5).

This chapter aims to investigate some of these policies related to school choice in European education
systems. It looks specifically at

e whether students are, at least on a preliminary basis, assigned to a school based on residence
criteria or whether families are free to choose a school; and, in the case of a preliminary
assignment according to residence, there is a possibility to choose a public school other than
the one assigned,;

e choice policies in relation to different school types, including government-dependent private
schools;

e the availability of centralised information to inform school choice.

11.4.1. Free school choice and assignment based on residence criteria

Two of the factors to consider when assessing families’ freedom to choose a school are whether
e students’ are assigned to specific schools, and if so, whether they can opt for another school;
o families may or must express a preference for a school.

In most countries, students have long been enrolled in the school closest to their home. Assigning
students to schools based on residence criteria still prevails in public education. Sometimes a school
catchment area is defined for a school, which is the area within which the school must enrol or give
priority admission to resident children when they first enrol in school or transfer from one education
level to another. The establishment of school catchment areas may be related to resource planning of
the school network, and may also aim at ensuring the socio-economic heterogeneity of the student
population in schools (see Chapter 11.10.1).

Research points to certain conclusions regarding residence-based student assignment:
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e itresults in less sorting by ability or socio-economic background. It is also widely acknowledged
that establishing and adapting school catchment areas can help to ensure the socio-economic
diversity of the student body in local schools;

e it does not help resolve the problem of socio-economic segregation which occurs in schools
located in the segregated neighbourhoods of big cities or deprived rural settlements;

e it does not prevent affluent families from choosing their preferred school since they may move
house to the desired school neighbourhood or arrange to provide a home address in the
catchment area. The moving of advantaged families into such school neighbourhoods increases
house prices, which over time may squeeze out less well-off families (Leech and Campos,
2003).

Figure 11.4.1 shows the education systems in which students are assigned to a public school, at least
initially, based on geographical/residence criteria at primary, lower and upper secondary levels. It
applies only to children and young people enrolling in school for the first time or transferring to a
school at the next level at the usual time, or in certain countries, when transferring from a specific
grade to the next grade within an educational level. This figure presents policies applicable to the
public schools enrolling the most children at a specific education level in the education system. Where
different rules apply to other types of public and government-dependent private schools, they are
presented in Figure 11.4.3.

Figure 11.4.1: Assignment of students to public schools based on geographicaliresidence criteria (ISCED 1-3),
2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure presents education systems where, according to top-level regulations/recommendations, students are assigned to a
public school based on residence criteria (their home address), at least on a preliminary basis. Preliminary assignment means
that students are allocated to a school, but parents/students may choose another school, subject to conditions determined by
the responsible body.

In the majority of education systems, students change school when they progress from primary to lower secondary education or
at some point during lower secondary education, and/or progress from lower secondary to upper secondary education or during
upper secondary education. However, in some countries this is not the case due to the structure of the education system, the
yellow and orange dots therefore indicate when there is usually no change at a particular level.
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Country-specific notes

Malta: Data refer to compulsory education at ISCED 3. Students can choose a school when they enrol in non-compulsory upper
secondary education.

Czechia, Hungary, Latvia and Slovakia: In these countries, parallel structures (see Figure 11.3.3) exist from the beginning of
lower secondary education. Most students do not change school between ISCED 1 and ISCED 2 (single structure primary and
lower secondary education). However, some students who choose to study in a different type of school at ISCED 2 change
school. See explanation related to Figure 11.4.3.

Spain: Most students do not change school when they progress from lower to upper (non-compulsory) secondary education
because secondary schools offer different educational programmes/pathways. However, students can change schools. In which
case, they need to go through the ordinary admissions process (see Chapter I1.5).

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): There is no transition between schools when students progress from ISCED 2 to ISCED 3.
However, there may be transition between schools within ISCED 3 from Key Stage 4 to (post-compulsory) Key Stage 5.
Switzerland: At upper secondary level, free school choice is limited — with possible exceptions — to the borders of a Canton.

At primary level, students are, at least as a preliminary step, assigned to a primary school based on
residence criteria in a majority of European education systems. However, there are 11 systems (all
communities in Belgium, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and the United Kingdom —
England, Wales and Northern Ireland) where parents have the right to or must choose a (public or a
private) school at primary, lower and upper secondary levels for their children. However, school
admissions criteria determine the school to which the child is eventually admitted (see Chapter 11.5 on
school admissions policies).

At lower secondary level, fewer countries use the residence allocation mechanism than at primary
level. There are 18 education systems with single structure primary and lower secondary education,
which implies that most students do not normally change school between primary and lower-
secondary education or during lower secondary education (these are marked by yellow dots in
Figure 11.4.1). Of the 24 education systems where students usually change school, in only 12 are
students assigned, as a preliminary step, to a neighbourhood school. In the remaining countries (in
Germany and in Luxembourg, in addition to the systems mentioned at primary level), parents and
students are free to choose their desired lower secondary school.

At upper secondary level, families are free to choose a school in most countries. Only six countries
(Denmark, Greece, France, Cyprus, Malta and Turkey) assign students to schools on the basis of their
place of residence. Free school choice at upper secondary level can probably be explained by the fact
that at this level the educational offer is more diverse, with various types of schools offering different
curricula. In addition, ISCED 3 is not part of compulsory education in many countries (%),
consequently, authorities may not seek to ensure that all types of schools and programmes are evenly
distributed across the country. It should be noted that in four systems (Spain, Ireland, the Netherlands
and the United Kingdom — Scotland), students do not typically change schools between lower and
upper secondary education or within upper secondary education (these are marked by orange dots in
Figure 11.4.1). This may be due to long programmes covering lower and upper secondary levels, and
also because both lower and upper secondary programmes are offered in the same school. In
Belgium — French and Flemish Communities, Spain and Luxembourg, where schools usually offer
lower as well as upper secondary programmes, most students do not change school, but they may if
they wish, or if their school does not offer the programme they want at upper secondary level.

When students are allocated to schools at primary and lower secondary levels based on residence
criteria, in many countries this is often only a preliminary placement. In some of these countries,
families are free to 'opt out', choose another school but in others this option is allowed only under
certain conditions, which vary between education systems.

(*®) Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Croatia, Latvia, Cyprus, Poland, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden, Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Switzerland, Iceland, Montenegro, Norway and Serbia
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Figure 11.4.2 depicts whether opting for another school is possible at primary and lower secondary
levels, as these are the levels at which students are generally allocated a place nearest their home.
The figure deals only with public schools because top-level legislation usually allows freedom of
choice with respect to private schools (government-dependent or fully independent).

Possible, under certain
conditions

Possible, no conditions
applied

Not possible
Local authority’s discretion

Free school choice (no
preliminary assignment)

D ONEHO N

Data not available

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

This figure presents education systems where, according to top-level regulations/recommendations, it is possible for
parents/students to choose a public school other than the one initially assigned at primary and lower secondary levels.

Country-specific notes

Germany and Luxembourg: Data refer to primary education. From lower secondary education, there is no allocation to schools
by residence (see Figure 11.4.1).
Austria: Data in the figure refer to the national framework law. Province regulations may vary.

In 11 countries, it is possible to opt for a public school other than the one initially assigned under
certain conditions. These countries refer to three types of condition.

1. Where the chosen school offers a special programme not provided by the school assigned
nearest the home — for example, schools with advanced or specialised classes, schools with an
alternative pedagogy, or subject-specialist schools (e.g. in music, sports, etc.). This is the case in
Greece, Croatia, Malta, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Switzerland as well as Turkey.

2. Where family circumstances require another school or after-school child care is available in the
proximity of the alternative school, as in France, Cyprus and Malta.

In France, the conditions for choosing another school are tightly restricted, and the authorities are becoming less willing to agree.
However, the presence of a sibling in another school can allow derogation from the strict residence-based school assignment plan,
the carte scolaire.

In Cyprus, if students are to be cared for after school somewhere other than their own home, for example at their grandparents’
house, parents can choose a school close to this address.

Similarly, in Malta, parents can request to have their primary school child enrolled in a school close to where they work or where
after-school child care is provided (called Klabb 3-16) as it is not universally available in all schools.
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3. When choosing another school does not disrupt the social composition of the allocated school or
catchment area; or affect the school roll to the extent that the quality of education or the existence
of the school is threatened, as in Luxembourg and Slovenia.

In Luxembourg, in order to preserve the social diversity in schools, municipalities may, under restrictive circumstances, allow
families to choose another school at primary level. Parents always need to submit a reasoned request for the school change and
prove that after-school childcare is going to be provided by a close family member or an accredited child-minder in the catchment
area of the chosen school.

In Slovenia, parents first need to enrol their children into the catchment area school and, once this is completed, they need to
request that their child is re-enrolled in another public school. The school of their choice can accept the request if neither the
catchment area school nor the chosen school will suffer from the change, namely, the reduction in the student number does not lead
to a reduced number of classes, a change in the school’s status, or the closure of the school.

In contrast, in 18 education systems, there are no conditions applied if families want to choose another
school at primary or lower secondary level, which implies, in practice, free school choice for informed
and active families. In fact, in many of these systems, the school allocated nearest the home is the
school that is obliged to enrol the students living in its catchment area, but parents are not obliged to
enrol their children in the catchment area school. (Admission to a school which is different from the
allocated school will, however, depend on the admission policies applicable — see Chapter 1.5 on
school admissions policies).

It is also interesting to look at the administration or monitoring of procedures in relation to requests for
enrolment to another school in the various countries. In some countries, parents must contact the
chosen school and the school head decides on admission (for example, Poland and Serbia); while in
other systems (for example, Austria, Germany, Spain, Malta, Iceland and Norway), the local or the top-
level authorities monitor and authorise the requests for enrolment to a school other than the one
allocated. In Slovenia, the allocated and the chosen schools must cooperate to ensure that all legal
obligations and conditions for choosing another school are respected.

11.4.2. School choice and different school types

When examining school choice policies, it is important to assess whether the same approach is
applied to all schools throughout the education system. For example, whether students are allocated,
at least as a preliminary step, to the nearest public or government-dependent private schools, or
whether there are some types of schools that are exempt. Or, in a system with free parental choice,
whether there are some types of schools to which a more restrictive choice policy applies. This is
important because different school choice policies within a system, especially increased choice in one
sector of the education system, may give a greater opportunity to some families to exercise choice
and allow more room for stratification in the system.

Figure 11.4.3 shows whether there are differences in school choice policies at lower secondary level,
on the one hand between the different school types in the public sector (see Figure 11.4.3.A), and on
the other hand between public and government-dependent private schools (see Figure 11.4.3.B). The
lower secondary level is in the spotlight here because differences in school choice policies are more
prevalent at this level.

When reading together Figures 11.4.1 and 11.4.3, it seems clear that when free school choice applies to
most public schools in an education system, it typically applies across the system as a whole and is
not restricted to certain school types in the public sector or to government-dependent private schools.
In contrast, in education systems where students are typically allocated to a public school based on
their place of residence, not all types of public and/or government-dependent private schools are
involved in the process.
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Public sector schools

There are more types of public school the higher the level of education (see Chapter I1.3). At primary
level, five education systems have two or more types of public school. At lower secondary level, this
figure rises to 15 systems, and at upper secondary level to 42 systems.

At primary level, school choice policies are the same for all types of public school in Spain, Latvia,
Lithuania and Luxembourg. In these countries, students are initially allocated to a public school
regardless of type, based on residence criteria/catchment area. However, in France, international
schools, public or government-dependent schools offering different curricula at primary or secondary
levels (see Figure 11.3.2) do not have a catchment area.

As Figure 11.4.3.A shows, in seven of the 15 education systems with different types of schools in the
public sector at lower secondary level, the same school choice policy applies to all public school types.
In Belgium, Ireland, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, this is free school choice, while in Spain and
Switzerland, the preliminary allocation is based on residence.

Figure 11.4.3: Differences in school choice policies between types of school (ISCED 2), 2018/19

1.4.3.A: Between types of public school 11.4.3.B: Between public and government-dependent private schools
R

. Different policies D Same policy [___| Not applicable Data not available

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

In Figure 11.4.3.A, different types of public school refer to those with different core curricula in general education (Figure 11.3.2)
as well as vocational education (Figure 11.6.2); and to schools with the same core curriculum but organised into different
structures (Figure 11.3.3). While Figures 11.3.2, 11.3.3 and 11.6.2 cover both public and government-dependent private schools, in
Figure 11.4.3.A only school types that exist in the public sector are considered (nevertheless, certain school types may also exist
in the private sector.)

In Figure 11.4.3.A, the category 'not applicable’ means there is only one type of public school at lower secondary level. In
Figure 11.4.3.B, it means there are no government-dependent private schools at lower secondary level.

Country-specific notes

Spain: Students are assigned to government-dependent schools according to residence only if there are no free places
available in the public school network.

Switzerland: School choice rules vary between the Cantons

In contrast, different policies apply to some school types in nine of the systems where, at a preliminary
stage, students are usually allocated to a public school close to their home. In Czechia, Latvia,
Hungary and Slovakia, these differences are related to parallel education structures (see
Figure 11.3.3). In these systems, most students are enrolled in single structure schools in their
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neighbourhood providing primary and lower secondary education (there is, at least initial, allocation by
residence). At the end of primary education or during lower secondary education, however, some
students choose to attend schools which provide both lower and upper secondary education. These
latter schools do not have a catchment area, families may apply to them.

In France, Lithuania, Austria and Turkey, differences in school choice policies are related to curricular
differentiation (see Figure 11.3.2). In Austria, at ISCED 2, the lower level academic secondary school
(Allgemein Bildende Hoéhere Schule) does not have school catchment area, while the Neue
Mittelschule does. In Lithuania, there is no school catchment area for vocational schools at lower
secondary level. Conversely, in Germany, where parents can usually choose their child’s school at
lower secondary level, students wishing to attend the Hauptschule must attend the local school; in
addition, school choice rules may vary between Lénder.

At upper secondary level, school choice policies are the same for all school types, including in the six
countries (Denmark, Cyprus, Greece, Spain, Malta and Turkey) which have initial, residence-based
student allocation. An exception is France, where the school catchment area for vocational schools is
different from that of general education schools at ISCED 3, and international schools which do not
have a catchment area.

Public and government-dependent private schools

Figure 11.4.3.B looks at the difference between public and government-dependent private schools at
lower secondary level (it should be noted, however, that the differences are the same at primary level).
In 18 of the 33 education systems where government-dependent private schools exist at lower
secondary level, the same school choice policies apply to both public and government-dependent
private schools.

In contrast, in 15 education systems where students are allocated, at least preliminarily, to a public
school based on residence criteria, this does not include the nearest government-dependent private
school. Instead, parents and students are free to choose any government-dependent private school
instead of the allocated public school. This also means that government-dependent private schools
usually do not have a school catchment area from which they would be expected to enrol students (3¢).
Further research could address the extent to which, in these 15 education systems, government-
dependent private schools are taken formally into account when top-level authorities plan student
places and school resource allocation across the education system.

11.4.3. School choice and information provision

When parents and students can make a choice about education, information is one of the key factors
in actually being able to actively practice school choice. The location of schools, transportation, the
programme on offer, the quality of education, enrolment and admissions criteria, educational support
or even tuition fees are all important factors to be considered. Those who have this information or
know where and how to find it are in a good position to make an informed choice (Ambler, 1994).
Those who do not may not fully benefit from the school choice opportunities available; and an

() In Spain, students are assigned to government-dependent schools according to residence only if there are no free places
available in the public school network.

In Hungary, some government-dependent private schools make agreements (‘public education contract’) with the top-level
authorities to enroll at least a proportion of local students and follow some of the rules applicable to public institutions. For
example, such a school will also have a catchment area (however, it is larger than the catchment area for public schools —
the whole settlement or district (of Budapest), and will enroll a proportion of its students from its catchment area (at least
25 % of the school’s capacity). If this government-dependent private school is the only school in the settlement, it should
accept all resident students.
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inappropriate choice or failure to choose could be detrimental to students. Top-level authorities have,
therefore, an important responsibility to ensure equitable access to school information for all families.

For this reason, Figure 11.4.4 shows whether top-level authorities make information available and
easily accessible to all. Two methods, which have the potential to ensure that all families have access
to the critical information about school choice, are considered:

e direct provision by top-level authorities such as through centralised web portals or well-known,
annual printed publications listing schools, programmes, enrolment criteria, etc.;

e indirect provision by feeder schools at the request of top-level authorities at the stage when
students are normally preparing to change school.

While the quality of information provided by feeder schools may vary, and thus families in one school
may be better informed than in another, there is still a likelihood that information is evenly distributed
to all families. When information about school choice is the local authority responsibility or individual
schools decide whether and how to inform parents about educational opportunities, the information
may not reach all potentially interested families or the quality of information may vary between local
authorities and/or schools.

| Figure 11.4.4: Provision of information to families about school choices (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19

ISCED 1
ISCED 2

ISCED 3

No requirements or
recommendations

O O03E .

Data not available

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

This figure shows in which education systems top-level authorities provide information to help families choose a school either di-
rectly or indirectly via feeder schools. The information may include school contact details, admissions criteria, programmes, etc.

Country-specific note

Belgium (BE fr, BE nl), Italy, Malta, Austria, Portugal, and Norway: Data refers to both top-level information and information
provision by feeder schools.

In three quarters of European education systems, top-level authorities make information on schools
publicly available at one or more levels of education to support school choice. However, the format of
the information, the level of detail provided and how accessible it is greatly varies between countries.
Greece and Slovakia publish the list of schools in the top-level authorities' official journal or
regulations, although this provides basic information, due to its formal legal nature and limited detail,
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this remains relatively difficult to use when choosing a school. In Croatia, Slovenia, Montenegro (*7)
and North Macedonia, the annual call for applications to upper secondary schools is accompanied by
information on the available schools and their programmes. The Austrian provinces publish printed
Schulfiihrer (school guides), which provide detailed information on schools. In Cyprus (*%) and
Malta (*°), the ministry of education publishes information on schools, including their location and
enrolment criteria. Similarly, in Bulgaria, regional education administrations publish information, while
in Germany and in Switzerland (*°), the Ldnder and the cantonal ministries respectively provide lists of
schools on their websites. In Denmark, school performance data is also published on the website of
the ministry responsible for education.

In 17 education systems across 14 countries, searchable centralised databases of schools have been
created (Belgium — French ('), German-speaking (“?) and Flemish (**) Communities, Czechia (**),
Croatia (*°), France (*¢), ltaly (#7), Latvia (*®), Lithuania (*°), Hungary (*°), the Netherlands (°),
Portugal (%), Sweden (%3), the United Kingdom — Wales (**) and Northern Ireland (°°), Norway (°¢) and
Serbia (°7)). These databases contain information on primary and secondary schools (Belgium,
France, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden and the United Kingdom
— Northern Ireland, and Serbia), or they focus on the upper secondary level where, typically, there are
different types of schools and educational pathways from which students can choose depending on
their interest (Czechia, Croatia, the United Kingdom — Wales and Norway). In the Netherlands and in
Portugal, information on school performance is also published; and in ltaly, the three-year plan of the
educational offer and the school self-evaluation report are also available via a web portal. It is
interesting to note that several of the countries covering both primary and secondary schools in their
centralised databases are those which allow parents and students the most freedom to choose their
child's school from primary level onwards, or those which have a greater variety of school types.

In the 31 education systems above, regardless of how the information is communicated or the level of
detail provided, top-level information sources usually cover both public and government-dependent

(*") http://www.mps.gov.me/vijesti/185873/KONKURS-ZA-UPIS-UcENIKA-U-I-RAZRED-SREDNJIH-sKOLA-U-CRNOJ-GORI-
ZA-sKOLSKU-2018-2019-GODINU.html

(%) http://www.moec.gov.cy

(*) https://education.gov.mt/en/education/Pages/Colleges/Colleges.aspx
https://knisja.mt/l-arcidjocesi/skejjel-tal-knisja/

(*°) https://mba.zh.ch/internet/bildungsdirektion/mba/de/maturitaetsschulen/kantonale mittelschulen.html

(*) http://www.enseignement.be/index.php?page=0&navi=149; http://www.inscription.cfwb.be/
(*) http://www.ostbelgienbildung.be/desktopdefault.aspx/tabid-2270//4284 read-31613/
(*%) https://data-onderwijs.vlaanderen.be/onderwijsaanbod/lijst.aspx?hs=311

(*4) https://www.infoabsolvent.cz/
(*°) https://www.upisi.hr/upisi/ -,
(“%) https://www.education.gouv.fr/pid24301/annuaire-accueil-recherche.html

(*7) https://cercalatuascuola.istruzione.it/cercalatuascuola/

(%) https://www.viis.lv
(*°) https://www.aikos.smm.lt/en/Pages/Default.aspx

(°°) https://www.oktatas.hu/hivatali_ugyek/kir_intezmenykereso
(®") https://scholenopdekaart.nl
(°?) http://infoescolas.mec.pt/l vocational schools: http://www.angep.gov.pt/default.aspx

(*%) https://www.utbildningsinfo.se — for primary and lower secondary schools;

http://www.gymnasieinfo.se/ - general upper secondary schools

(**) http://www.careerswales.com/en/cap/

(%) https://www.eani.org.uk/admissions-guides/primary-schools-admission-guide/find-a-primary-school-and-read-the-published;
https://www.eani.org.uk/admissions-guides/post-primary-schools-admission-guide/find-a-post-primary-school;
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/options-after-year-12

(%) https://utdanning.no/
(°") www.upis.mpn.gov.rs/
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schools. Furthermore, where relevant, information on the different school types is also included. In
Portugal, however, the situation is slightly different as two separate databases exist, one for general
education and another for vocational education.

Relatively few countries require feeder schools at all educational levels to provide information about
the institutions available at the next level. These include Belgium (French and Flemish Communities),
Spain, Austria and Portugal. In Bosnia and Herzegovina and Norway only schools at lower secondary
level are obliged to help students make informed choices about the next step in their education.

11.4.4. School choice policies — an overview

Sections 11.4.1-3 described the different features of school choice policies across Europe. This section
examines the commonalities between education systems. It focusses mainly on the education
systems where similar policies operate across the primary and lower secondary levels (at upper
secondary level, most education systems usually allow freedom of choice) In Figure 11.4.5, five groups
of education systems have been distinguished according to their shared attributes in terms of school
choice policies and regulations (see Figures 11.4.1-4).

Figure 11.4.5: School choice policies — overview (ISCED 1-2), 2018/19

Free school choice

Residence-based student assignment,
conditions to choosing another school

Residence-based student assignment, no
conditions to choosing another school

PT
SE . Different choice rules within the public
“*“\R sector
UK-ENG Different choice rules between the public
and the government-dependent private
UK-WLS sector
IE Different choice rules both within the
Ly . public sector and between the public and
RO the government-dependent private sector
Fl No differences in choice rules between
) schools
AN
PL o Information supporting school choice

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure presents mainstream school choice policies (inner layer) and regulatory differentiation (outside layer) at ISCED
levels 1 and 2. Where the mainstream school choice policies differ between the two ISCED levels, the policy at the level with
more freedom for parents is shown.

Country-specific notes

Germany: Data in the figure refer to the mainstream school choice policy at lower secondary level. At primary level, all students
are assigned to a public school based on their residence and parents can choose another public school under certain
conditions. Students are not assigned to government-dependent private schools at primary level.

Luxembourg: Data in the figure refer to the mainstream school choice policy at lower secondary level. At primary level, all
students are assigned to a public school based on their residence and parents can choose another public school under certain
conditions.
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Group 1: Bulgaria, Greece, Cyprus and Bosnia and Herzegovina

In these systems, students are assigned, at least on a preliminary basis, to schools based on
geographical/residence criteria (usually according to home address).

Only under specific conditions can families choose a (public or government-dependent private,
where these exist) school other than the school assigned based on their residence.

There is no top-level information provided to families about school choice (except in Greece).

Group 2: France, Croatia, Malta, Slovenia, Switzerland and Turkey

In these systems, students are assigned, at least on a preliminary basis, to schools based on
geographical/residence criteria (usually according to home address).

Only under specific conditions can families can choose a public school other than the school
assigned based on their residence.

Different choice rules apply to government-dependent private schools, and in France and
Turkey also to some public school types.

There is no top-level information provided to families about school choice, except in France and
Malta.

Group 3: Romania, Finland, the United Kingdom — Scotland, Albania, Iceland, Montenegro, North
Macedonia, Norway and Serbia

Students are assigned (on a preliminary basis) to a public school based on
geographical/residence criteria (usually according to home address).

Families can choose another school without any restrictions/conditions.

The same rules apply to all public and government-dependent private schools, where these
exist.

There is no top-level information available to support school choice, except in Serbia.

Group 4: Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Spain, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland, Austria and Slovakia

Students are assigned (on a preliminary basis) to a public school based on
geographical/residence criteria (usually according to home address).

Families can choose another school without any restrictions/conditions.

Different choice rules apply to government-dependent private schools, where these exist, and/or
certain types of public school. These schools have no catchment area. In other words, students
are not assigned to these schools based on their residence; families can freely choose these
schools.

Information supporting school choice is made publicly available by top-level authorities or feeder
schools, except in Czechia, Estonia and Poland.

Group 5: Belgium — French, Flemish and German-speaking Communities, Germany, Ireland, Italy,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Sweden, the United Kingdom - England, Wales, and
Northern Ireland
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e Families can or have to choose actively among schools (public or private, including government-
dependent private). Exceptions at primary level are Germany and Luxembourg, where students
are assigned to a school based on their home address.

e The same rules apply to all types of school, except in Germany at lower secondary level, where
some students choosing specific types of public school are assigned to a school based on their
home address.

e Top-level authorities provide information to support school choice in most systems (Belgium —
French, Flemish and German-speaking Communities, Germany, ltaly, the Netherlands, the
United Kingdom — Northern Ireland, Portugal, Sweden), but not in others (lreland, Luxembourg,
and the United Kingdom — England and Wales).

98



11.5. SCHOOL ADMISSIONS POLICIES

Main findings

School admissions policies play a role in determining which student is offered a place at a particular
school. The more freedom parents and students have in choosing a school (whether due to the
range or number of schools on offer or to the policies governing the choice of school), the more
marked is the role of admissions criteria and procedures in how students are distributed across
schools. Greater school autonomy in admissions may allow an increase in student stratification, and
thus create less equitable education systems in terms of opportunities and outcomes for students.

e In the majority of education systems, top-level authorities establish the main principles for
school admissions and determine whether schools are allowed to use admissions criteria in
awarding school places to students.

e Top-level authorities across Europe also have an important role in setting or determining which
specific admissions criteria are permitted; however, in more than a third of the systems, they
leave schools considerable freedom to choose their own criteria or to add further criteria to
those already set. In many systems, more autonomy tends to be given to government-
dependent private schools or to particular types of public school.

e Admissions criteria defined by top-level authorities are typically not related to academic
achievement at primary level. Academic admissions criteria become more common in
secondary education when students begin to be assigned to different educational tracks or
pathways based on their ability or aptitude. A third of the education systems start this academic
selection process as early as lower secondary education — in a few systems, all students are
subject to academic selection procedures at this level; elsewhere, these procedures are applied
only to students opting for certain types of school.

e At upper secondary level, academic selection is applied in most European education systems,
often with different procedures and requirements for different types of schools and programmes
— general programmes having higher requirements in most countries.

e At secondary level, few systems make use of non-academic criteria, in particular socio-
economic criteria, in school admission. This means that an opportunity is missed to widen the
socio-economic composition of school populations in highly selective systems, or to potentially
mitigate performance differences between socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged
students.

e Empirical data in PISA 2018 relating to 15-year-old students suggest that the school admissions
criteria most commonly used are students’ place of residence and their academic achievement,
as reported by school heads. However, other criteria — such as students’ interests or needs,
and parental endorsement of the school’s educational or religious philosophy — are also widely
used in some education systems.

School admissions policies are closely related to policies on school choice. While school choice
policies determine the degree to which parents and students can express a preference for a certain
school, school type or educational pathway, admissions policies determine who is actually offered a
place in a particular school or a programme. The more choice parents and students have (whether this
is due to the range and number of schools on offer, or the policies governing the choice of school (see
Chapters 1.3 and 11.4), the more marked is the role of admissions criteria and procedures in how
students are distributed across schools.
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In principle, schools can admit all applicants. This can be done when there are fewer applicants than
available places in the school, or in other, probably rare cases, when the school is able to increase its
capacity to meet the demand for places. When schools have a limited number of places and a higher
number of applicants, there is competition for school places and some sort of selection must be made.

School admissions may be ‘blind’, that is, no student characteristics are considered for admission (no
admission criteria are set). The students who apply to a school are admitted at random, for example,
via lotteries or similar blind procedures. In contrast, student admissions may be based on criteria
related to certain student characteristics. One such characteristic is student achievement or ability.
However, admissions policies can also comprise other, non-academic elements, for example, socio-
economic criteria, proximity of residence or order of registration. The combination of the different
admissions criteria used depends on the objectives/aims of the admissions policy (Merry and Arum,
2018).

When there is higher demand than places in a school, blind procedures are claimed to be fair, and
more socially accepted. This is because student characteristics are not considered at all: students are
randomly selected (Musset, 2012), they have an equal chance to be 'picked’, and social selection is
reduced. Some researchers argue, however, that although blind procedures may guarantee equality of
opportunity, they do not ‘necessarily generate equality in the resources assigned’ or the attention
needed by individual students. For this reason, lotteries are often used in combination with admissions
mechanisms which give priority to certain students. Once the priority students have been admitted, the
remaining students are selected via lottery (Parrao et al., 2018).

In the research and policy literature, the admissions policies most discussed are those based on
academic achievement. These are often described as selective admissions policies or academically
selective systems. An argument for academically selective school admissions policies is that they are
claimed to support the best match between students and schools; and thus increase the efficiency of
education in terms of educational performance. Best match could be related for example, to student
interest (specialist schools), ability or aptitude, or teachers (it is easier for teachers to manage classes
with similar abilities, interests, etc.). Defenders of academically selective systems also argue that
meritocratic systems improve opportunities for talented socio-economically disadvantaged students to
become socially mobile (Coe et al., 2008).

Academic selection nevertheless poses several challenges. In systems where differences in academic
performance are great between socio-economically advantaged and disadvantaged students,
selection based on academic achievement may increase differences, especially if selection takes
place at an early age (see Figure 11.6.1). Some researchers point to this phenomenon as selection
based on unearned advantages or disadvantages (Mason, 2016; Merry and Arum, 2018). They are
unearned as performance differences at an early age are primarily related to parents’ socio-economic
background, and not (or less often) to students’ own abilities. In academically selective systems,
performance differences between schools are also larger than in those with less academic selection.
In addition, there is also empirical evidence on the negative impact of academic selection on students
who are not selected by good schools in highly selective systems, but whose academic achievement
is almost as good as those selected. If they attend poorer quality schools they are deprived of the
benefit of peer-group effects (see also Chapter I1.10). Selection based on academic performance also
tends to stigmatise those not selected — labelling them as poor performers, which can have an impact
on both student and teacher motivation (Field, Kuczera and Pont, 2007). Academic selection,
especially with more possibilities for school choice (see Chapter 11.4), also tends to exacerbate social
stratification in schools.

100



[1.5. School admissions policies

Research on the impact of non-academic admissions criteria on equity is not conclusive. PISA data
signal overall minor differences in the performance of students enrolled in schools that apply
admissions based on religious affiliation, preference for family members or proximity to residence.
However, in some countries, selection based on these criteria is more strongly related to inequities in
educational outcomes (OECD, 2016b). In contrast, using socio-economic criteria in the admissions
process to oversubscribed schools can improve equality of opportunity for students from low socio-
economic backgrounds; and due to peer effects, it can also have a positive impact on their
performance (see Chapter 11.10). This policy measure is often considered in the context of controlled
choice systems (Musset, 2012).

Transparency regarding admissions criteria and procedures before selection, and transparency about
the admissions results can significantly improve access to different (types) of schools (see
Chapter 11.4). More school autonomy in setting school and programme admissions criteria (no top-level
regulation) can lead to more student sorting, and exacerbate between-school differences and increase
social segregation (Cobb and Glass, 1999; Field, Kuczera and Pont, 2007; Wilson and Bridge, 2019).
When schools can define their own admissions criteria, they tend to select certain types of students,
and possibly students who are easy to teach (West et al., 2006). In addition, when schools which set
their own admissions criteria are oversubscribed, even if admissions criteria are published, there is still
space for covert selection on other factors (Merry and Arum, 2018). More top-level regulation and
guidance, as well as some monitoring of how admissions policies are implemented can, in contrast,
reduce inequitable selection mechanisms (West et al., 2006).

Keeping these issues in mind, this chapter examines the main features of admissions policies in
European education systems, drawing on the admissions practices reported in PISA.2018. It will
discuss in particular the:

e main policy approaches to admissions and the circumstances under which schools can apply
admissions criteria and procedures;

e level at which decisions on admissions criteria and procedures are made;

e admissions criteria and procedures defined by top-level authorities.

11.5.1. Main policy approaches to school admissions

The first question to address concerning admissions policies is whether top-level authorities set a
framework for school admissions, or whether local authorities or schools are fully responsible for
determining their own policies. A top-level framework might be expected to state whether admissions
criteria can be set and if so in which circumstances. As indicated above, the existence of top-level
regulations or guidance in this area can improve transparency. A top-level framework can also ensure
that any unexpected impacts of some admission criteria or procedures are detected and addressed
quickly.

It should be noted that this chapter primarily focusses on admissions to schools. However, the
organization of schools and their educational offer vary across Europe. In some cases, a school offers
one type of programme; and, thus, the admissions policy applies to both the school and its educational
programme. In other cases, a school offers several types of programmes (for example, corresponding
to the different tracks in secondary education — see Chapter 11.6), and so different criteria may apply to
each programme offered. In many countries, the two models coexist; therefore, for this report it has
not always been possible to make a clear distinction between admissions to schools and admissions
to programmes.
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Figure 11.5.1 shows that in almost all countries top-level authorities set out a framework outlining their
approach to school admissions policies for primary and secondary education. In Bulgaria, there is no
such framework at primary level: policy making is delegated to local authorities or schools.

Figure 11.5.1: Top-level approaches to school admissions (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure shows the top-level approaches governing school admissions policies. It indicates their approach to the setting of
admissions criteria in public and government-dependent private schools and highlights where different policies apply to different
school types (see Chapters 11.3 and 11.6).

When the same admissions policy applies to all school types in the public sector at a particular educational level, the two sides
of the hexagon have the same colour. When school types in the public sector (see Figures I1.3.2, 11.3.3 and 11.6.3) follow
different policies, this is marked by different colours on each side of the hexagon: the left side shows the policy applicable to all
or most school types (or the typical school type representing most schools), and the right side shows the policies applicable to
specific school types. A dark blue dot marks a difference between public schools and government-dependent private schools.

The (initial) assignment of students to a school based on residence criteria (see Figure 1.4.1) is not considered here to be part of
the admissions process, even though it often determines which school most students attend. This issue is examined as part of
school choice policies in Chapter Il.4. However, the geographical proximity criterion is taken into account if it applies when
parents opt out from the school initially assigned and apply to a different school, or when there is a free choice of school (see
Figure 11.4.2).

Country-specific notes

Belgium: After completing lower secondary education, most students continue their upper secondary education in the same
school. However, they can change schools if they wish to or if their school does not offer the programme they want to take. Data
presented for ISCED 3 applies to admissions to different pathways/streams within the same school or another school.

Spain: In the case of oversubscription, schools must apply admissions criteria. After completing lower secondary education,
most students stay in their school to continue non-compulsory upper secondary studies, and there is no admissions process to
access non-compulsory upper secondary education. However, when students wish to study at upper secondary level in another
school, they need to go through an admissions process; the criteria applicable are presented in Figure 11.5.6.

Ireland: In the case of oversubscription, schools must apply admissions criteria at primary and lower secondary levels. After
completing lower secondary education, most students stay in their school to continue non-compulsory upper secondary studies;
and therefore there is no admissions process to access upper secondary education in most cases. However, students can
change schools if they wish to or if their school does not offer the programme they want to take; in this case, admissions criteria
must be applied if the chosen school is oversubscribed.

Malta: Data for ISCED 3 applies for the compulsory part of upper secondary education. Admissions policies for non-compulsory
upper secondary education (ISCED 3) is not depicted in Figure 11.5.1. For non-compulsory upper secondary education, the use
of admissions criteria is obligatory.

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): In the case of oversubscription, most schools must apply admissions criteria. At post-
compulsory upper secondary level, government dependent private schools do not need to follow the Admission Code.

In nearly half of European education systems, schools are not allowed to select students in primary
and lower secondary education. While at upper secondary level, all systems permit the use of some
admissions criteria; although, in Cyprus, Malta, Albania and Turkey, this is possible only in some types
of school.
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In education systems where top-level authorities do not allow admissions criteria to be used, three
approaches to school enrolment have been identified, which apply particularly to primary education:

e students are typically assigned to schools based on their place of residence (see Figure 11.4.1).
In Cyprus, this assignment is quite strict and families have very limited opportunities to choose a
school different from the one assigned. In some of the other countries with residence-based
assignment, schools may accept students from outside their catchment area when they have
free places; and they may only reject students from outside the school catchment area if they
are oversubscribed (for example, at primary level, Denmark, Croatia, Slovakia, the United
Kingdom — Scotland, Albania, Iceland, North Macedonia and Serbia). In addition, in Slovenia,
schools may reject students from outside the catchment area if accepting them would have a
negative effect on the school (see Chapter 11.4);

e students are typically assigned to schools based on their place of residence. Lottery may be
used only in case of oversubscription at primary level, or for admission to experimental schools
(primary or secondary level) in Greece;

e schools cannot apply admissions criteria, but they can reject students if they are oversubscribed
(at primary level, Belgium — French Community).

In addition, in 18 education systems, most students do not change schools during primary and
secondary education because they attend single structure primary and lower secondary schools.
Similarly, students typically do not change schools between lower and upper secondary education or
during upper secondary education in Belgium, Ireland, Spain, the Netherlands and the United
Kingdom (Scotland) (see Figure I1.4.1). In Belgium, however, students usually change educational
programme within their school and certain admissions criteria then apply.

In most of the education systems which allow the use of admissions criteria (36 systems), the
approach varies slightly between education levels. However, in five education systems, the same
approach is applied across primary and secondary education. In the German-speaking and Flemish
Communities of Belgium, it is obligatory for schools (including all public and government-dependent
private schools) to use admissions criteria to decide which students are awarded a place. While in
Germany, ltaly, Lithuania and Portugal, admissions criteria are only permitted (°®) when schools are
oversubscribed. Figure 11.5.1 reflects the different circumstances across Europe.

In primary education, all schools must consider admissions criteria in Bosnia and Herzegovina and, as
mentioned above, in the German-speaking and Flemish Communities of Belgium. In Ireland, ltaly, the
Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) (systems with
free school choice at primary level), admissions criteria can be used only if the school is
oversubscribed. In Czechia, Hungary, Poland and Romania, when the school is not the students’
residence-based assigned school (see Figures 11.4.1 and 11.4.2), it can apply admissions criteria if it is
oversubscribed. Finally, in Estonia, France and Finland, schools are generally allowed to use
admissions criteria.

For example, in Finland, schools with certain subject specialisations (but still following the same national curriculum) can set
admissions criteria to assess students’ disposition or aptitude for certain subjects.

(% In Spain and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), in case of oversubscription, schools must apply
admission criteria.
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At lower secondary level, most countries follow the same policy on school admissions as at primary
level when students change school or programme (%°). However, five education systems introduce
some sort of admissions process in all or most of their (public) schools for the first time at this level or
admissions become mandatory. The Netherlands and Switzerland make the use of admissions criteria
obligatory at lower secondary level. Greece allows the use of admissions criteria; as do Belgium
(French Community) and Luxemburg only when schools are oversubscribed.

At upper secondary level, as suggested above, the use of school admissions criteria is widespread in
Europe. In 14 education systems, it is obligatory. In a further 21 systems, it is permitted; however in 10
of these it is linked to oversubscription. In Belgium, Spain, Ireland, the Netherlands and the United
Kingdom (Scotland), most students typically do not change schools at upper secondary level (although
they are allowed to). Therefore, there is little or no need for admissions criteria. However, admissions
criteria are applied within schools where different pathways are available, for example, in Belgium (see
Figure 11.6.5).

Variations in admissions policies between types of school

The policies described above refer to the types of public school in which the majority of students are
enrolled. There are, however, some differences in admissions policies within education systems:
different policies may apply to some school types in the public sector, or to government-dependent
private schools (see Figure 11.5.1).

In primary education, France has a different policy only for the école internationale (international
schools), which are public or government-dependent schools offering a specific foreign language
curriculum (see Figure 11.3.2). These schools should use admissions criteria (in primary as well as
secondary education).

At lower secondary level, there are nine countries with different admissions policies within their
system. Typically, different school types are either allowed to or obliged to use admissions criteria. In
Czechia, Latvia, Hungary and Slovakia, while most students do not change school and stay in single-
structure primary-lower secondary schools, some students opt for school types which start at lower
secondary level and finish at the end of upper secondary education (see Section 11.3.3 on structural
differentiation). These students are subject to an admissions process.

Differences in admissions policies may also be linked to academically selective school types at lower
secondary level. In Greece, the use of admissions criteria is obligatory in ‘model schools’; in contrast,
in 'experimental schools' admissions are based on a lottery process in case of oversubscription. In the
United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland), ‘grammar schools’ can use academic selection
criteria even when they are not oversubscribed.

Finally, in Austria, policy differences are related to curricular differentiation (see Figure 11.3.2). The use
of admissions criteria is, in general, possible when schools are oversubscribed; however, in
Allgemeinbildende Hdéhere Schule, admissions criteria — school entrance exams and previous
academic criteria — may be used even when not oversubscribed.

Similar policy differences applicable to certain school types also prevail in several of the countries
mentioned above at upper secondary level. In addition, in Cyprus and Albania, the use of admissions

(*)  See Figure 11.4.1 — in 18 education systems most students do not change school between primary and lower secondary
education or during lower secondary education.
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criteria is only permissible for vocational and ‘oriented’ (special or advanced programme) schools at
upper secondary level; it is not allowed for other school types.

As far as government-dependent private schools are concerned, in 11 of the 36 education systems
where such schools exist (Denmark, Germany, France, Hungary, Malta, the Netherlands, Austria,
Poland, Slovenia, Sweden and Switzerland; see Figure 11.5.1), top-level regulations allow government-
dependent private schools either to apply admissions criteria when it is typically not allowed in public
schools and/or they may add their own admissions criteria to those set for public schools. The types of
admissions criteria they are allowed to use will be discussed below (see Section 11.5.3).

11.5.2. Who defines admissions criteria and procedures?

When top-level authorities allow or make the use of admissions criteria obligatory, and thus allow
some sort of selection to take place, it is important to examine at which level of administration the
school admissions criteria and procedures are actually defined. This issue is also closely related to
school autonomy in general (see Chapter 11.8). Researchers point to the adverse effects of school
autonomy in setting school admissions policies. The more discretionary power schools have in
deciding admissions, the more selectivity may develop in the education system (Wilson and Bridge,
2019). In contrast, the centralisation of school admissions offers more opportunities for control and
monitoring procedures, and for intervention when the school admissions dynamics prove to have a
negative impact on some students.

Figure 11.5.2 presents the level of authority at which decisions are made on the admissions criteria that
public schools are permitted or obliged to use in primary and secondary education (%°). The figure
distinguishes between four main levels of decision-making, as reported by countries:

o top-level authorities alone define admissions criteria, there is no autonomy or role for schools in
defining these criteria; however, they obviously use them when admitting students;

e local authorities are responsible for establishing the admissions criteria for schools in their
territory. This may help in ensuring that student numbers are evenly balanced in schools across
the municipality. It also provides an opportunity to set admissions criteria within a
community (8") in order to prevent or address academic and socio-economic segregation in
schools (see Chapter I1.10). Delegating decisions on school admissions criteria to local
authorities may also have some drawbacks. For example, admissions criteria in one
municipality may differ from those in a neighbouring municipality. Depending on the actual
criteria and procedures, this may also result in student sorting between municipalities;

o top-level authorities outline the main admissions criteria, but schools can add to these according
to their own priorities. This category, actually, is very close to the fourth category, school
autonomy;

o full school autonomy for defining admissions criteria and procedures.

(®%)  As discussed before (see Figure 11.5.1), in almost half of the European countries, there is no admissions process (apart
from the residence-based assignment discussed in Chapter 11.4) in primary and lower secondary education; and in some
countries at upper secondary level (empty fields).

(®') A school may have two or more campuses or buildings; one of which may be in the territory of another municipality.
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Figure 11.5.2: Level of decision making on school admissions criteria (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure shows the level of decision-making for schools in the public sector. Where the situation differs for some school types
(see Figures 11.3.2 and 11.3.3), the hexagon is split, with the left side showing the situation for all or most school types (or the
typical school type representing most schools), and the right side showing that for specific school types.

Country-specific notes

Belgium: After completing lower secondary education, most students continue their upper secondary education in the same
school. However, students can change schools if, for example, their school does not offer the programme they want to take.
Data presented for ISCED 3 applies to admissions to different pathways/streams within the same school or to another school.
Ireland: After completing lower secondary education, most students stay in their school to continue non-compulsory upper
secondary studies; and therefore there is no admissions process to access upper secondary education in most cases. However,
students can change schools if they wish to or if their school does not offer the programme they want to take; in this case,
schools apply their own admissions criteria, if oversubscribed.

Malta: Data at upper secondary level refer to compulsory upper secondary education. Data for non-compulsory upper
secondary education are not depicted in Figure 11.5.2, but in this instance the top-level authorities define the admissions criteria
for all school types.

Slovenia: At upper secondary level, schools can add criteria only in very rare cases, namely, where they are oversubscribed
even after applying the centrally set admissions criteria and they still have students with the same number of points at the cut-off
point.

Finland: Top-level authorities define the prerequisites and local authorities can add other criteria at primary and secondary
levels.

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): Top-level authorities define a list of admissions criteria. Local authorities or schools can
choose from the list and/or add their own criteria.

At primary level, in 12 of the 27 education systems that allow the use of admissions criteria (see
Figure 11.5.1), it is the top-level authorities that define the criteria. In Bulgaria, Denmark and Finland,
local authorities have a duty to set admissions criteria at primary level. Finally, there are 11 systems
where schools have more autonomy in defining their admissions criteria in primary education. In
Estonia, Ireland, Spain, Italy, Romania and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern
Ireland), top-level authorities establish some of the admissions criteria; and in Czechia, top-level
authorities regulate which criteria cannot be used, but schools can add their own criteria. While in
Germany and Poland (%), schools are free to define their own admissions criteria.

In the United Kingdom (England), admissions authorities (whether local authorities or schools) must apply their criteria in
accordance with the Department for Education's 2014 School Admissions Code. The list of common admissions criteria in the Code
is not meant to be exhaustive and local authorities/schools may choose from it according to local circumstances and/or apply other
criteria. The Code applies also to the admissions authority for ‘academies’, but not to further education colleges (both government-
dependent private schools).

At lower secondary level, decisions on school admissions criteria, where applicable, are taken at the
same level as in primary education in most countries (). In addition, in Belgium — French Community,

(®3)  In Poland, this applies to out-of-school catchment area applications.

(®®)  This naturally applies only to education systems where students generally change school (or programme) between
primary and lower secondary education or during lower secondary education.
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Greece, Luxembourg and Switzerland, where an admissions process is allowed in lower secondary
education, the top-level authorities define the criteria for all schools.

At upper secondary level, in the majority of education systems, all students change schools. This may
explain the tendency for decisions on admissions criteria to be centralised. Either top-level authorities
set all criteria (18 systems), or they set some of the criteria leaving schools to add others
(14 systems). In only a few countries do the local authorities (Finland) or schools (Germany and
Iceland) set all the admissions criteria at this level of education.

Differences between types of school in decision-making levels

In most European education systems, there are no differences between the different types of public
schools in the level at which decisions on admission criteria are made. The few exceptions are in
Czechia, Latvia, Hungary and Slovakia at lower secondary, and in Cyprus, Malta and Albania at upper
secondary level.

In Latvia, top-level regulations set out that if there are several ‘state gymnasia’ (programmes leading to an upper secondary
education leaving certificate giving access to higher education) in the local government's territory, then the local government is
allowed to organise common entrance tests and specify common admissions criteria. In other cases, top-level authorities define
some admissions criteria and individual state gymnasia can add further criteria.

In 11 education systems (see Figure 11.5.1), government-dependent private schools, or the body
managing one or more such schools, can decide their own school admissions criteria. Nevertheless, in
Sweden and Norway, these decisions are subject to evaluation and monitoring by top-level public
bodies, for example school inspectorates or other quality assurance bodies.

In Sweden, government-dependent private schools can define the admissions criteria to be used in cases of oversubscription.
These criteria have to be approved in advance by the Swedish School Inspectorate. In its assessment, the Inspectorate verifies
whether the admissions criteria meet the requirements of 'openness' (i.e. all schools must be open to all students) as defined in the
Education Act.

11.5.3. Admissions criteria most often cited by top-level authorities

This section examines the types of admissions criteria most often cited by top-level authorities
regardless of the approach taken (permitted or obligatory — see Figure 11.5.1). It addresses all three
levels of school education — primary, lower secondary and upper secondary education. Figure I1.5.3
looks broadly at the number of education systems using academic or non-academic criteria at ISCED
levels 1 to 3. The specific criteria used at each level of education are examined in Figures 11.5.4-11.5.6.

Figure 11.5.3: Number of education systems using academic and non-academic admission criteria,
as defined by top-level authorities (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Non-academic criteria include:

e socio-economic criteria: related to students' socio-economic background, including, for
example, family income, occupation, or whether they belong to a single-parent family;
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residential proximity: the proximity of the student’'s home to the school, when parents have a
free choice of school or when they opt for a school which is different from the school initially
assigned on the basis of residence. (The initial assignment in 31 education systems is not
referred to here (see Figure 11.4.1), as this is considered to be automatic enrolment rather than
an admissions process.);

presence of siblings: older sister(s) and brother(s) already enrolled in the school;

religious affiliation: belonging to a religious group or affiliation.

Academic criteria relate to students’ academic achievement or abilities. Four types of assessment
information have been identified:

national/standardised tests (°*): set by top level public authorities and carried out under their
responsibility. National/standardised tests are any form of test that (a) requires all test takers to
answer the same questions (or questions selected from a common bank of questions) and (b) is
scored in a standard or consistent way;

school entrance exams: organised by individual schools. They include written tests or oral
interviews in one or more subjects. The exams are also scored and evaluated by staff in the
individual school. Schools may publish the requirements in advance;

previous academic achievement: may take into account school grades in one or more
subjects from one or more school years at the previous educational level, or a portfolio
demonstrating the learning outcomes achieved;

recommendation from previous schools/teachers: written recommendations usually
provided by teachers or a board from the previous school/ educational level or grade; they often
include information on the student’s academic achievement and sometimes information on
his/her psychological, social competences. The recommendations on the most suitable type of
education or track for a student may be binding or non-binding.

Only the admissions criteria required or recommended by top-level authorities are presented in
Figures 11.5.3-11.5.6. Local level and school level criteria fall outside the scope of these figures.

Figure 11.5.3 presents the number of education systems across Europe using academic and/or non-
academic admissions criteria in the admissions process. When comparing the use of the two types of
admissions criteria, very obvious differences can be observed between educational levels. At primary
level, about a third of top-level authorities set admissions criteria; where they do, most of them cite
non-academic criteria (8°). At lower secondary level, about half of the education systems refer to
admissions criteria, including both non-academic and academic criteria. This is the educational level
showing the broad diversity of approaches in Europe. In contrast, at upper secondary level, the
majority of education systems usually use academic admissions criteria, and to a lesser extent, non-
academic criteria.

4
*°)

Tests designed at school level on the basis of a centrally designed framework of reference are not considered as national
tests. International surveys such as PISA are not within the scope.

Here school readiness tests carried out before transition from early childhood education and care to primary education are
not taken into account. See Figure D6 in European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2019a.
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1.5.3.1. Primary education

At primary level, schools are permitted to use some admissions criteria in 17 education systems.
Figure 11.5.4 shows the criteria cited most often by top-level authorities.

Figure 11.5.4: Top-level admissions criteria (ISCED 1), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure shows the most common admissions criteria cited by top-level authorities to be used in primary education. In some
education systems, there are different school types at this level (see Chapters 1.3 and 11.6): the red category therefore shows
the admissions criteria applicable to all or most school types in the public sector, while the pink category indicates the criteria
which apply to specific school types in this sector.

Country-specific note
Belgium (BE fr, BE de): Students are admitted to a school if parents agree with the school project.

Figure 11.5.4 shows that only seven education systems use socio-economic criteria in school
admissions at primary level. The aim of these criteria is either to positively discriminate in favour of
disadvantaged students, i.e., rank them for priority admission (Spain, Hungary, Portugal, the United
Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland), or to create a formula which aims to reflect the
socio-economic composition of the municipality in which the school is situated (Belgium — Flemish
Community).

In Belgium (Flemish Community), the socio-economic criteria refer to students who meet at least one of the following indicators:
a) the family has received at least one type of school allowance from the Flemish Community in the preceding school year, b) the
mother does not hold a diploma of secondary education or a study certificate of the second year of the third stage of secondary
education or equivalent level of study. Schools have to give priority to both students meeting and those not meeting these socio-
economic criteria up to a certain ratio determined in the ‘double quota’ system set by the school board (see details on the quota at
Figure 11.10.1).

In Spain, the following socio-economic criteria are applied by all schools: a) the per capita income of the family unit, b) the legal
status of a large family, c) children in foster care, d) disabled students or disability in the family.

In Hungary, if a primary school has additional places after enrolling students from the school catchment area, it should first accept
applications from disadvantaged students outside the school catchment area. If there are not enough places to accept all
applications in the prescribed order, admissions from outside the school catchment area (to the remaining places) must be based on
a lottery. Those who have submitted an application should be invited to the draw. The regulations on the maximum proportion of
disadvantaged students should, however, be respected (see Figure 11.10.1).

In Portugal, the socio-economic admissions criteria include a) beneficiaries of school social benefits whose parents/legal guardians
reside in the catchment area of the intended school/school cluster, b) beneficiaries of school social benefits whose parents/legal
guardians work in the catchment area of the intended school/school cluster, ¢) students who in the previous year attended pre-
school education in private social solidarity institutions (IPSS) or the same school, in the catchment area of the intended
school/school cluster.

109



Equity in school education in Europe Part Il. Education system features

In the United Kingdom (England), schools may give priority to students eligible for the ‘pupil premium’, which includes
disadvantaged children who are eligible for free school meals. Schools in England and Wales must also give priority to ‘looked
after’ children (those in the care of the local authority). In Northern Ireland also, schools should give priority to looked after
children.’

In eight of the eleven systems where there is no initial assignment by residence to schools (Belgium —
Flemish and German-speaking Communities, lItaly, Portugal, Sweden and the United Kingdom -
England, Wales and Northern Ireland), priority is or may be given to students who live in the proximity
of the school. In addition, Hungary gives priority to out-of-catchment area students who live in the
proximity of the school.

About a quarter of the systems use the presence of siblings in the school as a criterion. Religious
affiliation only occurs in the United Kingdom (Scotland).

Differences in admissions between public sector school types at primary level

There are no differences in the admissions criteria required/recommended by top-level authorities for
the different types of public school in four education systems (Spain, Latvia, Lithuania and
Luxembourg) (see Chapter 11.3) at primary level. Some differences are apparent, however, in France,
Greece and the United Kingdom (see Figure 11.5.4). As indicated in previous figures, in France,
international schools select students using the results of their own entrance exams to decide which
students to admit. In Greece, experimental schools can use the presence of siblings. Finally, in the
United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), religious affiliation can be considered for
school admissions in certain school types.

In the United Kingdom (England and Wales), ‘faith schools’, which may be both public and government-dependent private
schools, are schools which are designated as having a religious character. They may give preference in their admissions
arrangements to members of a particular faith or denomination, providing this does not conflict with other legislation, such as
equality legislation.

In the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), religious affiliation is taken into consideration only in the case of ‘integrated schools’.
These schools apply their admissions criteria to achieve a balance between pupils from Catholic and Protestant traditions, other
faiths and none.

11.5.3.2. Lower secondary education

At lower secondary level, in half of the education systems studied, schools are permitted or obliged to
use admissions criteria (see Figure 11.5.5). In a quarter of the education systems, most schools use
only non-academic criteria at this level. In contrast, in Belgium (German-speaking Community), the
Netherlands and Switzerland typically only academic criteria are taken into account in admissions to
lower secondary education. While in Belgium (Flemish Community), Luxembourg and Austria, most
schools apply both academic and non-academic criteria. In addition, specific criteria are used for
admission to some types of school in Czechia, Greece, France, Latvia, Hungary, Slovakia and the
United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland).
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Figure 11.5.5: Top-level admissions criteria (ISCED 2), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure shows the school admissions criteria most commonly cited by top-level authorities for use at lower secondary level.
In some education systems, there are different school types at this level (see Chapters 11.3 and 11.6); the red category therefore
shows the admissions criteria applicable to all or most school types in the public sector, while the pink category indicates the
criteria which apply to specific school types in this sector.

Country-specific notes

Belgium (BE fr, BE de): Students are admitted to a school if parents agree with the school project.

Belgium (BE de, BE nl): Academic admission criteria refer to admissions to certain programmes and streams in schools at
lower secondary level.

Thirteen of 26 national education systems where all or most students change school or programme
between primary and lower secondary education or within lower secondary education take into
consideration non-academic criteria (socio-economic criteria, proximity to residence, the presence of
siblings, religious affiliation). Most of these systems use the same type of criteria already at primary
level. Socio-economic criteria are introduced at lower secondary level in Belgium (French Community
— see Figure 11.10.1); while in Luxembourg, residence and the presence of siblings are considered for
admission for the first time from this level.

Fifteen systems define academic criteria for school or programme admissions at lower secondary
level. This often marks the introduction of differentiated schools, pathways or tracks (see Chapter I1.6).
There are differences between countries in whether academic selection is universal or not (i.e.,
applies to all or only to some students). In almost half of these systems, all students go through some
type of academic selection procedure, while in the other half, the procedure applies only to the
students applying to certain types of school.

There are also differences between education systems at lower secondary level in how students’ level
of academic achievement is assessed for admission. Various forms of student criteria are used across
Europe but usually only one or two of these are taken into account in individual education systems.
Using more than one type of criteria is thought to increase the validity and reliability of educational
assessment (Merry and Arum, 2018).

The results of national/standardised tests are used in four education systems, but this only applies to
all students in the Netherlands where it is used in combination with the teacher recommendation from
primary school.
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In the Netherlands, all students sit a standardised test in the last year of primary school. The results of this test together with the
recommendation of teachers from the previous school constitute the advice taken on the student's academic performance which
influences the educational pathway to which a student can gain access. It should be emphasised that the advice from teachers has
a greater weight in admissions than the results of the standardised test.

Previous academic achievement as evidenced by students’ grades from the previous school is the
most common criteria used. This is the case in Luxembourg, Austria and Switzerland (and for some
students in Belgium — German-speaking and Flemish Communities, France, Hungary and Slovakia,
see below). In Luxembourg and Switzerland, school results are considered together with
recommendations from the previous school.

In Luxembourg, every student receives a décision d’orientation at the end of primary education. The lower secondary school to
which the student applies considers this decision when registering the student in a class, not for admission to the school. The
décision d’orientation is more than a recommendation, it determines the programme for which the student can apply. The student
can then choose a school that offers that particular programme.

In Switzerland, each Canton defines the admissions criteria for the ability-based programmes at lower secondary level. The
regulations vary in detail, but previous academic achievement and recommendations from previous teachers are ‘applied’ in most
cases. Teacher recommendation can also be based on social or emotional aspects (e.g. students’ willingness or readiness to
achieve).

Differences in admissions between public sector school types at lower secondary level

As indicated in Figure 11.5.5, in seven education systems, some school admissions criteria apply only
to specific school types (or programmes) at lower secondary level.

As regards, non-academic criteria, only Ireland, Hungary and the United Kingdom (England, Wales
and Northern Ireland) take a different approach at this level depending on the type of school. In
Hungary, most students are enrolled in single-structure primary and lower secondary schools, where
socio-economic criteria and the presence of siblings are considered on admission. However, some
students choose to attend a six- or eight-year gimnazium (see Figure 11.3.3) at the end of primary
education where non-academic admissions criteria are not considered. In Ireland, religious affiliation
can only be used by ‘denominational schools’ in cases of oversubscription. Similarly, in the three
education systems of the United Kingdom, religious affiliation can be taken into account by certain
types of school (see in section 11.5.3.1).

Differences between school types mainly appear in relation to academic criteria. In Czechia, Hungary,
Slovakia and Latvia, these are linked to structural differentiation (see Figure 11.3.3), which starts at
lower secondary level. In France and Austria, the differences are related to curricular differentiation
(see Figure 11.3.2). While in Greece and the United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland), selective
schools use academic criteria.

In Czechia, Hungary and Latvia, the results of national/standardised tests are used. These tests,
however, appear to be different from the national/standardised test used in the Netherlands at lower
secondary level as they have been developed by top-level authorities to assess the academic
performance of students who wish to enrol in certain types of schools. Consequently, they can be
more accurately described as ‘standardised national entrance exams’. Students are ranked according
to their test results, and those with the best results are admitted to academic secondary level
programmes (8-year or 6-year gymnasia in Czechia, 8-year or 6-year gimnazium in Hungary and state
gymnasia in Latvia). The programmes starting at lower secondary level in these schools lead to an
upper secondary school leaving qualification which gives access to higher education. In these
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countries, national test results are part of an admissions package which also includes previous
academic achievement and/or optional school entrance examinations.

In addition to Czechia and Hungary, the results of school entrance examinations may also be used to
select students for some lower secondary schools in Greece, France, Latvia, Austria, Slovakia and the
United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland).

In Austria, students are allocated to a Neue Mittelschule based on their residence; but for students choosing an Allgemeinbildende
Héhere Schule (lower level academic secondary school) the results of school entrance exams and previous academic achievement
may be used.

In the United Kingdom (England and Northern Ireland), ‘grammar schools’ can apply academic admissions criteria, usually
through entrance exams, at lower secondary level. .

In Belgium (German-speaking and Flemish Communities), previous academic achievement is taken
into account only for admission to certain lower secondary programmes. Minimum requirements are
set for admission to general education programmes; while admission to others is more or less
automatic.

In Belgium (German-speaking Community), in order to have access to the general track in secondary education (ISED 2+3),
pupils must have achieved the Abschlusszeugnis der Grundschule or GAZ (primary school leaving certificate). This is not required
for vocational programmes at ISCED 2 and 3. Students who do not have this certificate can obtain it at ISCED level 2. Students can
automatically be admitted to vocational programmes at ISCED 2 if they have either attended the 6th year of primary education
(ISCED 1) or attained the age of 12 years.

In Belgium (Flemish Community), students need to have acquired the primary education certificate to be admitted to the A-stream
of lower secondary education. However, this certificate is not a requirement for admissions to the B-stream.

11.5.3.3. Upper secondary education

At upper secondary level, top-level authorities define admissions criteria in the majority of education
systems (see Figure 11.5.6). In almost all systems, these are academic criteria, and only a quarter of
systems set non-academic criteria at this level. The tendency to set largely academic criteria at this
level is significant because in 24 education systems (°®) this marks the start of non-compulsory
education.

(%)  Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden,
the United Kingdom, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Switzerland, Iceland, Montenegro, Norway and Serbia
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Figure 11.5.6: Top-level admissions criteria (ISCED 3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure shows the school admissions criteria most commonly cited by top-level authorities for use at upper secondary level.
There are different school types in all educations systems at this level (see Chapters 11.3 and 11.6): the red category therefore
shows the admissions criteria applicable to all or most school types in the public sector, while the pink category indicates the
criteria which apply to specific school types in this sector.

Country-specific notes

Belgium: After completing lower secondary education, most students continue their upper secondary education in the same
school. However, they can change schools if they wish, for example, if their school does not offer the programme they want to
take. Data presented for ISCED 3 applies to admissions to different pathways/streams within the same school or another
school.

Belgium (BE fr, BE de): Students are admitted to a school if parents agree with the school project.

Ireland: After completing lower secondary education, most students do not change school for non-compulsory upper secondary
studies and therefore in most cases there is no admissions process at upper secondary level.

Spain: Admissions criteria apply only when students choose a school different from the one they attended during compulsory
education, and only if the chosen school is oversubscribed.

Malta: Data in the figure applies to compulsory upper secondary education. Non-compulsory education is not depicted in
Figure 11.5.6. For all programmes and school types in non-compulsory upper secondary education, the results of standardised
test are required for admissions.

Slovenia: Optional entrance interviews or other school based criteria can be used by schools, only if there is no possibility to
select among students by using previous academic achievement and results of national assessment, when the schools is
oversubscribed.

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): Data refer to admission to non-compulsory upper secondary education (Key Stage 5). There
is no school change when students progress from ISCED 2 to ISCED 3.

Switzerland: Cantonal regulations vary. The category ‘Results of standardised national tests’ refers to cantonal standardised
tests.

Looking closely at the non-academic admissions criteria, the top-level authorities in only six education
systems (Spain, Croatia, Portugal and the United Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland)
refer to socio-economic admissions criteria. In all six systems, these criteria positively discriminate in
favour of candidates from disadvantaged backgrounds.

In Croatia, students receive additional points in the upper secondary school admissions procedure if they live in difficult socio-
economic conditions, if one their parents lives with a long-term serious illness, is long-term unemployed, etc.

Proximity to the school and the presence of siblings are taken into account in less than a quarter of
education systems (7).

Across Europe, more education systems use academic admissions criteria at upper secondary than at
lower secondary level. The number of assessment procedures used to gather evidence of students'

(°’)  In the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), these criteria may still be used, but with academic criteria
now being permissible, are used less frequently.
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academic achievement is also higher, showing the importance attached to academic performance in
school admissions at this level. Furthermore, there are also more systems which differentiate between
schools not only in terms of curricula, but also in terms of academic admissions criteria and
procedures (see section below on Differences).

Previous academic achievement is the evidence most widely used to assess academic performance
for school admission. All schools (regardless of the type of school or programmes offered) gather this
evidence in two-thirds of the education systems. However, the detail varies, for example, in the
number of subjects or the number of previous grades taken into account. Within-country differences
also appear in subject matter requirements for admission to different types of school (see below).

In addition to using evidence of academic achievement from previous schools or grades, in some
systems all schools are allowed to hold school entrance exams or interviews (Czechia, Estonia,
Slovenia and Slovakia). This is usually optional for schools.

Ten education systems consider the results of national standardised tests in upper secondary school
admissions. In Denmark, Poland, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia and the United Kingdom (England,
Wales and Northern Ireland), Bosnia and Herzegovina (in some cantons), Montenegro and Serbia,
these national tests have been developed to measure and monitor student performance. While the
test results count towards admissions in all eleven education systems, they do not all use the results
in the same way. In most systems, the use of the test results is universal (applies to all students). In
contrast, in Slovenia, students applying to oversubscribed schools may choose to have the test results
taken into account, but only when admission on the basis of prior academic achievement is not
possible.

The results of standardised tests are one element of a combined package of academic admissions
criteria; they are usually considered alongside a student’s previous academic performance (Denmark,
Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Montenegro and Serbia), as well as with the results of school entrance
exams (Bosnia and Herzegovina).

In Romania, in the admissions procedure applicable for all pathways and schools, the results of the standardised test account for
80 % and lower secondary grades for 20 % of the final admissions score. Students’ applications are ranked based on their
admission scores; and those with better scores have better chances to be admitted to their chosen school. Nevertheless, those who
do not pass or take the national exam are automatically admitted to upper secondary level (vocational, dual vocational education or
the first two years of high school) in order to complete compulsory education by the end of 10th grade. This admission is granted in
schools where available places are left after the allocation based on national evaluation results.

Differences in admissions between public sector school types at upper secondary level

Differences in admissions criteria and procedures between different school types are most visible at
upper secondary level. There are twenty education systems in which top-level admissions criteria,
procedures or requirements differ between certain school types or programmes.

The only countries where there are differences in non-academic admissions criteria are Cyprus and
the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland — see Section 11.5.3.1).

In Cyprus, for admission in some very popular vocational specialisations, such as car mechanics, hairdressing or cooks-waiters,
special admission criteria may be applied in case of oversubscription. These include academic achievement and the socio-economic
situation of the students’ family (e.g. low income). When there is no oversubscription, the only admission criteria to general and
vocational upper secondary schools is a lower secondary school certificate

In all the other systems, the differences relate to academic achievement. Students wishing to apply to
schools offering general educational programmes usually have to give proof of their academic
achievement in various forms.
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In five countries (Czechia, Latvia, Hungary, Switzerland and Turkey), the results of standardised
national tests are used only by some school types and/or in relation to some types of programme.
Standardised national tests need only be taken by those who wish to be admitted to schools offering
certain, most commonly general, programmes. These tests are similar to the ‘standardised national
entrance exams’ at lower secondary level discussed in section 11.5.3.2.

In Czechia, this is the only additional requirement for students applying to the 4-year gymnazia and upper secondary vocational
programmes leading to a school leaving qualification giving access to higher education (maturita), while all students are assessed
based on their previous education achievement, and may be tested in school entrance exams, depending on the decision of the
school head.

In 13 education systems, school entrance exams or interviews are not a universal feature of the
admissions system, but are required or may be used in certain types of schools. These are usually
schools offering general programmes or specific curricula, or rarely vocational schools.

In Malta, applicants for the Alternative Learning Programme (ALP) are interviewed and their previous academic achievement and
the previous school's/teachers’ recommendations are taken into account during the admissions process. However, most schools in
compulsory upper secondary education cannot apply admissions criteria.

As mentioned above many countries require information on previous academic achievement from
students. Some specify achievement in one or more specific subjects (for example, Croatia,
Montenegro and North Macedonia) and the requirements may vary depending on the type of school or
programme: a distinction is often made between general and vocational programmes. In some cases
an admissions threshold is set (Croatia and North Macedonia).

In Croatia, grade point averages in the last four school grades as well as grades in specific subjects from the last two years of
elementary education are examined for admissions to both upper secondary general and vocational programmes. The subjects are
the Croatian language, mathematics and the first foreign language. However, in addition, for gymnasiums and 4- and 5-year
vocational programmes, the previous grades of three subjects relevant to the upper secondary programme are required. One of the
three additional subjects is defined by the school. In addition, these schools can also define a minimum threshold of academic
performance for admissions but this is not allowed for schools offering less than a 4-year programme.

In Montenegro, all students applying for upper secondary education must provide proof of their general performance in the last
cycle of primary school; and performance in the standardised national test at the end of primary education. For the gymnasium,
however, performance in Montenegrin or the mother tongue, mathematics and other important subjects are considered. For
vocational schools, two important subjects are considered.

In contrast, in some countries, the requirements related to previous academic achievement play a role
not only in ranking students who compete for school places (for admissions), but they actually function
as eligibility criteria for access. In other words: students not meeting the criteria cannot be considered
for admission to some types of (usually general upper secondary) school or programmes, but they are
eligible for others.

In Denmark, to be eligible for certain upper secondary programmes, students need to be declared ‘ready for education” and have
obtained a minimum grade average of five for three programmes (Upper Secondary School Leaving Examination programme —
STX, Higher Commercial Examination programme — HHX and Higher Technical Examination programme — HTX), or a grade
average of four for a fourth educational programme (Higher Preparatory Examination programme — HF). For admission to vocational
schools (EUX and EUD), the pupil has to have a grade average of two.

In Slovenia, short upper secondary vocational education is open to students who have fulfilled the basic school obligation by
successfully completing year 7 of the basic school programme, or to those who have completed an educational programme adapted
to students with special needs. To enrol in any other upper secondary programmes students have to successfully complete the 9-
year basic school programme.
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1.5.3.4. Differences between public and government-dependent private schools in primary and
secondary education

Figures 11.5.1 and 11.5.2 have already highlighted that government-dependent private schools tend to
have more freedom than public schools in determining who receives a place in their schools.

In 21 education systems, government-dependent private schools are required to use the same types
of admissions criteria as public schools (see Figures 11.5.4-5.6). However, in 14 systems there may be
differences at all levels of education (Belgium — German-speaking Community, France, Germany,
Croatia, Hungary, Malta, Austria, Poland, Slovenia, the United Kingdom — England, Wales and
Northern Ireland, Switzerland and Turkey). In Denmark such differences occur at secondary level.

Two main differences can be found. On the one hand, government-dependent private schools usually
do not use residence criteria for school admissions. On the other hand, they can either use their own
admissions criteria rather than those set by top-level authorities for public schools, or they can add
their own criteria to those already set. These criteria are mainly religious affiliation — for schools
maintained by churches; ideological criteria — schools managed by foundations or private entities; and
gender — in Austria. In Malta, the presence of siblings is an admissions criteria applied only in
government-dependent private schools at primary level.

In Belgium (French and German-speaking Communities), students are admitted to a school if parents agree with the school
project. In schools run by churches, it usually refers to religious affiliation. This is the case in primary and secondary education.

11.5.4. Admissions practices — evidence from PISA

Following the discussion of top-level policies on admissions to schools and programmes, this section
examines the actual admissions practices in schools enrolling 15-year-olds based on the responses to
the school heads questionnaire for PISA 2018.

Figure 11.5.7 shows the range of criteria taken into account in school admissions, as reported by
school heads.
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Figure I1.5.7: Percentage of 15-year-old students in schools where certain admission criteria are always used, as
reported by school heads, by ISCED level, 2018
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Explanatory notes

Percentages were calculated on the basis of school principals’ responses to the following question in the School Questionnaire
for PISA 2018: ‘How often are the following factors considered when students are admitted to your school?’” Only the answer
'Always and the following variables were considered’.

SC012Q01TA (Student’s record of academic performance (including placement tests))
SC012Q02TA (Recommendation of feeder schools)

SCO012Q03TA (Parents’ endorsement of the instructional or religious philosophy of the school)
SC012Q04TA (Whether the student requires or is interested in a special programme)
SC012QO05TA (Preference given to family members of current or former students)
SCO012Q06TA (Residence in a particular area)

This means that the figure shows the percentage of 15-year-olds who are in schools where the principal stated that the specific
criterion is always used for admission to the school.

Due to the characteristics of national education systems, 15-year-olds may be in either lower (ISCED 2) or upper secondary
(ISCED 3). When a single bar appears this means that more than 90 % of the 15-year-olds participating in PISA 2018 are
enrolled in the education level indicated (®®). (The sample size for the other ISCED level is usually too small to show
significant/meaningful results.) When two bars appear for an education system (Czechia, Ireland, France, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Switzerland), this means that relatively high proportions
of the PISA 2018 student sample participate in lower and in upper secondary education, and it is possible to compare school
admissions practices between the two levels of education.

See Table A9 in Annex |l: Statistical tables.

Country-specific notes
Austria: Data is not broken down by ISCED levels.

Poland: In 2018, when the PISA survey was carried out 15 year olds were enrolled in gimnazjum, lower secondary school.
Students were admitted to gimnazjum based on place of residence (catchment areas). From the 2018/19 school year, 15 year
olds study in single structure primary and lower secondary schools. All figures on top-level education policies in this report
reflect this new structure applicable in 2018/19.

Depending on the structure and other features of national education systems, the 15-year-olds
participating in PISA may be enrolled in lower (ISCED 2) or upper secondary (ISCED 3) education. In
most European countries, the overwhelming majority of the sample is enrolled in one or other of these
levels. However, there are some countries where large proportions of the student sample are studying
at both education levels (). For this reason, the figure presents education systems according to the
educational level the students are in. First, systems where 15 year-old students are typically enrolled
in lower secondary education (ISCED 2) are depicted. Second, systems where 15 year-old students
are typically in upper secondary education (ISCED 3) are shown. Third, systems where large
proportions of students are enrolled in both lower and upper secondary education are presented, with
two bars.

The two criteria most often considered are students’ place of residence and academic performance.
Figure 11.5.7 suggests that the higher the percentage of students admitted on the basis of residence,
the lower the proportion admitted on academic performance, and vice versa, particularly when the
proportion covers the majority of students. Thus in the education systems where residence is an
admissions criterion for the majority of 15-year-olds, academic performance is typically considered to a
lesser degree. This is the case for example in Greece, Spain, Cyprus, Poland, and the United
Kingdom - Scotland. In contrast, where academic performance is the main consideration for
admissions for the great majority of students, their place of residence is taken into account to a much
lesser degree (for example, in Bulgaria, Croatia, Romania, Serbia and Turkey).

(®®) OECD uses the concept of ‘modal ISCED level' (see Explanatory notes under Figure 11.6.7) to distinguish the dominant
ISCED level where students are enrolled in. There is no ISCED modal level (or both levels are modal) in Czechia, Ireland,
Luxembourg, Slovakia and Albania.

(®®)  In Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Spain, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Finland, Sweden, Iceland and Norway, 15-year-olds are
typically in lower secondary education. While in Belgium, Bulgaria, Greece, Croatia, Italy, Cyprus, Hungary, Malta,
Romania, Slovenia, the United Kingdom, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and Turkey, 15-year-olds are commonly
in upper secondary education. High proportions of the PISA 2018 sample in Czechia, Ireland, France, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands, Portugal, Slovakia, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Switzerland are in both lower and upper
secondary education.
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Besides residence and academic performance, there are other criteria which appear to be important in
schools admissions in some European education systems. One such criterion is whether the student
requires or is interested in a specific programme. In more than half of the education systems, this
criterion is taken into account for at least one fifth of students. In some education systems, according
to school heads, the majority of students are admitted on this basis (Belgium — German-speaking
Community, Italy, Slovenia, Montenegro and Serbia).

Another admission criterion, which relates to performance, is the recommendation from the feeder
(previous) school. This is less common across Europe, but in the Netherlands and Albania it is
reported as the main consideration.

In about a half of the education systems, non-academic criteria other than residence are always taken
into account in school admissions for at least twenty percent of the 15-year-old participants, as
reported by school heads. These criteria include the past or current attendance of family members at
the school and/or parents’ endorsement of the schools’ instructional or religious philosophy. In
Luxembourg, the attendance of family members is the most often used admission criterion by school
heads; while in Belgium (French and German-speaking Communities), it is support for the school’s
philosophy.

However, as already mentioned above, the criteria most commonly used in school admissions across
Europe, as reported by school heads, are students’ place of residence and academic performance.
Therefore, Figures 11.5.8 and 11.5.9 focus these two main criteria, breaking down the data by ISCED
level where possible.

Figure 11.5.8 shows that in a third of European education systems, about half or more of the
participating 15-year-old students are in schools in which the place of residence is always considered
in the admissions process, according to school heads. Residence is considered more often in systems
where 15-year-olds (or at least some of the students in PISA) are in lower secondary education, and
to a significantly lesser extent in upper secondary education. There are, however, some exceptions: in
Greece, France, Cyprus, Portugal and the United Kingdom (England and Scotland), half or more than
half of students in upper secondary education are admitted to a school taking into account the
proximity of their home.

Figure 11.5.8: Percentage of 15 year-old students in schools where residence is always considered in admissions,
as reported by school heads, by ISCED level, 2018
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Data (Figure 11.5.8)

?f 35 ?"IE BG | cz | DK |DE | EE| IE | EL |ES | FR|HR | IT |cY | v | LT | LU | HU | T | AL
ISCED2 | - | - | - | - |541|398|528|646|378| - |629|774| - | - | - |262|469 516
ISCED3 | 77 |101] 18 |160] 09 | - | - | - |338|731| - |641]| 52 |304|680| - | - |443| 113|420 118

UK- | UK- | UK- | UK-
ENG |WLS | NIR | SCT

ISCED 2 © 17291600 - - |379(740|356| - - - - 1430|689 |825[572| - - | 577
ISCED 3 : - | 55418101132 - - | 516|485|271 (736|464 | 74 |440| - |171]| 6.3 - | 36 126
Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.
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Explanatory notes

Percentages were calculated on the basis of variable SC012Q06TA (Residence in a particular area) of the school principals'
questionnaire. Only the answer 'Always' is considered. This means that the figure shows the percentage of 15-year-olds who
are in schools where the principal stated that the students’ residence is always used for admission to the school.

On the educational levels presented in the figure, please see the explanatory notes under Figure 11.5.7.
See Table A9 in Annex II: Statistical tables.

Country-specific notes

Austria: Data is not broken down by ISCED levels.

Poland: In 2018, when the PISA survey was carried out 15 year olds were enrolled in gimnazjum, lower secondary school.
Students were admitted to gimnazjum based on place of residence (catchment areas). From the 2018/19 school year, 15 year
olds study in single structure primary and lower secondary schools. All figures on top-level education policies in this report
reflect this new structure applicable in 2018/19.

At lower secondary level, the education systems in which more than half of the participating 15-year-
old students are admitted to a school based on residence are mostly those which have top-level
policies on residence-based assignment to schools (and school catchment areas) (see Figure 11.4.1).
These include, on the one hand, many single structure systems, in which students are (at least as a
preliminary step) assigned a school at primary level and stay there until the end of the lower
secondary level (Czechia, Estonia, Finland, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Iceland). On the other hand,
these also include systems where students are assigned to a school near their home when they
change school at lower secondary level (Spain, France, Cyprus, Switzerland and Norway).

In some education systems where families have a free choice of schools at lower secondary level (see
Figure 11.4.1), but top-level authorities require or recommend schools to consider the proximity of
students’ residence in school admissions (see Figure 11.5.5), a relatively higher proportion of students
are therefore in schools which, in practice, according to the PISA 2018 data, always consider students’
residence in admissions (Luxembourg and Portugal).

The pattern is very similar at upper secondary level. In the education systems where students are
initially assigned to a nearby school (Greece, France, Cyprus, Malta and the United Kingdom —
Scotland) (see Figure 11.4.1) and in systems where top-level authorities require or recommended that
students’ residence is considered in the school admissions process (Luxembourg, Portugal and the
United Kingdom — England and Wales) (see Figure 11.5.6), there is a higher percentage of 15-year-old
students in the category ‘residence always considered in the admissions process’. It should be noted
that in the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) all 15-year-olds, and in
Luxembourg those who study in general programmes, typically continue to study in the school to
which they were admitted at lower secondary level; thus, the top-level policies relevant for admissions
at lower secondary level would mostly apply.

At upper secondary level, in most systems, top-level policies do not require or recommend that
students should be allocated or admitted to schools based on their residence. This is demonstrated, in
more than a third of the education systems, by the low percentage of 15-year-olds at ISCED 3 whose
school head reports that residence is taken into account for admission.
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However, there are education systems where the empirical evidence from PISA 2018 does not seem
to match the top-level policy applicable to most schools. In these systems, the top-level policies
applicable to (most) public schools would imply that students are allocated to schools based on their
residence at lower secondary level (see Figure 11.4.1); however, the school heads of less than half of
the 15-year-old participants state that residence is always considered in school admissions (Denmark,
Lithuania, Latvia, Slovakia, Albania and Switzerland). This may be related to the fact that different
school choice and admissions policies are applicable to the different types of schools in the public
sector or to government dependent private schools at lower secondary level (particularly important in
systems where a large proportion of students are enrolled in government-dependent private schools)
(see Figures 11.3.1, 11.4.3 and 11.5.5).

From an equity and efficiency point of view, in systems where the majority of students are enrolled in
schools which admit students based (only) on their residence, it would be expected that the socio-
economic composition of the school population reflects the population of the school neighbourhood.
The more heterogeneous the local population, the more varied the school’'s socio-economic
composition; and vice versa.

Figure 11.5.9 presents the proportion of students whose school heads report that students’ academic
performance is always considered in school admissions. The figure shows clearly that academic
performance is more often used for admissions at upper secondary level than at lower secondary
level. This is in line with the top-level policies presented in Figures 11.5.5 and 11.5.6 in most education
systems. In some education systems (Bulgaria, Czechia, Croatia, Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, Serbia
and Turkey), the overwhelming majority of students are admitted to upper secondary schools based
on their academic achievement. In Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and Switzerland, the high
percentage of students admitted to schools based on their achievement at lower secondary level also
confirms early academic selection in these systems (see Figure 11.6.1)

Figure 11.5.9: Percentage of 15-year-old students in schools where academic performance is always considered in
admissions, as reported by school heads, by ISCED level, 2018
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.
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Explanatory notes

Percentages were calculated on the basis of variable SC012Q01TA of the school principals' questionnaire (Student’s record of
academic performance (including placement tests)). Only the answer 'Always' is considered. This means that the figure shows
the percentage of 15-year-olds who are in schools where the principal stated that the students’ academic performance is always
used for admission to the school.

On the educational levels presented in the figure, please see the explanatory notes under Figure 11.5.7.
See Table A9 in Annex II: Statistical tables.

Country-specific notes

Austria: Data is not broken down by ISCED levels.

Poland: In 2018, when the PISA survey was carried out 15 year olds were enrolled in gimnazjum, lower secondary school.
Students were admitted to gimnazjum based on place of residence (catchment areas). From the 2018/19 school year, 15 year
olds study in single structure primary and lower secondary schools. All figures on top-level education policies in this report
reflect this new structure applicable in 2018/19.

In Czechia, Latvia and Slovakia, academic performance is being used for admissions at lower
secondary level may reflect the start of some parallel education structures at this level (see
Figures I1.3.3 and I1.5.5). Similarly, in Estonia and Lithuania, top-level authorities do not require or
recommend the use of academic performance for school admissions at lower secondary level (and at
primary level in Estonia, because of the single structure school system), but school heads report using
academic performance in practice, in this case it may reflect the relatively high level autonomy schools
have to determine their own admissions criteria (see Figure 11.5.2).

From an equity and efficiency point of view, in systems where the majority of students are admitted to
schools based on their academic performance, it is expected that there will be differences in the
academic composition of the school population. High-achieving students may attend different schools
from low achievers. If no other factors play a role in school admissions, the between-school
differences would only be explained by students’ academic performance, and students’ residence or
socio-economic factors would not play a role. However, if student performance is closely related to
their socio-economic background, we may expect that admissions based on academic performance
do not only lead to the stratification of students by ability, but also to a stratification by socio-economic
background. These relationships are examined in more detail in Part Ill of the report.
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Main findings

Tracking, or the assigning of students to different educational tracks or pathways, has been found to
influence equity in education to a considerable extent. However, the effects of tracking vary
depending on how it is organised.

e The earliest age at which students are assigned to tracks is 10, but more than half of the
education systems start the process at or after 15. All education systems introduce some form
of tracking by the age of 16 at the latest.

e The number of tracks in the school system depends on the degree of differentiation in general
and vocational pathways and the number of different qualifications available.

e The relative proportion of upper secondary students in vocationally oriented programmes differs
widely between European countries, from around 15 % to 75 %.

e The great majority of European countries rely on some form of academic selection when
assigning students to different tracks, most commonly based on evaluation coming from the
previous educational level. Yet, in many countries, students also have to pass or perform well
on standardised examinations in order to enter general or more demanding academic tracks.

e Permeability between tracks allows students to change track mid-studies. Not all education
systems allow this, especially when it comes to transitioning from vocational to general tracks.
Where it is allowed, conditions may be set, often by schools themselves.

e The practice of course-by-course tracking, where students are placed into ‘sets’ or ‘streams’ for
specific subjects is more widespread in secondary than in primary education.

Five types of tracking system have been identified across Europe:

1. systems where tracking starts early (between ages 10 and 13), often with hierarchically ordered
general tracks;

2. systems where tracking starts at around age 14/15 with a high degree of differentiation
predominantly among vocational tracks;

3. systems where tracking starts between ages 14 and 16 with a high degree of differentiation
predominantly among general pathways;

4. systems where tracking starts late (age 15/16) with few tracks, limited academic selection and
relatively high permeability; and

5. systems where tracking is mainly carried out on a course-by-course basis.

Tracking refers to the practice of separating students into different tracks, streams or pathways that
have different curricula (Checchi et al., 2014). This normally occurs in secondary education. As such,
tracking is one form of curricular differentiation (see Section 11.3.2). Typically, distinctions are made
between general and vocational tracks, but these can be further divided according to subject
specialisation or qualification. In addition, ‘informal internal differentiation’ (Triventi et al., 2016) or
‘ability stratification’ (Parker et al., 2016) can also be regarded as a form of tracking. In this case,
tracking occurs on a course-by-course basis, with students of different ability or performance levels
ending up in different classes, even within comprehensive school systems (Chmielewski, 2014).
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In this report, study programmes are regarded as differentiated educational pathways if either 1) they
lead to different types of qualification, or 2) they have a distinct curriculum specialisation or orientation
which can be offered by separate, dedicated types of school.

Tracking is introduced at some point during secondary education in all education systems. According
to proponents of tracking, if students with similar ability levels can learn together in relatively
homogeneous classrooms, then the pace of instruction can be better adapted to their level. In turn, the
level of learning and student performance can be maximised (Hanushek and W&éRmann, 2006). In
other words, by separating students into differentiated pathways, students can receive a level of
education tailored to their abilities and needs. This reduces the risk of students underperforming or
even leaving school early as a result of the school’s failure to adapt learning requirements to students’
ability levels. According to this logic, there is a trade-off between performance (or as it is often referred
to, the ‘efficiency’ of an education system) and equity in education systems: while tracking increases
inequalities between higher and lower achieving students, it maximises performance through
differentiation.

However, there is no robust empirical evidence on the success of tracking in increasing average
performance, or on the assumed trade-off between efficiency and equity (see also Chapter .1).
Researchers point out that classrooms with students of different ability levels can also achieve high
average performance levels. Classroom composition can have an important impact on individual
performance: this is referred to as the educational ‘peer effect. In heterogeneous groups, the
performance of low-ability students is found to be impacted the most by classroom composition and
the interaction with higher ability students (Hanushek and WéRmann, 2006; Zimmer, 2000; Zimmer
and Toma, 2000). This means that comprehensive education (thus the absence of tracking) may
contribute to both efficiency and equity gains.

Yet, these dynamics depend on how tracking is organised within education systems. Empirical
evidence shows that the effects of tracking depend on many factors such as:

e the age of first tracking;

e the number of tracks and the degree of differentiation;

e the labour-market orientation and size of vocational tracks;
e selection procedures;

e the permeability between tracks; and

e the prevalence of course-by-course tracking.

These factors are discussed in turn. The final section of this chapter then presents a preliminary
grouping of education systems based on the different aspects of tracking.

11.6.1. Age of first tracking

The effect of the age at which students are first assigned to a differentiated track of education has
been the subject of much empirical research. Many studies have found that the earlier tracking is
introduced, the wider the learning differences between students (Hanushek and Wo6mann, 2006;
OECD, 2012). Thus, there seems to be an adverse relationship between equity and the age at which
students are channelled down different pathways. Early tracking influences equity in both dimensions,
inclusion as well as fairness. As such, early tracking is found to both widen the gap between low and
high performers, and increase the impact of socio-economic background on performance (Contini and
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Cugnata, 2018; Horn, 2009; Schitz, Ursprung, and Wo6RBmann, 2008). Early tracking magnifies early
achievement, which is more influenced by socio-economic background than achievement in later
years. This not only reinforces the parental background effect, but also contributes to reducing the
educational expectations of less privileged students (Buchmann and Park, 2009; Dupriez et al., 2012;
Parker et al., 2016). Reduced educational expectation and aspiration influences educational choices,
thereby further decreasing the equity of educational outcomes.

Figure 11.6.1 depicts European education systems according to the de facto (theoretical) starting ages
of the tracking process, that is the age at which students are assigned to a school providing
differentiated education, although the differentiated curriculum might not start immediately. It also
shows the number of school years spent in these differentiated school settings both within and beyond
compulsory education.

Figure 11.6.1: De facto starting ages of tracking and total years of schooling covered in a differentiated setting,
2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The Figure shows the de facto starting ages of tracking in European education systems. Countries are in order of the earliest
age at which students are assigned to different types of school, whether or not this is the age at which the differentiated
curriculum or programme actually starts. Where the length of programmes differs, the length of the longest general programme
is taken into account (see also Figure 11.3.3 on structural differentiation).

Country-specific notes

Czechia, Latvia and Hungary: The figure shows the length of 8-year (CZ and HU) and 6-year (LV) gymnasia programmes, as
students entering these schools do not face any further selection. Nevertheless, tracking is introduced for all students at a later
stage, at the start of ISCED 3.

Malta: The figure shows the length of the alternative learning programme (ALP), which students can opt for at the age of 15.
Otherwise tracking starts at age 16 (at the end of compulsory education) for all other students.

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): Study programmes are not discrete pathways, as they can contain a mix of general and
vocational qualifications.

As the figure illustrates, all European education systems introduce some form of tracking by the age of
16 at the latest. More than half of the education systems start this process from or after the age of 15.
The earliest age of first tracking is 10, which occurs in three countries (Germany, Hungary and
Austria). At the other extreme, Nordic countries (Denmark, Estonia, Finland, Sweden and Iceland) as
well as the United Kingdom (7°) introduce differentiated educational pathways at the age of 16.

(") In the United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR), study programmes are not discrete pathways the same way as in the other
countries.
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In around half of the education systems, tracking starts at the end or shortly after the end of
compulsory education.

The earliest age at which students are assigned to different types of school and the official start of
differentiated curriculum programmes do not always coincide. In systems with parallel education
structures (see Section 11.3.3), students may have the opportunity to enter different types of school
(from which they eventually receive their school leaving qualifications) at different ages. For example,
in Czechia and Hungary, students may enter eight-year gymnasia at age 11 and 10 respectively, at
the start of lower secondary education. So some students stay in lower secondary education in single
structure primary and lower secondary schools until age 14/15, while others are allocated to single
structure lower and upper secondary schools on a competitive basis earlier (see also Figure 11.5.5). De
facto tracking — at least for some students — therefore starts at an early age even if differentiated
curricula or pathways are not introduced until upper secondary level. Similarly, in Latvia, students can
leave single structure pamatskola at the age of 13 (at the end of primary education), while others stay
until the age of 16 (until the end of lower secondary education).

11.6.2. Number of tracks and the degree of differentiation

The number of tracks and the degree of differentiation between them is another factor influencing the
differences between student outcomes and the level of educational inequalities. The higher the
number of school types and/or pathways in an education system, the larger the impact of socio-
economic background on educational performance (Ammermdller, 2005; Horn, 2009; Marks, 2005).

Figure 11.6.2 depicts the number of tracks or educational pathways in lower secondary (ISCED 2) and
upper secondary education (ISCED 3). Only 11 education systems begin the tracking process at
ISCED level 2, while all the remaining education systems introduce it at the start of, or some time
during ISCED 3. In countries where tracking starts in ISCED level 2 (lower secondary education),
there tend to be fewer tracks than in ISCED 3, mostly because there are fewer or no vocationally
oriented tracks at the lower level.

| Figure 11.6.2: Number of differentiated tracks (ISCED 2 and 3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

Only the tracks leading to upper secondary qualifications are taken into account. Students not entering upper secondary
education (thus obtaining only a lower secondary qualification in systems where such qualifications exist) are not regarded as
being on a separate track.

Educational pathways are listed in the Annex for all education systems.

Country-specific notes

France: The Baccalauréat général and the Baccalauréat technologique are both classified at ISCED level 34 (and the first year
is common to both of them). In vocational education, both the Certificat d'aptitude professionnelle (CAP) and the Baccalauréat
professionel are classified at ISCED level 35. However, even though most students take the CAP before taking the
Baccalauréat professionnel, the former does not give direct access to higher education.

Portugal: There is some vocational provision during basic education (ISCED 2), but this is exceptional, and is limited to
students from age 15 onwards or to those who are at the risk of dropout.

The total number of tracks in an education system differs considerably between countries. In some
cases this is due to the existence of several different tracks within general education. In Germany, the
Netherlands, Austria and Switzerland, for example, several types of general education are offered
from the end of primary education. These are often hierarchically ordered (according to the level of
student ability or learning requirements) and are often linked to specific school types (see also
Chapter 11.3). Students following these different tracks often receive different qualifications at the end
of their upper secondary studies.

In the Netherlands, there are three separate educational pathways starting at ISCED level 2 (at age 12): pre-university general
secondary education (VWO), preparing students for university; general secondary education (HAVO), preparing students for higher
professional education or universities of applied sciences; and pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO).

In other education systems (e.g. in Bulgaria, Latvia or Norway), the different tracks in general
education are based on curricular specialisations (e.g. in mathematics or humanities). In this case, the
curricular differences between general tracks might be smaller than in hierarchically ordered systems.

In Latvia, four general education pathways are distinguished at both lower and upper secondary level: 1) a general education
pathway, 2) a mathematics, sciences and technical pathway, 3) a humanities and social sciences pathway, and 4) a vocational
pathway which is included in the general education system. This last pathway will cease to exist from the 2019/20 academic year.

In Norway, besides general studies at upper secondary level, four specialised education programmes are available: 1) music,
2) dance and drama; 3) sport; 4) media and communication; and 5) art, design and architecture.

The number of tracks (and also the degree of differentiation between them) also depends on how
vocational education is organised. Where several different vocational qualifications are available, the
number of vocational tracks can be higher. Education systems often have vocationally oriented
pathways providing the same upper secondary qualification as general pathways. In addition, some
vocational tracks may lead to a lower level qualification that offers no direct access to tertiary
education. In these cases, the differences between the separate vocational tracks could be more
substantial than between the general and vocational tracks that lead to the same qualification.

In Czechia, there are two general (gymnazium and lyceum) and one vocational pathway all providing students with the same upper
secondary school leaving qualification (maturita) giving access to tertiary education. At the same time, there are two more
vocationally oriented tracks leading to lower level qualifications that do not provide access to tertiary education.

11.6.3 The size and orientation of the vocational sector

This last point also leads to an important defining feature of tracking systems in Europe: the size of the
vocational education sector and whether students are oriented towards higher education or directly
into the labour market. Research suggests that separating students into general and vocational tracks
can have multiple effects on educational inequalities, sometimes negative and sometimes positive. On
the one hand, assigning students — especially at an early age — into lower-level vocational tracks can
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both increase educational inequalities and negatively influence educational attainment levels. This is
mainly due to the level of vocational qualifications, as some students are prevented from progressing
to tertiary education without obtaining additional qualifications. This is labelled as the ‘diversion effect’
of educational tracking (Brunello and Checchi, 2007). On the other hand, vocational schools with a
strong labour-market orientation can be more effective in promoting the specialist skills that can be
translated into advantages in the labour market. This ‘specialisation effect’ of vocational education is
greater in education systems with a strong vocational sector (Brunello and Checchi, 2007; Checchi et
al.,, 2014). In this sense, vocational education can mean an easier transition to the world of work for
many, which can have a positive effect on equity, especially if the option of entering tertiary education
is kept open (Field, Kuczera and Pont, 2007).

Figure 11.6.3 depicts the percentage of upper secondary students enrolled in vocational programmes in
European countries. As the picture reveals, this percentage ranges from 16 % in Cyprus to 74.4 % in
Serbia (""). Apart from Serbia, the countries with the largest vocational education sector at upper
secondary level are Czechia, Croatia, Austria and Slovakia, with close to 70 % of students
participating in these pathways.

Figure 11.6.3: Percentage of 17-year-old students in vocationally oriented programmes (ISCED 3), 2017
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Source: Eurostat, UOE data collection [educ_uoe_enrs05] (last update: 21/01/2020).
Explanatory notes

The age of 17 was selected because, by this age, all countries have already introduced vocational pathways, but usually
students have not yet finished upper secondary education.

1.6.4. Selection procedures

What determines which students can enter which tracks? The assigning of students to educational
pathways is, in effect, based on a selection process. Systems differ in how much room they provide in
this process for student (and parent) choice, and how strongly any choice is constrained by the
student’s academic performance (see Chapters 1.4 and 1.5 for more details on school choice and
school admissions policies). The weaker the choice element, the more academically selective the
system (Jackson and Jonsson, 2013).

(") Ireland is depicted as having very few students in vocational education. This is due to the ISCED classification of
vocationally oriented programmes as general education.
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As already described in Chapter I1.5, academic selectivity has an ambiguous relationship with
educational equity. On the one hand, researchers argue that where selection for the different tracks is
purely based on performance, the process should not increase the impact of socio-economic
background (and therefore educational inequalities), as the more advantaged groups cannot gain
access to the more academic tracks if they do not reach the required performance level (Jackson and
Jonsson, 2013; Marks, 2005). In this sense, assigning students to different tracks only promotes
socio-economic inequality if ‘social class contaminates the selection process’ (Marks, 2005). On the
other hand, in systems where socio-economic inequality already exists in the lower levels of schooling
(see Chapter 1.2), academic selectivity is likely to reinforce socio-economic differences.

Almost all education systems rely on some form of performance-based selection when assigning
students to different tracks. As already discussed in Chapter 1.5, academic selection is based on three
main forms of evaluation.

1. Standardised tests or examinations are uniform, standardised tests or entrance examinations
that all students — or all students aspiring to enter general/academic tracks — need to complete.
These can be used either to rank students based on their performance, or to help define the
minimum requirements needed for a specific track.

2. Entrance examinations or interviews organised by schools are designed to test students’
knowledge and/or their motivation or aspirations. Schools are responsible for the content of
such examinations or interviews, as well as for the ranking of students.

3. Evaluation by the sending institution (or achievement preceding track selection) may take
account of school grades in one or more subjects, a portfolio demonstrating the learning
outcomes achieved, or can take the form of recommendations from teachers or educational
institutions. Students may be assigned to an educational pathway based on such evaluation
with or without additional testing or interview.

Figure 11.6.4 groups education systems according to the forms of evaluation used when assigning
students to the highest or most academically oriented educational tracks.

The inner circle of the figure depicts the most common way of evaluating performance when assigning
students to differentiated educational programmes: evaluation by the sending institution, which is most
often made on the basis of achievement preceding track selection. This type of evaluation informs
decisions in the large majority of education systems (28), and is the only type used in 12. There might
be differences, however, in how strongly such evaluation influences track choices.

In Sweden, for example, while students can make a choice between educational programmes (and schools), they have to compete
for the places based on their ‘merit rating value’ (meritvérde) that is based on their achievement at ISCED level 2.

In Luxembourg, the ‘orientation decision’ (décision d’orientation) pupils receive from their primary school is binding, and defines the
educational pathway pupils can enter at lower secondary level.

Nonetheless, evaluation by the sending institution or on the basis of achievement preceding track
selection is often coupled with additional tests, examinations or interviews conducted prior to
assigning students to a track (in 16 systems). The blue- and pink-coloured slices of the second layer
of the figure show the education systems where all students (or all students aspiring to enter
general/academic education programmes) must undergo this additional test/exam/interview. As the
figure shows, students need to do so in the majority of education systems with academic selection
criteria. In four education systems (Bulgaria, Malta, Slovakia and Turkey), the result of tests, exams or
interviews are the only basis of evaluation, previous achievement is not considered.
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| Figure 11.6.4: Evaluation of academic attainment in assigning students to higher level tracks, 2018/19

. Evaluation by the sending institution
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Standardised test/examination
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entrance exam/interview in all schools

Optional school entrance exam

Local autonomy: DE, FI, IS

No academic selection: IE, EL, ES, IT, PT, UK-SCT, AL

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

In some cases, it is difficult to disentangle school admission requirements from track selection, especially where students have
to change school before they enter a tracked setting. For this reason, systems with no explicit track selection criteria are
included on the figure if schools offering general education pathways can include academic performance as one of their
admission criteria.

Slices in the second layer of the figure are coloured in blue if standardised tests/examinations need to be taken by all students
wishing to enter higher level tracks, and they are coloured in pink if school entrance exams are applied by all schools offering
such higher level tracks.

Country-specific notes

Greece: While in general academic attainment is not used in assigning students to different tracks, specific types of school
organise school-based entrance exams.

Denmark: In order to be admitted to the STX, HHX or HTX programmes, students are required to obtain a minimum average of
five in the compulsory exams of the primary and lower secondary school’s final examination (Folkeskolens lovbundne praver).
However, if they receive lower marks (but still above an average of two), they can still ask to be admitted to these programmes
upon consultation with the principal at the desired upper secondary school.

Lithuania: Academic attainment is considered by schools if they are oversubscribed. In this case, previous academic
achievement is usually taken into account.

Slovenia: Academic attainment is considered by schools if they are oversubscribed. In this case, previous academic
achievement is usually taken into account. If selection is not possible by previous academic achievement, results of
standardised tests can be used to enable selection among students with the same number of points received on the basis of
previous academic achievement. Optional entrance interviews or other school-based criteria can be used by schools only if
there is no possibility to select among students by using previous academic achievement and the results of standardised tests.
Slovakia: There is no standardised examination organised for students wishing to enter the 8-year gymnazium but there is one
at the beginning of ISCED 3.

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): Study programmes are not discrete pathways, as they can contain a mix of general and
vocational qualifications.

Bosnia and Herzegovina: Varies between cantons: some organise standardised tests/examinations, while school-based entry
exams are used to evaluate students' performance in others.

Switzerland: Varies between cantons. Previous academic achievement and recommendations from previous teachers are
applied in most cases. Standardised tests/examinations also exist in some cantons.

School-leaving or entrance tests can be either standardised (uniform for all students) or school-based.
Standardised tests or examinations can inform track assignment in two main ways. First, as in the
majority of education systems (16), when students apply to schools (or general programmes within
schools), their performance is evaluated based on national tests or examinations and schools can
select the best performing students. Second, as in Denmark, based on national examinations, top-
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level authorities can set minimum thresholds or requirements to be reached for students to be able to
enter specific tracks. There are no standardised tests or examinations in Bulgaria, but students are
selected on the basis of school entrance exams.

In addition to these main forms of performance evaluation, in seven education systems (Czechia,
Estonia, Croatia, Latvia, Hungary, Slovakia and Slovenia), schools are also allowed to organise
additional school-based exams or interviews that inform student ranking (see black dots in the outer
circle on Figure 11.6.4). However, not all schools take this option, or they use it only in exceptional
cases.

For example, in Estonia, schools are allowed to arrange school-based tests, but these are optional. Most of the schools select
students based on previous academic results and hold interviews with student candidates to establish their interests, attitudes and
learning motivation.

There is no academic selection in seven education systems: Ireland, Greece, Spain, Italy, Portugal,
the United Kingdom (Scotland) and Albania. In these systems, students and their parents are free to
choose between education pathways, and schools do not apply academic criteria when selecting
students for general educational pathways.

11.6.5. Permeability between tracks

Students might want to change the educational track they are enrolled in for a variety of reasons.
Permeability between tracks (or horizontal permeability) allows this change to take place before
students have completed the programme. Permeability between tracks is an essential feature of
tracking systems, especially where tracking begins at a relatively early age. In such cases, allowing for
inter-track transition in a permeable system could work as a possible correction mechanism for an
initial allocation that proves to be inappropriate for the student (Jacob and Tieben, 2019). As
discussed above, track assignment at an early stage is more heavily influenced by the socio-economic
background of parents and therefore can increase educational inequalities. Inter-track transition could
partially offset the unequal nature of this initial assignment.

For this reason, academic research has focused on the conditions for moving to a higher level track.
Transition to a lower track or from general to vocational tracks is normally possible in all education
systems. However, the conditions for moving up are different, and they also depend on the degree of
academic selectivity in the initial process (see previous section). According to OECD data — available
for a limited number of countries only (OECD, 2017b, p. 163) — while a small proportion of students
who start general education tracks end up completing a vocational track, the proportion moving in the
opposite direction is close to zero in almost all systems with data (72). This points towards very low
levels of permeability from vocational to general tracks in European countries.

In addition, even where inter-track transition does occur, it might not benefit students from low socio-
economic backgrounds. Researchers note that students from higher socio-economic backgrounds are
more likely to change pathways during their schooling, especially when it comes to moving upwards
(Backes and Hadjar, 2017; Bernardi, 2012). This might be due to the fact that for less affluent families
the potential risk of failing a higher educational pathway does not outweigh the potential benefits
(ibid.). This cost-benefit calculation is also influenced by the conditions under which track mobility is
allowed. For example, requiring students to repeat a school year in the pathway they wish to join
implies even higher opportunity costs, especially for students from lower socio-economic backgrounds
(Jacob and Tieben, 2019).

() The OECD’s Education at a Glance 2017 includes data on the Flemish Community of Belgium, Estonia, France, Latvia,
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austria, Portugal, Finland, Sweden and Norway (OECD, 2017b, p. 163). The only country
from this list with high levels of mobility from vocational to general tracks is Norway.
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For this reason, it is important to examine the conditions for inter-track transition. Two types of
transition are explored: 1) between general tracks in hierarchically ordered tracking systems (see
Section 11.6.2); and 2) from vocational to general education pathways. In these cases, the track
placement strongly influences the content of studies, as well as the qualifications students obtain at
the end of their upper secondary schooling. In turn, this also has an impact on opportunities to enter
tertiary education directly after finishing secondary education.

Almost all education systems with several general education pathways allow students to change
between these. Inter-track transition is not possible without completing the original pathway in Turkey
(both at lower and upper secondary level) and Malta (at upper secondary level). Nevertheless, even in
systems that allow transitions between general tracks, students often have to meet certain conditions.
Where these conditions are determined by top-level authorities, the condition reported most often at
lower secondary level is high academic achievement (in Germany, Austria and Switzerland), but
students might also need to pass an additional exam in order to enter a pathway with higher
requirements (Germany). At upper secondary level, additional examinations are required more often.

Figure 11.6.5 illustrates the diversity of the regulatory frameworks applying to students making the
transition from vocational to general pathways. The figure focuses on upper secondary education, as
very few countries introduce vocational tracks at lower secondary level.

Figure 11.6.5: Inter-track transition from vocational to general educational pathways (ISCED 3), 2018/19

Transition from vocational to general tracks is
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Transition from vocational to general tracks(s) is
not possible or is very limited

Transition conditions defined by top-level
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No regulations on this issue:
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Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

When several vocational tracks exist and transition to general education is not allowed in all cases, education systems are
included in the category ‘Transition from vocational to general tracks(s) is not possible or is very limited'. Nevertheless, in these
cases, transition might still be possible from the highest vocational track as this often leads to the same qualification as (one of)
the general tracks.

Country-specific notes

Slovakia: While changes are possible between the 4-year gymnazium and vocational schools, students from other types of
schools cannot enter the 8-year gymnazium mid-studies (thus later than the beginning of the first year).

Serbia: While changing between tracks is possible under conditions defined by schools, enrolment mid-studies in specialist
schools such as art schools, schools for students with exceptional abilities (the Mathematical Grammar School, the Philological
High School of Belgrade, the Sports High School, the Grammar School for students with exceptional abilities for physics and IT)
or schools with a foreign language specialisation is not possible.
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Top-level regulations allow for the transition of students from vocational to general education
pathways mid-studies — thus without completing the original pathway first — in 28 education systems.
This is not possible in nine other education systems, where students have to finish their original
vocational pathway before starting general or supplementary programmes. There are no top-level
regulations on this issue in five education systems.

In the systems that allow inter-track transition from vocational to general pathways, the conditions for
transition may differ. These are defined by top-level regulations in 15 education systems. Top-level
authorities usually require these students to pass an additional exam. High academic achievement in
the original track is also a regular prerequisite of change. In addition, five education systems (the
French and German-speaking Communities of Belgium, Austria, Romania and Bosnia and
Herzegovina) also indicate that students might be required to enrol at a lower grade (thus practically
repeating a year) in the pathway they wish to join. In 13 education systems, although top-level
regulations make inter-track transition possible, schools have the autonomy to define the admission
criteria.

Some education systems note that facilitating the permeability of educational pathways is an explicit
aim of top-level authorities. The introduction of regulations in this area may ease these transitions.
First, they can create transparency by prescribing in detail the conditions for changing between all
possible educational tracks (e.g. in the German-speaking Community of Belgium, Cyprus, and Bosnia
and Herzegovina). Second, curricular harmonisation across the different educational pathways can be
introduced to facilitate transitions (e.g. in Austria (between general educational pathways), Portugal
and Norway).

Top-level authorities in Austria have introduced differentiated teaching in ISCED 2 in lower level secondary schools (Neue
Mittelschule), distinguishing between in-depth and basic general education in certain subjects. Students following the in-depth
curricular content can transition to academically oriented secondary schools (Allgemeinbildende héhere Schule) more easily.

In Norway, students in vocational pathways wishing to transfer to general education can take supplementary courses in the main
curriculum subjects where they had fewer teaching hours in their original track.

11.6.6. Course-by-course tracking

Discussions on educational tracking most often presume the presence of differentiated educational
pathways. However, some form of tracking might also occur on a course-by-course basis. Even within
comprehensive school systems, students with different ability or performance levels may be placed in
different classes or ‘sets’ or ‘streams’ for specific subjects (Chmielewski, 2014; Parker et al., 2016).
This phenomenon can be referred to as ‘course-by-course tracking’ (Chmielewski, 2014), ‘informal
internal differentiation’ (Triventi et al., 2016) or ‘ability stratification’ within schools (Parker et al., 2016).
This report uses the term course-by-course tracking.

Course-by-course tracking differs in three important respects from the other forms of tracking
described above. First, course-by-course tracking always occurs within schools. Second, in course-by-
course tracking, it is the courses that are differentiated, not the students (so a student can be in a
lower track on one course and in a higher track on another). Third, course-by-course tracking does not
influence eligibility for tertiary education access (Chmielewski, 2014). Despite these differences,
researchers have found similarities with the other forms of tracking. Most importantly, socio-economic
differences are also found to be reinforced by course-by-course tracking, even though such systems
keep these differences within the same schools (ibid.).
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Top-level regulations rarely address course-by-course tracking. The grouping of students into classes
or temporary ‘sets’ or ‘streams’ is a matter for school autonomy in most cases. Nevertheless, where
regulations or recommendations do exist they may differ depending, for example, on the level of
education or school type.

At primary level, course-by-course tracking is not usually a recommended practice. In fact it is often
the opposite — top-level authorities are more likely to recommend the formation of heterogeneous
mixed-ability classes (e.g. some Lénder in Germany, France, Luxembourg, Portugal, Romania and
Montenegro).

Where applicable, course-by-course tracking is usually introduced at lower or upper secondary level.
Creating temporary groups or ‘sets’ of students in certain subjects is the recommended practice for
example in some German L&nder and in Malta. In Austria, this is a recommended practice for some
school types where it serves to ease the transition between the different school types within general
education (see Section 11.6.5).

In Malta, at ISCED 2 and 3 in compulsory education, with regards to core curriculum subjects (Maths, Maltese, English), a 'banding’
system is adopted so as to narrow the possibility of an extreme range of abilities. As for other subjects, a mixed-ability system is
adopted whereby students with a range of abilities follow the same lesson.

Only Norway and Portugal report that stratifying students based on ability is explicitly discouraged by
top-level regulations. Yet, in the absence of top-level regulations, some authorities try to dissuade
schools from introducing ability groupings using other methods, for example by making research
results on the impact of course-by-course tracking public, as in Sweden or the United Kingdom (73).

Given the high degree of school autonomy in this area, looking at school practices instead of
regulations can provide a more complete picture of course-by-course tracking in European countries.
Such data is available from international assessment surveys such as TIMSS 2015 and PISA 2018.

Given that no education system starts the formal tracking of students before the fourth grade, results
of the TIMSS 2015 survey can more clearly show course-by-course tracking practices than PISA 2018
(see also below). Figure 11.6.6 therefore depicts the percentage of fourth-grade students who attend
schools where student achievement is used to assign students to classes in mathematics.

As the figure depicts, among the 25 participating European education systems, grouping by ability,
streaming, or — as defined in this report — course-by-course tracking, is the dominant practice for
fourth graders only in the Netherlands, where the overwhelming majority of students attend schools in
which student achievement is used as the basis for assigning students to classes. Nevertheless,
nearly half of fourth-grade students attend schools with such practices in the United Kingdom
(England), and around one third of students are involved in the Flemish Community of Belgium, Spain
and Cyprus. Streaming or setting in the fourth grade is practised least in Czechia, Lithuania and
Poland.

() See for example studies from the Swedish National Agency for Education or the entry on 'Setting or Streaming' of the
Learning and Teaching Toolkit published by the Education Endowment Foundation in the United Kingdom
(https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/evidence-summaries/teaching-learning-toolkit/).
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Figure 11.6.6: Percentage of fourth-grade students in schools where student achievement is used to assign
students to classes in mathematics, 2015

50 i i i 50
45 45
40 40
35 35
30 30
25 25
20 20
15 15
10 10
5 5

BEnl BG CZ DK DE IE ES FR HR |T|' CY LT HU NL PL PT SI SK FlI SE UK- UK- NO RS TR .

ENG NIR

B |G | cz | DK [DE | IE | ES | FR | HR | IT | CY | LT |HU | NL|PL|PT| SI|SK|Fi |SE ;:‘G nelno | Rs | TR
363] 7.7 | 15| 38 | 63 |137]314]173| 55 | : |295] 0.0 | 69 |884] 0.6 |102]237] 50 | 146 4.0 |49.0]147] 32 [100] 23

Source: |IEA, TIMSS 2015 database.

Explanatory notes

Fourth-grade students are in primary education (ISCED 1) in all participating education systems.

Percentages reflect the proportion of students whose school gave a ‘yes’ answer to the following question in the TIMSS 2015
school questionnaire: ‘As a general school policy, is student achievement used to assign <fourth grade> students to classes
(e.g., streaming, tracking, setting)?’ (Variable ACBG10A).

Only European education systems participating in the TIMSS 2015 survey are depicted on the figure.

Country-specific note
Norway: The target grade is grade 5 instead of grade 4 for better comparability with other participating education systems.

In comparison, course-by-course tracking is much more widespread in secondary education. Based on
PISA 2018, Figure 11.6.7 depicts the percentage of 15-year-olds who attend schools where students
are grouped by ability into different classes, at least for some subjects (7#). Yet, it is important to note
that the figure does not only include the practice of course-by-course tracking, it also shows students
in schools that assign students to different tracks (and thus group students formally into different
classes according to the tracks to which they are assigned). Based on the information in previous
sections of this chapter, this latter is the most likely scenario in systems with early tracking and several
hierarchically ordered tracks.

According to the PISA 2018 survey, grouping students by ability into different classes is the
predominant practice in Ireland and the United Kingdom, with more than 90 % of students attending
schools where this is practiced. Besides Ireland and the United Kingdom, the majority of 15-year-old
students are also in schools that group students by ability in different classes in the German and
Flemish Communities of Belgium, Luxembourg, Malta, the Netherlands, Romania, Switzerland,
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Turkey. However, in some of these countries (e.g. in Luxembourg,
the Netherlands and Switzerland), these percentages most likely represent — at least in part — forms of
tracking other than the course-by-course variety.

(") The sample is limited to the ‘modal ISCED level’ in all education systems (see OECD, 2019b).
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Figure 11.6.7: Percentage of 15-year-olds in schools in the modal ISCED level that group students by ability into
different classes at least for some subjects, 2018
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Explanatory notes

Percentages were calculated on the basis of variable SC042Q01TA (School’s policy for <national modal grade for 15-year-
olds>: Students are grouped by ability into different classes) of the school principals’ questionnaire. Answers ‘for all subjects’
and ‘for some subjects’ were merged. This means that the figure shows the percentage of 15-year-olds who are in schools
where the principal stated that students are grouped by ability to different classes at least for some subjects.

PISA 2018 samples students by age, and not by grade. This means that depending on their structural features, education
systems may differ in how 15-year-olds are distributed across different schools, tracks or grades. Therefore, the analysis of
school-level variables in this figure is restricted to schools with the ‘modal ISCED level’ for 15-year-old students. Practically, the
modal ISCED level is the level at which the large majority of students in the sample are enrolled. The modal ISCED level may
be either lower secondary (ISCED level 2), either upper secondary (ISCED level 3), or both (as in Czechia, Ireland,
Luxembourg, Slovakia and Albania). In several countries, lower and upper secondary education are provided in the same
school. As the restriction is made at the school level, some students from an ISCED level other than the modal one in the
country were also included in the analysis (OECD, 2019b, p. 247). As ISCED levels are not available for Austria, the whole
sample was used here. See Table 11.C.1 in OECD (2019b, pp. 365-366) for the list of modal ISCED levels per country.

11.6.7. Tracking: differences and similarities between systems

The sections above illustrate the different types of tracking system in operation in European countries
and how these might influence educational equity. While all education systems differ to some degree
in their processes and procedures they do share some organisational features.

Group 1: the German-speaking and Flemish Communities of Belgium, Czechia, Germany, Latvia,
Luxembourg, Hungary, the Netherlands, Austria, Slovakia, Switzerland and Turkey.

e These systems are characterised by early tracking and a relatively high number of tracks.

e There are several, mostly hierarchically ordered general tracks. All systems apply academic
selection procedures when assigning students to the different tracks, although different
evaluation methods are used.

e  With the exception of Germany, Latvia and Hungary, they have a large vocational sector (7°).

(") Data on the percentage of students in vocational programmes are not available separately for the three Communities of
Belgium.
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Within this group, differences exist in how they facilitate permeability between tracks. One third
allow for transition between the vocational and general pathways based on clear conditions
defined by top-level authorities (the German-speaking Community of Belgium, Luxembourg,
Austria and Switzerland). Another third give schools the autonomy to decide on the conditions
for transition (Czechia, Latvia, Hungary and Slovakia). Permeability is very limited in the final
third (in the Flemish Community of Belgium, Germany, the Netherlands and Turkey).

Group 2: Bulgaria, Croatia, Italy, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro, North Macedonia and Serbia.

Tracking starts around age 14 or 15, with a high proportion of upper secondary students in
vocational education (7®). The vocational sector is also highly differentiated, with a number of
separate vocational or professionally-oriented tracks resulting in different qualifications.

Most of these education systems apply academic selection criteria for the initial assignment of
students, though this is limited to schools which are oversubscribed in Slovenia. There is no
academic selection in Italy and Portugal.

With the exception of Montenegro and North Macedonia, these education systems allow
students to change from vocational to general pathways mid-studies.

Group 3: French Community of Belgium, Denmark, France, Lithuania and Norway.

Tracking also starts between age 14 and 16, with a relatively high number of tracks. However,
in these systems, differentiation at least partly lies between general tracks.

With the exception of Denmark, in these education systems the assignment to the appropriate
track is based only on previous academic achievement.

There is a relatively high degree of permeability between tracks.

Group 4: Estonia, Greece, Spain, Cyprus, Finland, Sweden, Albania and Iceland.

Tracking is introduced later with few tracks and relatively high permeability.
Only Iceland has more than three educational pathways in this group.

Nearly all allow transition from vocational to general tracks mid-studies. There are limitations on
inter-track transitions in Greece; however, no academic criteria are applied during the initial
assignment process there.

Estonia is the only education system in this group where schools can organise entrance
interviews or school-based tests when selecting students; the others only rely on previous
academic achievement (Cyprus and Sweden), with a lot of autonomy given to local authorities
(Finland and Iceland), or there is no academic selection at all (Greece, Spain and Albania).

()

Data on the percentage of students in vocational programmes are not available for Bosnia and Herzegovina and North
Macedonia.
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Group 5: Ireland, Malta and the four education systems of the United Kingdom.

e These systems rely more heavily on course-by-course tracking than other education systems.
This partly stems from the absence of formal tracking in the system in the strict sense (in the
United Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland — study programmes are not discrete
pathways, as they can contain a mix of general and vocational qualifications), and partly from a
practice that already exists in earlier levels of education (see Figure 11.6.6 for England).

e In Ireland and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), there are no
regulations on the permeability between tracks, and there is no academic selection in Ireland
and the United Kingdom (Scotland).

While tracking is certainly a systemic feature that affects equity in education, education systems with
similar tracking practices might differ in levels of educational equity due to other structural factors. As
tracking is only one systemic factor among many, it cannot therefore be evaluated in isolation.
Part lll of this report therefore helps to complete the picture by examining the interrelationships
between a range of structural features underlying European education systems and equity.
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Main findings

e On average (median), 4 % of students repeat a school grade at least once. However, in
individual education systems, the grade repetition rate can exceed 30 %.

e Compared to 2009/10, fewer European education systems allow grade repetition. The number
of education systems where grade progression is automatic has increased from four to six in
primary education (ISCED 1) and from two to four in lower secondary (ISCED 2).

e Overall, grade repetition remains a widespread practice. Where top-level restrictions are
imposed, these tend to apply to primary schools. In nine countries, grade repetition is not
allowed in some years of primary education, usually grades 1 to 3.

e Teachers’ judgement plays a central role in deciding whether a student should repeat a grade.
However, it is not common for the class teacher to make the decision alone. In the majority of
European education systems, decision-making is shared, often with other teachers, the school
head, experts or occasionally with parents.

e To help students avoid grade repetition, most education systems have mechanisms in place to
give students a second chance. This often takes the form of an exam before the new school
year starts. Furthermore, in about a quarter of education systems, students are allowed to
progress to the next grade subject to meeting certain conditions in the following school year.

¢ In general, the same rules apply to public and (government-dependent) private schools.

Grade repetition (or grade retention), as the term suggests, refers to the practice whereby, for various
reasons, a student may be required to repeat a school year. Usually this is related to their perceived
performance (cognitive or behavioural) during the year. If a student is deemed not to have reached an
expected minimum performance level, he or she may be asked to repeat the grade. The rationale
behind this practice is relatively straightforward, but its implications are less so.

The underlying pedagogical principles behind the grade repetition rationale can be punitive or
supportive in outlook (Donné, 2014). The former is more likely to characterise earlier pedagogical
approaches whereby transition to the next grade is perceived as a prize that has to be earned.
According to this outlook, students who fail to reach an expected minimum level of performance do not
deserve to progress to the next grade, or worse they are punished by being refused grade
transition (7). The supportive outlook is more benevolent. Grade repetition is not seen as a
punishment, but as a means to help the student cope with the demands of the next grade. It is
assumed that because the student has underperformed in the current grade, they will be unable to
meet the demands of the next and consequently they will struggle even more. From this point of view,
grade repetition is seen as giving students another chance to learn what is necessary, in order not to
lag behind in the next grade and to ensure they will eventually graduate.

In either outlook the end result is the same. A student repeating a grade has to stay at least one year
longer in school, in order to graduate. This implies costs. For the affected student, it means that they
have to spend more time in school before they can enter the job market or continue their education. It
also means that they are cut off from their cohort and their friends and they are likely to be

(")  For instance, Valijarvi and Sahlberg (2008) maintain that in Finland, prior to the 1972 reform introducing a comprehensive
school system, it was not uncommon for a teacher to use the prospect of grade repetition as a threat to force students to
change their behaviour or to constrain their personality.
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disappointed with their school experience (78). For the students’ families there is both a psychological
and financial cost, while for the school, and ultimately for the education system as a whole, it also
means an extra financial burden.

The number of studies examining the effectiveness of grade repetition is large enough to include
meta-studies. That is, studies reviewing the results of previous empirical studies. The picture that
emerges from these studies is that grade repetition by and large fails to deliver benefits to students
with academic or school adjustment difficulties (e.g. Jimerson, 2001), but there is no universal
consensus. Thus, several empirical studies find that grade repetition does more harm than good to the
affected students (e.g. Hwang and Cappella, 2018; Manacorda, 2012; Tingle et al., 2012; Bonvin,
2008; and Reynolds, 1992). Some find that grade repetition can have a modest positive impact on
student performance, but it appears to be temporary, disappearing after a few years (Alet, 2011).
However, there are also studies that find no negative impact of grade repetition (Vandenberge, 2006).
Other studies also take into account the timing of grade repetition. lkeda and Garcia (2014) showing
that students who have never repeated a grade perform better than those who have, but those who
repeated in secondary school tend to perform better than those who repeated during primary school.
In other words, grade repetition does greater damage when it happens in primary schools.

Most studies tend to look at the association between grade repetition and student performance, but
relatively few test the causal direction and even fewer examine the impact of grade repetition on
equity (7). With regard to the latter, the evidence is limited and shows mixed results. Donné (2014)
does not find any support for the hypothesis that grade repetition is associated with greater socio-
economic inequalities in relation to cognitive competences (2°). However, Ikeda and Garcia (2014)
argue that socio-economic background matters. In particular, they find that ‘the performance
difference between non-repeaters and secondary-school repeaters is greater for socio-economically
advantaged students than for socio-economically disadvantaged students’ (p. 292). We also know that
grade repetition is associated with school drop-out (Manacorda, 2012; Blanchard and Sinthon, 2011)
and that students from a working-class background are more likely to leave school early (Blanchard
and Sinthon, 2011). Even though correlation does not amount to causation, this is an indication that
socio-economically disadvantaged students are more likely to be grade-repeaters than their peers
from a more advantaged background, which in turn means that school drop-out is more likely among
the former than the latter group. The OECD finding (2014b, p. 1) that ‘among students with similar
performance [levels], the likelihood of repeating a grade is one-and-a-half times greater for
disadvantaged students than for advantaged students’ also points in this direction.

Based on this brief literature review, it is obvious that grade repetition is an educational practice that
must be taken seriously. It is likely to have an adverse effect on student performance (and behaviour)
and may contribute to students leaving school early. This means no access to higher education, which
in turn may lead to a lower income later in life and a series of related problems (8'). Given that
students from disadvantaged family backgrounds are more likely to repeat a year, then they are also
more likely to find themselves in an educationally disadvantaged position with all the consequences

("®) OECD (2018, p. 41) argues that ‘grade repetition tends to stigmatise repeaters, undermining their self-esteem and sense
of belonging at school, and reinforcing their disengagement from the learning process’.

(") Martorell and Mariano (2018) try to capture the causal relation between grade repetition and student behaviour rather than
performance. They find only sporadic and not sustained effects of grade repetition on behavioural outcomes.

(®) In terms of the effect of grade repetition on the association between socio-economic background and cognitive
competences.

(®") For an overview of the literature on parental background, educational inequalities and inter-generational mobility, see,
for instance, Jerrim et al. (2019). Note, however, that Busemeyer (2015) argues that there is no direct relationship
between educational and socio-economic inequality. Instead, what is more important, according to Busemayer (2015), is
the higher level institutional choices, such as the level of public funding of education (see Chapter 11.2) and the presence
of a well-established vocational education and training system.

142



I1.7. Grade repetition

this entails. In this light, determining when and where in Europe grade repetition is allowed, who
decides if a student must repeat a grade and whether students are able to avoid grade repetition (i.e.
a second chance) are important questions. The remaining sub-sections of this chapter deal with each
of these questions.

This chapter updates some of the indicators originally appearing in Grade retention during compulsory
education in Europe (EACEA/Eurydice, 2011) and also adds some new ones. It provides information
on the:

e grade repetition rates per education system, according to the PISA 2018 results;
o the education systems and levels at which grade repetition is still allowed;
e the participants in the grade repetition decision-making process;

e the mechanisms in place which allow students to avoid repeating a grade.

1.7.1. Grade repetition rates

According to the latest PISA data (OECD, 2019), grade repetition continues to be a well-established
practice in some education systems. On average (median), 4 % of students in the education systems
examined here have repeated a grade at least once during primary or secondary schooling (see
Figure I1.7.1). Whereas twelve education systems have a grade repetition rate far above 10 %, the
maijority fall below.

Figure 11.7.1: Percentage of 15-year-old students having repeated a grade at least once (ISCED 1-3), 2018
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Source: OECD, PISA 2018 database.

Explanatory notes

The PISA data are based on students’ self-assessment on whether they have repeated a grade at least once at ISCED 1, 2 or
3. The sample percentages have been weighted to reflect the whole student population.

Country-specific notes

Liechtenstein: Liechtenstein did not participate in the PISA 2018 survey.
Norway: There is no grade repetition in Norway.

Figure 11.7.1 shows clearly that grade repetition is far more widespread in some education systems
than in others. Thus, the French Community of Belgium ranks highest with an aggregate rate of 41 %.
Luxembourg (32 %), Spain (29 %), the German-speaking Community of Belgium and Portugal (27 %)
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complete the top five positions, while the Flemish Community of Belgium also has a grade repetition
rate above 20 %. It is interesting to note that the grade repetition rate is generally low among the non-
EU countries, no more than 3 %, with the exception of Switzerland (18 %) and Turkey (7 %).

As already noted, six education systems with a grade repetition rate of 20 % or higher really stand out,
which implies that grade repetition may have a different story to tell (in terms of causes and effects)
depending on the particularities of each education system. More importantly, at least for the purposes
of this report, if grade repetition is indeed bad for equity, then we should see in the education systems
demonstrating high repetition rates a stronger relationship between students’ socio-economic
background and academic performance. These are topics dealt with in Part lll. The following sections
present some of the key institutional particularities related to grade repetition, thus paving the way for
the bivariate and multivariate analysis in Part Ill.

1.7.2. Where and when is grade repetition allowed?

The EACEA/Eurydice (2011) study found that in 2009 very few European countries allowed automatic
grade progression. Leaving aside countries where school or local authority autonomy applies
(Denmark, Netherlands and the United Kingdom), the 2011 study reported only four countries where
grade repetition was not allowed in ISCED 1 (Bulgaria, Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway) (82). For
ISCED 2, the number was even lower: just two countries (Iceland and Norway) (). In a few more
countries (Germany, Greece, Hungary, Austria, Poland and Portugal), grade repetition was not
allowed in some grades of primary education, a variation that did not apply in lower secondary
education.

Given the growing evidence over the years that grade repetition does not really help student
performance, but rather damages it, educational reforms in this area might be expected. This is in fact
the case, although the reasoning behind these reforms is not known.

At ISCED 1, there are now six education systems (Bulgaria, Malta, the United Kingdom — Scotland,
Iceland, North Macedonia and Norway) where grade progression is automatic (see Figure 11.7.2). At
ISCED 2, the countries where grade progression is automatic are Malta, the United Kingdom —
Scotland, Iceland and Norway, that is two more education systems compared to 2009/10. Since data
for the current report was also collected for ISCED 3, it can be confirmed for the first time that grade
progression is also automatic at this level in Finland, the United Kingdom — Scotland and in a part of
ISCED 3 in Malta (34).

(®3)  Even though North Macedonia did not participate in the EACEA/Eurydice (2011) study, we can confirm that there was no
grade repetition at ISCED 1 in 2009/10. In Albania, which did not participate in the EACEA/Eurydice (2011) study either,
grade repetition was allowed (without any restrictions) in all ISCED levels.

(®) No data were collected for ISCED 3.

(®) In Malta, ISCED 3 is divided into a compulsory and non-compulsory phase. In the non-compulsory education phase,
grade repetition is allowed in some general education schools (e.g. Junior College) and in some vocational schools (e.g.
Malta College of Arts, Sciences and Technology).
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Figure 11.7.2: Grade repetition in European education systems (ISCED 1 and 2), 2018/19

BE BE BE UK- UK- UK- UK-
fr de nl BG (Z DK DE EE |E EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE  ENGWLSNIR SCT AL BACH IS LI MEMKNO RS TR

Only in certain grades # * # # ‘ ‘ ‘ * l h ‘
Number of repetitions limited @I [ ] ‘ , Pl ‘ # h [ ] ‘ :
! l

Other restrictions [ ] ‘ ‘ [ ] : q
Noresiciors| | b b @| | (@@ p| | (@ | [ p2)| 00 os| i) e
No grade repetition i [ ] [ ] 9: (@

Schools'/local authorities' area
of competence ? ? ???
BE BE BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HUMT NL AT PL PTRO SI SK FI SE  UK- UK-UK-UK- AL BACH IS LI MEMKNO RS TR
fr de nl ENG WLS NIR SCT

Left l/\l Right
ISCED1 |- ISCED2

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure shows grade repetition at ISCED 1 and 2. Where ISCED 3 practice differs from ISCED 2 it is indicated in the country-
specific notes.

Country-specific notes

Czechia: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed with other restrictions.

Germany: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed with other restrictions. There is no grade repetition in vocational education
schools; if necessary, a training period may be extended.

Estonia: At ISCED 3, school autonomy applies.

Spain: At ISCED 1, grade repetition is an exceptional measure adopted once the learning support measures available have
been applied and only if they proved to be insufficient.

Croatia: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed for a limited number of times.

Italy: At ISCED 2, the student cannot attend more than twice the same grade, except if he/she has to complete the years of
compulsory education. At ISCED 3, the student cannot attend more than twice the same grade, except if there is a reasoned
decision of the teachers’ council.

Latvia: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is normally not allowed.

Lithuania: Grade repetition is not allowed in other types of schools, such as art or sports schools. Similarly, it is not allowed in
vocational education schools. As a result, subject failure can lead to removal from such schools.

Romania: Different rules apply to private schools where grade repetition is used only in exceptional cases.

Slovenia: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed for a limited number of times.

Slovakia: At ISCED 3, school autonomy applies.

Finland: At ISCED 3, there is no grade repetition.

Bosnia and Herzegovina: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed for limited number of times.

Switzerland: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is only allowed for a limited number of times.

Iceland: At ISCED 3, school autonomy applies.

Montenegro: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed for a limited number of times.

North Macedonia: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed without restrictions.

Norway: At ISCED 3, grade repetition falls within the local authorities’ area of competence.

Serbia: At ISCED 3, grade repetition is allowed for a limited number of times.

Some of the findings reported in Figure 11.7.2 appear to contradict those of Figure I1.7.1. Thus,
Figure 11.7.1 shows that the repetition rate for Bulgaria is 4 %, for Malta 5 %, for the United Kingdom —
Scotland 3 %, for Iceland 1 % and for North Macedonia 3 %, even though grade repetition in these
education systems is in principle not allowed. There are, however, some exceptions. For example,
while transition to the next grade is normally an automatic process, and not dependent on
performance, a student who has been absent for a very long period may need to repeat a grade.
Another reason for the anomalies is that while grade repetition may not be allowed in the majority of
schools, in some types of school it is permitted, as is the case in Malta (8°).

Figure 11.7.2 also shows that in some countries although grade repetition is possible, some limitations
apply. In other words, the grade repetition landscape is not a perfect dichotomy where grade repetition
is either allowed or not. Several countries have opted for a mixed approach where grade repetition is
allowed in certain grades only, or for a limited number of times, or is subject to other constraints. As a

(%)  See previous footnote.
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result, only 11 education systems allow grade repetition without any restrictions in primary education
and 19 in lower secondary (see Figure 11.7.2). In upper secondary education, the number is smaller
than in lower secondary, 15 education systems (&¢).

The last finding hints at an interesting pattern. Grade repetition is more likely to be limited in primary
education rather than in secondary. Thus, we see in Figure 11.7.2 that in nine education systems grade
repetition is not allowed in all grades of primary education, but only in some. In particular, there is no
grade repetition at ISCED 1 in certain grades in the following countries:

—  Germany: grade 1

—  Croatia: grades 1-3 (If the student performance does not meet expectations in no more than one subject)
—  Latvia: grades 1-3 (If the student performance does not meet expectations in no more than one subject)
—  Poland: grades 1-3

—  Portugal: grade 1

—  Romania: grade 0 (preparatory grade) and grade 1 (7)

—  Serbia: grades 1-3

—  Luxembourg: progression is automatic within each of the four learning cycles of primary education

—  Austria: progression in grades 1-3 is generally automatic but a student's legal guardians can ask for a grade to be
repeated or skipped.

In addition to the restrictions on the grades at which repetition can take place, ten education systems
put a cap on how many times a student can repeat a grade, and seven education systems have some
other kind of grade repetition limitation in place in primary education.

In lower secondary education, the picture changes considerably. In addition to Malta, the United
Kingdom — Scotland, Iceland and Norway, which have automatic grade progression in both ISCED 1
and ISCED 2, only two countries exclude some lower secondary level grades from grade repetition.
These are Switzerland and North Macedonia. Ten countries allow grade repetition, but only for a
limited number of times, and four apply another type of restriction.

Finally, in upper secondary education, there are no countries with restrictions on the ISCED 3 grades
that can be repeated. In other words, grade repetition is allowed throughout ISCED 3. However, as
many as eleven education systems (Belgium — French Community, Spain, Croatia, Italy, Luxembourg,
Austria, Slovenia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Switzerland, Montenegro and Serbia) limit the number of
times grade repetition can occur, and in four (Czechia, Germany, Ireland and Luxembourg) other
limitations apply (&8).

Overall, the picture that emerges shows that education authorities choose to be more restrained and
cautious regarding grade repetition in primary education than in secondary education. As indicated
previously, grade repetition has a disproportionately adverse effect if it takes place earlier, which may
explain why some education authorities have chosen to make grade repetition more difficult during
primary education or even exclude the practice altogether in the first few grades.

(%) Belgium (German-speaking and Flemish Communities), Bulgaria, Denmark, Greece, France, Cyprus, Hungary, Poland,
Portugal, Romania, Sweden, Albania, North Macedonia and Turkey.

(®) Grade 0 and 1 are the first two years of ISCED 1 in Romania.

(%) In Croatia, students in upper secondary education can repeat the same grade twice, but there are exceptions: those
enrolled in educational programmes leading to lower level vocational qualifications can normally repeat the grade only
once.
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1.7.3. Who decides if a student should repeat a grade?

Who decides whether a student repeats a grade is not a mere formality. Given the grave implications
of grade repetition, it is not a decision that is taken lightly and it may put the decision-maker(s) in a
difficult position. Equally, those who are directly affected by grade repetition, namely the student and
their family, need to be reassured that the decision protects the interests of the student.

It is for this reason that in all education systems where grade repetition is allowed, the decision is the
outcome of a formal process where one or more stakeholders are involved. Of course, this procedure
varies from one country to the next, as the EACEA/Eurydice (2011) report has shown. The present
chapter cannot go into the same level of detail, but it does examine one key parameter, namely, who
is involved in the grade repetition decision.

As with all decision-making processes, there is a trade-off between efficiency and effectiveness.
Efficiency means how quickly a decision can be reached, and effectiveness means ensuring that the
right decision has been reached for the right reasons. The former favours fewer decision-makers,
whereas the latter favours more. Put differently, the grade-repetition procedure can be administratively
easier and faster if only one person is involved, but it can be safer, and therefore more effective, if
there are checks and balances in the process.

| Figure 11.7.3: Grade repetition decision-makers (ISCED 2), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

‘Teachers’ refers to both class and other teachers, except in Croatia, Italy, Cyprus, Austria, Romania, Slovakia, Finland,
Albania, Switzerland and Serbia, where it refers only to class teachers.

Figure 11.7.3 summarises who is involved in the grade-repetition decision-making process in ISCED 2.
This level has been chosen not only to make the figure easier to follow, but also, and more
importantly, because there are fewer restrictions on grade repetition at ISCED 2, as the analysis
above has shown.

While the detailed information on exactly how grade repetition is decided is not available, we know
that teachers play a central role in deciding who repeats a grade. The explanation is obvious. More
often than not, grade repetition is linked to student under-performance and the class teachers are in a
privileged position to assess whether and to what extent a student is under-performing. This is
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reflected in Figure 11.7.3, which shows that in all countries but Ireland and Turkey, class and/or other
teachers participate in decision-making. In other words, in virtually all countries teachers decide on
their own, or with others, whether a student should repeat a grade.

In education systems where the responsibility lies solely with the class teacher, there may be concerns
that this teacher has too much power or that they are not adequately trained to handle students at risk
of grade repetition (Valijarvi and Sahlberg, 2008). Another problem with relying only on the class
teacher's decision is that a teacher may be biased (Bonvin, 2008). For instance, a student’s
performance may be compared to his or her peers’, rather than to a national average or to another
extra-class benchmark (Brophy 2006).

This is perhaps why in most European countries class teachers do not generally make these decisions
on their own. In secondary education, only three education systems (Croatia, Albania and Serbia) rely
solely on the class teacher. In the great majority of education systems, there are multiple actors
contributing to this important decision.

The most common pattern is that both the class teacher (and usually also other teachers) and the
school head are involved in the decision-making process. This is the case in 25 education systems
(see Figure 11.7.3). In eight education systems there are even more stakeholders. Thus, in Belgium
(French and Flemish Communities), Denmark, Estonia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Slovenia and Sweden,
teachers and school heads are joined by experts such as psychologists and school inspectors or even
by the parents.

It is noteworthy that in eleven countries (Denmark, Estonia, Ireland, Spain, Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Austria, Slovenia, Finland, Sweden and Switzerland), parents (or legal guardians) are involved in the
decision-making process. The examples below illustrate this point, again focusing mainly on lower
secondary education.

In Denmark, the final decision on grade-repetition in ISCED 1 and ISCED 2 is taken by the school head, but the school head takes
into account the opinion of both the parents and the student. In addition, the school head can also rely on the report of teachers and
school psychologists. The parents are not consulted in ISCED 3.

In Lithuania too, the final decision is approved by the school head, but effectively the decision is taken by the teachers. However, it
is possible that additional actors are involved (psychologists or other experts), including the student’s parents.

In Luxembourg, the ‘class council’ decides on grade repetition and they may seek the advice of psychologists (or other experts)
and a school support centre. In ISCED 1 parents can request the extension of a learning cycle (see footnote 9) and in ISCED 2
parents can request grade repetition for their child.

In Austria, at all school education levels, parents have the right in to request that their children repeats a grade. Otherwise, it is the
‘class conference’ that takes the decision. In cases where the class conference is equally divided, the school head has the casting
vote.

In Finland, grade repetition is a step of last resort, preceded by support to the affected student. Any decision for grade repetition is
the outcome of a joint decision by the school and the parents.

To sum up, in the great majority of European countries, the decision on grade repetition is one which
usually involves several stakeholders, mainly the class or other school teachers, but often the school
head as well. As already suggested, a greater number of decision-makers implies that the decision is
not biased or arbitrary. In countries where one teacher is the sole decision maker, there may, of
course, be measures in place to protect students as well as measures to ensure that teachers are held
accountable. Nevertheless, grade repetition decisions are more likely to be fairer and more reliable
when more decision-makers are involved.
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1.7.4. Mechanisms for avoiding grade repetition

Thus far, this chapter has concentrated on grade repetition practices — where, when and how grade
repetition takes place. The last section looks at whether students who have been identified as
underperforming can avoid grade repetition, that is, whether there are mechanisms in place to help
these students progress to the next class.

In a handful of European countries, there are no such mechanisms. If students have underperformed
they have to repeat the grade. In primary education, this applies in nine education systems and in
lower secondary in seven (see Figure 11.7.4). For upper secondary education, which is not depicted in
Figure 11.7.4, it is the same countries as for lower secondary education.

Figure 11.7.4: Mechanisms for avoiding grade repetition (ISCED 1 and 2), 2018/19

BE BE BE UK- Uk- UK- Uk-
fr de nl BG (Z DK DE EE IE EL ES FRHR IT CY LV LT LU HUMT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE ENGWLSNIR SCT AL BACH IS LI MEMKNO RS TR

None - grade must be repeated
Another chance is offered in ;Igﬁoglljr;gg: . .‘ ,‘ “‘ # i",‘ I.F‘ .‘ , .‘ ‘
Grade progression conditional ) ‘ ) i ‘ ‘ ) ‘ [} ‘

No grade repetition (| [ ] [ ] ¢: (0

Schools'/local authorities' area of

competence ?‘ ? ? ? ? ? ??? |

BE BE BE BG (Z DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HUMT NL AT PL PT RO SI SK FI SE  UK- Uk-Uk- Uk- AL BACH IS LI MEMKNO RS TR
fr de nl ENG WLS NIR SCT

Left {] Right
ISCED1 L] ISCED 2

Source: Eurydice.

Country-specific notes

Spain: In ISCED 1, grade repetition is an exceptional measure adopted once the learning support measures available have
been applied and only if the proved to be insufficient. In ISCED 2 and the first grade of ISCED 3, students are allowed to
progress to the next grade if they have failed no more than two subjects. In exceptional cases, a student failing three subjects
can progress provided that these subjects do not include Spanish Language and Literature (or the corresponding co-official
language) or Mathematics. Students are also allowed to progress if the teaching team believe that the subjects failed do not
prevent the student from successfully following the next grade, that the progression benefits his/her academic development and
that there are good reasons to expect the student to catch up.

Croatia: Students may avoid grade repetition depending on the number of subjects in which their performance has been graded
as unsatisfactory. If it is three or more subjects, then students have to repeat the grade. If it is one or two subjects, they have to
receive additional instruction. If they are still found to be underperforming, they have to sit exams at the end of the year. Failing
the exams results in grade repetition. In ISCED 1 grades 1-3, the student can progress to the next grade if they underperform in
one subject, even after having received additional instruction.

Italy: In ISCED 1 and 2, students may carry out remedial work under the supervision of a teacher or on their own.

Hungary: Students can take exams to avoid grade repetition, but if they have failed in four or more subjects, they have to
repeat the grade.

Poland: There is no grade repetition in grades 1-3 of primary school. In grades 4-8, students are given an opportunity to avoid
grade repetition. They can take an additional examination if they have failed no more than two subjects. If they have failed one
subject, they can conditionally progress to the next grade.

Portugal: It is up to the school’s teachers’ council to decide on a case by case basis what the best mechanism is.

Romania: There is no grade repetition in the preparatory grade and grade 1 of ISCED 1.

In general, students are given a second chance during or before the end of the school year in which
they are experiencing difficulties. As Figure 11.7.4 depicts, wherever grade repetition is allowed (and
wherever there are top-level policy regulations in this regard), students are offered one or more
opportunities to avoid grade repetition. This applies also to ISCED 3, where again there are very few
exceptions. Namely, in Germany, where grade repetition is on voluntary basis, therefore there are no
second chance measures; in Estonia, the decision is taken at school level; in Latvia grade repetition is
only allowed in cases of prolonged absence.

Typically, students are given a second chance by allowing them to take a test or exam in the subjects
they have failed; this occurs particularly in secondary education. In ISCED 1, seven education
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systems allow such tests or exams (Czechia, Germany, Croatia, Latvia, Hungary, North Macedonia
and Serbia) (89). In ISCED 2, the number is much higher at 18 (the same education systems as in
ISCED 1 plus the German-speaking Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, Greece, Spain, Cyprus,
Luxembourg, Austria, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia and Montenegro). Finally, in ISCED 3, 17 systems
allow students to take a test or exam (the same systems as ISCED 2 plus ltaly, but minus Germany
and Latvia). One should note that students are not necessarily allowed to take exams in all the
subjects they have failed, usually it is no more than two or three.

Some countries offer a second chance in terms of making available additional instruction. In primary
and lower secondary education, this is the case in Germany, Estonia, Spain, Croatia, Latvia,
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Portugal, Switzerland and Serbia. Slovenia offers this option only in lower
secondary. In upper secondary, the offer of additional instruction is less common. Only Croatia, Italy,
Lithuania, Luxembourg and Serbia provide this option. A handful of countries (Estonia, Croatia, Latvia
and Lithuania) ask primary level students to do additional schoolwork, such as exercises or homework,
in order to avoid grade repetition. In lower secondary, this option is offered in Belgium (German-
speaking Community), Estonia, Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania and Luxembourg; and in upper secondary, it
is offered in Belgium (German-speaking Community), Croatia, Lithuania and Luxembourg.

Equally interesting is the fact that some countries adopt a more liberal approach. They allow
underperforming students to progress to the next grade subject to certain conditions being met during
the following school year. In primary education, this happens in seven education systems and in lower
secondary in eight, as Figure 11.7.4 illustrates. Belgium (German-speaking Community), Spain, Austria
and Switzerland allow this practice also in upper secondary, while Slovenia only at this level (*°). For
example:

In some Lénder of Germany, students may be granted a probationary promotion to the next school year during which some
conditions have to be met (possibly including taking exams).

Primary education students in grades 1-3 in Croatia can progress to the third grade if they have underperformed in one subject, as
long as the student is expected to achieve the prescribed learning outcomes in the next school year.

In Latvia, progression to the next grade is combined with support both in the current and in the next year. Having undertaken
additional schoolwork in the current year, the school also provides the student with an individual support plan for the next year.

In Austria, the teachers’ ‘class conference’ may decide to allow a student who has failed a compulsory subject to progress to the
next grade, taking into account their performance in other subjects and provided they are deemed likely to meet the prerequisites of
the higher grade.

A student can progress to the next grade in Finland, even if they have failed a subject, provided they are deemed to be able to cope
with the demands of the next year's study.

Last but not least, it should be noted that the grade repetition rules applying to public schools tend to
apply also to government-dependent private schools. The only exceptions are Romania and
Slovenia ().

Eight countries, if one includes Poland where grade repetition is allowed from grade 4 upwards.
(*®)  In Slovenia, it is up to the school head to decide if the student can progress to the next grade under certain conditions.

(®) In Romania, private schools follow different rules. Grade repetition is allowed only exceptionally as a tool for remedial
education. In Slovenia, the regulation on grade progression does not apply to private schools at ISCED 1 and 2. At
ISCED 3, however, the private gimazija follow the same regulation as the public.
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11.8. SCHOOL AUTONOMY

Main findings

e School autonomy in combination with accountability is often seen as a way of improving student
achievement. At the same time, evidence suggests that a very high degree of school autonomy
may lead to differences in the quality of provision and possibly create a hierarchy among
schools, which can have a negative effect on equity.

e Overall, across Europe, it appears that full school autonomy is most common in decisions
relating to teaching methods, choice of textbooks and internal assessment criteria, as well as
the management of human resources.

e In other areas, such as the content of the compulsory curriculum and the allocation of
resources, the responsibility often remains with the top-level authorities. Nevertheless, school
autonomy is a complex area which continues to evolve.

e Depending on the area analysed, at least one third and up to half of all European systems grant
some form of limited school autonomy where schools share decision making with top-and/or
local level authorities.

e When considering the data across all 13 areas of school autonomy, it appears that the
education systems in which schools have the greatest degree of autonomy are (in descending
order) Iceland, the Netherlands, Bulgaria and the United Kingdom (Scotland), as well as
Estonia and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland).

e In contrast, the systems where the least autonomy is granted are Turkey, Cyprus, North
Macedonia, Greece and France, as well as Germany, Malta and Austria.

School autonomy refers to the degree of freedom individual schools have to make financial and
operational decisions; the manner in which these decisions are made is also important. The
management of human resources and finances, as well as various aspects of teaching and learning
such as the curriculum, assessment, and teaching methods are all areas where schools commonly
have a degree of autonomy, although this varies between education systems (Eurydice, 2007).
Schools may have full responsibility for financial and operational decisions, within the limits of the law
and the general regulatory framework for education. Alternatively, schools might have more limited
autonomy, making choices from a set of options predetermined by top-level and/or local authorities, or
making decisions which are subject to the approval of the relevant education authority. Finally, schools
might not be granted any autonomy and must simply execute the decisions taken by the higher level
authority, although in some cases they may have previously been consulted on the matter (Eurydice,
2007).

Debates about the relationship between school autonomy and student performance are numerous and
nuanced. While there is a strong international trend showing that increased school autonomy
combined with increased accountability (see Chapter 11.9) may improve educational outcomes, there
are also critics that do not find enough evidence of a consistent positive impact.

Results from the PISA international survey tend to show that, in general, school autonomy and
accountability have a positive impact on overall student performance (OECD, 2016b; Schleicher,
2014). However, research also suggests that this impact depends on the complex interplay of the
various dimensions of autonomy and accountability policies (Hanushek and Wd&ssmann, 2010;
Hanushek et al., 2013). For instance, an analysis of the performance of the EU Member States in

151



Equity in school education in Europe Part Il. Education system features

PISA 2015 has found that school systems with a greater degree of curricular autonomy are likely to
have both more effective (a larger proportion of top performers) and more equitable (a smaller
proportion of low achievers) outcomes. No such correlation has been found between autonomy in
resource management and certain accountability measures (mandatory tests, achievement data
posted publicly, achievement data tracked over time) (Education and Training Monitor 2018).

The relationship between autonomy, accountability and equity (or the impact of the socio-economic
background on achievement) is complex. It appears that, in general, monitoring teacher quality and
standardising resource allocation, as well as central examinations could improve equity, although a
combination of other factors also needs to be considered (Horn, 2009; OECD, 2016a and 2016b).
Empirical research on the correlation between institutional features related to autonomy and
accountability on the one hand, and equity in student performance in PISA on the other, suggest that
external exit exams have a strong positive effect for all students that is slightly smaller for students
from a low socio-economic background (Schiitz et al., 2007). The positive effect of regularly using
subjective teacher ratings to assess students is substantially larger for students from a low socio-
economic background. School autonomy in determining course content is associated with higher
equity in student performance, while the opposite is true for systems where schools have full
autonomy to hire teachers (Schitz et al., 2007).

Nevertheless, there is evidence that decentralised systems of education perform better than
centralised ones in terms of reducing the achievement gap in countries with lower territorial inequality
(Oppedisanoa and Turatib, 2015; Causa and Chapuis, 2009). At the same time, higher school
autonomy increases the impact of parental influence (Ammermdiller, 2005). Moreover, a very high
degree of decentralisation (or autonomy) could lead to significant differentiation between schools and
differences in the quality of provision and possibly to a hierarchisation of schools, which can have
detrimental effect on equity (Altrichter et al., 2014).

Although the past decades have seen a gradual shift towards decentralisation and more school
autonomy, countries differ in the reasons for and speed with which they have implemented these
reforms (Eurydice, 2007; Eurydice, 2008). Views on the optimal design and arrangements for school
autonomy continue to evolve, as education experts and policy makers re-assess their experience to
date and analyse the impact of reforms on student performance (Skolverket, 2009; Blanchenay, Burns
and Koester, 2014; Keddie, 2015; Salokangas and Ainscow, 2017; West and Wolfe, 2018; Keddie and
Mills, 2019). Cross-country analysis and trend data show that in the past two decades inequalities in
achievement increased or stayed at relatively high levels in the European countries that allow a very
high level of school autonomy (Volante et al., 2019). This result could be linked to the fact that a high
degree of school autonomy may lead to a lack of coherence in the education system and to
competition between schools. On the other hand, inequalities decreased in systems where the move
towards greater school autonomy is combined with accountability measures such as clear national
standards and monitoring through nationally standardised tests and external school evaluation
(Volante et al., 2019).

Large-scale mappings of policies in this area provide evidence of varying degrees of school autonomy
among countries. An OECD survey on the division of responsibility between national, regional and
local authorities, that includes data for 29 European education systems, found that decisions about
more than 20 aspects of public lower secondary education are most commonly made either at the
school level or at the central or state level (OECD, 2018b).
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To examine the degree of school autonomy in this chapter and to investigate its relationship to equity
in student performance in Part lll, three broad areas of school management are examined (°?):

e human resources (teachers);
e financial resources derived from public funds;

e teaching content and processes

All figures in this chapter focus on the situation in public and government-dependent private schools.
Any differences in the level of school autonomy between these two types of schools are discussed in
Section 11.8.4.

11.8.1. School autonomy in managing human resources

Ensuring high quality teaching staff is generally recognised as essential for improving student
performance. With respect to the management of human resources therefore, the three areas
examined relate to teachers — their appointment, dismissal, and their duties and responsibilities.

Figure 11.8.1 shows that for each of these three categories full school autonomy is practiced in less
than a third of all systems (Czechia, Latvia, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Slovenia, the United Kingdom
— Scotland, Iceland and Montenegro). Limited autonomy with responsibilities shared with either the
top- or local-level authorities (or even with both top- and local-level authorities for some categories in
Greece, Luxembourg and Hungary) is the most common practice. Finally, in a small minority of
systems, decisions in all three categories are taken at the top level only (ltaly, Cyprus and Turkey).

When comparing the data for each system across the three categories, it appears that, in general, the
top- and local-level authorities are more likely to be involved in the appointment and dismissal of
teachers. In contrast, determining the duties and responsibilities of teachers is the area in which a
higher degree of school autonomy is more likely. However, the opposite is true in Bulgaria, Estonia,
Slovakia and Serbia: in these systems, while the appointment and dismissal of teachers is subject to
full school autonomy, determining their duties and responsibilities is a responsibility shared between
top-level authorities and schools. In addition, in North Macedonia, while schools have full autonomy to
appoint and dismiss teachers, the top-level authority is solely responsible for determining their duties
and responsibilities.

Figure 11.8.1: Degree of school autonomy in managing human resources (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure depicts the situation prevalent in each education system. Differences in the degree of school autonomy depending on
ISCED level are explained in Section 11.8.4.

‘Full autonomy’ means that the school alone takes decisions, within the limits set by national/local legislation or regulations.
The education authority can nevertheless provide guidelines, but they do not restrict school autonomy.

(®3)  An earlier and extended version of this survey is published in European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2012. Key Data on
Education in Europe 2012, Indicator B13.
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‘Limited autonomy’ means that the responsibility is shared with top-level and/or local education authorities. Examples of such
practices include:

e schools taking decisions together with the top-level and/or local education authority or submitting proposals for approval;
e schools taking decisions based on a set of options predetermined by the top-level and/or local education authority;
e schools having some autonomy in the area concerned but must refer to the top-level and/or local education authority.

‘No autonomy’ means that only the top-level or local education authority takes decisions, although the school may be
consulted at a particular stage of the process.

Country-specific note

Germany: The degree of school autonomy depends on the Land and the number of supervisory levels they have established.

11.8.2. School autonomy in the use of public funds

The efficient use of public funds is crucial if schools are to provide effective education for all their
students. The degree of autonomy schools have in managing funds derived from public sources varies
between education systems. This section examines two specific areas likely to have an impact on
improving equity: public funding for teaching staff and disadvantaged students. It looks at whether
schools have autonomy in determining:

e how much resource to allocate to these specific areas;

e which activities to support using the allocated funds.

Figure 11.8.2 demonstrates that a minority of systems allow for full school autonomy in determining the
amount of resource to be allocated for teaching staff (Bulgaria, Latvia, the Netherlands, the United
Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland, and Iceland) or for disadvantaged schools (Ireland
and Iceland). In half of the systems, there is no school autonomy in determining the amount of
resources for teaching staff, because this is usually the responsibility of the top-level authority, or more
rarely the local authority (Denmark, Finland and Sweden). However, more systems have granted full
or limited autonomy to schools to determine how to use the resource allocated for teaching staff
and/or disadvantaged schools.

Figure 11.8.2: Degree of school autonomy in the use of public funds (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure depicts the situation prevalent in each education system. Differences in the degree of school autonomy depending on
ISCED level are explained in Section 11.8.4.

For definitions of ‘full, limited and no autonomy’, see Figure 11.8.1

‘Not applicable’ means that the element under consideration does not exist in the given education system, and therefore no
decisions are made by schools or education authorities at any level.

Country-specific notes

Croatia, Malta, Romania, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Norway and Turkey: The categories ‘Allocation of additional
resources to schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students’ and ‘Determining uses of additional resources allocated to
schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students’ are not applicable, because no such resources are allocated in these
systems. For more information see Chapter 11.10.
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Spain: The situation varies depending on the Autonomous Community. For example, regarding the category ‘Determining uses
of resource allocated for teaching staff, Andalucia and Castilla y Ledn report full school autonomy, whereas Extremadura and
Navarra state that there is no school autonomy because of top-level responsibility. For the category ‘Allocation of additional
resources to schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students’, Andalucia, Aragon, Castilla y Ledn and Comunidad
Valenciana report limited autonomy because of shared responsibility with the top-level authority. For the category ‘Determining
uses of additional resource allocated to schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students’, Andalucia reports full school
autonomy.

Switzerland: Cantonal regulations may vary.

Indeed several systems that do not allow any school autonomy for determining the funds for teaching
staff, provide for limited school autonomy (Czechia, Spain, Luxembourg, Slovenia, Slovakia, Finland
and Sweden) or even full school autonomy (Cyprus and Austria) when deciding how to spend the
allocated resources. A similar trend is even more visible with regard to the next two categories. Some
systems that do not allow for any school autonomy in determining additional funds for disadvantaged
schools, provide for limited school autonomy (Spain, France, ltaly, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Slovenia,
Slovakia and Finland) or even full school autonomy (Denmark, Sweden and the United Kingdom
(England, Wales and Northern Ireland) in deciding how to use the additional funds allocated (see also

Chapter 11.10).

Four education systems (Belgium — German-speaking Community, Germany, North Macedonia and
Serbia) do not allow any degree of school autonomy in any of the areas relating to the use of public
funds. Iceland is the only system where there is full school autonomy in all four areas.

11.8.3. School autonomy in determining teaching content and processes

As stated above, school systems with a greater degree of curricular autonomy are likely to have both
more effective (a larger proportion of top performers) and more equitable (a smaller proportion of low
achievers) outcomes. This section therefore examines the degrees of freedom schools have in a wide
range of areas related to the teaching content and processes: curriculum content (compulsory and
optional subjects), teaching methods, textbooks, allocation of teaching time, and internal assessment.

Figure 11.8.3 demonstrates that across the six areas, full school autonomy is most common in the
choice of teaching methods. In this area full school autonomy is practiced in around two thirds of all
systems (30 systems). Full school autonomy is slightly less widespread in the choice of textbooks
(20 systems) and internal assessment criteria (19 systems) and even less so in terms of the flexibility
of allocating instruction time (11 systems) and the curricula of optional subjects (9 systems). The area
in which full school autonomy is least common is the content of the compulsory minimum curriculum
(2 systems).

Looking at the first two areas in Figure 11.8.3, it is clear that regulation is much tighter for the content of
the compulsory minimum curriculum than for the content of optional subjects. For instance, several
systems shift from no school autonomy regarding the compulsory curriculum to limited autonomy
(Belgium — German-speaking Community, Croatia, Luxembourg, Switzerland and Montenegro) or full
autonomy (Poland, Romania and Slovakia) for deciding the curriculum content of optional subjects. At
the same time, contrary to the general trend, the United Kingdom (Scotland) and Iceland have
established full school autonomy for both categories (see Chapter 1.3 for information on curricular
differentiation).

In addition, across all six areas around one third of all systems have established limited autonomy,
where schools usually share responsibilities with top-level authorities. Occasionally, and in some
areas only, local authorities are also involved in the arrangements for limited school autonomy (e.g. in
Belgium — German-speaking Community, Hungary, Greece, Finland, France, the United Kingdom —
Scotland and Norway). In Finland, this could often mean that, in practice, the municipalities delegate
all decision-making powers to schools.
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The areas relating to teaching content and processes are closely linked with each other and contribute
to the creation of a fine balance between top-level regulations and school autonomy.

For instance in Estonia, every school draws up its own curriculum, which is based on the national curriculum, but it also takes into
account the unique characteristics of the school and the region. Schools are free to choose textbooks and teaching methods. They
can adjust the instruction time, contents, process and environment of study, as long as the required learning outcomes are
achieved. The learning outcomes and allocation of instruction time are prescribed in the national curricula by school stage (basic
school stage I-ll, i.e. grades 1-3, 4-6, 7-9, and upper-secondary), thus setting a framework, but allowing for school autonomy within
this framework.

Figure 11.8.3: Degree of school autonomy for teaching content and processes (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes

The figure depicts the situation prevalent in each education system. Differences in the degree of school autonomy depending on
ISCED level are explained in Section 11.8.4. For definitions of ‘full, limited and no autonomy’, see Figure 11.8.1

‘Not applicable’ means that the element under consideration does not exist in the given education system, and therefore no
decisions are made by schools or education authorities at any level.

Country-specific notes

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): For the ‘content of the compulsory minimum curriculum’ and ‘curricula content of optional
subjects’, this figure relates to ISCED 1 and 2, in which there are no optional curriculum subjects. At ISCED 3 which, for the
purpose of this study represents Key Stage 5 (ages 16-18/19), there is no national curriculum. In this phase, the curriculum is
determined by students’ choice of study programme and qualifications.

Switzerland: Cantonal regulations may vary.

Overall, in more than half of the categories related to teaching content and processes, schools in
Iceland, Estonia, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom (Scotland), Belgium (Flemish Community),
Bulgaria, ltaly, Finland and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) have full
autonomy (in descending order). In contrast, in more than half of these areas, schools in Turkey,
Greece, Cyprus, Malta, Sweden and North Macedonia have no autonomy.

11.8.4. Differences in the level of school autonomy between ISCED levels and
school types

Most countries report that there are no differences in the level of school autonomy between ISCED
levels. However, in a few countries, arrangements differ in some areas, mostly at ISCED level 3, either
by allowing more school autonomy, or the inverse, by shifting responsibilities from schools to the top-
level authorities. For instance, at ISCED 3 in Denmark, schools gain full autonomy in the appointment
and dismissal of teachers and in the use of public funds, while at ISCED 1 and 2 these responsibilities
are shared between the schools and the local authorities or the local authorities have full
responsibility. Also in the non-compulsory part of ISCED 3 in Malta, schools become fully autonomous
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in the allocation of resources for teaching staff and in determining their use, whereas in compulsory
education this is the responsibility of top-level authorities. In France, while the top-level authority is
responsible for determining the duties and responsibilities of teachers at ISCED 1, this is done at
school level at ISCED 2 and 3. Moreover, in Sweden, while the allocation of instruction time at
ISCED 1 and 2 is decided by the top-level authority, in ISCED 3 schools have full autonomy in this
respect. Finally, in the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), there is no national
curriculum after the first phase of ISCED 3 (age 16) and schools become fully autonomous in this
area.

The reverse tendency, where the responsibility of the top-level authority increases with each level of
education is rare. For instance, in Iceland, the responsibility for taking decisions about the use of
public funds shifts from the local authorities to the top-level at ISCED 3. Similarly in Italy, while the
flexibility of instruction time is subject to limited school autonomy at ISCED 1 and 2, it becomes the
responsibility of the top-level authorities at ISCED 3.

Differences in the level of school autonomy between public and government-dependent private
schools can be significant. In most systems (for instance in Belgium — French Community, Czechia,
Denmark, France, Spain, Croatia, Poland and the United Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern
Ireland), government-dependent private schools tend to be much more autonomous with respect to
their employment and remuneration policy, as well as funding mechanisms. However, some top-level
regulations (e.g. formal requirements to become a teacher), as well as general employment legislation
are valid also in the private sector.

For instance in Czechia, the Government Regulation on the Salaries of Employees in Public Services and Administration, which
governs the remuneration of teachers in public schools, is not binding for private and denominational schools. The school heads
determine the teachers” salaries of these schools. However, the Labour Code regulates salaries, and the minimum level of pay
defined by the Government is guaranteed.

In Spain, some Autonomous Communities report that publicly subsided private schools have a greater degree of autonomy
(Cantabria, Castilla-La Mancha and Comunidad Foral de Navarra) in the management of public funds or decision making in the area
of teaching content and processes (Comunidad Foral de Navarra).

In Poland, the remuneration regulations in private schools do not have to follow the central regulations set by the Teachers’ Charter
Act.

In the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland), the board of governors of each further education college (catering
for students aged 16+ in post-compulsory ISCED 3 education) is responsible for determining the college's staffing complement and
deciding on payments and allowances. Further education colleges are government-dependent private institutions.

In contrast, no differences are apparent between the levels of autonomy in public and government-
dependent private schools in Latvia, Sweden, the United Kingdom (Scotland) and Albania. In another
group of countries such as Lithuania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and North Macedonia, the distinction
between public and government-dependent private schools does not apply, because the latter type of
schools does not exist

There are fewer differences in the level of autonomy in the area of teaching content and processes,
although in some government-dependent private schools, the range of optional subjects might be
greater. Moreover, some education systems (Belgium — German-speaking Community, Czechia,
Hungary, Lithuania, Portugal) report that vocational schools have greater autonomy regarding
curriculum content and/or some components of the certified examinations at the end of ISCED level 3
(see also Chapter 11.3).

In other cases, autonomy for curriculum content remains limited as schools tend to cover ‘the same
content for the same examinations’. For instance, in the United Kingdom (England), academies do not

157



Equity in school education in Europe Part Il. Education system features

have to follow the National Curriculum, as long as they provide a broad and balanced curriculum and
teach English, mathematics, science and religious education. They do, however, cover the same
content for the same certified examinations. There is no National Curriculum at Key Stage 5 in
ISCED 3 (age 16+), but sixth-form and further education colleges cover the same content for the same
certified examinations.
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Main findings

e Accountability in education is a complex area and often it is difficult to draw firm conclusions
about the impact it has on either student performance or on the effectiveness of educational
institutions. Nevertheless, research suggests that, overall, student performance could benefit
from the combined use of school autonomy and accountability policies. At the same time,
education authorities need to ensure that accountability systems are fair and of high quality so
that they avoid any undesired effects such as bias against disadvantaged students.

e FEuropean education systems vary in the extent to which they use two main school
accountability measures: student performance data (results in national examinations for
certified qualifications or other national standardised tests), and school performance data (the
results of external school evaluations). Practices also vary in the approaches taken to the public
reporting of these results.

e Three distinct types of school accountability system have been identified across Europe. The
first type (16 systems (®%) involves a relatively elaborate system of school accountability. It
includes the administration of two to six national examinations and/or other national tests
between ISCED levels 1 and 3. The results of individual schools in (at least some of) these
examinations and/or tests are published and used in the external school evaluation process. In
turn, the reports emanating from the school evaluation process are also published.

e The second type of accountability system (18 education systems (**)) is a lighter version of the
first. In addition to holding national examinations and/or other national tests, they also
implement one or two of the other accountability policies mentioned above. Most of the systems
in this group, however, do not publish the test results of individual schools (Poland, Slovakia
and Norway being the exceptions, as well as Italy and Slovenia, where these results are
published at school’s discretion).

e The last type of accountability system (eight education systems (%)) is less well developed.
Fewer national examinations and/or other national tests are held, or in two cases, none at all
(Belgium — German-speaking Community and Switzerland). These education systems rarely
have top-level policies for the publication of national examination or test results. Four of them —
Greece, Croatia, Finland and Bosnia and Herzegovina —do not carry out any external school
evaluation. In the education systems where external school evaluation does take place,
examination/test results are not taken into account and evaluation reports are not made public.

School accountability broadly refers to the practice of holding schools responsible for the results they
achieve. Accountability systems include a range of measures and procedures to monitor and evaluate
student performance and school activities. Top-level education authorities and other stakeholders use
the collected information to hold schools to account for the quality of their teaching and learning.

(%) Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, France, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, the Netherlands, Portugal, Romania, Sweden, the United
Kingdom and Iceland

(*) Belgium (French and Flemish Communities), Czechia, Germany, Ireland, ltaly, Spain, Luxembourg, Malta, Austria,
Poland, Slovenia, Slovakia, Albania, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Norway and Serbia

(®) Belgium (German-speaking Community), Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, Finland, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Switzerland and
Turkey

159



Equity in school education in Europe Part Il. Education system features

Recent decades have seen a growing trend for the introduction of accountability policies in education.
This is part of a broader process in which the development of school autonomy and accountability,
together with an increase in the number of education stakeholders and the amount of educational
information have led to the rise of complex education systems with multiple actors and interactions
(Burns and Koster, 2016). Related to this major shift, accountability in education has also gradually
moved from a principle concern about compliance with laws and regulations and focusing on input, to
placing greater emphasis on school performance and the involvement of stakeholders beyond central
government (Ibid).

Despite national variations across Europe, two important elements of the school accountability
process are the measuring and reporting of school performance. This is often done by using
standardised tools such as national examinations for certified qualifications and other national tests,
as well as school evaluations (Allmendinger, 1989; Horn 2009). National tests and school evaluations
can be described as vertical forms of accountability that focus on school performance, as opposed to
other forms of accountability that concentrate on professional standards for teachers and tend to be
more horizontal (Hooge et al., 2012). In terms of the possible outcomes of the accountability process,
some systems attach positive and negative consequences depending on whether pre-defined criteria
are being met, while others refrain from using sanctions and focus mainly on support and
improvement measures (Figlio and Loeb, 2011; Easley, and Tulowitzki, 2016).

Overall, however, it is difficult to draw firm conclusions about the impact of accountability policies on
student performance generally (Faubert, 2009; Loeb and Figlio, 2011; Brill et al, 2018), or on the
performance of students from disadvantaged backgrounds (Skrla and Scheurich, 2004). This task is
complicated by the diversity of accountability systems in terms of policy goals, designs, and
implementation methods, as well as by the interrelationship between accountability and other polices
(Fahey and Koster, 2019). Nevertheless, mostly US-based research indicates some positive effects of
test-based accountability systems on average student performance (Loeb and Figlio, 2011). The
effects of accountability measures on equity, however, can be ‘varied and complex’, despite
expectations that uniform measures of performance can limit bias and low expectations vis-a-vis
disadvantaged students (Skrla and Scheurich, 2004). In addition, the impact of external school
evaluations on school improvement can be difficult to measure. This is partly because external school
evaluations often support improvement not by direct interventions, but by expert advice and
publication of transparent information (OECD, 2013, p. 388-89).

The spread of accountability policies is often linked to the rise of school autonomy. The
interrelationship between the two processes can be explained by the fact that when the top-level
authorities provide more flexibility in how schools operate, they also frequently establish more
measures to monitor and evaluate school results (Eurydice, 2007). The analysis of PISA data also
underlines the link between accountability and autonomy policies (see Chapter I1.8). It shows that a
balance between these two types of policy can have a positive impact on student performance,
especially when high school autonomy is combined with achievement data being tracked over time or
posted publicly (OECD, 2016b). Articulation between aspects of accountability and other policies is
also emphasised in studies on underperforming schools. For instance, the threat of sanctions in the
aftermath of school evaluations may lead to improved school performance, as might the publication of
results, provided that these schools have the leadership and internal resources to improve (Faubert
2009; Allen and Burgess, 2012). Finally, the capacity of teachers to analyse and use accountability
data is considered an important factor in increasing the positive effect of accountability processes (Brill
etal., 2018).
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Experts also note that the use of certain accountability tools could negatively affect important aspects
of teaching and learning. In particular, high stakes tests, which are often a key component of
accountability systems, have been linked to undesirable effects such as the narrowing of the
curriculum, reducing effective teaching time to the expense of test-taking skills, lower levels of
motivation and increased stress (Eurydice, 2009; Brill et al., 2018). This is an example of where
policies to standardise, rather than diversify learning and assessment could hinder equity (Hambre et
al., 2018). For instance, at school level, efforts to improve test performance may lead to focussing on
students that are close to a threshold while neglecting the lowest achievers (Brill et al., 2018).
Therefore, education authorities need to ensure the fairness and quality of accountability systems and
avoid any inequitable effects on different categories of students, especially bias against disadvantaged
students.

Another related issue is how to use accountability data to best support disadvantaged students.
National tests and school evaluation provide transparent information on student and school
performance and thus can help increase the coherence and uniformity of the education system (Bol et
al., 2014). But there are a number of choices that policy makers have to make. For instance, should
test results be published and, if so, at what level of aggregation, and with what additional information
on student characteristics and improvement over time (Leckie and Goldstein, 2017; Leckie and
Goldstein, 2019)? Some studies have found that the publication of student performance data can
increase school effectiveness (OECD, 2016b; Burgess et al., 2013), while others note that it can also
foster both (unwanted) competition among schools and strategic parental choice which could be
detrimental to disadvantaged students (Francis and Hutchings, 2013). Moreover, parents from lower
socio-economic backgrounds might face difficulties in interpreting complex performance data or they
might choose a school based on other factors such as proximity to their home (Burns and Koster,
2016, see also Chapter 11.4.).

As mentioned earlier, accountability tools do not operate in isolation from other essential features of
the system, and they can vary greatly depending on the specific policy objectives (OECD, 2013). From
a comparative perspective, education systems could appear to have many or relatively few
accountability mechanisms in place, or they could appear to use these mechanisms to exert stronger
or weaker accountability pressures on schools (Fahey and Kdster, 2019; Easley, and Tulowitzki,
2016). Finally, even when accountability systems have similar regulations or recommendations, they
may translate into different practices according to the level of autonomy given to schools, or due to
national understanding and traditions (Verger and Parcerisa, 2018).

This report, focuses on the two main measures of school accountability:
e national examinations for certified qualifications or other nationally standardised tests, and
e external school evaluation.

The chapter will investigate which education systems hold these examinations/tests and which carry
out external school evaluation. It will also examine the top-level policies for publishing and using the
data generated.
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The diagram below represents the main indicators discussed in this chapter.
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accountability
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11.9.1. National examinations for certified qualifications and other national tests

Examinations organised by top-level authorities and other national tests are often seen as an
important tool for accountability and quality improvement because they provide transparent and
harmonised information on student performance across the whole system (Fuchs and Wdssmann,
2007). At the same time, the focus on ‘test-based’ accountability (Hamilton et al., 2002) can produce
unexpected results and undesired behaviours at the school level (Verger and Parcerisa, 2018). It is
therefore not surprising that while national tests are widespread in Europe, their purpose, content, and
frequency, as well as how the results are used, continue to be discussed by policy makers.

1.9.1.1. National examinations for certified qualifications

In this report, national (or central) examinations for certified qualifications refer to the formal
examinations administered at the end of ISCED levels 1, 2 or 3. Passing these examinations results in
the award of a certificate or other official proof of having successfully completed a particular stage or a
full course of education.

Figure 11.9.1 shows that national examinations leading to certified qualifications in the language of
instruction take place in the majority of European systems. They become more widespread the higher
the level of education. Nineteen systems organise these examinations at the end of ISCED 2 and this
rises to thirty two systems at the end of ISCED level 3. Only two systems (Belgium — French
Community and Bulgaria) organise them at the end of each ISCED level, including at the end of
ISCED level 1. Nine systems (Belgium — German-speaking and Flemish Communities, Greece, Spain,
Sweden, the United Kingdom — Scotland, Switzerland, Iceland and Turkey) do not hold any national
end-of-level examinations.

In terms of subject area, there are only minor differences between the arrangements that are made for
examinations in the language of instruction and those made for mathematics. These differences occur
in Belgium (French Community) where, at the end of ISCED 3, there are examinations in the language
of instruction, but not in mathematics.

The majority of the national examinations are taken by all students regardless of the type of school or
study programme, although at ISCED 3 it is slightly more common (especially for mathematics) to test
only part of the cohort. For instance, at ISCED level 2, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Norway,
some students only are tested, depending on the study programme and the educational path. In the
Netherlands and Norway this also applies to the examinations in mathematics at the end of ISCED
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level 3. In addition, the national examination at the end of ISCED 3 in Czechia, Croatia, Hungary,
Austria, Poland and the United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) applies to some
students only, depending on whether they have chosen the subject area/education pathway.

| Figure 11.9.1: National examinations for certified qualifications in the language of instruction (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19

End of ISCED level 1
End of ISCED level 2

End of ISCED level 3

O FECOMN

None at the end of any ISCED level

Not available

]

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

National examinations for certified qualifications refer to the formal examinations administered at the end of ISCED levels 1, 2 or
3. Passing these examinations results in the award of a certificate or other official proof of having successfully completed a
particular level or a full course of education.

Country-specific notes

Luxembourg, Netherlands and Norway: The national examination at the end of ISCED 2 applies to some students only,
depending on the study programme and the education pathway.

Czechia, Croatia, Hungary, Austria, Poland and United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): The national examination at the end of
ISCED 3 applies to some students only, depending on whether they have chosen the subject area/education pathway.

Malta: The national examinations take place at the end of the compulsory part of ISCED 3 (end of year 11, age 16).
Switzerland: In most cantons the examinations for certified qualifications at the end of ISCED level 3 are school-based tests.

11.9.1.2. National standardised tests

Apart from the national examinations for certified qualifications, the majority of top-level education
authorities also organise other standardised tests during ISCED levels 1, 2 and 3. These national tests
are standardised by the top-level education authorities and are carried out under their responsibility.
The procedures for the administration and marking of tests, as well as the setting of content and the
interpretation and use of results are decided at the top-level. All students take the tests under similar
conditions and tests are marked in a consistent way. Tests designed at school level on the basis of a
top-level framework of reference are not considered here.

The national testing of students is a widespread practice in Europe but it often takes different forms.
This indicator includes national tests for both summative and formative purposes. Both compulsory
and optional tests are considered, as are sample-based national tests ().

(%) For further information on national tests see Eurydice, National Testing of Pupils in Europe: Objectives, Organisation and
Use of Results (2009).
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Countries do not report differences in the policies for national tests in the language of instruction and
those in mathematics. In other words, when national tests take place at a certain ISCED level, they
concern both the language of instruction and mathematics.

Figure 11.9.2 demonstrates that, overall, national tests are a widespread practice during ISCED level 1
(28 systems) and ISCED level 2 (27 systems), but they become less common at ISCED level 3
(15 systems). However, slightly less than a third of all systems (10) do not organise any additional
national tests at any ISCED level.

Figure 11.9.2: National standardised tests in the language of instruction (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

National standardised tests at ISCED levels 1, 2 and 3 are tests carried out under the responsibility of the top-level education
authority. The procedures for the administration and marking of these tests, as well as the setting of content and the
interpretation and use of results are decided at the top-level. All students take the tests under similar conditions and tests are
marked in a consistent way. National standardised tests are separate from but may be in addition to the national examinations
for certified qualifications.

Where national tests are organised, there is a wide variety of approaches in terms of the number of
tests across ISCED levels. Thus, twelve systems organise national tests at each ISCED level, fourteen
other systems do so at two of the three ISCED levels and additional six systems organise tests only at
one ISCED level (see also Figure 11.9.3).

Moreover, in Belgium (French and Flemish Communities), Czechia, Finland and Montenegro, neither
subject (language of instruction or mathematics) is tested on an annual basis but rather on a rotational
basis as determined by top-level authorities.

In most systems with national tests, all students in a given school year (or grade) take the tests.
However, the opposite is true in Belgium (Flemish Community), Czechia, Estonia, Spain, Lithuania,
Malta and Finland, where all national tests are administered to a representative sample of students.

Figure 11.9.3 combines the information on national examinations for certified qualifications and
additional national tests. The total number per system represents the minimum number of national
examinations and/or other national tests held at each ISCED level. In reality, the number can be
higher because in some systems such as ltaly, Luxembourg, Sweden, the United Kingdom (England,
Wales and Northern Ireland) and Iceland, there is more than one national test or examination at one or
more ISCED levels.

Figure Il. 9.3 demonstrates that there is a wide range of policy approaches in terms of the frequency of
national examinations and other national tests. Some systems organise these examinations/tests at
every ISCED level. Thus in Bulgaria both occur at each ISCED level. In Belgium (French Community),
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France, ltaly, Latvia, the Netherlands, Portugal and Romania, national examinations or national tests
take place on (at least) five occasions between ISCED levels 1 and 3. In contrast, the top-level
education authorities in Greece, Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, North Macedonia, Serbia and
Turkey organise only one examination or national test between these levels. Finally, in Belgium
(German-speaking Community) and Switzerland, there are neither national examinations, nor other
national tests in either the language of instruction or mathematics.

Figure 11.9.3: National examinations for certified qualifications or other national tests in the language of instruction
(ISCED 1-3), 2018/19

BE BE BE BG CZ DK DE EE IE EL ES FR HR IT CY LV LT LU HU MT NL AT PL PT RO S| SK FI SE UK- UK- UK- UK- AL BA CH IS5 LI ME MK NO RS TR
fr de nl ENGWLS NIR 5CT

I:l National examinations . National tests
Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure shows the total number of national examinations for certified qualifications plus other standardised national tests
administered between ISCED levels 1 and 3. The total number represents the minimum number of national examinations and/or
other national tests held at each ISCED level. In reality, the number can be higher because in some systems there is more than
one national test or examination at one or more ISCED levels.

Country-specific note

United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): National examinations for certified qualifications take place at two points during ISCED
level 3. The GCSE examinations are taken at the end of the full-time compulsory phase of ISCED 3 (age 16) and the
examinations for A levels or similar are taken at the end of post-compulsory ISCED level 3 (age 18/19).

Differences between schools

While national polices on national examinations for certified qualifications tend to apply to all schools,
regardless of their type, there is more variation with regard to national standardised tests. For instance
in Malta, some government-dependent private schools are not obliged to participate in all national
tests (ISCED 1, 2, 3 in compulsory education) but may establish their own tests.

11.9.1.3. Publication of individual schools’ test results

The publication of school test results can provide transparent information on school performance to
parents and other stakeholders; however, it has limitations in terms of measuring the quality of
individual schools because it is not always accompanied by all the relevant contextual indicators
(Faubert, 2009). In countries where parents are free to choose between schools, the publication of the
aggregated test results can have a greater impact on school practice by, for example, focusing
attention on test preparation. It may also contribute to increased competition between schools
(Eurydice, 2009).

In the past decade, the trend for publishing individual school test results has become more
widespread in Europe, although countries continue to be divided in terms of the policy approaches
they adopt. The policies put in place can range from routine systematic publication of results to the
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official prohibition of school ranking on the basis of results in examinations and/or national tests
(European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2012).

Figure 11.9.4 provides evidence that only around half of all systems have top-level regulations to
ensure that the test results of individual schools in at least some national examinations and/or
additional national tests are made public. When test results are published, it usually applies to all
schools. However, in Italy and Slovenia the individual school decides whether or not to publish their
test results.

Figure 11.9.4: Publication of individual schools’ results in national examinations and/or national standardised tests
(ISCED 1-3), 2018/19

Routine publication

Publication at school’s discretion

0O M

No publication

D No national examinations or national
tests
Not available

Source: Eurydice.

Explanatory notes

The figure shows the policies for publishing the results of national examinations for certified qualifications and other national
standardised tests held between ISCED levels 1 and 3.

Country-specific notes

Spain: The situation varies depending on the Autonomous Community. Castilla-La Mancha reports that the aggregated results
of individual schools are made public.
France: No publication of individual school results at ISCED level 1.

Often, different arrangements exist for central examinations and national standardised tests.

For instance, in Estonia, the results of the national standardised test are made public by 1 November every year, or in the case of
electronic tests, one month after the completion of the tests. However, the names of the schools participating in the sample are not
published. Only the results of the national examinations at the end of upper secondary education are published by individual school,
but schools are not ranked (7).

In Italy, the publication on school boards of individual school results in the central examinations at the end of ISCED levels 2 and 3
is mandatory for every school. The publication on the school website of individual school results for the national standardised tests
(INVALSI tests) depends on the decision of each school and is not done routinely.

In Hungary, for the National Assessment of Basic Competencies, the school level results are published on the website of the
education authority (%). The results of the secondary school leaving examinations are available upon request (personal data is
anonymised but the research database contains school identifiers).

()  https://www.haridussilm.ee/
(°*®)  https://www.kir.hu/okmfit/
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In Lithuania, the results of the National Student Achievement Test are publicly announced only with the consent of each school.
The results of the Basic Education Examinations are published on the website of the National Examination Centre.

When school results are published, different formats are used and different additional data are
provided.

In Latvia, the aggregated results are published together with statistics on achievement at the national, local, and school level
according to the school type (%9).

In Portugal, the results of national examinations are public by law and are used by the media to create school rankings, based on
simple average scores. In recent years, critiques about the overemphasis on examination results have led to a shift to low stakes
testing and to the publication by the ministry of fairer indicators (e.g. the school’s ability to improve on students’ previous/expected
results) (190).

In the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), the results of GCSE examinations (end of the compulsory phase of ISCED 3, Key
Stage 4, age 16) and of the exams taken at the end of post-compulsory ISCED 3 education (age 18/19) are published online for the
whole of Northern Ireland (10). Individual schools must publish their results in GCSE examinations and other performance data in
their school prospectus on their website, and in the governors’ annual report to parents.

In some of the systems where top-level regulations do not require the publication of individual school
results, this information is kept and used within the school. These test results may also be analysed
and discussed internally in the respective Ministry of Education, as is, for instance, the case in
Luxembourg and Spain. In other cases, the publication of results can still take place at the initiative of
individual schools and/or when additional conditions are met.

In Belgium (Flemish Community), schools are not allowed to publish their students’ results unless they have the explicit
authorisation of each individual.

In Ireland, a school can choose to publish aggregated test results if it wishes. The Department of Education does not make
individual school results public. The Department is prohibited by legislation from providing information and data that could result in
the development of league tables.

In Slovenia, the school decides whether to publish their test results. However, it is prohibited by law to rank schools according to
these test results.

11.9.2. External school evaluation

External school evaluation seeks to monitor and improve both the way schools work and the results
they achieve. The process usually focuses on educational and management activities and is
conducted by evaluators from outside the individual school. Evaluators are often employed by an
inspection body which reports to the authorities responsible for education. The findings are presented
in an overall report which covers outcomes or processes, or both, but does not usually address the
performance of individual staff. (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015).

The effects of school evaluation on school improvement and student achievement are not easy to
measure. Survey data from the United Kingdom and the Netherlands indicates that schools hold the
view that inspections contribute to improving quality, even if this is done indirectly. In particular, quality
feedback and suggestions for improvement are believed to have a positive impact. Some studies find
that negative inspection reports may prompt action to improve performance, while others find little or
no effect of inspections on student achievement (Klerks, 2012; Ehren et al., 2013).

(%) https://visc.gov.Iv/vispizglitiba/eksameni/statistika/2018/

("% http://infoescolas.pt/
(")  https://www.education-ni.gov.uk/articles/school-performance
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1.9.2.1. Responsible bodies and frequency of evaluations

Across Europe, external school evaluation has become an increasingly important tool for monitoring
the quality of education. Figure 11.9.5 shows that most European countries have established policies
for external school evaluation (Greece, Croatia, Finland and Bosnia and Herzegovina are the
exceptions). In the majority of countries, evaluations are undertaken by an inspectorate or another top-
level body. In some cases, this is done jointly either with regional (Austria and Norway) or with local
authorities (Denmark, Slovakia and the United Kingdom — Wales). In Estonia two separate external
school evaluations are carried out: one by the Ministry of Education and Research and the other by
the local authorities.

| Figure 11.9.5: Bodies responsible for external school evaluation (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Source: Eurydice.
Country-specific notes

Belgium (BE fr): Evaluations are not regular and do not include all schools.

Belgium (BE de): The Autonome Hochschule der Deutschsprachige Gemeinschaft carries out external evaluation.

France: Central regulations provide for external school evaluation and allow for local school evaluation initiatives. Specific
evaluations are conducted on different aspects of education by top-level authorities. The establishment of a Council of School
Evaluation which would be responsible for providing a more systematic national framework for school level evaluation is under
discussion.

Poland: External school evaluation is undertaken by the regional agencies of the inspectorate under the control of the central
government.

Luxembourg: External evaluation means a systematic evaluation of the quality of schools, but without the evaluation of
individual schools.

Norway: External school evaluation does not directly cover teaching and learning, but is concerned with compliance with
legislation and other regulations.

Switzerland: Cantonal regulations may vary.

In some systems, external school evaluations take place at regular intervals that can range from every
three (Cyprus) or four years (the Netherlands), to every five (Portugal), six (Czechia) or seven years
(Lithuania and the United Kingdom — Wales). In Spain, external school evaluations are carried out
annually in some Autonomous Communities (Comunidad Foral de Navarra, Castilla-La Mancha,
Extremadura and Comunidad Valenciana).

The regularity of evaluations can vary depending on their specific purpose.

In Slovakia, comprehensive evaluations take place once every five years; thematic and informative evaluations are carried out as
necessary, depending on the purpose. Follow-up inspections are performed in schools that have had to undertake measures to
remedy weaknesses found during an earlier inspection.

In the United Kingdom (England), new schools will normally be inspected within three years of opening. Schools judged 'good' at
their previous inspection are inspected about every four years. Schools judged 'outstanding' are exempt from routine inspection.
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In other systems (Denmark, Italy, Poland, Sweden, the United Kingdom — Northern Ireland, Norway
and Albania), there is no regular frequency set for external school evaluations. Instead, evaluations
take place each year in a sample of schools that are either selected randomly or on the basis of a risk
assessment.

In Denmark, an overall quality screening of public schools is carried out each year by the Ministry of Education. The data used
includes test results from the 9th grade in Danish, mathematics, English, and physics/chemistry; pupil transition from ISCED 2 to
ISCED 3; socio-economic references; and the results of the annual compulsory national survey of pupil well-being. Any schools
which stand out are analysed further and some are selected for external school evaluation.

In Sweden, regular quality reviews are undertaken in schools that are thought to have development needs. These schools are
identified on the basis of their results and on a survey of students, parents and educational staff. Thematic quality reviews are
occasional and a small number of schools are selected randomly.

1.9.2.2. Use of student performance data in evaluating schools

In most cases, when forming judgements about school quality, evaluators examine a variety of
information from different sources. This often includes student performance data, which may be drawn
from centrally set examinations, nationally standardised tests, teacher assessment, international
surveys and data on student progression. Other types of information are also used, although less
frequently, such as outcomes in the job market or student or parent satisfaction surveys (European
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, Structural indicators 2016).

Depending on the type of accountability system in place, the results of national examinations and/or
other national tests may be used to monitor school performance. Figure 11.9.6 shows that only
27 systems use student performance data from central examinations or other nationally standardised
tests in the external evaluation of schools. In other systems, either external school evaluation does not
take place (Greece, Croatia, Finland and Bosnia and Herzegovina) or student performance data is not
available (Belgium — German-speaking Community and Switzerland). In another nine systems, data
from examinations and/or other national tests is not used in this context because external school
evaluation is concerned mainly with school processes and compliance with regulations.

Figure 11.9.6: Use of student performance data from examinations and other national tests in external school
evaluation (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Country-specific notes

Czechia: Student performance data are taken into account during external school evaluations, but not as a direct assessment
criterion.

Spain: The situation can vary depending on the Autonomous Community. Andalucia, Castilla y Ledn, Comunidad Valenciana
and City of Ceuta report that student performance data from examinations and/or other national tests is not used in external
school evaluation.

Iceland: The use of student performance data concerns only school evaluation at ISCED 1 and 2.

11.9.2.3. Potential outcomes of school evaluation

The outcomes of the evaluation process usually include the issuing of a set of judgements and
recommendations. Depending on the national context, this may trigger the implementation of a variety
of measures to help schools address any weaknesses identified (°2).

The outcomes can be divided into three main groups: improvement measures, sanctions, and the
recognition of good practice. Figure 11.9.7 shows that most countries concentrate on the first group,
except for the Netherlands where only sanctions are used. In contrast, Latvia, Malta, Sweden and the
United Kingdom (England, Wales and Northern Ireland) report outcomes from each of the three
groups.

The improvement measures may include a specific set of recommendations. These are issued by the
authorities in almost all systems (the Netherlands and Poland being the exceptions). In addition, in
more than half of all systems, evaluators provide for a follow up to the evaluation, such as a further
inspection or a review of how well the school has addressed the weaknesses identified. Another
common outcome is the obligation to write a plan for school improvement. The provision of additional
training or resources is cited less often.

Financial or other sanctions are much less common and are used in only one third of all systems
(Belgium — Flemish Community, Czechia, Latvia, Malta, the Netherlands, Austria, Poland, Romania,
Slovenia, Sweden and the United Kingdom — England, Wales and Northern Ireland). Depending on
the system, financial sanctions can include fines, while other sanctions may involve the dismissal of
the school head, the restructuring of the school (for example, through a merger with another school),
the withdrawal of the operating licence, or ultimately the closing down of the school.

The recognition of good practice is mentioned as an outcome in eleven systems (Denmark, Spain,
France, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Portugal, Sweden and the United Kingdom — England, Wales and
Northern Ireland). The actions reported here include the official acknowledgement of good practice
and the dissemination of practices that have either proved effective or show promising results.

(1°2)  For further information on national policies on school evaluation, see European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015.
Assuring Quality in Education: Policies and Approaches to School Evaluation in Europe.
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Figure 11.9.7: Possible outcomes of external school evaluation (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Explanatory notes
The figure shows the potential outcomes of external school evaluations by category, according to top-level regulations.

Country-specific notes

Denmark: Additional training is an improvement measure used only at ISCED level 3.

Spain: The Autonomous Community of Aragén and the City of Ceuta report that follow-up by evaluators is an additional
outcome of external school evaluation.

11.9.2.4. Publication of evaluation reports

Figure 11.9.8 shows the approaches taken to the publication of evaluation reports. In more than half of
all systems that undertake external school evaluation, all evaluation reports are made public
(22 systems). The reports are usually published on the official website of the Inspectorate or other top-
level body and/or on the websites of individual schools and municipalities. In another five systems,
(Germany, France, Latvia, Romania and Slovenia), the reports are distributed only upon request, or to
a restricted audience.

In Germany, the report or parts of it are distributed to the school head, teachers, parents and/or students’ representatives as well as
to school supervisory authorities.

In Latvia, the public part of the report is published on websites, but the entire report is available only to the school, the local
government, the school founder and the Ministry of Education.

In contrast, in eight systems (Belgium — French and German-speaking Communities, Spain, Cyprus,
Luxembourg, Austria, Albania and Turkey), evaluation reports are not made available to outside
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parties. Finally, the practice varies in Italy, Malta and Switzerland because the decisions in this area
are subject to local and/or school autonomy.

| Figure 11.9.8: Publication of the results of external school evaluation (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Source: Eurydice.

Country-specific notes

Germany: Regulations vary between the Lénder. As a rule, the report or parts of it are distributed to the school head, the
teachers, parents and/or pupils or their representatives, and the school supervisory authorities. In some Lé&nder, schools may
decide to publish the evaluation report.

Switzerland: Cantonal regulations vary. In some Cantons, schools have to make public at least a summary of the evaluation
report.

External school evaluation: Differences between types of schools

In most education systems there are no differences in school evaluation procedures between public
and government-dependent private schools, or between different school types. This implies that in
these systems, all schools, irrespective of the sector, are externally reviewed following the same
criteria and processes. Nevertheless, in some systems there are some differences for government-
dependent private schools, for example, they might not be evaluated by a top-level body but by other
stakeholders, or the external school evaluation by top-level bodies might not be compulsory.

For instance in Denmark, the external evaluation of government-dependent private schools is carried out locally by the parents'
committee and an appointed school supervisor. The Ministry of Education could become involved at a later stage, depending on the
conclusions of the local evaluation and the school’s results in the nationally standardised test at the end of grade 9 (transition from
ISCED 2 to ISCED 3).

In Germany, public schools are evaluated regularly (every three to six years) against the educational standards of the Standing
Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs and Land-specific reference frameworks for school quality. In contrast,
government-dependent private schools in some Lénder may undergo external evaluation only on a voluntary basis.

172



11.10. SUPPORT FOR DISADVANTAGED SCHOOLS

Main findings

Academic research finds that a school’'s social intake can influence individual educational
performance. Disadvantaged schools — those enrolling high proportions of students from low socio-
economic backgrounds — generally have below average educational performance. They also often
lack resources and face greater problems with discipline, which makes learning difficult.

The concentration of students from low socio-economic backgrounds in disadvantaged schools may
occur as a result of residential segregation, or it may also be the unintended result of school
policies, such as school choice, admissions and tracking.

To reduce the unevenness in school and student performance, top-level authorities can use several
policy options: redress the imbalance in the socio-economic composition of schools, provide
targeted support to disadvantaged schools, provide incentives to encourage good teachers to work
in these schools.

e Top-level authorities in less than half of all education systems implement measures to improve
the socio-economic composition of schools. These measures usually focus on school
admission policies and classroom grouping practises. In rare cases, education authorities have
made structural changes, establishing new school types with the explicit aim of creating a more
balanced school composition. Elsewhere school catchment areas have been adjusted.

e Despite these efforts schools with large numbers of disadvantaged students persist in many
education systems, and may experience problems in terms of academic performance and
school climate. Recognising the need for targeted measures, the education authorities in more
than half of all systems allocate additional financial or non-financial support to these schools.

o Awarding incentives to attract teachers to disadvantaged schools is less common in European
education systems, despite the widely acknowledged challenges faced by these schools in
recruiting suitably qualified staff.

e Overall, three distinct patterns have been identified in terms of policy making in this area:

o 11 (') education systems have put in place all three types of measures;

o 26 (') systems have at least one policy, usually to provide additional support to
disadvantaged schools;

o five (%) systems do not have any of these policies in place.

Measuring school performance has become a common practice among European education systems
and the disparity between schools within education systems has been the subject of much debate.
Many different factors that influence schools’ performance have been cited, and some of these refer to
the socio-economic background of students. The ‘socio-economic composition of schools’ and the
related ‘peer effects’ may impact student performance. Schools enrolling a high proportion of students
from lower socio-economic backgrounds (sometimes also referred to as disadvantaged schools) have
a lower mean performance than schools that enrol a high proportion of students from higher socio-

(") Belgium (French and Flemish Communities), Spain, France, Hungary, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia, Slovenia, Sweden and
the United Kingdom (England)

(") Belgium (German-speaking Community), Bulgaria, Czechia, Denmark, Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Greece, Italy, Cyprus,
Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Austria, Romania, Finland, the United Kingdom (Wales, Northern Ireland
and Scotland), Switzerland, Iceland, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Norway and Serbia

(") Croatia, Malta, Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina and Turkey
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economic backgrounds. Disadvantaged schools also perform less well than the national average
performance (OECD, 2016a).

The socio-economic composition of schools may reflect that of the area in which the school is located.
In rural areas or regions with scarce resources and high poverty among the resident population, a high
proportion of students may come from lower socio-economic backgrounds. In towns where people of
different socio-economic backgrounds are unevenly distributed (due to housing prices, infrastructure,
social networks, etc.), local schools may mirror these residential differences. As empirical data shows,
in some countries, enrolling students in schools according to their place of residence is positively
related to social segregation in schools (i.e. an uneven distribution of students from different socio-
economic backgrounds among schools) (OECD, 2019c).

Alternatively, the uneven distribution of students from different socio-economic backgrounds can also
be the unintended result of school policies. PISA data also shows that ‘social segregation has
increased the most in countries where residence-based criteria has declined in importance’ (OECD,
2019a). A lack of socio-economic diversity can be the unintended effect of school policies — including
school choice (see Chapter Il.4) and admission policies (see Chapter I.5). For instance, if more
advantaged students can opt out of the neighbourhood school and their disadvantaged peers stay,
this may result in schools with a high proportion of disadvantaged students (OECD, 2019c). Uneven
student distribution can also be related to early academic selection in systems where family
background is closely related to student academic performance.

Schools that enrol large numbers of disadvantaged students face a number of challenges in improving
student performance and they are not always equipped well enough to address them (OECD, 2012;
OECD, 2018a; OECD, 2018c). These schools often lack resources, including equipment and qualified
staff (OECD, 2016a). In disadvantaged schools, disciplinary problems also occur more often, which
makes learning more difficult, and deprives students of precious learning time (Thrupp, 1997).

Top-level education authorities have different policy tools at their disposal to address these
challenges. On the one hand, policy measures to address the uneven distribution of students from low
socio-economic backgrounds may address the housing or social inclusion dimension; however, this
report is strictly limited to school policies. The most commonly cited education measures in the
literature are related to school choice and school admission policies (OECD, 2010), which aim to
rebalance the socio-economic distribution of students among schools. These include controlled choice
policies (see Figure 11.10.1 and Chapters1l.4 and 5). On the other hand, in order to support
disadvantaged schools, authorities may also provide targeted measures to compensate for the
specific difficulties they face (OECD, 2019a).

This chapter concentrates on top-level polices and measures in the following areas:
e improving the socio-economic diversity of schools;
e addressing challenges in teacher supply and demand in disadvantaged schools;

e providing additional financial or non-financial support to disadvantaged schools.
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11.10.1. Top-level measures to improve socio-economic diversity in schools

A school’s social intake has an impact on individual student performance. This ‘compositional effect’ is
partly due to related ‘peer effects’ (how the peer group directly motivates or disrupts each student’s
learning) (Ammermueller and Pischke, 2006; van Ewijk and Sleegers, 2010; Epple and Romano,
2011), but also partly to the cumulated effects resulting from certain school processes that are
impacted by the school’'s socio-economic composition: school instruction, school organisation, and
management processes (Thrupp, 1997; Thrupp et al, 2002). While the compositional effect influences
— positively or negatively — the performance of all students, certain groups of students are more
sensitive to the compositional effect than others — this is the case for students from low socio-
economic backgrounds. (Opdenakker et al, 2002; Benito et al, 2014).

International surveys show that disadvantaged students are more often low-achievers (see
Chapter 1.2). In addition, being in a school which enrols a high percentage of disadvantaged students
may pose further challenges to individual students to perform well (van Ewijk and Sleegers, 2010).
Disadvantaged schools are less able to attract good, highly qualified teachers; they experience worse
disciplinary climate than advantaged schools; and teacher expectations are lower (Thrupp, 1997;
OECD 2016a). As a consequence, students in disadvantaged schools may not perform well not only
because of their background, but because the school lacks the resources and processes necessary
for academic success. In contrast, disadvantaged students in more socially diverse schools, and thus
a more beneficial school climate with adequate resources, are more likely to perform well (Thrupp,
1997). In other words, diversifying (desegregating) schools could have a significant positive effect on
levels of educational equality, although the impact on education efficiency is not so clear (Benito et al.,
2014).

In addition, in systems where students are selected to schools based on academic performance, the
between-school difference in performance is greater than in systems without academic selection
(comprehensive schooling). Between-school variations in student performance often relate to the
degree of socio-economic diversity between schools. In other words, disadvantaged schools are also
often low-performing schools in academically selective systems. Comprehensive systems tend to
show smaller between-school differences in performance; however, when parents have extensive
school choice, self-sorting by ability and social background may also result in higher between-school
difference in these systems (OECD, 2016a).

Figure 11.10.1 presents an overview of the top-level policy measures in Europe that aim to improve
socio-economic diversity in schools. The two most common measures reported are regulations and
recommendations on the socio-economic composition of schools and adjusting school catchment
areas. A variety of alternative measures, for example, structural changes in the education system and
transportation of students are included in the ‘other’ category and are discussed in more detail below.
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| Figure 1.10.1: Top-level measures to improve socio-economic diversity in schools (ISCED 1-3), 2018/19
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Source: Eurydice.

Country-specific notes

Belgium (BE fr): Data refers to lower secondary education.
Belgium (BE nl), France, Hungary, Poland and Slovenia: Data refers to primary and lower secondary education.
Austria: Data refers to secondary education.

Seventeen education systems in Europe have implemented at least one type of policy measure to
address socio-economic diversity or social segregation. About half of these (Belgium — French and
Flemish Communities, Spain, Hungary, Portugal, Romania, Slovakia and the United Kingdom —
Northern Ireland) have regulations or recommendations on schools’ socio-economic composition in
place. These administrative measures are related to school admission policies (see Chapter 11.5) or
classroom grouping methods (see Chapter I1.6), by which top-level authorities aim to intervene into
how students are distributed across schools and classes. The examples below show a great diversity
of approaches ('%).

In Belgium (Flemish Community), a double quota system must be applied by schools in primary and secondary education: a quota
for socio-economically disadvantaged students (see Figure 11.5.4) and a quota for non-disadvantaged students, which means that
both types of students are given equal priority. The quotas are based on the percentage of disadvantaged students in the
municipality (i.e. the ratio between the number of disadvantaged students and the total number of pupils in primary or secondary
education located in the municipality).

In Portugal, since 2018, oversubscribed schools must prioritise the applications from low-income students in their admissions
procedures. In addition, the legislation states that classes must be heterogeneous.

In Romania, according to the methodology for the prevention of school segregation, irrespective of the education level they cover,
schools must admit students in the most balanced way possible, so that the socio-cultural diversity of the community is appropriately
reflected in the school, its buildings (if the school has several buildings), its groups/classes as well as in the last two rows of desks in
classrooms (107),

In the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), the Shared Education Act 2016 imposes a duty on authorities to encourage, facilitate
and promote the education together of children of different religious beliefs including reasonable numbers of both protestant and
catholic children; and those who are experiencing socio-economic deprivation with those who are not. This should be achieved

(106)

(107)

In Sweden, regulations refer to the ‘social composition of the comprehensive school’, but there is some legal uncertainty
about what municipalities’ can do about this. For this reason, the government is assessing the situation and is planning to
provide recommendations on how municipalities can foster more heterogeneous student bodies.

This applies to schools which still have the traditional arrangement of classes with parallel rows of desks.
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through collaboration between two or more schools. Grant-aided (publicly funded) schools and other organisations receive extra
support to collaborate in this way.

In countries where students are (at least initially) assigned to schools based on their place of
residence (see Chapter I1.4), top-level authorities (or sometimes local authorities) determine ‘school
catchment areas’. These are the geographical areas from which a school must enrol its students
before it can accept applicants from outside — see Figure 1.4.1. When the socio-economic composition
of the school age population in a catchment area becomes imbalanced, top-level authorities or
municipalities sometimes re-adjust its borders in order to rebalance the student population in the
school. This is a measure intended to counterbalance the impact of increasing residential segregation
in neighbourhoods. Top-level authorities in France, Hungary and Slovenia use this policy tool.

In France, educational authorities may change school catchment areas. They may decide to close down a particularly
disadvantaged lower secondary school (‘college’), and transport its students to other more socially heterogeneous schools.

In Hungary, school catchment areas need to be determined in a way that ensures an even distribution of disadvantaged students
among school districts in a municipality. The percentage of disadvantaged students in each school district should be within fifteen
percentage points of the rate of disadvantaged students in the municipality.

In Slovenia, local authorities can set up a common catchment area for a maximum of three schools, and within this gravitational
areas for specific schools. This gives more flexibility for local authorities in allocating students to schools, and helps in achieving a
more heterogeneous student body in schools.

Other measures to combat socio-economic segregation in schools include the transportation of
disadvantaged students (who would normally be assigned on a geographical basis to a disadvantaged
school) to another school which is more socio-economically diverse (Hungary and Sweden). It should
be mentioned that twelve further countries also reported student transportation. These countries are
not presented in Figure 11.10.1, because their policies are either mainstream or they are social
measures to facilitate student access to schools, rather than measures to specifically address socio-
economic diversity in schools. For example, public transport is free for all students in Malta and
Montenegro, and for those under 12 in Belgium (German-speaking Community), in others students are
eligible for free transport if they live at a certain distance from the school (two to six kilometres,
depending on the country) (Croatia, the United Kingdom — Northern Ireland and Serbia), or if they live
in remote, rural settlements (Spain, Latvia, Lithuania, Romania and Turkey). It should, however, be
acknowledged that these transportation measures may have an impact on socio-economic diversity in
schools.

In three systems (Austria, Poland and the United Kingdom — Northern Ireland), the structure of the
education system has been changed, and new school types have been established to promote
diversity.
In Austria, a new school type, ‘Neue Mittelschule’ (New Secondary School) was established with the aim of educating together
students from different socio-economic backgrounds.

In Poland, the school structure was changed in 2016. The separate primary and lower secondary schools were replaced by single-
structure primary and lower secondary schools. The aim of the change was to prevent the sorting of students at the beginning of
lower secondary level, which seemed to lead to socio-economic segregation in large cities.

In the United Kingdom (Northern Ireland), ‘integrated schools’ aim to bring together students and staff from Catholic and
Protestant traditions, as well as those of other faiths and none.

Finally, Portugal has launched a public website with alternative school indicators that highlight positive
educational results in schools with a large disadvantaged population. These are value-added
indicators that compare student progress, rather than absolute levels of attainment, and contribute to
improve the public reputation of good performing disadvantaged schools. While in Norway, admission
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regulations for government dependent private schools receive more attention from top-level
authorities.

In Norway, top-level regulations do not allow government-dependent private schools to select their students. Each school must
have admission rules approved by top-level authorities. In the case of oversubscription, schools can prioritise siblings, geographical
proximity and religious affiliation.

Beyond the top-level policy measures depicted in Figure 11.10.1, some countries (Belgium — French
Community, Germany, France, Latvia, Hungary, Malta, Romania, Sweden, Bosnia and Herzegovina
and Serbia), aim to inform and/or involve stakeholders in discussions on how to tackle socio-economic
segregation in schools. For example, in Belgium (French Community), Germany, France and
Romania, the top-level authorities explicitly advocate social diversity in schools and warn about the
negative effect of segregation. In Latvia and Malta, specific teacher professional development
programmes are offered on education equity and social inclusion in schools. In Belgium (French
Community) and France, local pilot projects which seek to improve socio-economic diversity in
disadvantaged neighbourhoods are supported by top-level authorities. Similarly, in Hungary, working
groups, involving representatives of all school types, have been established in every school district’s
maintenance centre to monitor the implementation of inclusive education and desegregation. In
addition, in Luxembourg, Sweden and Norway, local authorities are encouraged or requested to
intervene to prevent or address socio-economic segregation in schools.

1.10.2. Teachers in disadvantaged schools: challenges and incentives

Investing in high quality teaching is key to improving student performance and it has been recognised
that a sound policy would be to deploy the best and most effective teachers to work with students who
need the most support (OECD, 2018b). In practice, however, there are a number of obstacles in this
area.

Before addressing the specific issues surrounding teachers in disadvantaged schools, attention must
be drawn to the fact that many European countries are dealing with general shortages of teachers, the
aging of the teacher workforce and/or the uneven distribution of teachers between subjects and
geographical areas. Most of these policy issues are relatively long standing and are linked to the
attractiveness of the profession (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2018a). However, these
problems could be all accentuated in relation to teachers in disadvantaged schools, where the socio-
economic composition of schools can have an impact on instruction, school organisation and
management (see Chapter 1.2).

In this context, it is useful to consider the general regulations on teacher appointment that apply to all
schools. In most European systems teachers in public schools are recruited and appointed in an open
process whereby vacant positions are filled by candidates that apply to each school. This means that
the top-level authorities do not allocate teachers to schools; the recruitment process is managed by
individual schools, sometimes together with their local authorities (European Commission/
EACEA/Eurydice, 2018a). A minority of countries opt for more restrictive methods of recruitment and
appointment, where the top-level authorities play a direct role by establishing a pool of successful
candidates as a result of either competitive examinations (Spain, France Italy and Turkey) or selection
by applications (Germany, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Malta and Albania) (Ibid). Another related aspect is
the fact that, across Europe, government-dependent private schools tend to have much more
autonomy in their employment and remuneration policies as well in their use of public and private
funds (see Chapter 11.8) and this could play a role when top-level authorities try to attract experienced
and qualified teachers to disadvantaged schools and subsequently attempt to keep them in post.
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1.10.2.1. Challenges in managing teacher supply and demand

Figure 11.10.2 provides an overview of the main challenges in managing teacher supply and demand in
schools that enrol large numbers of disadvantaged students. These challenges have been identified
by top-level authorities and have been mentioned in official documents and publications. In the
majority of education systems (31 systems), the top-level authorities recognise that there are
challenges related to teacher recruitment in disadvantaged schools and to the need for specific
support and development. The top-level authorities in eleven systems have not identified any specific
challenges in this area. In some cases, this is because the appointment of teachers is a local
responsibility and the Ministry does not collect such information (Denmark), or because issues with the
supply of teachers are not limited to schools with large cohorts of disadvantaged students (Ireland and
Estonia).

Figure 11.10.2: Main challenges in managing teacher supply and demand in disadvantaged schools as identified by
top-level authorities, 2018/19
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Figure 11.10.2 shows that the problem areas most often cited refer to the need to improve teachers’
general competences in working with diverse classrooms (29 systems) and to attract qualified and
experienced teachers to disadvantaged schools (22 systems). Providing specific teacher training for
addressing inequalities, as well as monitoring the effectiveness of teachers’ work have been also
mentioned as areas for improvement. In addition, granting more autonomy to schools to recruit,
monitor and reward teachers is considered a challenge in five systems. The top-level authorities in
17 countries mention that they experience three or more challenges related to teachers in
disadvantaged schools. This is an indication of the significance of the problems in this area and the
current emphasis that is placed on resolving them. In many systems, recent reports, policy papers and
expert contributions have addressed these challenges.

In Iceland, official reports note that while there is general agreement on the objectives of inclusive education, there is a need for
more resources, improved professional development, and support for schools, as well as more research to enable effective
implementation. It is also noted that there are too many different interpretations of the term ‘inclusive education’ and that teachers do
not feel adequately equipped to deal with the demands arising from greater diversity in the classroom (108),

(%) Mat & framkvaemd stefnu um skola an adgreiningar (Mennta- og menningarmalaraduneytié, 2015; European Agency for
Special Needs and Inclusive Education (2017): Education for All in Iceland — External Audit of the Icelandic System for
Inclusive Education. Odense, Denmark: European Agency for Special Needs and Inclusive Education. See
https://www.stjornarradid.is/media/menntamalaraduneyti-media/media/frettatengt2016/final-report_external-audit-of-the-
icelandic-system-for-inclusive-education.pdf
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The information collected refers to policy discussions and action plans that both examine the
difficulties in teacher supply and demand in general and explore ways to support and improve
teachers’ work in disadvantaged schools in particular.

In Sweden, several reports of the Swedish School Commission mention the need to address teacher shortages, the lack of suitably
qualified teachers and the need for more professional development opportunities. It is difficult to recruit experienced teachers and
school heads in schools that face major problems, although it is these school that need them most (1%9). In its interim report, the
Commission set out proposals for national targets and a long-term plan with areas for improvement (SOU 2016:38). The final report
contains concrete proposals within the areas for improvement (10).

A range of specific problems related to the supply of teachers has been highlighted in response to the
survey carried out for this report. In several education systems, general teacher shortages also affect
disadvantaged schools (Belgium (all three Communities) and Ireland). It is reported that teacher
recruitment is the most problematic in urban areas, but also in smaller rural schools.

In the French and Flemish Communities of Belgium, the supply of teachers in general, and for specific subjects (e.g.
mathematics, foreign languages, technical courses) is a challenge. This problem is not exclusively related to disadvantaged schools
but is most apparent in the cities where a higher number of disadvantaged students live.

In Ireland, there are also difficulties in recruiting teachers. At primary level, this relates mainly to the recruitment of substitute
teachers, and at post-primary to the recruitment of teachers of particular subjects (e.g. STEM, modern foreign languages, Irish and
Home Economics). In response to this, the Department of Education and Skills established the Steering Group on Teacher Supply in
March 2018 (). An Implementation Group supports the work of the Steering Group by considering various issues such as the key
factors that impact upon the demand for, and supply of teachers. Developing a model for Teacher Workforce Planning in Primary
and Post Primary schools is under consideration.

Attracting and retaining teachers in disadvantaged schools and addressing high turnover are also
priority areas in France ('), Germany (''®), the United Kingdom (England (''#) and Scotland ('%)) and
in some other systems. Some countries mention that they face specific constraints in recruiting
qualified teachers in rural areas (Lithuania, Romania and Turkey), and in providing extra teachers and
targeted training to support students from migrant backgrounds (Greece and Austria). The great
majority of education authorities also recognise that improving teacher competences to deal with
diversity in classrooms is a topic that needs to be addressed in both initial teacher education (ITE)
programmes and continuing professional development (CPD) courses, as well as through the
exchange of existing good practice and access to support materials.

In Finland, it has been recognised that cultural diversity is one of the areas where teachers and other staff need more support
through CPD activities (''6).

(") The Swedish School Commission (Skolkommissionen) (dir. 2015:35).

("% (SOU 2017:35) https://www.regeringen.se/498092/contentassets/e94a1c61289142bfbcfdf54a44377507/samling-for-
skolan---nationell-strategi-for-kunskap-och-likvardighet-sou-201735.pdf

(") https://www.education.ie/en/The-Department/Requlation-of-Lobbying-Act-2015/Groups-Committees-exempted-under-the-
Transparency-Code/teacher-supply-steering-group.html

("?)  https://www.ccomptes.fr/system/files/2018-10/20181017-synthese-education-prioritaire 0.pdf ,
https://www.ccomptes.fr/sites/default/files/2017-10/2017 1004-rapport-gerer-enseignants-autrement.pdf
http://cache.media.education.gouv.fr/file/2018/04/7/IGEN-IGAENR-rapport-2018-91-Gestion-quantitative-gestion-
qualitative-enseignants 1031047.pdf

(M%) Berlin Social Science Center (Wissenschaftszentrum Sozialforschung Berlin) authored by Marcel Helbig and Rita Nikolai,
"Do the socially most disadvantaged pupils get the 'best' schools? 'An explorative study on the relationship between
school quality and the social composition of schools using Berlin as an example' ("Bekommen die sozial benachteiligsten
Schiler*innen die 'besten' Schulen? Eine explorative Studie lUber den Zusammenhang von Schulqualitat und sozialer
Zusammensetzung von Schulen am Beispiel Berlins") https://bibliothek.wzb.eu/pdf/2019/p19-002.pdf

(") Teacher Recruitment and Retention Strategy (p.11) (DfE, 2019):
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment data/file/773930/Teacher Reten
tion_Strategy Report.PDF.pdf

(") Evaluation of the Attainment Scotland Fund. Interim report (years 1 and 2)
https://www.gov.scot/publications/evaluation-attainment-scotland-fund-interim-report-years-1-2/

(M%)  https://www.oph.fi/rahoitus/valtionavustukset/opetustoimen henkilostokoulutus/103/2/opetustoimen_ja_varhaiskasvatukse
n_henkilostokoulutus _vuonna 2019 _avustushaku
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In Italy, the national plan for CPD activities 2016-2019 aims, among other things, to strengthen teachers' ability to work with diversity
in classrooms (7).

In the United Kingdom (Wales), the government has issued a new set of accreditation criteria for providers of initial teacher
education programmes from September 2019. Among the requirements for programmes will be that 'Professional and pedagogical
studies should draw on theory, research and student teachers’ direct experience in schools to develop their knowledge,
understanding and practical skills in relation, inter alia, to [...meeting the needs of pupils from diverse cultural, linguistic, religious
and socioeconomic backgrounds to ensure equity...]' ("*8).

In Slovenia, within an initiative of the Ministry of Education Science and Sport entitied Safe and Supportive Learning Environment
(Varno in spodbudno uéno okolje), teaching in diverse classrooms have been addressed through the sharing of best practice,
regional debates among educational staff, and at a national conference. Support materials on how to build an inclusive school
environment have been produced by the National Education institute.

11.10.2.2. Incentives for teachers

There are a range of policy measures available to education authorities needing to attract well-
qualified and experienced teachers to disadvantaged schools. These include the provision of both
financial and non-financial incentives. However, according to top-level regulations, such incentives are
not commonly used (see Figure 11.10.3). Financial measures such as increasing the basic statutory
salary (Lithuania, Romania and Slovenia), additional allowances (France, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland,
Slovakia and Sweden), teacher student loan reimbursement (United Kingdom — England) and similar
policies have been implemented in 11 systems altogether. Non-financial incentives such as better
working conditions (e.g. reduced teaching time, reduced class size, job security, access to
mentoring/coaching), or career benefits (e.g. preferential next appointment or faster career
progression) are available in eight systems. Four systems (France, Lithuania, Slovenia and United
Kingdom — Scotland) report that they implement both financial and non-financial incentives.

In more than half of all systems, there are no top-level incentives for teachers in disadvantaged
schools. This could be for various reasons. In some cases, decisions on the recruitment and/or
remuneration of teachers are taken at local and/or school level (see also Figures 11.8.1 and 11.8.2).
Thus decisions regarding, for instance, the payment of special allowances or the reduction of the
number of students in a class could be taken by the school head depending on the specific
circumstances of the school. In other cases, (Estonia, Croatia, Malta, Albania, Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Iceland and Montenegro), there are no top-level incentives for teachers because the
education authorities consider that there are no significant differences in the socio-economic
composition of schools. More importantly, however, in ten additional systems (Belgium — German-
speaking Community, Germany, Ireland, Cyprus, Latvia, Luxembourg, Austria, Portugal, North
Macedonia and Turkey) no such measures exist even though education authorities are aware of
significant differences in the socio-economic composition of schools.

("7)  https://www.istruzione.it/allegati/2016/Piano_Formazione 3ott.pdf

(") Criteria for the accreditation of initial teacher education programmes in Wales: Teaching tomorrow’s teachers' (WG,
2018), p.21-22. https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-09/criteria-for-the-accreditation-of-initial-teacher-
education-programmes-in-wales.pdf
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| Figure 1.10.3: Top-level measures to support teachers in disadvantaged schools, 2018/19

Financial
Non-financial
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Not available
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Source: Eurydice.

Country-specific note

Spain: Non-financial measures are the most common practice reported by the participating Autonomous Communities. Only
Castilla y Leén and Castilla-La Mancha provide financial incentives in the form of additional allowances to teachers in
disadvantaged schools.

1.10.3. Additional funding and non-financial support to disadvantaged schools

In addition to measures to facilitate teacher recruitment, other forms of support are offered to schools
with disadvantaged students. This support recognises the fact that disadvantaged schools operate in
distinct environments. They are confronted with multiple challenges, such as a wide range of student
abilities, diverse learning needs, high rates of underachievement, attendance problems, low academic
expectations and an unfavourable school climate ('1°). The support provided to disadvantaged schools
can be divided into two broad categories: additional funding and non-financial support ('2°). The
additional, or targeted, national funding is separate from the main funding stream and aims to improve
equity in schools with disadvantaged students. It is not necessarily contingent on the proportion of
disadvantaged students in the school. Top-level education authorities can allocate these funds to the
regional or local level, or directly to the school. The activities funded can be specified (ring-fenced) or
schools may be allowed varying degrees of autonomy. Funding from EU programmes and other
international organisations, as well as social aid programmes and individual financial aid to students
are not considered here. The additional financial and non-financial support that is provided
systematically by top-level authorities can include, for example, access to extra educational staff,
professional development opportunities, reduced class sizes, or extra-curricular activities.

Research studies indicate weak positive effects of additional funding on the learning progress of
disadvantaged students (Franck and Nicaise, 2017). While additional support for disadvantaged
schools is important, it is not sufficient on its own to redress educational inequalities. This is especially
true in comparison with the impact of major system-level factors such as early tracking, grade

("°) See for instance Department of Education and Skills, DEIS Plan 2017 (Delivering Equity of Opportunity in Schools), pdf
available at https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Policy-Reports/DEIS-Plan-2017.pdf

(') See also European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2016. Structural indicators for monitoring education and training
systems in Europe 2016. Eurydice Background report to the Education and Training Monitor 2016, pp. 36-42.
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repetition and selective admission to schools (Verelst et al.,, 2020). Evidence from national case
studies shows that the effectiveness of the additional support can be increased by providing a balance
between automatically allocated and earmarked funding. Moreover, schools need to have a degree of
autonomy in determining the ways in which funds are spent, provided that they also have both
management capacity and access to expert guidance. Appropriate monitoring and evaluation must
also take place (lbid).

Figure 11.10.4.A shows that additional funding is allocated in 30 education systems to schools that
enrol disadvantaged students. In some cases, additional funding is combine with non-financial
support, but in five systems (Greece, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Hungary and Montenegro) non-financial
support is the only type of support available. In seven systems (Croatia, Malta, Romania, Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Norway and Turkey), the top-level authorities do not provide either additional
funding or non-financial support. In terms of the methods of allocating additional school funding, in
nineteen systems the funding is allocated automatically by top-level authorities, while in sixteen
systems schools must apply for specific funds. In Spain, Poland, Finland and the United Kingdom
(Northern Ireland and Scotland), both methods of allocating additional funding are used.

Figure 11.10.4: Additional, top-level financial or non-financial support for schools with disadvantaged students
(ISCED 1-3), 2018/19

1.10.4.A: Funding allocated automatically/schools apply for specific funds

Additional funding allocated to
schools automatically

Schools apply for specific funds

Only non-financial support

No additional funding or non-financial
support

Not available

20O 03 O

Source: Eurydice.

Country-specific notes

Luxembourg: Applies only to ISCED 1.

Denmark: Applies only to ISCED 3.

Spain: All participating Autonomous Communities report implementing these measures at all ISCED levels, except Canarias
and Comunidad Valenciana, which focus on ISCED 1 and 2.

Finland: Applies only to ISCED 1 and 2. The additional funding that is allocated automatically is included in the state funding to
municipalities.

Switzerland: Applies only to ISCED 1 and 2. Cantonal regulations may vary.

Additional funds may be allocated to all schools with disadvantaged students, regardless of the
proportion of disadvantaged students in the overall student population in any given school. Such funds
might also be allocated to some schools only, based on pre-defined criteria. Figure 11.10.4.B shows
that in around half of all systems (22 systems) all schools are eligible for financial and non-financial
support and receive funding for each disadvantaged student.
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In 