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1. School education  
 
This Section looks at different aspects of school education, focusing on priority fields identified in the Council's 
conclusions of May 2009, notably completion rates of upper secondary education; and the role of teachers, the 
profile of the profession and their professional development.  
 
Other crucial areas of improving school education such as combating early leaving of education and key 
competencies are analysed in the chapter on Equity (Chapter III.1) 
 
1.1 Completion of upper secondary education  
 
Upper secondary attainment is an important indicator for measuring progress in the area of schooling and it is 
related to the EU benchmark of achieving by 2010 a rate of 85% of young people (aged 20-24) having completed 
at least upper secondary education. 
 

 

Figure II.1.1: Population aged 20-24 having completed at least upper-secondary education, 2000-2009 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS), HR: 2002 instead of 2000,NO, MK: 2006 instead of 2000. 
Additional notes: 
Breaks in time series in Bulgaria(2001), Denmark (2007), Germany (2005), France (2003), Latvia (2002), Lithuania (2002), Luxembourg (2003), Hungary 
(2003), Malta (2003), Norway (2006)  
CY: Pupils usually living in the country but studying abroad are not yet covered by the survey. Hence results for CY are understated. 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
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European benchmark 
By 2010 at least 85% of 22-year- olds in 

the European Union should have 
completed upper secondary education.

1
 

 
The European benchmark poses a significant challenge for the EU. The present (2008) EU average for the 
population aged 20-24 is 78.6% and has only moderately improved (by 2 percentage points) since 2000 (on a 
positive note, progress has slightly accelerated since 2003). Females outperform males by more than 5 
percentage points and the large gender gap has been relatively stable since 2000. 
 

 

Figure II.1.2: 
Percentage of young people aged 20-24 in EU 27 with at least upper secondary attainment, 2000-2009 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS) 

 

In addition to the European benchmark, several Member States have set national targets in this area.
2
 Denmark, 

Greece, Latvia, Netherlands and Belgium (French Community) have set an 85% target. Lithuania and Poland have 
set a 90% goal for 2010; Ireland has set a 90% goal for 2013, the UK for 2015 and Denmark a 95% goal for 2015. 
Poland, Lithuania and Ireland already surpass the EU 2010 benchmark and have thus set more ambitious national 
goals.  
 
Many of the eastern States are already above the 2010 EU benchmark. 3 Member States (Czech Republic, 
Poland and Slovakia) and Croatia, have already reached over 90% upper secondary attainment. (Figure II.1.1). 
 
Portugal, Malta and Spain, with attainment rates below 60%, have the lowest completion rates in the EU. 
However, both Portugal and Malta have made substantial progress, increasing by over 10 percentage points since 
2000. In Spain upper secondary graduation rates are better than attainment rates for the 18-24 age group and 
tending to improve, implying that attainment rates will improve too at a later stage.  Bulgaria, Cyprus, Italy and 
Lithuania have also progressed by more than 5 percentage points. Most other Member States, however, have 
made little progress since 2000. Upper secondary attainment in Denmark, Finland, Luxembourg, Slovakia and 
Spain - and to a lesser degree – in Germany has even fallen. This can be partly explained by a strong net 
migration to these countries, with many young adults having been educated outside the national education system. 
 
International data for upper secondary attainment of young people are only available for the age group 25-34. In 
2007 about 81% of young people in the EU had upper secondary attainment. This compares to an OECD average 
of 79%, only 47% in Brazil, 87% in the US

3
, 91% in Russia and 97% in Korea (South), which has the highest rate 

world wide, with almost all young people having participated in upper secondary education. 
 
Policy measures to address early school leaving, which has been maintained as a benchmark for 2020 and given 
new prominence as a headline target within Europe 2020, will have an impact on school completion. Indeed, some 
Member States in effect see the two objectives as interchangeable and have in their provisional National Reform 
Programmes based their national actions to fight early school leaving on policy programmes to boost school 
completion. This can be expected to give new impetus to the effort to improve school completion. 

                                                 
1
 Indicator: Percentage of those aged 22 who have successfully completed at least upper secondary education (ISCED level 3). For 
statistical reasons (the sample size in the Labour Force Survey for a one-year cohort is too small to produce reliable results) the 
following proxy indicator is used in the analysis: Percentage of those aged 20-24 who have successfully completed at least upper 
secondary education (ISCED level 3). 

2
 Belgium-FR: 85%, Denmark: 85%, Greece: 85%, Estonia: 83%, Ireland: 90% (by 2013), Latvia: 85%, Malta: 65%, Hungary: 86%, 
Lithuania: 90%, Netherlands: 85%, Poland: 90% (2008), Portugal : 65%, Romania: 75%, Slovenia: 85% (for 25-64 year olds), UK-
England: 85% (of 19 year olds), UK: 90% (by 2015) 

3
 US upper secondary attainment rates are believed to be overstated  
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1.2 Teachers - Overview 
There has been a particularly strong focus on teachers within the policy exchanges on education and training.

4
 

The quality of teaching has been identified as being the single most important determinant of educational success. 
In addition, as will be shown in the section on the age profile of the teaching profession, there are significant 
challenges, shared across the EU, in relation to recruiting and training the teachers of the future.  
 
The teaching profession in the EU counts some 5.9 million teachers in 2008 (1.7% fewer than in 2000), and 1 
million pre-primary educators. This represents 3% of the total active EU population. Some Member States have 
experienced a significant diminution of their teaching workforce since 2000: France (-17%), Slovakia (-17%), 
Bulgaria (-17%) and Romania (-13%) - at the same time as other countries experienced a significant increase: 
Ireland (+42%), Luxembourg (+38%), Cyprus (+32%). 

 
 

Figure II.1.3: Share of female teachers, 2008 
 

 

Females as a % of all teachers  
Data for 2008 

ISCED 

1-3 

ISCED 

1 

ISCED 

2 

ISCED 

3 

ISCED 

4 

ISCED 

5-6 

EU-27  70.18 84.51 66.39 58.61 54.66 39.54 

Belgium  67.05 80.30 60.91 59.72 : 42.48 

Bulgaria  82.14 93.47 80.94 76.83 63.30 47.09 

Czech Republic 73.16 97.55 74.14 58.31 : 48.01 

Denmark  : : : : : : 

Germany  65.51 85.20 61.57 48.96 44.87 36.73 

Estonia  83.44 94.04 80.94 74.89 : : 

Ireland  73.69 84.46 :  63.68 : 38.35 

Greece  : : : : : : 

Spain  63.56 75.20 57.89 49.14 : 38.20 

France  66.21 82.36 64.58 53.39 : 37.34 

Italy  76.44 95.31 71.38 59.71 : 35.22 

Cyprus  70.31 82.39 69.05 57.11 : 39.68 

Latvia  85.48 92.89 82.94 79.54 70.10 57.16 

Lithuania  84.70 97.32 81.50 :  69.25 55.49 

Luxembourg  58.21 71.66 : 47.78 : : 

Hungary  78.68 95.90 78.55 64.83 52.35 38.01 

Malta  71.30 88.18 65.23 41.14 0 29.86 

Netherlands  67.74 83.79 : 47.37 : 37.64 

Austria  69.61 89.19 69.16 51.90 52.63 32.45 

Poland  76.24 83.79 74.35 66.43 62.37 42.54 

Portugal  73.40 79.76 70.57 67.20 : 43.22 

Romania  72.25 85.94 68.47 65.91 67.59 43.30 

Slovenia  79.01 97.51 78.93 64.82 72.00 37.8% 

Slovakia  77.54 89.34 77.66 70.36 51.72 43.83 

Finland  69.04 78.35 71.19 57.68 : 50.82 

Sweden  68.76 81.01 66.59 52.24 48.04 44.13 

United Kingdom 68.66 81.44 62.53 63.28 64.74 41.69 

Croatia  73.39 91.35 73.07 65.28 : 41.63 

MK 60.96 76.64 52.24 57.02 : 44.10 

Turkey  47.31 49.85 : 41.40 : 40.35 

Iceland  72.34 80.32 : 53.33 : 48.97 

Liechtenstein  62.92 76.20 51.64 37.25 50.00 0 

Norway  67.10 73.79 73.79 49.10 : 41.16 

Source: EUROSTAT (UOE)  

MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
*EU27 calculated with average of countries  
For country specific notes see: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/dataset?p_product_code
=EDUC_PERS1D  

 
Women represent a large majority of teachers  
In primary and secondary education, women account for more than 70% of teachers in the EU and represent more 
than 60% in all the Member States, except Luxembourg (see figure II.1.3). On average (EU-27) there are very 
clear differences between the different levels of schooling. The higher the educational level in which they are 
employed, the smaller is the female dominance in the teacher profession. In primary education (ISCED level 1), 

                                                 
4
 See, for example, the three recent statements by Ministers of Education on this topic :  
Conclusions of the Council of November 2007 on improving the quality of teacher education (Official Journal C 300, 12.12.2007) 
Conclusions of the Council of 21 November 2008 on preparing young people for the 21st century: an agenda for European 
cooperation on schools (OJ 2008/C 319/08) 
Conclusions of the Council of 26 November 2009 on the professional development of teachers and school leaders (OJ 2009/C 
302/04) 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/dataset?p_product_code=EDUC_PERS1D
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/dataset?p_product_code=EDUC_PERS1D
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more than 80% of teachers are female. At lower secondary education (ISCED 2) 66%, while less than 60% of 
teachers in upper secondary education (ISCED 3) are women. Among the academic staff (ISCED 5-6) women 
represent on average 39.5% of teachers.  
 II.1: Age distribution of teachers,  

 

Figure II.1.4: Age distribution of school teachers, 2008 
 

 

Less 
than 30 
years 
old 

Less 
than 30 
years 
old 

50 years 
and 
older 

50 years 
and 
older 

Teachers by 
age (%), by 
ISCED level 

ISCED  
1 

ISCED 
2-3 

ISCED 1 ISCED 
2-3 

EU-27 (2008) 15.0 12.0 28.5 34.0 

Belgium  23.1 16.4 20.4 32.8 

Bulgaria  3.9 7.0 23.5 35.6 

Czech Republic 13.1 9.8 34.0 32.7 

Denmark  9.5 : 38.6 : 

Germany  6.1 3.2 50.3 50.4 

Estonia  10.3 9.9 29.7 43.8 

Ireland  26.2 13.4 27.3 32.1 

Greece  : : : : 

Spain  14.2 7.2 31.4 28.0 

France  15.8 9.3 20.0 34.3 

Italy  1.4 0.5 42.0 56.2 

Cyprus  34.9 15.5 2.9 20.8 

Latvia  9.6 9.9 35.7 38.8 

Lithuania  5.8 10.5 29.1 35.8 

Luxembourg  28.9 20.0 23.0 28.8 

Hungary  10.8 12.5 22.5 29.2 

Malta  32.0 29.7 23.8 20.9 

Netherlands  20.3 11.5 33.8 44.6 

Austria  8.3 5.9 34.7 37.8 

Poland  16.4 17.6 11.8 19.7 

Portugal  11.0 10.4 29.2 22.1 

Romania  19.4 20.6 30.9 33.6 

Slovenia  11.1 8.8 16.0 26.5 

Slovakia  17.0 16.4 25.5 35.8 

Finland  10.4 8.4 28.2 37.1 

Sweden  5.1 8.1 48.8 41.5 

United Kingdom 24.6 18.1 27.4 30.9 

Croatia  : : : : 

MK* 11.0 14.8 25.0 30.4 

Turkey  : : : : 

Iceland  12.1 7.0 30.8 46.2 

Liechtenstein  11.1 11.7 29.2 27.0 

Norway  11.6 8.1 36.2 43.8 

Source: EUROSTAT (UOE),  
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
EU27 calculated with the average of countries 
For country specific notes see: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/da
taset?p_product_code=EDUC_THPERTCH  

 
The teaching profession is aging.  
Currently (2008) 34.0% of all secondary teachers in the EU are 50 years and older. 
 

 

Figure II.1.5: Share of teachers (ISCED 2-3) 50 years and older, 2000-2008 
 

 

 
Source: Eurostat (UOE) 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/dataset?p_product_code=EDUC_THPERTCH
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page/portal/product_details/dataset?p_product_code=EDUC_THPERTCH
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There are big differences between Member States in the proportion of teachers aged over 50 (Figure II.1.4). More 
than 50% of secondary teachers are over 50 in Germany and Italy. Most of the other Member States have less 
than 40% of teachers of older than 50 years of age in secondary education. The share of secondary teachers 
under 30, on the other hand, was in 2007 less than 3% in Germany and Italy, but more than 20% in Luxembourg, 
Romania and Malta. 

 
 

Figure II.1.6: Ratio of pupils to teachers 
 

 

Ratio of pupils to teachers  
Data for 2008 

ISCED 

1-3 

ISCED 

1 

ISCED 

2 

ISCED 

3 

EU-27  13.6 15.5 13.1 11.7 

Belgium  10.8 12.6 8.1 10.8 

Bulgaria  12.8 16.1 12.0 11.5 

Czech Republic 14.2 18.1 11.8 14.0 

Denmark  10.1 10.1 : : 

Germany  16.7 18.0 15.0 14.0 

Estonia  14.8 16.4 16.0 12.4 

Ireland  15.4 17.8 : 12.9 

Greece  : : : : 

Spain  11.2 13.1 10.3 8.7 

France  14.4 19.9 14.6 9.4 

Italy  10.7 10.6 9.7 11.8 

Cyprus  12.3 15.0 10.8 10.6 

Latvia  11.3 12.8 9.2 11.9 

Lithuania  8.2 9.7 7.7 : 

Luxembourg  10.3 12.1 : 9.0 

Hungary  11.3 10.6 10.9 12.3 

Malta  9.2 10.6 7.1 15.3 

Netherlands  15.8 15.8 : 15.8 

Austria  11.0 12.9 9.9 10.5 

Poland  11.6 10.5 12.9 12.2 

Portugal  9.2 11.3 8.1 7.3 

Romania  14.3 16.3 12.5 14.8 

Slovenia  12.5 15.8 8.9 13.5 

Slovakia  15.6 18.6 14.5 15.1 

Finland  13.9 14.4 10.6 15.9 

Sweden  12.7 12.2 11.4 14.7 

United Kingdom 15.7 20.2 15.0 12.4 

Croatia  13.0 16.6 12.1 11.3 

 Iceland  10.2  10.0 :  10.6 

 MK*  15.1  17.4 12.8   15.8 

 Turkey  22.2 24.4  :  17.0 

Liechtenstein  8.9 9.1 8.6 8.6 

Norway  10.4 10.8 10.1 9.9 

Source: Eurostat (UOE),  
Note: Data for DK, FR, MT, PT, FI, UK refer to 2005 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
For country specific notes see: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,
0_45572595&_dad=portal&_sche ma=PORTAL 

 
 
Teachers teach, on average, more students in primary education than in secondary. The average student-
teacher ratio in primary education is 16 students per teacher, while for upper secondary it is 12. The difference in 
student teacher ratio between educational levels varies greatly between countries. In the case of the UK there is a 
difference of more than 8 students in the ratio of primary and upper secondary (see figure II.1.6). 
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Figure II.1.7: Percentage of 15 year old students in schools where the principal reports instruction hindered by 
lack of qualified teachers by subject 

 

 

Subjects 
Data for 2006 

Science Mathematics 
Test 

language 
Other 

subjects 

EU* 14.9 12.8 8.5 23.7 

Belgium  27.8 36.6 22.5 46.0 

Bulgaria  1.3 2.3 1.9 22.6 

Czech Republic 16.2 10.1 6.1 34.6 

Denmark  24.1 5.3 3.6 25.6 

Germany  36.7 19.2 11.5 43.5 

Estonia  23.5 27.1 19.4 39.9 

Ireland  9.1 6.6 6.0 36.7 

Greece  10.1 7.3 8.6 10.6 

Spain  4.4 4.9 3.3 10.1 

France   : :  :  :  

Italy  12.6 15.4 13.8 20.7 

Cyprus  : :  :  :  

Latvia  16.5 11.8 4.1 17.1 

Lithuania  14.7 14.2 6.2 27.2 

Luxembourg  33.9 44.7 52.5 39.8 

Hungary  5.1 4.2 1.7 9.4 

Malta   : :  :  :  

Netherlands  9.0 17.5 11.7 31.6 

Austria  8.9 3.1 2.6 14.6 

Poland  2.0 2.1 0.0 11.5 

Portugal  0.0 1.3 0.0 2.7 

Romania  2.2 0.6 4.1 12.1 

Slovenia  0.3 1.0 0.8 2.9 

Slovakia  8.0 7.6 22.8 28.5 

Finland  2.2 2.2 1.3 11.7 

Sweden  7.4 4.7 3.6 13.1 

United Kingdom 17.4 24.0 12.7 22.8 

Croatia  14.5 7.9 1.9 14.4 

 Iceland 25.4  16.3  7.8  20.9  

 MK** : : : : 

Turkey 65.6 63.4 58.7 62.9 

Liechtenstein  9.1 5.4 0.0 1.7 

Norway  19.7 16.7 9.2 35.3 

Source: PISA 2006, CRELL calculations,  

*The EU average is the weighted average of PISA EU participating 
countries. 
**MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
Shortage of qualified teachers is a serious problem in almost all countries. Head teachers in the EU report a 
lack of appropriate teaching staff hindering quality instruction.

5
 14% of all pupils are taught in schools where 

instruction was hindered by the lack of qualified teachers. Luxembourg, Belgium and Estonia are among those 
most affected by such a situation whereas almost no head teachers in Portugal and Poland report this 
phenomenon (figure II.1.7). 
 
1.3 Teachers and their professional development 
 

Improving the quality of initial teacher education, ensuring that all new teachers have access to systematic 
professional and personal support ("induction") during their first years in service and that practising teachers take 
part in continuous professional development have been identified as key factors in securing the quality of school 
education.

6
 

To support policies in this field the Council in May 2005 and May 2007 invited
7
 the Commission to co-operate with 

the OECD on the development of the ‘Teaching and Learning International Survey’ (TALIS).  

                                                 
5
  See PISA 2006. 

6
  Ibid. 
  - 2006 Joint Interim Report of the Council and the Commission on progress under the Education and Training 2010 work programme 

(2006/C 79/01), p. 8. 
  - Conclusions of the Council and the Representatives of the Governments of the Member States, meeting within the Council, on 

efficiency and equity in European education and training systems (2006/C 298/03), p. 2.  
7
 This demand for indicators on teachers' professional development was part of a wider framework of 16 core indicators for monitoring 
progress towards the Lisbon objectives identified by the Council. 



Chapter II: Improving the quality and efficiency of education and training 

 

 48 

What is TALIS? 

With a focus on lower secondary education in both the public and private sectors, 
TALIS examined important aspects of professional development; teacher beliefs, 
attitudes and practices; teacher appraisal and feedback; and school leadership in the 
23 participating countries. TALIS looks at these factors through the eyes of teachers 
and school principals. This innovative approach was chosen in order to examine how 
the intended school and teacher policies of education systems are actually perceived 
and implemented in schools and classrooms. 

Twenty four countries took part in TALIS, including 19 European Countries (EU:16) : 
Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark, Estonia, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, 
Lithuania, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Slovak Republic, 
Slovenia and Turkey. And 5 non-European Countries: Australia, Brazil, Republic of 
Korea, Malaysia and Mexico.  

 
The following analysis is based on a secondary analysis of the TALIS dataset undertaken jointly by the European 
Commission and the OECD and published in 2010 in a report entitled “Teachers’ professional development – 
Europe in International Comparison”.

 
 

 
Types of professional development undertaken 

Teachers were asked about a wide range of activities from more organised and structured to more informal and 
self-directed learning.

8
 

 
The most common type of professional development undertaken across countries was ‘Informal dialogue to 
improve teaching’, with an average of 93% of teachers participating in teachers' professional development 
reporting having engaged in this in the 18 months prior to the survey (figure II.1.8). Indeed in practically all 
countries it was the most frequently reported development activity by teachers, with more than 90% of teachers 
participating in each country. For Hungary, the highest reported participation was in ‘Reading professional 
literature’ (88%) and for Mexico it was attendance of ‘Courses and workshops’ (94%). 
 
The next most frequently reported activity on average across the 23 countries, was attending ‘Courses and 
workshops’(81%) and ‘Reading professional literature’ (78%), while the least common types of professional 
development that teachers took part in were ‘Qualification programmes’(25%) and ‘Observation visits to other 
schools’ (28%). 
 

Figure 4.2
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Source: Joint EU/OECD thematic report "Teachers Professional Development: Europe in international comparison" 

                                                                                                                                                                  
 
8
 As with all self-reporting, the results of TALIS need to be interpreted with caution. 

Figure II.1.8: Participation rates for type of professional development activity (2007-08) 
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Teachers' participation in professional development 
Figure II.1.9 shows the comparative country level participation rates in professional development in the 18 months 
prior to the survey. On average across the 23 participating countries, 89% of teachers reported that they undertook 
some professional development over the period. This is a very high figure and provides a positive sign that on 
average, engagement in professional development activities is a feature of the lives of the vast majority of 
teachers across the participating countries. However, the fact that 11% of lower secondary teachers did not take 
part in any development activities in the period prior to the survey provides some cause for concern. 

 
When participation rates are compared across countries, there are some notable differences. In Spain all teachers 
reported having participated in some development while in Australia, Austria, Lithuania and Slovenia participation 
is virtually universal with less than 5% of lower secondary teachers not having participated in development 
activities in the previous 18 months.

9
 This contrasts with the situation in Denmark, Iceland, the Slovak Republic 

and Turkey, where around one quarter of teachers reported that they had not participated in professional 
development during this period.  
 

Figure 4.1

Percentage of teachers who undertook some professional development in the previous 18 

months (2007-08)

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

S
p
a
in

S
lo

v
en

ia

A
u
st

ra
li
a

A
u
st

ri
a

L
it

h
u
a
n
ia

M
a
lt

a

E
st

o
n
ia

K
o
re

a

M
a
la

y
si

a

M
ex

ic
o

P
o
la

n
d

B
el

g
iu

m
 (
F

l.
)

Ir
el

a
n
d

E
U

 (
T

A
L

IS
) 
A

v
er

a
g
e

T
A

L
IS

 A
v
er

a
g
e

B
u
lg

a
ri

a

H
u
n
g
a
ry

N
o
rw

a
y

P
o
rt

u
g
a
l

It
a
ly

B
ra

zi
l

Ic
el

a
n
d

D
en

m
a
rk

S
lo

v
a
k
 R

ep
u
b
li
c

T
u
rk

ey

Countries are ranked in descending order of percentage of teachers having had some professional development in the 18 months 

prior to the survey

%
EU Non-EU Averages

 
Source: Joint EU/OECD thematic report "Teachers Professional Development: Europe in international comparison" 

 
Intensity of participation in professional development  
TALIS measures the intensity of participation in terms of the number of days of professional development that 
teachers reported to have taken in the 18 months prior to the survey. 
 
On average among all lower secondary teachers in the participating countries, teachers say that they undertook 
15.3 days of professional development over the period – in other words an average of just over one day per 
month. For the EU countries this average was 14.6. But there is significant variation between countries. The 
highest average number of days for the EU countries, reported by lower secondary teachers was in Bulgaria, Italy, 
Poland and Spain (all 26 to 27 days) and the lowest number was reported by teachers in Ireland (5.6 days), 
Slovakia (7.2 days), Malta (7.3 days), Belgium (Fl.) (8.0 days) and Slovenia (8.3 days). Within the EU, therefore, 
there is a five-fold difference between the highest and lowest intensity of participation. 

                                                 
9
 In Spain some 18% is missing on this variable, which is much higher than in other countries (< 10%, on    average 7%). It seems that 
in Spain non-participation is coded as missing rather than zero days. 

Core indicator on teachers’ professional development 

Within the framework of the on-going determination of the content of the second round of TALIS and the 2012 
revision of the coherent framework of indicators and benchmarks, the European Commission uses “the 
percentage of teachers who undertook some professional development in the previous 18 months” as the core 
indicator for measuring progress on teachers’ professional development.  
 

 

Figure II.1.9: Percentage of teacher who undertook some professional development  

in the previous 18 months (2007-2008) 
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The joint European Commission & OECD report (2010) analyses how intensity of participation in professional 
development varies by teacher and school characteristics. The report shows that the amount of professional 
development that teachers received decreased with age. Averaged across EU countries, teachers under the age 
of 30 received around 21 days of professional development. For teachers aged 50 or more the average was 
around 14 days. Moreover, teachers with a master’s degree or higher qualification received more days of 
professional development (some 20 days in the 18

th
 months prior to the survey) than those with a bachelor’s 

degree or less (17-18 days). This trend is evident in almost all participating EU countries, the exceptions being 
Austria, Belgium (FL.), Hungary and the Slovak Republic, where teachers with masters degree or higher received 
the least number of days on average.  
 
 
What are the areas of greatest development need? 
Teachers were asked to rate on a four point scale the degree of development need they had in various aspects of 
their work (Figure II.1.10). 

 
 

Figure II.1.10 : Areas of greatest development need of teachers (2007-08) 
TALIS-Average and range of percentage of teachers reporting a high level of need 

 

 

 
Source: Joint EU/OECD thematic report "Teachers Professional Development: Europe in international comparison" 

 
The aspect of teachers’ work that was the most frequently rated by teachers as an area of high development need, 
was ‘Teaching special learning needs students’. Almost one third of teachers rated their development need in this 
area as high. 
 
Given that the TALIS target population excludes teachers who only teach special learning needs students, this 
high development need reported in TALIS is quite significant. It is probably a refection of two current trends in 
educational policy: the first one is the integration of pupils with special learning needs in mainstream schools 
(inclusive education) and the second the growing emphasis on equity. In contrast, the aspect of teachers’ work 
that, on average, was least frequently reported as a high development need, was ‘school management and 
administration’. 
 
Impact of professional development 

It is striking how positively teachers view the impact of these development activities and how consistent this is 
across all types of development activities. (Figure II.1.11). On average across participating countries, teachers 
reported that the most effective forms of development were “Individual and collaborative research”, “Informal 
dialogue to improve teaching” and “Qualification programmes”, all with close to 90% of teachers reporting a 
moderate or large impact on their development as a teacher. The development activities that were reported to be 
relatively less effective were attendance at “Education conferences and seminars” and taking part in “Observation 
visits to other schools”, though even for these activities almost 75% of teachers reported a moderate or high 
impact.  
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Figure. II.1.11: Impact of different types of professional development undertaken by teachers upon their 
development as a teacher (2007-08) 

Percentage of teachers of lower secondary education reporting that the professional development undertaken in the previous 18 months 
had a moderate or high impact upon their development a teacher 

  

 

Countries % (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE) % (SE)

Austria 75.7 (0.89) 55.5 (1.24) 89.0 (1.21) 61.0 (2.99) 68.6 (1.33) 88.4 (0.96) 72.7 (1.63) 82.4 (0.69) 84.9 (0.71)

Belgium (Fl.) 52.9 (1.26) 42.6 (1.82) 67.0 (2.01) 47.0 (2.84) 53.9 (1.92) 67.6 (1.52) 48.1 (2.64) 57.8 (1.20) 71.7 (1.05)

Bulgaria 84.2 (1.58) 80.6 (1.67) 88.0 (2.06) 79.3 (3.00) 86.2 (1.83) 87.1 (1.70) 86.0 (1.68) 92.3 (1.21) 86.3 (1.20)

Denmark 86.0 (0.96) 82.9 (1.70) 96.8 (1.18) 83.6 (3.34) 88.1 (1.32) 94.6 (0.86) 78.7 (3.45) 84.9 (1.14) 92.8 (0.89)

Estonia 86.4 (0.74) 70.4 (1.52) 90.4 (0.99) 69.9 (1.27) 84.3 (1.06) 90.5 (1.04) 76.8 (1.58) 87.3 (0.70) 81.8 (0.94)

Hungary 86.0 (1.04) 78.2 (1.46) 93.1 (0.93) 81.4 (1.74) 84.8 (1.11) 93.8 (1.30) 91.1 (1.00) 92.6 (0.78) 92.9 (0.89)

Ireland 81.9 (0.96) 74.5 (1.55) 92.5 (1.53) 81.0 (4.35) 78.7 (1.36) 86.8 (1.41) 71.3 (2.81) 71.0 (1.55) 83.0 (1.00)

Italy 81.9 (1.17) 78.5 (1.16) 86.8 (1.58) 82.6 (2.06) 86.6 (1.06) 95.1 (0.45) 89.6 (1.03) 90.9 (0.60) 90.6 (0.47)

Lithuania 91.4 (0.62) 83.2 (1.03) 88.2 (1.26) 90.7 (0.81) 90.0 (0.94) 91.4 (0.78) 85.2 (1.24) 96.2 (0.41) 92.0 (0.64)

Malta 73.9 (1.65) 70.0 (2.47) 94.4 (1.56) 69.8 (3.87) 75.2 (2.45) 89.8 (1.57) 67.8 (3.78) 78.1 (1.83) 84.3 (1.29)

Poland 86.3 (0.73) 75.8 (1.31) 92.1 (0.97) 78.2 (2.29) 88.3 (0.91) 92.8 (0.90) 77.9 (1.11) 93.4 (0.49) 90.0 (0.70)

Portugal 82.8 (0.88) 73.0 (1.38) 87.0 (1.12) 67.4 (1.82) 80.7 (2.04) 94.0 (0.76) 87.6 (1.84) 78.9 (1.04) 88.1 (0.68)

Slovak Republic 75.5 (1.57) 75.9 (1.44) 83.0 (1.43) 66.0 (2.02) 78.0 (1.93) 83.8 (3.72) 78.6 (1.10) 88.8 (1.03) 85.9 (0.85)

Slovenia 83.3 (0.73) 78.6 (0.91) 80.2 (2.43) 77.3 (2.74) 64.1 (1.30) 89.9 (1.44) 76.1 (1.53) 81.5 (0.85) 87.0 (0.74)

Spain 76.5 (0.94) 71.8 (1.75) 73.1 (1.97) 76.2 (2.31) 81.5 (1.49) 89.9 (0.89) 81.1 (1.49) 74.4 (1.01) 80.2 (0.74)

EU (TALIS) Average 80.3 (0.28) 72.8 (0.40) 86.8 (0.40) 74.1 (0.69) 79.3 (0.40) 89.0 (0.38) 77.9 (0.53) 83.4 (0.27) 86.1 (0.23)

Australia 78.5 (1.04) 67.6 (1.32) 78.6 (2.67) 72.2 (2.26) 73.5 (1.27) 85.8 (1.53) 72.5 (1.40) 66.4 (1.28) 86.0 (0.85)

Brazil 76.1 (1.07) 72.9 (1.32) 89.9 (0.93) 67.5 (1.49) 73.4 (1.91) 80.9 (1.26) 65.8 (1.66) 82.6 (1.09) 76.5 (0.99)

Iceland 83.0 (1.13) 73.7 (1.75) 92.4 (1.76) 80.5 (1.37) 90.6 (0.85) 94.2 (1.70) 77.8 (2.09) 88.7 (0.97) 91.8 (0.85)

Korea 79.2 (0.87) 75.1 (1.36) 84.2 (1.37) 65.2 (1.15) 85.4 (1.01) 89.9 (0.82) 69.5 (1.17) 77.4 (1.22) 85.8 (0.67)

Malaysia 94.4 (0.48) 89.1 (1.05) 95.0 (0.88) 87.6 (1.30) 90.3 (0.97) 88.8 (1.17) 89.9 (0.89) 86.4 (0.78) 92.2 (0.49)

Mexico 85.4 (0.77) 82.2 (1.54) 91.3 (1.03) 77.7 (1.65) 81.3 (1.69) 91.0 (0.69) 78.3 (1.59) 84.0 (0.98) 81.6 (0.92)

Norway 79.3 (0.96) 73.7 (1.46) 93.7 (1.24) 71.9 (2.39) 81.1 (1.83) 95.3 (1.39) 77.9 (2.62) 78.1 (0.93) 95.7 (0.44)

Turkey 72.9 (1.78) 74.1 (1.65) 79.3 (3.77) 87.8 (1.99) 80.5 (1.43) 92.3 (2.11) 84.8 (1.77) 91.3 (1.17) 92.8 (1.01)

TALIS Average 80.6 (0.23) 73.9 (0.31) 87.2 (0.35) 74.9 (0.50) 80.2 (0.31) 89.3 (0.30) 77.6 (0.41) 82.8 (0.22) 86.7 (0.18)
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Source: Joint EU/OECD thematic report "Teachers Professional Development: Europe in international comparison" 
Note: Scores from a 4-point scale: 1= No impact; 2= A small impact; 3= A moderate impact; 4= A large impact 

 
Duration and variety of activities proposed, teachers’ motivation, feedback as part of school policy, and 
school climate are important factors in the perceived impact of professional development by teachers. 
Finally, the joint European Commission and OECD report (2010) presents key conclusions regarding the 
perceived impact of teachers’ professional development by teachers themselves. These conclusions are based on 
a structural model using TALIS dataset to describe the relations between school and teacher-related variables, 
teachers’ participation in professional development and its perceived impact. According to this analysis, four 
factors play an important role: 

- Duration and variety of activities proposed, 
- Teachers’ motivation, 
- Feedback as part of school policy, 
- School climate.  

  
Duration and variety of activities proposed 
When teachers participate in various professional learning activities and spend more days on professional 
development, they find that professional development has a greater impact on their work. For professional 
development to become effective for teachers’ practice and improved student learning, teachers should spend a 
good deal of time in professional development and especially on different activities. 

Teachers’ motivation 

Teachers who have greater professional development needs find that professional development has a 
stronger impact on their work. These findings indicate that teachers’ motivation plays an important role in 
fostering professional development. 

Feedback as part of school policy 

Feedback, as part of school policy, is strongly linked to teachers’ professional development and to its impact. 
By emphasizing teacher appraisal and feedback, policy makers, administrators and school leaders can 
contribute to the development of schools as organizations that foster continuous professional learning and 
sustained improvement. 

School Climate 
Teachers who feel good about their job and in their school view the effects of their professional development 
more positively. By promoting a positive school climate and high levels of trust in schools, principals can 
create a supportive environment for teacher learning.  
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2. Vocational education and training 
 
The major importance of vocational education and training (VET) for individuals, enterprises and society is widely 
acknowledged. VET is a key element of lifelong learning. It has the capacity to contribute to both excellence and 
equity in EU lifelong learning systems and to the Europe 2020 objectives of smart and inclusive growth and also to 
its flagship action, the Agenda for New Skills and Jobs. VET must play a dual role: as a tool to help meet Europe’s 
immediate and future skills needs and, in parallel, to reduce the social impact of and facilitate recovery from the 
crisis. 
 
This part of the report will look into participation patterns in initial VET as participation in adult job-related training 
in European countries. Some issues related to the entry of VET graduates to the labour market and to other 
educational outcomes will also be discussed. 
 
2.1. Participation in initial vocational education and training 
 
As reiterated in the Bruges Communiqué

10
, initial VET should be an attractive learning option with high relevance 

to labour market needs and should provide pathways to higher education. In the current economic crisis with high 
unemployment rates among young people, the contribution of VET to employability and economic growth, and in 
responding to broader societal challenges such as promoting social cohesion, is of great importance. It also has a 
major role to play in the policy response to early school leaving, the fight against which has been highlighted as 
one of the headline targets for EU socio-economic policy in the Europe 2020 strategy. 
 
 In the school year 2008/09 at the EU level, half of all students at upper secondary level of education (ISCED level 
3) were enrolled in vocational programmes; among the member states, the proportion ranged from 13% in Cyprus 
to over 77% in Austria and Liechtenstein. High proportions of students following a vocational programme (over two 
thirds) are also registered in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Finland, Netherlands and Croatia (see figure 
II.2.1). 
 

 

Figure II.2.1: Participation patterns in initial VET in European countries (2008) 
Students in vocational programmes at ISCED level 3 as percentage of all ISCED 3 students 

 

 
Source: DG Education and Culture - Data source: Eurostat (UOE) 

 

                                                 
10
 The Bruges Communiqué on enhanced European Cooperation in Vocational Education and Training for the period 2011-2020  
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At the EU level, the number of students enrolled in vocational programmes increased by 8% between 2000 and 
2005, while total upper secondary enrolments went up by 6.5% in the same period.

11
 The share of VET students at 

ISCED 3 level increased at the EU level and in most Member States; exceptions to this were Lithuania, Slovenia, 
Germany, Latvia and MK. In the majority of European countries, the increases in enrolments for general 
programmes exceeded those for vocational programmes with the exception of Belgium, Romania and Iceland.

12
 

Only in Finland, Spain, Greece, Sweden and Norway there was a shift in enrolments away from general to 
vocational programmes (see Figure II.2.2). 
 

 

Figure II.2.2: Enrolment patterns at the upper secondary level in European countries 
Annual change in enrolments at the upper secondary level (2000-2005) 
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Source: DG Education and Culture - Data source: Eurostat (UOE) 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
The important contribution of VET to reducing early leaving from education and training has already been 
understood for some time

13
 - countries with 50% or more students in ISCED 3 vocational programmes show lower 

values of early leavers from education and training
14
. While the evidence is far from clear cut, a similar positive 

impact can be seen when looking at the proportion of youths who are not employed nor participating in education 
and training (NEET). Less than 5% of NEETs aged 15 to 19 can be observed in countries with high prevalence of 
vocational programmes in upper secondary education (see figure II.2.3). Ten member states (Belgium, Czech 
Republic, Luxembourg, Germany, the Netherlands, Austria, Slovenia, Slovakia, Sweden, Finland) and Norway - 
where more than 50% of the students are enrolled in vocational programmes at ISCED level 3 - are also among 
the European countries with the lowest proportion of NEETs (below 5.5%); Denmark and Poland (with close to 
50% VET students) can also be included in this group.  
 

                                                 
11
 Data from 2006 onwards are not comparable with previous years as some changes in the coverage of vocational programmes in the 
UK and France have had a sizeable impact on the EU aggregates.  

12
 Several countries have recently reclassified vocational programmes at ISCED level 3, these modifications working to the detriment of 
national time series analysis as it is difficult to reassign enrolments for previous years. These countries are not included in the chart. 

13
 European Commission (2004), Achieving the Lisbon goal: The contribution of VET, Cedefop (2004), Vocational Education and 
Training - key to the future. 

14
 Persons aged 18 to 24 with at most lower secondary education and not having received any education or training in the four weeks 
preceding the survey. 
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Such findings suggest that well-developed vocational programmes can help to make educational systems more 
socially inclusive in their impact and to reach the Europe 2020 goal of reducing early leavers from education and 
training. 
 
 

 

Figure II.2.3: Proportion of youths (15-19 year olds) neither in employment nor in education and training 
in European countries (2008) 
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Source: DG Education and Culture, Data source: Eurostat (UOE and LFS) 

 
2.2. Participation of adults in job-related training  
 
The latest available data from CVTS3 - the third continuing vocational training survey

15
 - show an EU average 

participation rate of 33% in 2005 (the percentage of employees participating in CVT courses). Participation varied 
from 14% in Greece and 15% in Bulgaria, Latvia and Lithuania to 59% in the Czech Republic. Most Central and 
Eastern European Member States as well as Spain and Portugal had witnessed sizeable increases in participation 
rate between 1999 and 2005. However, the average participation rate

16
 dropped by 5 percentage points in the 

same period and the decrease was over 10 points in some Nordic countries (Denmark, Sweden, United Kingdom 
and Norway). Training duration has followed same tendency as participation, increasing in nearly all new member 
states. The Czech Republic, Luxembourg, France, Slovenia and Sweden were the most training intensive 
countries, with participation rates above 45% and at least 13 hours annually per employee. At the other end of 
scale, the less intensive member states are Latvia, Bulgaria, Lithuania, Hungary, Romania and Greece. 
 
New data coming from the Adult Education Survey (2007) can complement the analyses on patterns of adult 
participation in job-related training. The best performers are the Scandinavian countries (Sweden, Norway, 
Finland), each showing participation rates above 40% in job-related non-formal education. For another group of 
countries (Germany, Netherlands, Slovakia, Austria and United Kingdom), more than one-third of adults have 

                                                 
15
 CVTS is an employer survey of enterprises with 10 or more employees conducted by Eurostat in the European Union member states 
and Norway. Three rounds of the survey were carried out so far and data is available for the reference years: 1993, 1999 and 2005. 
The survey is based on common specifications with large sample sizes. Continuing Vocational Training (CVT) is defined as training 
measures and activities, which the enterprise finances, partially or entirely, for their employees who have a working contract. A 
participant in courses is a person who attended one or more CVT courses, at any time during the reference year; participants are 
counted only once, irrespective of the number of times they attended courses. In CVTS the courses are events designed solely for 
the purpose of providing training or vocational education which should take place in a training centre located away from the workplace 
where participants receive instruction from teachers/tutors/lecturers for a period of time specified in advance. 'Other forms of CVT' 
include planned periods of training, instruction or practical experience, job rotation, exchange with other enterprises, self-learning, 
workshops, seminars, etc. CVT courses could be designed and/or managed internally (i.e. by the enterprise itself even if they are 
held in a location away from the enterprise) or externally (i.e. by an organisation which is not part of the enterprise even if they are 
held in the enterprise). 

16
 Comparable averages between the two rounds of CVTS (1999 and 2005) are available only for 25 European countries. 
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participated in at least one job-related activity in the past 12 months, which is above the average for all 
participating countries. AES data also indicates that a large majority of training (43%) is in fact job-related and that 
the employers are the leading providers with a 40% share. 
 
2.3. VET graduates: transition to the labour market 
 

As stated in the Bruges Communiqué
17
, initial VET must equip young learners with skills directly relevant to 

evolving labour markets and has a particular role to play in addressing Europe’s high youth unemployment. While 
it is widely recognised that vocational education systems have proven quite successful in giving young people a 
good start in the labour market, data do not allow to  comprehensively test the labour market success of young 
people who have completed vocational training relative to their peers who pass through the general stream. 
 
Recent evidence from CRELL based on EU-SILC micro-data

18
 suggests that vocational training helps to boost the 

well-known earnings pay-off which accrues to people who have finished upper secondary education over those 
who left school early. Across the 24 EU countries studied, there is universally an earnings gain, which persists 
throughout the working life, for those who complete upper secondary education over those who do not. The 
countries where this earnings differential is highest are those such as Austria, Germany, Slovenia, the Czech 
Republic, Slovakia, the Netherlands and Luxembourg where over 60% of the upper secondary students follow a 
vocational programme 
 
 

3. Higher Education 
 
Higher education is crucial to Europe's ambitions to be a world leader in the global knowledge economy. The 
Europe 2020 Strategy aims to support the further modernisation of European higher education systems, to allow 
higher education institutions to reach their full potential as drivers of human capital development and innovation. In 
order to respond to the demands of a modern knowledge-based economy, Europe needs more highly skilled 
higher education graduates, equipped not only with specific subject knowledge, but also the types of cross-cutting 
skills – such as communication, flexibility and entrepreneurial spirit – that will allow them to succeed in today's 
labour market. At the same time, higher education institutions must be able to play their full part in the so-called 
"knowledge triangle", in which education, research and innovation interact.  
 
Europe 2020 has established the headline target that 40% of 30-34 year olds should have tertiary education 
qualifications by 2020. Closely linked to this is the headline target that Europe should spend 3% of GDP on 
research. Other EU-level objectives for higher education include the education benchmark for 2010 to increase the 
number of mathematics, science and technology graduates by at least 15% over 2000 level and the Bologna 
process objective that, by 2020, 20% of all university graduates should have undertaken learning mobility as part 
of their university education. When it comes to funding, the European Commission has proposed an objective that 
2% of GDP should be spent on higher education.  
 
The first section of this sub-chapter examines progress in the European modernisation agenda in higher education 
and the related inter-governmental Bologna Process to create a European Higher Education Area. The following 
section focuses on quality in higher education institutions and the remaining sections look at progress in 
participation in higher education by analysing growth in the number of students and graduates.  
 
3.1 The Modernisation Agenda for Higher Education and the Bologna Process  
 

The European Commission presented an over-arching strategy for European higher education in its 'Modernisation 
Agenda for universities: education, research and innovation' Communication of 2006. The Modernisation Agenda sets 
out three core priorities: curriculum, governance and funding reform. The issue of degree structure and curriculum reform 
was established as a key priority with the intergovernmental Bologna Process. Launched with the signature of the 
Bologna Declaration in 1999, the Bologna Process aims to create a European Higher Education Area, in which national 

higher education systems are more coherent and compatible. 47 European countries now participate in the Process, 
which has expanded in scope and geographical coverage over the years since 1999. On 28-29 April 2009, 
Ministers responsible for higher education met in Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve to establish the priorities for European 
Higher Education until 2020. The importance of lifelong learning, widening access and mobility were underlined. 
The goal was set that by 2020 at least 20% of those graduating in the European Higher Education Area should 
have had a study or training period abroad. The Ministerial Anniversary conference, held in March 2010, confirmed 
the priorities set the year before but acknowledged that some of the Bologna aims and reforms have not been fully 
implemented and explained and that an increased dialogue with students and staff is necessary. Ministers 
committed to step up efforts to accomplish the reforms to enable students and staff to be mobile, to improve 
teaching and learning in higher education institutions, to enhance graduate employability, and to provide quality 
higher education for all.  

                                                 
17
 Ibid. 

18
 CRELL (2010), Returns to Education in European countries: Evidence from the European Community Statistics on Income and Living 
Conditions (EU-SILC). 
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A Bologna Process Stocktaking Report 2009 was produced for the ministerial meeting in April 2009. For each 
Bologna country the report has a scorecard showing performance in 10 indicators on a scale from dark green (best 
performance) to red. The figure II.3.1 shows the performance of EU, Candidate and EFTA-EEA countries 
according to these scorecards. An average score is indicated (dark green=5 score points, light green =4, yellow = 
3, orange = 2, red = 1). EU Member States in general perform well as regards the implementation of the 2 cycles 
(Bachelor, Master), except for Germany and Slovenia. 
 

 

Figure II.3.1: Bologna scorecards 2009, Cumulative scores for  
degree system, quality , recognition 
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Source: DG EAC, data source: Bologna Stocktaking report 2009 

 
Implementation of the access to the next cycle is very good, while many countries still lag behind when it comes to 
the implementation of the Bologna requirement to implement a national qualifications framework (see Figure 
II.3.1). 
 
As regards quality assurance, progress is on average good. 6 countries have the highest scores possible 
(Belgium-nl, Denmark, Ireland, Netherlands, Austria, UK-Scotland), while Malta, Italy and Slovakia still lag behind. 
When it comes to recognition of qualifications, EU countries score high on average although in five countries there 
is slow progress in the implementation of the principles of the Lisbon Recognition Convention (Belgium, Greece, 
Germany, Italy, Spain) and another 5 EU Member States (Cyprus, Czech Republic, Greece, Lithuania, Slovakia) 
have made slow progress in the recognition of prior learning. 
 
Overall best performers in the 10 scorecard indicators are the UK-Scotland (5.0 on average), Denmark (4.9), Ire-
land (4.8), the Netherlands (4.7) and Belgium (Flemish Community, 4.6). The lowest performer in the EU is 
Slovakia (2.9), followed by Malta (3.3) and Italy (3.3). 
 
The assessment showed that in 2009 not all Bologna goals had yet been reached by all participating countries. In 
the Leuven/Louvain-la-Neuve Communiqué of April 2009 the ministers responsible for higher education therefore 
declared that the objectives set out by the Bologna Declaration were still valid today and that the full and proper 
implementation of the objectives at European, national and institutional level would require increased momentum 
and commitment beyond 2010 (Leuven Communiqué, April 2009, page 2). In the Vienna/Budapest Communiqué 
of March 2010, Ministers committed to the full and proper implementation, in close cooperation with higher 
education institutions, staff, students and other stakeholders, of the agreed objectives of the Leuven/Louvain-la-
Neuve Communiqué 
 
3.2  Current International University Rankings 
 
There are currently three worldwide university rankings initiatives regularly published and subject to much public 
debate: the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) from Shanghai’s Jiao Tong University, the World 
University Ranking from the Times Higher Education (THE) and since addition the QS World University Ranking 
(in previous years QS prepared the Times ranking).  
 
In the "Shanghai" ranking institutions are ranked according to six criteria mainly related to their scientific 
production.

 19
 The "THE" ranking on the other hand applies criteria covering the international dimension of staff 

and students, teachers to student ratios and peer reviews.
20
 

 
In 2010, according to the "Shanghai" ranking, the EU-27 counted 191 among the top 500 universities included in 
the survey, while the United States counted 154 and Japan 25. Europe and US’s shares have remained broadly 

                                                 
19
 See the annex for a more detailed presentation of the weights and indicators. 

20
 The six THE indicators for ranking of universities 
- International staff, international students,  citation per faculty, teachers to student ratio,  recruiter review, academic review 
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stable, with Japan giving way to new entrants, notably from China. Germany and the United Kingdom had the 
highest number of top institutions in Europe (respectively 39 and 38). Out of the Central and Eastern European 
Member States only Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic and Slovenia had universities in the top 500. 
Considering the number of national institutions represented, the Netherlands, has 12 of its 13 comprehensive 
universities on the list of the Worlds top 500 universities. Also Sweden (11 out of 17) and Denmark (4 out of 9) 
perform relatively well. Europe has a solid base of medium to good quality universities and a higher share of its 4 
000 higher education institutions (which include around 700 universities

21
) in the top 500 than the USA with its 

almost 4 350 higher education institutions.  This picture is confirmed if the number of universities in the top 500 is 
related to the number of tertiary students (See Figure II.3.2.)  
 

 

Figure II.3.2: Universities in Shanghai Top 500 list (2010) per 100 000 tertiary students 
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Source: DG EAC, data source: ARWU, Shanghai Jiao Tong University 

 
In the EU in 2010 there was 1 higher education institution per 100 000 students in the top 500 World list of the 
Shanghai ranking. 
The figure for the US is 0.84. 12 Member States have higher ratios in this respect compared to the US average. 
and in the case of the Netherlands, Austria, Finland and Sweden. the mentioned ratio is more two times or more 
higher than, the US (more than 2.0 higher education institutions in the top 500, per 100.000 students). 
 
However, if only the top 200 or top 100 universities are considered, the performance of the European higher 
education system continues to lag behind the United States. Out of the top 100 universities, 54 are located in the 
United States and only 28 in the EU. 
 
The USA leads especially in terms of institutions at the very top: it has 17 of the "Shanghai" top 20 universities. 
The EU has only two institutions in the top 20: Cambridge, ranked fourth, and Oxford, ranked tenth; Japan one 
(Tokyo University, ranked 19th).

22
  

 
However, existing rankings, such as the Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) from Shanghai’s Jiao 
Tong University and the World University Ranking from the Times Higher Education (THE) have clear limitations, 
as they focus on research performance only and do not cover the full diversity of university types and their 
missions. The Commission believes that rankings should not only cover research performance, but also other 
missions which are of interest to different stakeholders, in particular students. For this reason the European 
Commission has funded a project, which has developed a model for classifying European higher education 
institutions on the basis of a variety of profiles and missions (not only research, but also teaching quality, regional 
engagement, internationalisation, innovation). This model allows for a useful comparison of similar institutions with 
similar missions. 

23
 The Commission has furthermore launched in May 2009 a feasibility study to develop a global 

multi-dimensional university ranking, based on this classification model, which will allow for comparing 
performances of similar institutions. This feasibility project will not result in a single overall listing of universities (no 
league tables). Rather, users will be able to make a "personalised ranking", based on the dimensions and 
underlying indicators they prioritise. The feasibility testing takes place on a sample of 150 higher education 
institutions within and outside Europe. The final report will be ready by June 2011 and will include 
recommendations on how such a ranking system could be implemented on a European and global level.

24
  

                                                 
21
 Defined here as full members of the European University Association (EUA), i.e. institutions that awarded at least one doctorate in the 
three years prior to becoming a member of the EUA. 

22
 The ARWU ranking by broad subject field (see Annex table 2.2) reveals that in 2008, in medicine and natural sciences the EU takes 
similar shares of the top 100 or so institutions, but its share is lower in engineering and social science.  

23
 See www.u-map.eu 

24
 See www.u-multirank.eu 
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3.3 Investment in higher education  
 
The economic crisis, which has resulted in sometimes drastic cuts in higher education budgets, has had an impact 
of many higher education systems. The full extent of effects still remains to be seen, which will make further 
monitoring and analysis important. Whilst no specific target for investment has been agreed at European level, the 
European Commission has repeatedly stressed that in order to fulfil their potential, universities and other higher-
education institutions need to be adequately funded, and at least 2% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) should be 
invested in a modernised higher education sector, public and private sources combined. Current levels of 
investment are substantially below this level: 1.2%, for the EU as a whole, of which public investment accounts for 
by far the largest part, about 1.12% of GDP (due to data lag these figures do not take into account recent cuts in 
budgets). Levels of investment in higher education vary significantly between Member States, for example, in 
Denmark, public spending on higher education already surpasses 2% of GDP ; a large share of this, however (as 
in Finland and Sweden) is direct financial aid to students and direct public spending on higher education 
institutions in these countries is hence considerably lower. Seven EU countries have a share of direct public 
spending below 1%, including Italy, Spain and Romania. 
 

 
 

Figure II.3.3: Public spending on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP 
 

 

Public Of which direct public 
spending 

Of which on R&D 
In % of direct spending 

Country 

2001 2007 2007 2007 

EU-27 1.08 1.12  0.88 : 

Belgium  1.34 1.31  1.12 31.23 

Bulgaria  0.82 0.68 0.62 3.16 

Czech Republic 0.79 1.07 1.03 19.18 

Denmark  2.71 2.29  1.65 : 

Germany  1.10 1.14 0.89 36.99 

Estonia  1.03 1.07 0.93 : 

Ireland  1.22 1.14  0.98 : 

Greece  1.07 : 1.42 05 15.1 05 

Spain  0.97 0.99  0.91 36.90 

France  1.21 1.23 1.14 33.82 

Italy  0.80 0.76 0.61 55.34 

Cyprus  1.14 1.61  0.66 21.31 

Latvia  0.89 0.93 0.88 24.92 

Lithuania  1.33 1.01  0.87 30.25 

Luxembourg  : : : : 

Hungary  1.08 1.03 0.87 20.38 

Malta  0.88 0.95 0.95 19.42 

Netherlands  1.36 1.45 1.05 40.17 

Austria  1.37 1.50 1.14 34.93 

Poland  1.04 0.93 0.92 20.92 

Portugal  1.03 1.20  1.03 31.47 

Romania  0.78 1.12 1.08 : 

Slovenia  1.28 1.21 0.93 18.24 

Slovakia  0.82 0.79  0.63 16.29 

Finland  1.99 1.85 1.56 33.81 

Sweden  2.00 1.77 1.32 44.89 

UK 0.79 0.94  0.44 90.57 

Croatia  : 0.81  0.78 7.83 

MK* : : : : 

Turkey  0.87 0.91 06 0.76 06 : 

Iceland  1.07 1.39 1.08 : 

Liechtenstein : 0.19 0.17 12.50 

Norway  1.84 2.16 1.21 37.81 

United States  1.48 1.25 0.99 : 

Japan  0.55 0.63 0.48 : 

 

Source: Eurostat (UOE data collection). Spending on the tertiary level includes R&D spending at universities. 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
Additional notes: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_45572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_45572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
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Figure II.3.4:: Private and total spending on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP 
 

 
Country Private 

payments to 
educational 
institutions 

Household  

payments 

Total private Total private 
plus direct 

public 

 2007 2007 2007 2007 

EU-27 0.32 0.11 0.40 1.28 

Belgium  0.12 0.16 0.28 1.40 

Bulgaria  0.50 0.26 0.77 1.38 

Czech Republic 0.20 0.04 0.23 1.26 

Denmark  0.06 0.64 0.70 2.35 

Germany  0.16 0.08 0.24 1.12 

Estonia  0.28 : 0.28 1.21 

Ireland  0.17 : 0.17 1.15 

Greece  : 0.1 (05) : 1.5 (05) 

Spain  0.24 : 0.24 1.15 

France  0.21 0.07 0.27 1.41 

Italy  0.26 0.13 0.39 1.00 

Cyprus  0.72 0.07 0.79 1.45 

Latvia  0.46 0.21 0.67 1.55 

Lithuania  0.43 0.04 0.47 1.34 

Luxembourg  : : : : 

Hungary  0.3 (06) : 0.3 06 1.1 (06) 

Malta  0.00 : : 1.1 (05) 

Netherlands  0.40 0.06 0.47 1.52 

Austria  0.19 : 0.19 1.34 

Poland  0.37 0.05 0.42 1.34 

Portugal  0.44 : 0.44 1.47 

Romania  0.53 : 0.53 1.60 

Slovenia  0.28 : 0.28 1.21 

Slovakia  0.20 0.23 0.42 1.05 

Finland  0.07 : 0.07 1.63 

Sweden  0.16 : 0.16 1.48 

UK 0.78 0.15 0.93 1.37 

Croatia  0.32 : 0.32 1.10 

MK* : : : 0.4 (03) 

Turkey  : : : 0.8 (06) 

Iceland  0.11 : 0.11 1.18 

Norway  0.04 : : 1.25 

United States  2.13 : 2.13 3.12 

Japan  0.99 0.04 1.03 1.51 

 
Source: Eurostat (UOE) 
Additional notes: 
ISCED 5-6: tertiary education. 
Direct public expenditure does not include transfers to private entities. If public and private spending are added up, it is preferable to use direct public 
expenditure (instead of total expenditure) to avoid double-counting. 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
 
 

 

Figure II.3.5: Public spending on tertiary education as a percentage of GDP 
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While public investment in tertiary-level education in the EU is only slightly below the level in the USA, it is nearly 
twice as high as in Japan (Figure Int 4.4). However, private investment in higher education is much higher in both 
the USA and Japan. As a result, total investment in higher education institutions in the EU (for all activities, 
including both education and research) was in 2007, 1.3% of GDP, well below the level in the USA (3.1%) and 
also lower than in Japan (1.5%), Russia (1.7%), and Korea (2.4%), but higher than in Brazil (0.8%), China (0.5%, 
2006) and India (0.4%, 2006). 
 
The higher education investment gap between the EU and the USA thus amounted in 2007 to approximately 1.7% 
of GDP (about 200 billion Euro) or over 10 000 Euro per student

25
 . Whilst more recent figures are not yet 

available, it is clear that in the wake of the economic crisis there has been increased pressure on the public purse 
which has resulted in substantial budget cuts to higher education in several EU member states.  Furthermore, 
many US universities have substantial endowments funds which have sharply reduced in value as a result of the 
crisis. 
 
When looking at the longer term trend, compared to 2001, total public expenditure on higher education as a 
percentage of GDP in 2007 increased in only 6 EU countries while it fell in 10 (it remained broadly at the same 
level in 9 countries). The most significant budget increases in that period have been observed in Czech Republic, 
Cyprus and Romania. However, recent trends seem to be less positive for these countries.  
 
The balance between public and private funding of Higher Education varies substantially between countries:   
Bulgaria, Cyprus Latvia and Romania are the EU-27 countries with the lowest share of public funding, where more 
than one third of total investment in higher education institutions is from private sources (primarily tuition fees). 
Conversely, in Denmark, Greece, Malta and Finland higher education institutions are almost entirely funded by 
public resources. 
 

There are also significant differences between EU member states as regards the share of public spending on 
higher education dedicated to research and development. Those Member States with high overall levels of 
R&D spending also have high shares of R&D investment when compared with total higher education 
investment. The 'large' Member States and the Nordic countries often show R&D shares of above 30% 
(Figure Int 4.1).  
 
 
3.4 Graduates in higher education  
 
The knowledge-based society on which the EU bases its hope for future prosperity and social cohesion requires a 
considerable supply of highly skilled people. High private returns to tertiary education - evidenced by relatively high 
wage levels and low unemployment rates for tertiary graduates as a whole - demonstrate that there is strong 
demand for tertiary graduates. Demand is particularly strong for graduates in science and engineering, but also in 
other fields like languages and economics

26
. 

 
 
General student population trends  
In 2008 about 32 million people in the EU (49% female and 51% male) were between 20 and 24 years old, the 
typical tertiary student age bracket. The "student-age" cohort has declined slightly in recent years (-1.8% between 
2000 and 2008), with large differences in trends between Member States. Despite this slight decline in the number 
of young people in the EU, an increase in the tertiary education participation rate coupled with an increased 
number of students from outside Europe studying in the EU (currently about 0.8 million) led to a growth of 19.3% 
(Figure II.3.6) in the number of tertiary students in the EU over the period 2000-2008. This corresponds to an 
average annual growth rate of 2.2%. Growth tailed off in 2006 and 2007 but accelerated again in 2008. Anecdotal 
evidence would suggest that the economic downturn may have boosted numbers further in 2009. Compared to 
2008, the number of tertiary students increased by 3.9% in the UK, by 4.3% in Germany and by 3.7% in France in 
the academic year 2009/10. 

                                                 
25
 per full time equivalent student the gap even amounted to nearly 13 000 Euro PPS, 21540 in the US and 8590 in the EU 

26
 Whilst analysing available Eurostat statistics on graduates, it should be noted that the total number of graduates and the growth rates 
double count graduates at various degree levels. Since both first, second and third degrees are included (the second degrees 
currently account for about 20% of graduates, new PhDs for 2%), the data on graduates cover the total number of graduates during 
the year concerned, not the number of first-time graduates. 
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Figure II.3.6: Total number of tertiary students in the EU 27 (2000-2008) 
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Source: Eurostat (UOE) 

 
 

 

Figure II.3.7: Tertiary students by country (2000-2008) 
 

 
 Number of tertiary students  

(in 1000) 
Growth 
per year 

 2000 2007 2008 2000-08 

EU-27 15920 18879 19003 2,5 

Belgium  356 394 402 1.5 

Bulgaria  261 259 265 0.1 

Czech Republic 254 363 393 5.6 

Denmark  189 232 231 2.5 

Germany  2055 2279 2245 1.1 

Estonia  53.6 68.8 68.2 3.0 

Ireland  161 190 179 1.3 

Greece  422 603 600 2.5 

Spain  1829 1778 1781 -0.3 

France  2015 2180 2165 0.9 

Italy  1770 2034 2014 1.6 

Cyprus  10.4 22.2 25.7 11.9 

Latvia  91 130 128 4.3 

Lithuania  122 200 205 6.7 

Luxembourg  2.4 2.7 3.0 2.7 

Hungary  307 432 414 3.9 

Malta  6.3 9,8 9.5 5.2 

Netherlands  488 583 602 2.7 

Austria  290 261 285 -0.2 

Poland  1580 2147 2166 4.0 

Portugal  374 367 377 0.1 

Romania  453 928 1057 11.2 

Slovenia  84 116 115 4.1 

Slovakia  136 218 230 6.8 

Finland  270 309 310 1.7 

Sweden  347 414 407 2.0 

United Kingdom 2024 2363 2330 1.8 

Croatia  : 140 143 3.3 

MK* 36.9 58.2 65.5 7.4 

Turkey  1015 2454 2533 12.1 

Iceland  9.7 15.8 16.6 7.0 

Liechtenstein  0.5 0.7 0.8 12.7 

Norway  191 215 213 1.4 

Source: Eurostat (UOE) 
Number of students = total number of full-time and part-time students. 
DE, SI: data exclude ISCED level 6. 2000: RO: Data exclude ISCED level 6; MK: Data exclude ISCED level 5A second degrees and ISCED level 6; BE: 
Data exclude independent private institutions and German-speaking community; CY, LU, LI: most students study abroad and are therefore not included. 
MT, UK: growth for 2000-2005  
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
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Higher education graduates  
Since 2000, the total number of tertiary graduates in the EU 27 has increased by 35%, or 4.5% per year: nearly 
twice as fast as the tertiary student population. One of the reasons for this was the Bologna process with more 
students taking several degrees and hence being counted several times as graduates. Given the decline in the 
population cohort most likely to participate in tertiary education, this has led to a 37% increase in the number of 
tertiary graduates per 1000 young people aged 20-29.

27
 

 
 

Figure II.3.8: Tertiary graduates (2000-2008) 
 

 
 Number of tertiary graduates 

 (in 1000) 

Growth 
per year 

 2000 2007 2008 2000-08 

EU-27 2873 3865 4079 4.5 

Belgium  68.2 104.0 97.2 4.5 

Bulgaria  46.7 49.2 54.9 2.0 

Czech Republic 38.4 77.6 89.0 11.1 

Denmark  39.0 50.8 49.8 3.1 

Germany  302.1 376.9 398.5 3.5 

Estonia  7.7 12.6 11.3 5.0 

Ireland  42.0 59.0 60.1 4.6 

Greece  : 60.5 67.0 1.4 

Spain  260.2 279.4 291.0 1.4 

France  508.2 622.9 621.4 2.5 

Italy  202.3 256.4 235.7 1.9 

Cyprus  2.8 4.4 4.2 5.3 

Latvia  15.3 26.8 24.2 5.9 

Lithuania  25.2 43.2 42.5 6.8 

Luxembourg  : : 0.3 1.5 

Hungary  59.9 67.2 63.3 0.7 

Malta  2.0 2.7 2.8 4.3 

Netherlands  76.9 96.0 92.5 1.9 

Austria  25.0 36.4 43.6 7.2 

Poland  350.0 532.8 558.0 6.0 

Portugal  54.3 83.3 84.0 5.6 

Romania  67.9 206.0 311.5 21.0 

Slovenia  11.5 16.7 17.2 5.2 

Slovakia  22.7 46.4 65.0 14.1 

Finland  36.1 42.3 57.1 5.9 

Sweden  42.4 60.2 60.4 4.5 

United Kingdom 504.1 651.1 676.2 3.7 

Croatia  : 22.2 26.9 : 

MK* 3.9 8.7 11.2 8.9 

Turkey  190.1 416.3 444.8 11.9 

Iceland  1.8 3.5 3.6 11.2 

Liechtenstein  : 0.15 0.18 : 

Norway  29.9 35.4 35.2 1.9 

Source: Eurostat (UOE), * 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 

Growth was particularly strong (at more than 10% per year) in Romania, the Czech Republic and Slovakia, where 

the number of students expanded strongly around from 2000 onwards. 
 
However, in 2008 growth in the number of tertiary graduates decelerated. In some countries, there was even a 
slight decline in the number of graduates compared to the year before. The number of graduates declined in 
several Member States, including Belgium, Italy and France. Anecdotal evidence would suggest that the numbers 
of graduates are likely to recover, at least in the short run, in the wake of the economic downturn.   
 
The comparison with other countries also shows a strong growth between 2000-2008 in graduates in emerging 

economies, such as China and Brazil. This is a result of a strong growth in the tertiary student population and of 
growing participation rates. 
 

                                                 
27
 One of the reasons for this is the Bologna Process with a higher share of students taking second degrees. In the field of MST for 

example, the number of second degree graduates from academic programmes (ISCED 5A) has more than doubled since 2000 to reach 
about 154 000 in 2007, while the number of first degrees in this period grew only by 23%. 
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Figure II.3.9: Tertiary graduates in Third countries 
 

 

 Students 

(1000) 

Graduates 

(1000) 

Growth 
per 

year, % 

 2000 2008 2000 2008 2000-08 

Belarus  460 576 77.6 112.9 4.8 

Moldova 104 144 16.9 27.1 6.1 

Russia 8020 9 446 1190.6 1191.5 7.6 

Ukraine 2130 2 848 424.6 610.2 4.6 

Armenia  63 107 07 11.4 16.0 5.0 

Azerbaijan 117 142 24.8 32.2 3.3 

Georgia 137 130 21.4 55.4 12.6 

Algeria 549 01 902 07 : 120.2 : 

Morocco 276 401 27.3 62.7 11.0 

Tunisia 180 351  19.6 56.6 16.4 

Libya 290 375 05 : : : 

Egypt 2154 03 2 488 342.3 416.5 : 

Lebanon 116 197 14.4 32.3 10.6 

Palestine 71 181 11.6 25.3 10.2 

Israel  256 325 62.4 76.7 3.0 

Australia  845 1 118 168.9 295.9 7.3 

Canada 1 221 1 32705  225.1 : : 

Korea  2 838 3 204 493.0 605.3 2.6 

India 9 404 14 863  : : : 

China 7 364 26 692 1776 7071.0 18.9 

Mexico 1 963 2 623 299.1 420.5 4.4 

Brazil 2 781 5 958 348.0 917.1 12.9 

USA  13202 18 248 2151.0 2782.3 3.3 

Japan  3982 4033 1081.4 1033.8 -0.6 

EU-27 15 920 19 003 2873.4 4078.7 5.4 

World (Mio) 103 160 : : : 

 

Data source: Eurostat, UNESCO, data on students: India 2007 instead 
of 2007; graduates: China: data for 2006 instead 2005 and ISCED 5A 
only, Ukraine, Armenia: 2001 instead 2000, Egypt 2002 instead of 2000, 
Canada: 1999 instead 2000, Algeria 2004 instead 2005,  

 
 
The world tertiary student population has grown by a third since 2000, reaching about 160 million in 2008. Growth 
has been particularly strong in China, where the number of tertiary students has tripled since 2000 to reach 26.7 
million in 2008 (in 1950 China had only 120 000 students). China now has more students than the EU or North 
America. The four BRIC countries (Brazil, Russia, China and India) together have more tertiary students than the 
EU, North America and Japan combined. Today, a majority of tertiary students worldwide study in developing and 
emerging countries.   
 
As a result of strong growth in student numbers, China overtook the EU to become the world's leading producer of 
tertiary graduates in 2006. The US, Russia, Japan and probably India are other countries that produce more than 
1 million graduates per year (Figure II.3.4).  
 
Within Europe, countries that produce a high number of graduates per 1000 young people (> 80) include Lithuania 
and the UK; Germany, Italy, Cyprus and Austria produce relatively few (< 42/ 1000 young people). The number of 
ISCED 6 graduates (doctoral level) per 1000 young people aged 25-34 is relatively high (> 2.0) in Germany, 
Portugal, Austria, Finland, Sweden and the UK. 
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Figure II.3.10: Tertiary graduates by ISCED level, 2000-2008 
 

 

Number of tertiary graduates 

 Per 1000 population aged 20-29/25-34 

ISCED 5 and 6 

(/population 20-29) 

ISCED 6 only 

(/population 25-34) 

 

2000 2008 2000 2008 

EU-27 43e 61.8 1.1 1.4 

Belgium  51.4 73.3 0.8 1,4 

Bulgaria  38.1 50.7 0.3 0.5 

Czech Republic 22.4 59.0 0.6 1.4 

Denmark  54.0 79.8 1.0 1.6 

Germany  31.0 40.5 2.1 2.6 

Estonia  34.0 55.7 0.6 0.8 

Ireland  70.4 80.0 0.9 1.4 

Greece  : 44.9 : 0.8 

Spain  39.5 45.2 0.9 0.9 

France  64.3 76.6 1.2 1.4 

Italy  24.8 35.1 0.4 1.5 (07) 

Cyprus  28.6 31.9 0.1 0.2 

Latvia  46.7 69.2 0.1 0.4 

Lithuania  51.8 84.5 0.9 0.8 

Luxembourg  12.1 5.5 : 0.1 

Hungary  37.5 44.9 0.5 0.7 

Malta  36.9 46.6 0.1 0.2 

Netherlands  36.1 47.0 1.0 1.6 

Austria  24.1 41.2 1.4 2.0 

Poland  58.1 87.6 : 0.9 

Portugal  30.5 58.8 1.6 3.0 

Romania  19.4 92.1 : 0.9 

Slovenia  39.0 60.7 1.0 1.3 

Slovakia  25.4 72.2 0.6 1.8 

Finland  56.3 86.2 2.7 3.0 

Sweden  38.0 54.3 2.5 3.2 

United Kingdom 66.4 82.4 1.3 2.1 

Croatia  : 36.4 : 0.8 

MK* 12.2 26.8 0.1 0.3 

Turkey  14.7 : 0.2 0.3 

Iceland  42.7 77.1 0.0 0.5 

Liechtenstein  : 33.2 : : 

Norway  48.9 61.7 1.0 2.0 

USA 56.2 65.5 1.1 1.6 

Japan 57.6 68.8 0.7 0.9 

 Data source: Eurostat (UOE),  
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2,  
PT: includes also ISCED 6 lower programmes 
 
For more country specific notes see:  
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_4
5572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL 

 
 
3.5 Higher education attainment of the population: meeting the Europe 2020 headline target 
 
As already discussed in section 2.3 and the Introduction (Figure 2.8), the new Europe 2020 headline target for 
tertiary attainment levels among the young adult population foresees that by 2020 at least 40% of 30-34 year 
olds should hold a university degree or equivalent.  In 2009, 32.3% of 30-34 year olds in the EU had tertiary 
attainment, compared to only 22.4% in 2000. The trend since 2000, shown in Figure 2.8, suggests it will be 
possible to reach the target level by 2020. However, Member States' targets, as set out in their first provisional 
National Reform Programmes, are by and large very cautious and would lead to a lower rate of progress and 
possibly failure to meet the target by 2020. 
 
In 2009, eleven EU countries had already exceeded the 2020 target of 40%. Ireland, Denmark, Luxembourg and 
Finland show the highest tertiary attainment, with rates of over 45%. Southern European countries (with the 
exception of Spain) and Central European countries, despite the fact that they have very high secondary education 
completion rates, tend to lag behind. Progress in tertiary attainment rates in the period 2000-2009 was strongest in 
Luxembourg, Ireland and Poland (more than 20 percentage points increase). 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_45572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_45572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
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Figure 3.11: Share of 30-34 year olds with tertiary attainment, 2000 and 2009 (%) 
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Source: DG Education and Culture - Data source: Eurostat (LFS) 
Note: Croatia: 2002 instead of 2000 

 
 

Figure II.3.12: Tertiary attainment of 30-34 year olds, 2000-2009 
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In addition to a substantial increase in tertiary attainment among their own citizens, Ireland and Luxembourg have 
also seen a net in-migration of young adults with high educational attainment in this period. The EU countries with 
the lowest tertiary attainment rates are Romania, the Czech Republic, Slovakia and Italy. The Czech Republic saw 
little improvement in its tertiary attainment rate in the period 2000-2007, but has made progress since 2008. 
 
In 2008, about 32% of 25-34 year olds in the EU had a tertiary education qualification, compared to an average of 
35% among OECD countries. In the US, tertiary attainment among young adults was 42% in 2008, some 10 
percentage points higher than in the EU. The OECD countries with the highest tertiary attainment of young adults 
are Korea (58%), Canada (56%), and Japan (55%). Outside the OECD, Russia (55%) and Israel (42%) show high 
tertiary attainment levels. However, it should be noted that the comparability of data with the non-UE countries is 
not assured. 
 
 

4. Education and employment – the role of education and training in a context of economic 
downturn  
 
This section focuses on the role played by education and training, skills and knowledge in shaping the 
employability and labour market success of citizens. It looks at these questions in a context of economic downturn 
and a difficult labour market. Among the five headline targets set out in the Europe 2020 strategy, the first is « to 
bring to 75% the employment rate for women and men aged 20-64, including through the greater participation of 
youth, older workers and low skilled workers and the better integration of legal migrants » (European Council, 
2010, p. 2). Ensuring that workers have the right skills to participate in the knowledge-based economy is 
furthermore deemed essential to respond to challenges such as global competition, demographic changes, 
sustainable development, etc. The central contribution of education and training systems to this objective, and the 
need for systems to take fuller account of employability and to adapt to changing skills needs is a core concern of 
the New Skills and Jobs flagship action under Europe 2020.    
 
 
The current crisis has taken its toll on EU labour markets, reversing most of the employment growth achieved 
since 2000. Employment in the EU has shrunk by over 4 million jobs since the start of the crisis in 2008 (European 
Commission, 2009). The unemployment rate reached 9% in the last quarter of 2009 (and 9.6% in October 2010), 
despite some moderate signals of economic recovery appearing in some countries. Unemployment reached 
particularly high levels in the Baltic countries, Spain and Ireland. On the other hand, the increase in unemployment 
was relatively small in Belgium, Finland, Italy, Luxembourg, Malta, Poland, Sweden, and The Netherlands; and the 
unemployment rate declined in Germany (European Commission, 2010a).  
 
The largest declines in employment in 2008 and 2009 occurred in the manufacturing and construction sectors 
while services (including financial) still registered slight positive growth (Eurostat, 2009a). 
 
The economic crisis has highlighted the vulnerability of certain groups in the labour market, namely men, young 
people, the low-skilled and workers on temporary contracts (see European Commission, 2010b; OECD, 2010a). 
Recent Eurostat Statistics in Focus reports on “The impact of the crisis on employment” (Eurostat, 2009a, 2009b, 
2010a and 2010b) underline that employees have been affected differently depending on their level of education, 
with a stronger impact on those with low educational attainments. By gender, low-skilled males were the ones 
experiencing the hardest job losses (for further details, cf. section on Labour Market Outcomes in the 2009 Report 
“Progress towards the Lisbon objectives in education and training – Indicators and benchmarks”, European 
Commission, 2009). The observed patterns of unemployment suggest that some reassignment to lower-skilled 
positions is taking place, meaning that some higher educated people are taking jobs formerly taken by people with 
lower educational attainment (Expert Group on New Skills for New Jobs, 2010). 
 
A benchmark proposal has been requested by the Council on the role of education for employability (cf. Mandate 
in Council Conclusions of May 2009 on a Strategic Framework for European cooperation in Education and 
Training for the next decade (“ET 2020”).

28
 This proposal is due for adoption by the Commission in Spring 2011. 

 
Looking specifically at how education and training (E&T) may contribute to short-term and long-term recovery, this 
section is organized as follows: section 4.1 presents indicators on the relationship between educational attainment 
and labour market outcomes; section 4.2 presents indicators on the quantity and quality of the skill supply by E&T 
systems focusing on the levels of educational attainments, the duration of the transition from education to work, 
the evolution of private returns to education and the role played by skills mismatch on employability; and section 
4.3 presents recent results on inferential relationships between E&T and unemployment.  
 

                                                 
28
 Cf. Discussion Note (CRELL, 2010b), In-Depth Analysis of Key Issues (CRELL, 2010c) and Methodological Note (CRELL, 

forthcoming) prepared for the Expert Group on the Employability Benchmark. 
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4.1. Educational attainment and labour market outcomes 
 
Evidence shows that the quantity and, especially, quality of schooling, measured in terms of student performance 
on cognitive achievement tests yield substantial payoffs on the labour market for the individual and society alike 
(OECD, 2010b; Wößmann, 2002; Barro & Lee, 2001). Moreover, the education and training participation of adults 
can help to ensure that the workforce can be efficient and competitive across a longer lifespan. Participation in 
lifelong learning can combat skill obsolescence through continuous updating and upgrading of basic and specific 
skills to remain employable, work longer and make career changes. As demonstrated by the Expert Group on New 
Skills for New Jobs (2010) in its report New Skills for New Jobs: Action Now, improved skill levels have the 
potential not only to help workers ‘get in’ to work, but also to ‘stay in’ work and ‘get on’ (i.e. progress through the 
labour market into better jobs).  
 
In fact, when exploring the relationship between educational attainment and employment rate, we can observe that 
higher levels of educational attainment are associated with higher employment rates (figure II.4.1 and II.4.2). In 
terms of the trend, figure II.4.1 reveals that while the overall EU 27 employment rate of the 20-64 year-olds had 
improved by 1.4 percentage points between 2004 and 2009), the employment rate for those with low educational 
attainment levels had decreased by as much as 1.3 percentage points, while the one for people with medium 
educational attainment increased by 1 percentage point and the one of people with high educational attainment 
remained stable. Hence, those with the lowest educational attainment constitute clearly the population at the 
highest risk in today’s European labour markets.  
 

 

Figure II.4.1: Changes in EU27 employment rates by educational attainment (20-64 year-old) between 2004 and 
2009  

 

 
 

Educational attainment 2004 2009 Change 2004-2009 

Below upper secondary education  55.2 53.9 -1.3 

Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary 
education 

69.2 70.2 1.0 

Tertiary education 82.7 82.6 -0.1 

Overall 67.4 68.8 1.4 
 

Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
 

 
Figure II.4.2 looks at the relative employment positions across Member States and confirms the general point that 
higher educational attainment levels imply higher employment rates. Nevertheless there is considerable difference 
between countries: employment rates of the 20-64 year-old population with low level of education differ 
significantly among EU countries, ranging from 30.7% in Slovakia to 68% in Portugal. The magnitude of the 
difference in employment between low educated and high educated also varies significantly across countries, 
ranging from 13.7percentage points in Portugal to 54.5 percentage points in Lithuania (to be compared with an 
overall 28.3 percentage points difference in EU27). 
 
For people with medium levels of educational attainment the employment rate varies between 60% in Lithuania 
and 80.6% in Sweden while the employment rates of people with high educational attainment is above 80% in all 
countries except Estonia, Ireland, Greece, Spain, Italy, Hungary and Slovakia in each of which it lies between 70 
and 80%. 
 
Figure II.4.3 presents a more detailed overview of the recent changes in employment year-by-year by level of 
education of the 20-64 year-olds. In the period 2006 second quarter (q2) to 2007 (q2) all educational attainment 
levels see positive employment rate changes. However, between 2007 (q2) and 2008 (q2), the first group to be 
affected by employment losses (negative annual change) was the low educated (i.e. those with less than upper 
secondary education), followed by the high educated whose employment rate stagnated during that period. The 
only group with a positive employment rate change during that period was the medium educated (ISCED 3-4) 
which maintained a 0.5 percentage point increase. Yet, between 2008 and 2009, despite a general loss in 
employment, the higher educated lost employment to a lesser extent than their lesser educated counterparts. 
Hence, overall, Figure II.4.3 reveals that the cohort that suffered the heaviest loss in employment during the crisis 
period is the low educated.   
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Figure II.4.2: Employment rates and educational attainment by country (20-64 year-old), in % (2010Q3) 
 

 

  

Below upper 
secondary 
education 

Upper 
secondary 
education 

Tertiary 
education 

EU27 53.8 70.4 82.1 

Belgium 48.2 69.5 81.8 

Bulgaria 41.7 68.7 82.9 

Czech Republic 42.5 71.6 80.8 

Denmark 63.1 78.6 85.8 

Germany 56.3 75.4 86.6 

Estonia 44.5 66.8 78.1 

Ireland 46.6 63.5 79.5 

Greece 58.5 61.3 78.0 

Spain 52.5 64.6 77.4 

France 55.0 71.5 80.7 

Italy 50.1 66.9 74.9 

Cyprus 67.5 74.7 82.3 

Latvia 49.0 63.6 81.3 

Lithuania 30.9 60.0 85.5 

Luxembourg 57.6 69.1 84.2 

Hungary 38.2 62.8 77.2 

Malta 51.4 77.2 82.5 

Netherlands 61.8 79.6 86.7 

Austria 56.8 77.8 84.7 

Poland 41.4 63.6 82.3 

Portugal 68.0 70.0 81.7 

Romania 57.2 64.1 81.5 

Slovenia 49.4 69.6 86.7 

Slovakia 30.7 66.2 77.2 

Finland 55.5 73.2 83.7 

Sweden 63.6 80.6 87.8 

United Kingdom 55.9 75.9 84.0 

Iceland 75.2 81.6 87.9 

Norway 64.8 79.0 89.6 

Switzerland 70.7 80.7 87.2 

Croatia 42.4 59.0 75.7 

MK* 33.5 52.3 71.1 

Turkey 46.3 54.9 69.8 
 

Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
Note: *MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
 

Figure II.4.3: Annual changes in employment rates (20-64 year-old) between 2006Q2 and 2009Q2, by educational 
attainment (in percentage points) 
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Figure II.4.4 adds a gender and aged dimension to the analysis of the effect of the crisis on employment for the 
different educational levels. In general men have been affected much more by the crisis than women, 
independently of their educational level. Older workers (50-64) are consistently, across educational levels, the 
group with the lowest unemployment change. It is worth noticing that the difference between employment 
performance for youth and older workers increases with the level of educational attainment. thus while low 
educated youth suffered twice as much unemployment increase as low educated older workers, the medium 
educated male youth suffered four times (41 times for women) as much as their older counterparts and the high 
educated male youth eight times (15 times for women) as much as their older counterpart.    
 

 

Figure II.4.4. Percentage change in unemployment rates between 2007Q2 and 2010Q2, by gender, age group and 
highest level of education attained 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS)  

 
The duration of the transition from education to employment provides an important indication of the dynamics and 
level of interaction of the E&T systems and the labour market. A short time interval between education and a first 
job suggests a good level of responsiveness of the E&T systems to labour market demands in terms of 
occupational profiles, provision of opportunities to combine workplace experience with education as well as 
efficient qualification frameworks (ex. EQF), effective career counselling and career guidance.  
 
Figure annex II.4.1. reveals significant differences in the activity status of young graduates (aged 20-34) after first 
entry to the labour market according to their educational attainment and to the time elapsed since graduation. In 
2009, while 70.6% of the low educated are in employment less than 1 year after graduation, the medium and high 
educated have employment rates of 83.1% and 84.3% respectively and suffer less from unemployment and 
inactivity immediately after their exit from formal education. These values remain stable across cohorts. The only 
exception is for the low educated cohort for which we observe a 10 percentage points increase in employment 
(from 70.2% to 80.1%), with a 48% decrease in inactivity and a 22% decrease in unemployment 5 years after 
graduation. 
 
4.2. The availability and quality of knowledge and skills’ supply 
 

This section will focus on indicators related to the knowledge and skills’ supply available in EU countries as well as 
their quality.  As such it is strongly related to the policy agenda addressed under the New Skills and Jobs flagship 
action of the Europe 2020 strategy. 
 
The level of educational attainment of the adult population (20-64) is used as a proxy for the availability of 
knowledge and skills.  
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Figure II.4.5. Change in educational attainment between 2004 and 2009 by age group, EU27, % 
 

 

20-64 20-24 25-54 55-64   
  

2004 2009 Change 2004 2009 Change 2004 2009 Change 2004 2009 Change 

Below upper 
secondary education 

29.3 25.5 -3.8 22.9 21.4 -1.5 28.0 24.7 -3.4 45.8 39.6 -6.2 

Upper secondary and 
post-secondary non-
tertiary education 

49.8 49.9 0.1 64.8 65.0 0.2 48.7 48.2 -0.4 38.0 41.8 3.8 

Tertiary education 20.9 24.6 3.7 12.3 13.7 1.4 23.3 27.1 3.7 16.2 18.7 2.5 

 

Source: Eurostat (LFS)  

 
Figure II.4.5 shows that, overall (across all age groups) the level of knowledge and skills available on the labour 
market has shifted upwards. Nevertheless, despite a strong increase between 2004 and 2009 (+3.8 percentage 
points), the high skilled still constitute the minority of the adult population (less than 25%). When looking at the 
breakdown by age groups, we see that the larger changes between 2004 and 2009 can be observed for the older 
workers (55-64 year-olds) where the share of low educated  decreased by 6.2 percentage points mainly in favour 
of medium educational levels (+3.8 percentage points) but also of high education attainments (+2.5 percentage 
points). The cohort that increased the most its high educational attainment share is the one aged 25-54 years old 
(+3.7 percentage points). Finally, the youngest cohort (20-24 year-olds) made a shift of only 1.4 percentage points 
from low education to high education. Thus the level of knowledge and skills available on the labour market has 
across all age groups shifted upwards. These changes in the distribution of educational attainment over time and 
by age group also reflect current demographic changes with a decrease of the young population and an increase 
of the older population. 
 
As shown by Figure II.4.6, this increase of the share of high educated has been observed in all MS except Austria 
where the high educational attainment has remained constant. Luxembourg is the country in which the increase 
has been the strongest with +10.4 percentage points between 2004 and 2009. 
 

 

Figure II.4.6. High educational attainment of the adult population (20-64 year-old) in 2004 and 2009, % 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
 
Nevertheless, despite this overall increase, when considering the high educational attainment of the 25-64 years 
old adult population in 2008, it is clear from Figure II.4.7 that the EU is still performing well below some key 
competitors. For instance, with 24% of the working age population having high educational attainment, the EU lies 
25 percentage points below Canada (49%), 19 percentage points below Japan (43%), 17 percentage points below 
the USA (41%) and 12 percentage points below Australia (36%). While only the best performing EU countries 
manage to compete with Australia, the worse performing EU countries present high education attainment levels 
ranging between the ones of Brazil (11%) and Mexico (16%).  
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Figure II.4.7. High educational attainment (third countries) (25-64 years old) in 2008, % 
 

 

 2008 

EU27 24 

Australia 36 

Brazil 11 

Canada 49 

Japan 43 

Korea 37 

Mexico 16 

New Zealand 40 

Russian Federation 54 

USA 41 
 

Source: Eurostat (LFS) and OECD (EAG 2010, indicator A1.3a). 
Note: Year of reference 2008 for all countries, except for the Russian Federation (2002). 

 
When looking at educational attainment levels by gender (Figure II.4.8), it is worth noticing the similarities across 
gender. The majority of the adult population is constituted in both gender groups by individuals with medium 
educational attainment. Between 2004 and 2009 both men and women experienced an upgrade of education 
levels from low to high, the share of the medium educated remaining relatively constant. The only difference 
between genders can be observed in a higher share of high educated women compared to men and, respectively, 
a lower share of low educated women compared to men. While this gender difference decreased between 2004 
and 2009 by 1.3 percentage points for the low educated, it increased by 1.3 and 2.6 percentage points for the 
medium and the high educated respectively.  
 

 

Figure II.4.8. Educational attainment by gender (EU-27) (20-64 years old) 
 

 

  Men Women 

  2004 2009 Change 2004 2009 Change 

Below upper 
secondary education 

28.3 25.2 -3.2 30.3 25.9 -4.5 

Upper secondary and 
post-secondary non-
tertiary education 

51.6 52.4 0.8 47.9 47.4 -0.5 

Tertiary education 20.1 22.4 2.4 21.8 26.7 5.0 
 

Source: Eurostat (LFS)  

 
Figure II.4.9 reveals that these increases in the gender differences in high educational attainment are mainly found 
among 25-54 year-old women, and to a lesser extend among the 20-24 year-old women.  
 

 

Figure II. 4.9. Generational differences in high educational attainment by gender, 2009 
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In a context of economic downturn, it is also important to investigate how much educational attainment impacts on 
the quality of employment. One common way of looking at it is by assessing how labour markets reward the 
knowledge and skills acquired through education and training. Such analysis consists in estimating the private 
financial returns to education (in terms of wages). Another way of assessing the quality of the supplied skills is by 
investigating the degree of match between the educational attainment and the type of occupation. This section 
reviews recent research on both aspects, starting with education returns and following with skills (mis)match 
indicators.  
 
Research on returns to education has over the past decades produced ample evidence that the monetary and 
non-monetary prosperity of individuals is related to their level of education and training. Education yields 
substantial returns to the individual in terms of earnings and employability and significant gains to society in terms 
of economic growth and wider social benefits.  
 
Figure II.4.10 shows the annual median gross income of workers by education level and confirms that in every EU 
country, the higher your skills level the higher your average income (yet with significant country variations in terms 
of level of annual gross income).   
 

 

Figure II.4.10.: Annual median gross income of workers in Euros, by educational attainment 
 

 

  

Below upper 
secondary 
education 

Upper 
secondary 
education 

Tertiary 
education 

EU25 12349 15428 25178 

Austria 12208 21588 31032 

Belgium 21047 23653 30276 

Bulgaria 12349 15428 25178 

Croatia 10466 16687 24695 

Cyprus 7989 9022 13909 
Czech 
Republic 5706 9505 15051 

Denmark 15879 24498 30280 

Estonia 5016 6820 9512 

Finland 10466 16687 24695 

France 15767 17390 23298 

Germany 7138 20484 33371 

Greece 7138 20484 33371 

Hungary 4963 7031 14021 

Ireland 15246 15827 28886 

Latvia 15767 17390 23298 

Lithuania 3563 5274 10080 

Luxembourg* 20915 32166 51278 

Malta 6932 8528 10970 

Netherlands 13645 20227 32169 

Poland 5012 7255 12543 

Portugal 13645 20227 32169 

Romania 12208 21587 31032 

Slovakia 4229 6907 9397 

Slovenia 8990 14268 29252 

Spain 13384 15419 22195 

Sweden 14739 19105 22651 

Turkey 17382 20206 30856 
United 
Kingdom 17383 20206 30856 

Albania 12214 24734 31010 

Iceland 14616 22762 33208 

Norway 12214 24734 31010 

MK* 14739 19104 22651 

Switzerland 14616 22762 33208 
Source: Eurostat UOE, 2007. 
Note: *MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
A recent study on private returns as reflected in earnings to educational attainment in Europe (CRELL, 2010d) also 
corroborated this finding, again revealing considerable variations across Europe, with private returns ranging from 
a low 21% in Sweden to a very high 98% in Portugal. Looking more specifically at the returns to tertiary education 
revealed also great variability across Europe, with the highest wage premia to be found in the Eastern European 
countries and Portugal and the lowest in Nordic European countries (Figure II.4.11). The wage penalty for not 
attaining secondary education varies from 7% in Denmark to 31% in Austria (Figure II.4.12). 
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Recent research shows

29
 a positive and long-term macroeconomic impact of an increase in the educational 

attainment of the working population.
30
 Research simulated the effect of an increase in the share of medium-

educated workers by 1 percentage point over 40 years and a similar decrease in the low-educated share. It found 
a positive impact on the productivity is found in all countries ranging from 0.27% (Ireland) to 0.90% (Portugal). The 
results show that where medium-educated labour is employed to replace low-education workers there are gains in 
efficiency. A second simulation modelled and increase in the EU high-educated labour share by 1 percentage 
point and a similar decrease in the medium-educated share. The results reveal a positive impact on productivity in 
the long-run ranging from 0.35% (Slovakia) to 0.82% (Italy). It can be concluded that investing in the higher 
education of the labour force would yield a significant positive macroeconomic impact at the EU27 level. 
 
Good skills and competences derived from education are also crucial in social and civic life as warrants of 
community cohesion, personal fulfilment and happiness. Thus the benefits to high educational attainment are not 
only to be measured in terms of higher monetary returns but also higher non-monetary returns. Recent research 
has sought to measure total macro-economic returns to higher levels of skills, taking into account such non labour 
market impacts. For instance, the Bertelsmann Foundation (2009) has shown that a reform of an education system 
providing adequate skills for all citizens could increase GDP by as much as 10% in the long run.  
 
 

 

Figure II.4.11. Wage premia for tertiary graduates in European countries 
 

 

 
 

Source: CRELL (2010c) OLS estimates based on EU-SILC data. 
 

                                                 
29
 D’Auria, F., Pagano, A.m Ratto, M. and Varga, J. (2009).. 

30 
Gross domestic product (GDP) is a measure of the economic activity, defined as the value of all goods and services produced less the 
value of any goods or services used in their creation. The calculation of the annual growth rate of GDP volume is intended to allow 
comparisons of the dynamics of economic development both over time and between economies of different sizes. For measuring the 
growth rate of GDP in terms of volumes, the GDP at current prices are valued in the prices of the previous year and the thus 
computed volume changes are imposed on the level of a reference year; this is called a chain-linked series. Accordingly, price 
movements will not inflate the growth rate. 
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Figure II.4.12. Wage penalties for not attaining secondary education in European countries 
 

 

 
Source: CRELL (2010c) OLS estimates based on EU-SILC data. 

 
4.3. Providing the right skills and the cost of mismatching 
Another tool of assessment of the capacity of the E&T systems to respond to the needs of the labour markets is 
the estimation of the degree of matching and mismatching between occupation and educational level. As reported 
by the European Commission (2010b), upgrading skills and reducing skills mismatch are important not only for 
individuals to find a job or not to lose contact with the labour market during the downturn, but also at the macro-
level to facilitate an efficient job reallocation across industries when growth resumes. A Cedefop (2010) report on 
skills matching underlines that skill mismatch is a widespread phenomenon in Europe, with over-education 
incidence averaging around 30 % and with - at the same time - a substantial share of the population under-
educated. Skill mismatch has negative consequences in terms of less satisfied workers, lower productivity at the 
enterprise level and may lead to a loss of competitiveness in general. Factors responsible for the occurrence of 
mismatch are asymmetry in labour-market information, insufficient training, education and training systems 
responding slowly to market changes, labour shortage, skill-biased technological progress and business cycles.  
 
Another perspective on the comparative utility of educational attainment can be provided by turning to educational 
attainment and the skills required in a graduate’s current occupation; in other words, a look at the quality of the job 
obtained. 
 
On the basis of the Reflex survey, collected in all countries forming the Bologna Area, it is possible to provide a 
more comprehensive perspective on skills mismatch looking at both horizontal and vertical mismatches together. 
31  
Based on survey data, this section captures graduates’ self-perception on whether their current occupation ‘fits’ 

their academic studies. It may be assumed that the closer the fit, the higher the self-perception of the utility of 
tertiary education for these graduates.

32  

                                                 
31
 Qualification mismatch as measured by the Reflex survey is measured by self-assessment. The individuals of the sample (people who 
graduated 5 years ago) were asked to assess their job in relation to their education. The measure is certainly less standardized than 
a variable based on the ISCO international classification. However, a distinction is made between three types of mismatch: horizontal 
mismatch (being at the relevant skill level, but in another field than that of graduation), vertical mismatch (being employed in the same 
field as the educational attainment employed below their theoretical skill level), and both. The two latter categories correspond to the 
vertical mismatch as considered in the previous indicators. As for previous figures, only workers are included in the denominator; 
unemployed persons are excluded. 

32
 However, it should be noted that this argument assumes a rather static view of the labour market, as the labour market is likely to 
adapt to the situation by providing more highly-skilled jobs (i.e. move towards becoming a “knowledge society”). 
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Figure II.4.13 Qualifications mismatch as reported by employed graduates with more or less 5 years of 
experience since leaving higher education, by type of mismatch (horizontal, vertical, or both), %, ISCED 5A 

second degree — 2005 
 

 

 
 

Source: Reflex, 2005.  
Note: Countries are sorted in ascending order by exact match. BE: data not reported due to a low return rate.  

 
 

Figure II.4.13 reveals that, in around half of the countries surveyed, 20 % or more of young workers with tertiary 
education are employed below their theoretical skill level (vertically mismatched). Moreover, being employed at the 
relevant skill level but in another field (horizontal mismatch) was reported by between 3% and 10% of graduates, 
with the highest levels registered in France, Austria and the Czech Republic. Combining horizontal and vertical 
mismatch, over a quarter of graduates consider themselves to have a job not fitting their educational attainment in 
the Netherlands (25%), Estonia (30%), Spain (31%) and the United Kingdom (45%). The self-perceptions from the 
Reflex survey are quite consistent with the match rates obtained in LFS by the ISCO methodology. 

33  

 
Current research within CRELL is aiming to measure the impact of skills mismatch (as estimated from the 
qualifications of ISCED 3-4 school leavers) on GDP growth; initial findings point to an impact but need to be further 
developed.  

                                                 
33
 Eurostat (2009). The Bologna Process in Higher Education in Europe: Key indicators on the social dimension and mobility. 
Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European Communities.  
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1. Equity 
1.1 Early childhood education and care 
 - The issue of quality 
 - Children with disadvantaged background 

1.2 Early leavers from education and training 
 - The EU benchmark 
 - Highest educational level achieved before leaving education and training 
 - Employment status of early leavers from education and training 
 - A comparison with third countries 

1.3 Special educational needs 
 - National classifications of special educational needs 
 - Special educational needs pupils in segregated settings 

1.4 Adult education and training: informal learning 
 - Informal learning 
 - An unequal participation 

 

2. Key competences 
2.1 Reading, mathematics and science literacy 
 - Low achievers in basic skills: European benchmark 2020 
 - Reading 
 - Mathematics 
 - Science 

2.2 Language and intercultural competences: early and lifelong learning 
 - The language skills of the adult population 

2.3 ICT competences for young people and adults 
2.4 Civic competences  
 - The IEA 2009 International Civic and Citizenship education Study (ICCS) 
 - Key findings of the European report of the ICCS 2009 study 

- Impact of formal education on civic behaviour of adults 

 

3. Gender inequalities 
3.1 Differentials in schooling 
 - Early leavers from education and training 
 - Gender differences in basic skills: evidence from international surveys 

3.2 Educational choices 
 - General and vocational education 
 - Gender imbalance at tertiary level 
 - Gender imbalance among graduates in MST 

3.3 Gender and the teaching profession 
 

4. Migrants 
4.1 Background information 
 - Migrant population 
 - Educational level 

4.2 Migrants education 
 - Participation in pre-compulsory early childhood education 
 - Early leavers from education and training 
 - Educational performance of migrant students 
 - Migrant children and special needs 
 - Adult participation in lifelong learning 



Chapter III: Promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship 

 

 77 

In the Conclusions of May 2009, establishing the strategic objectives for the future cooperative exchanges on 
Education and Training (E&T 2020), the Council set out a central challenge for education systems: "Education and 
training policy should enable all citizens, irrespective of their personal, social or economic circumstances, to 
acquire, update and develop over a lifetime both job-specific skills and the key competences needed for their 
employability and to foster further learning, active citizenship and intercultural dialogue". This chapter reviews a 
range of issues, some of which play a crucial role in promoting social inclusion and breaking the intergenerational 
transmission of poverty, such as early childhood education. It looks at challenges to equity, such as migration and 
gender differences and reviews the progress made in ensuring that all young Europeans are equipped with the key 
competences necessary for success in their adult life as citizens and on a knowledge-based labour market.  

  
1. Equity 
 
1.1 Early childhood education and care 
 
There is a wide consensus that early childhood education and care (ECEC) is a crucial determinant of the later 
educational success of pupils and that the benefits of ECEC will be strongest for children from disadvantaged 
families (UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre. 2010).  
 
In recognition of its importance, the Council decided to include a benchmark on ECEC in the framework for 
European cooperation in education and training 2010-2020 (European Council 2009). The equity dimension of 
early childhood education was particularly highlighted, as high participation and high quality provision can counter 
the risks of educational failure due to disadvantaged starting conditions, such as low socio economic background.  
 

European benchmark 
By 2020, at least 95% of children between 

4 years old and the age for starting 
compulsory primary education should 
participate in early childhood education. 

 
 

Figure III.1.1: Participation in early childhood education and care (rates) - 2008  
(between 4-years-old and starting of compulsory primary) 

 

 

  2000 2008 

EU27 85.6 92.3 

BE 99.1 99.5 

BG 73.4 78.4 

CZ 90.0 90.9 

DK 95.7 91.8 

DE 82.6 95.6 

EE 87.0 95.1 

IE 74.6 72.0 

EL 69.3 m 

ES 100.0 99.0 

FR 100.0 100.0 

IT 100.0 98.8 

CY 64.7 88.5 

LV 65.4 88.9 

LT 60.6 77.8 

LU 94.7 94.3 
HU 93.9 94.6 

MT 100.0 97.8 

NL 99.5 99.5 

AT 84.6 90.3 

PL 58.3 67.5 

PT 78.9 87.0 

RO 67.6 82.8 

SI 85.2 90.4 
SK 76.1 79.1 

FI 55.2 70.9 

SE 83.6 94.6 

UK 100.0 97.3 

HR n.a. 68.0 
IS 91.8 96.2 
MK* 17.4 28.5 
TR 11.6 34.4 
LI 69.3 83.2 
NO 79.7 95.6 
CH n.a. 77.9 

US 69.9 65.4 
JP 95.5 97.0 

Source: Eurostat (UOE) 
m: missing  -  *MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
UK: Break in series 2002 - 2003; earlier figures are overestimated; NL: break in series 2003 - 2006, IE: Data are incomplete as for private provision 
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The EU average participation in early learning has been rising during the decade to 2008 (6.7% percentage points 
increase - see figure III.1.1 and figure annex III.1). In several countries rates are already above 95%, giving an 
indication of almost universal attendance of education from age 4. This is especially the case in France, the 
Netherlands

34
, Belgium, Spain, Italy and Malta. The vast majority of other countries have rates above 90% while 

another group e.g. Cyprus, Latvia and Romania shows a steep growth towards rates exceeding 82%.  
 
A small group of countries diverge from the general pattern. These include Poland and Greece

35
 (around 68% in 

the year 2000) and Finland (70.9%), that are quite far from the benchmark. The same applies to Ireland where 
even though available data are only partial participation rates have even decreased since 2000. The availability of 
alternative types of provision, such as the family day care attended by a number of children in Finland, could 
contribute to a lower level of participation in ECEC. Other underlying reasons could be: funding decisions at the 
local or national level; operational constraints in increasing the supply of early childhood education in specific 
areas of the country, or for specific groups of children; cultural norms and pedagogical approaches (EURYDICE. 
2009).  
   

 

Figure III.1.2: Ratio of pupils to teachers in ISCED 0 -2008  
 

 

Ratio of pupils to teachers in 
ISCED 0 

 

2005 2007 2008 

EU-27 14.2 14.1 13.7 

Belgium  16.1 16.0 15.9 

Bulgaria  11.5 11.4 11.4 

Czech Republic 13.5 13.6 13.7 

Denmark  6.6 6.0 6.2 

Germany  13.9 14.4 13.8 

Estonia  7.1 na na 

Ireland  na na na 

Greece  12.5 11.9 na 

Spain  14.1 13.7 13.1 

France  19.3 19.2 19.0 

Italy  12.4 11.8 11.2 

Cyprus  18.5 17.7 17.6 

Latvia  14.4 10.9 10.6 

Lithuania  8.4 7.8 7.5 

Luxembourg  na 12.6 12.2 

Hungary  10.7 10.8 10.9 

Malta  11.2 na 13.2 

Netherlands  na na na 

Austria  17.0 16.4 16.3 

Poland  17.9 18.6 18.8 

Portugal  15.4 15.9 14.7 

Romania  18.3 17.8 17.4 

Slovenia  9.6 9.4 9.4 

Slovakia 13.6 13.4 13.3 

Finland  12.5 11.4 11.4 

Sweden  11.9 11.6 6.1 

United Kingdom 11.9 13.2 17.9 

Croatia  12.6 12.4 12.6 

MK*  11.5 11.3 7.5 

Turkey  19.7 25.9 27.1 

Iceland  na 7.1 7.2 

Liechtenstein  13.2 11.1 10.8 

Norway  na na na 

Switzerland na na na 

USA 10.6 10.3 13.4 

Japan 17.4 16.8 16.5 
Source: Eurostat (UOE) 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
As for candidate countries, participation in early childhood education is far from the EU benchmark. The highest 
participation rate is found in Croatia (68%) while in Turkey and The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia only 
about one third of children attend pre-primary education.  
 

                                                 
34
 There is no ISCED 0 pre-primary education in the Netherlands, so ISCED 1 primary education is the initial stage of organized 
education for children from age 4. 

35
 From 2008, one year of pre-school education became compulsory from age 5. The same is true for Poland but ISCED 0 compulsory 
starts at age 6. 
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Industrialized countries outside the EU, such as Japan and USA, are quite different in terms of early learning: in 
the former it is almost universal (97%) while in the latter just two out of three children attend early education 
(Figure annex III.1).  
 
In most countries with low participation rates, growth in recent years has been notable. The highest increase has 
been realized by two countries, namely Cyprus and Latvia

36
 that succeeded in raising the participation rate from 

about 65% to more than 89% since 2000. Also in Finland and in Lithuania rates increased notably (around +28%).  
 
The issue of quality 
 
In the context of the expansion of early childhood education and care provisions, interest in quality of ECEC is 
gaining momentum worldwide, as evidenced in recent work by the OECD, UNESCO, UNICEF and the World 
Bank. Within the EU, bodies such as Eurydice and NESSE

37
 have also been active in reviewing practices and 

research on quality as well as equity-related issues. The interest in both areas stems in part from the idea that 
care of the youngest participants, educated apart from their families for the first time in their lives, needs to be 
deeply embedded in the process of early childhood education and the idea that the quality of care at this stage will 
have learning implications that last a lifetime. 
 
The training, pay, working conditions and motivation of staff and the support they are given are important factors 
for quality in ECEC provision. Other important factors identified as necessary for quality provision include: the 
involvement of parents, a favourable child/staff ratio and the governance structures necessary for regular 
programme monitoring and assessment, system accountability and quality assurance (NESSE. 2009; Eurydice. 
2009; Council. 2010).  
 
Regarding child/staff ratios, recently UNICEF suggested that a maximum level of 15 children to 1 teacher could be 
considered appropriate (UNICEF, 2008), though this differs according to age of the children. The EU average is 
slightly less than 14 children per teacher and it has been steadily decreasing over the last 5 years (see figure 
III.1.2 and figure annex III.2). The ratio ranges from around 6 children per teacher in Sweden and Denmark to 
about 19 in Poland and France. Several other Member States have average ratios above the norm proposed by 
UNICEF, namely the UK, Cyprus, Romania, Austria and Belgium. Among candidate countries, Turkey has a very 
high ratio (around 26 children for each teacher) while Croatia and The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia are 
both in line with the recommendations. 
 
In the US, a low level in participation combines with a favourable child/teacher ratio (13.4) while in Japan, where 
participation is much higher, on average, a teacher takes care of more than 16 children. 
 
Children with disadvantaged background 
 
According to research and international surveys, there are many socio-economic background factors which 
increase the likelihood that certain children or groups of children will not participate in early childhood education. 
When considering personal (e.g. socio-emotional development and cognitive gains) and social outcomes (e.g. 
reduced chances of negative social behaviour), there is evidence that it is children from such backgrounds who 
have the most to gain, including in a longer term perspective, from high-quality early learning experiences 
(Leseman, 2002, 2009; Machin, 2006; Eurydice, 2009).  
 
Demographic issues, such as location of residence (urban or rural) play a role in some countries; the UNESCO 
2007 Global Monitoring Report (GMR) concluded that place of residence was an important factor in accounting for 
participation disparities, usually favouring urban children. Family type is also an issue in some countries such as 
children from one-parent families or those from very large families as these children are enrolled less frequently 
(Eurydice, 2007; UNESCO, 2007). 
 
Household wealth influences participation in ECEC when fees are charged as low-income families attend less 
frequently (Chiswick and De Burnam 2004; Bainbridge et al. 2005 in OECD 2007). The GMR stressed that 
poverty, alongside place of residence, is a key factor in explaining disparities in ECEC enrolment worldwide. 
 
Most of these reasons contribute to low participation in ECEC among certain ethnic minorities, such as Roma 
children. Participation rates in countries where the Roma community is quite large, such as Romania and Slovakia, 
are substantially lower than the average (Open Society Institute, 2007; Ringold, D. and al. 2005). In other 
countries, such as Spain, targeted measures aiming at increasing the access to education of "Gitano" children 
have resulted in participation rates of 74% (EUMC. 2006).  
 

                                                 
36
 Compulsory ISCED 0 pre-primary education in Cyprus begins at 4 years and 8 months while in Latvia 2 years of pre-primary are 

compulsory from age 5.  
37
 NESSE is the "Network of Experts on Social Aspects of Education and Training", a network of independent experts supporting the 

Commission between 2007 and early 2011. 
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When available, ECEC seems to pose one solution to social exclusion and reduce educational disadvantages. 
Several countries have implemented specific early childhood educational programs as part of their anti-poverty 
policies. An example is the Sure Start program in the United Kingdom. Participation in regular childhood programs, 
as Nusche (2009) reports, also improves the educational attainment of disadvantaged children.

38
 

 
It is important to treat equity and quality – discussed above, as interrelated since the most vulnerable groups, such 
as those from low-income families, are less likely to experience a quality education (Eurydice 2009; Nusche 2009; 
UNESCO 2010). In addition, lower quality programmes may reinforce negative outcomes such as aggressive 
behaviour and poor language development (NESSE. 2009), so the combination of equity-quality objectives within 
ECEC is of great importance for later life development of Europe's children. 
 
Section 4.2.1 sets out an interesting new analysis which suggests that, at least in some countries, the rate of 
attendance at early-childhood education among migrant pupils is as high as or even higher than for native 
children. 
 
1.2 Early leavers from education and training 
 
Young people who abandon education and training with only lower secondary education or less are more often 
unemployed or in precarious employment. They generally earn less, are more dependent on social support 
throughout their lives and face a higher risk of poverty and social exclusion. 
 
The Europe 2020 Strategy defines the reduction of early school leaving to less than 10% by 2020 as one of its 
headline targets. It is strongly related both to smart and to inclusive growth as it impacts directly on the 
employability of young people and their integration into the labour market. Reducing early school leaving is an 
important contribution to breaking the cycle of deprivation, social exclusion and poverty. 
 
The EU benchmark 
 
A benchmark on early leavers from education and training had already been established for 2010 as part of the 
open method of coordination for Education and Training. In 2010 it was reaffirmed and given new priority as a 
headline target within Europe 2020: the ratio should, by 2020, be less than 10% in the EU.  
 

European benchmark 
By 2020, the share of early leavers 
from education and training should 

be less than 10%. 

 
The trend since 2000 has been one of very slow progress. In 2009 the average rate of early leaving was 14.4% for 
EU-27, showing a slight decrease from the previous year, when it was 14.9%, and 3.2 percentage points lower 
than in 2000 (Figure III.1.3)

39
. Despite progress, the rate is still well above the target set for 2010 (and now re-

affirmed for 2020).  
 
The situation is quite diverse across Member States. A number of countries mainly in Central and Eastern Europe 
are already well above the benchmark, the best performers are Slovakia, Slovenia and Poland. These countries 
were already below 10% at the beginning of the monitoring period and have further improved their performance 
since 2000. 
 
Several countries, notably in Northern and Western Europe are near the benchmark, with shares not exceeding 
12%. Some within this group have witnessed positive changes since the year 2000, such as Cyprus (- 37% in 
relative terms) and the Netherlands (-29%). 
  
In various southern states the situation is still problematic: in Malta, Portugal and Spain the rate of early leavers 
exceeds 30%, in Italy it is close to 20%. Since 2000, Malta and Portugal experienced a significant decrease in the 
rate, respectively 17 and 12 percentage points and also expect that policy change in recent years will have further 
effect on the figures in years to come. Despite the slow pace of improvement, the decrease in rates of early leaving 
is found in practically all countries. A few countries experienced an increasing rate from 2008 to 2009. Among 
those still above the benchmark are Lithuania, Romania, Norway and France. 
 
Member States' targets, as set out in their first provisional National Reform Programmes, are by and large very 
cautious and would suggest that Europe may fall short of the 10% target for 2020. The targets submitted in the 
draft NRPs (not including countries that have not yet defined targets), that a rate of 10.5% early school leavers 

                                                 
38
 It is argued that “attending the French pre-primary education system (école maternelle) increases class retention of low-income and 

immigrant children in primary school by 9% to 17%, with wider reported benefits for literacy and numeracy”. 
39
 In 2009 Eurostat refined the calculation method for this indicator. See Eurostat website for more details. 
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would be achieved by 2020, thus missing the common European target of 10%. In absolute figures this would 
mean that in 2020 roughly an additional 200 000 young Europeans would have dropped out from education and 
training. 
 
Candidate countries are positioned at two extremes: on the one hand is Croatia, with an extremely low rate (3.9%) 
while at the other extreme is The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Turkey, where the percentages are 
extremely high, respectively 36.8% and 44.3%.  
 
The prevalent pattern across EU countries shows higher risk of being early leavers for males, as compared to 
females, and for migrants with respect to native young people (see also section III.3 and III.4). 
 

 

Figure III.1.3: Early leavers from education and training 2000, 2008 and 2009 (% of 18-24 year olds) 
 

 
 Early school leavers (18-24). % 

 2000 2008 2009 

EU-27 17.6 14.9 14.4 

Belgium  13.8 12.0 11.1 

Bulgaria  : 14.8 14.7 

Czech Republic : 5.6 5.4 

Denmark  11.7 11.5 10.6 

Germany  14.6 11.8 11.1 

Estonia  15.1 14.0 13.9 

Ireland  : 11.3 11.3 

Greece  18.2 14.8 14.5 

Spain  29.1 31.9 31.2 

France  13.3 11.9 12.3 

Italy  25.1 19.7 19.2 

Cyprus  18.5 13.7 11.7 

Latvia  : 15.5 13.9 

Lithuania  16.5 7.4 8.7 

Luxembourg  16.8 13.4 7.7 b 

Hungary  13.9 11.7 11.2 

Malta  54.2 39.0 36.8 

Netherlands  15.4 11.4 10.9 

Austria  10.2 10.1 8.7 

Poland  : 5.0 5.3 

Portugal  43.6 35.4 31.2 

Romania  22.9 15.9 16.6 

Slovenia  : 5.1 5.3 u 

Slovakia : 6.0 4.9 

Finland  9.0 9.8 9.9 

Sweden  7.3 12.2 10.7 

United Kingdom 18.2 17.0 15.7 

Croatia  : 3.7 3.9 u 

Iceland  59.3 45.5 44.3 

MK*  29.8 24.4 21.4 

Turkey  : 19.6 16.2 

Liechtenstein  : : : 

Norway  12.9 17.0 17.6 
 
Source: Eurostat (LFS);u=unreliable. b= break 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 

 
Highest educational level achieved before leaving education and training 
 
The majority (72.9%) of early school leavers in the EU have obtained lower secondary level qualifications by the 
time they leave i.e. compulsory education in most European countries (figure III.1.4). The percentage of those who 
completed a short period of upper secondary education, a level which is offered in only a few countries (ISCED 3C 
short courses, including some vocational or pre-vocational training), remains at just under 10%, with no substantial 
change from the previous year. Nevertheless they constitute a high proportion of all early leavers: in Luxembourg 
(41.2%) and the UK (61.1%). 
 
Considering that very low educational attainment is among the risk factors most directly associated with social 
exclusion, the fact that 17.4% of early leavers in the EU have completed at most primary school is a matter of 
major concern. Drawing on available and reliable figures, this category is absent in the Nordic countries, Austria, 
Estonia, Croatia, Lithuania, Malta and the UK, but is particularly evident in Belgium (35.1%), Bulgaria (38%), 
Greece (37.2%) and Portugal (38.1%). 
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Among the countries compared, Turkey is the one with the highest percentage of low or very low educated early 
leavers; in fact, the percentage of early leavers with at most primary education and that of lower secondary are 
nearly the same, with 49.2% of those leaving having completed only primary education and 50.8% with lower 
secondary completion only.  
 

 

Figure III.1.4: Early leavers from education and training by highest educational level completed. 2009 (%)  
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Source: Eurostat (Labour Force Survey), 2009  
Notes: For ISCED 1 CZ. SI, SK, LV, MK* lack reliability due to small sample size; for ISCED 2 HR, SI, LU; and for ISCED 3C IE, CY and LU 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
Employment status of early leavers from education and training 
 

Nearly half (48%) of early school leavers in the EU-27 countries in 2009 are employed, while 52% are unemployed 
or not seeking employment (figure IIII.1.5). Comparing these figures with those for 2008, there are fewer employed 
early school leavers and more who are unemployed or not seeking entry to the labour market, almost certainly 
reflecting the impact of the economic crisis. 
 
In the majority of countries, most early leavers are not employed or not in search of work. However, there are 
some significant exceptions to this. 
 
Among Member States, the highest percentages of those who are employed are in the Netherlands (71%), 
Portugal (71%), Cyprus (74%) and Malta (74%). It is apparent that in these countries young people are 
abandoning school to enter a labour market that offers possibilities for low-skilled employment. At the other end of 
the spectrum, there are relatively high proportions of unemployed and inactive early leavers in Bulgaria (73%), 
Hungary (71%), Slovakia (80%), Lithuania (66%) and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (77%).  
 

 

Figure III.1.5: Early leavers from education and training by employment status. 2009 (%) 
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Notes: Data from SI, HR, EE, LU show a lack of reliability due to small ample size for both categories and for LT and MK* for employed only. 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
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A comparison with third countries 
 
The indicator mainly used to monitor the equivalent to early school leaving in extra-EU countries is the ‘dropout 
rate’. Even if its definition is different from the one used at the EU level, it is suitable for some comparisons.

40
  

 
In the United States, the national dropout rate was 8.0 % for the 2008/2009 school year, with a long term 
downward trend since 1972, when it was 14.6%.

41
 Similar to the situation in the EU states, males are more likely 

than females to drop out, while significant gaps persist among ethnic groups: students belonging to those groups 
that are most disadvantaged in socio-economic terms (Hispanics, Native Americans and AfricanAmericans) 
present the highest risk of abandoning school prematurely. Also, the Southern and Western states have higher 
dropout rates than the North-eastern states and the Midwest (U.S. Department of Education. 2010).  
 
In Canada the countrywide dropout rate, as reported by the Labour Force Survey Statistics, was 9.8 % for the 

2004/2005 school year which marked a decrease from 10.7 % in 2001.
42
 There is clear evidence that young 

people who leave education before obtaining their high school credentials have more difficulties in being 
employed, especially in times of recession (Statistics Canada. 2005). As a result, Canada has initiated a number 
of strategies to further decrease the rate by retaining students at school or through offering second-chance 
programs.  
 
Compared to other OECD countries, the share of school dropouts

43
 in Japan remains relatively low: in 2003 it was 

just 4.5%. However, the rate has risen slightly during the last decade (OECD. 2008). 
 
As opposed to other industrialized countries, there are no substantial gaps due to ethnic or linguistic differences in 
Japan, since the country has a relatively homogenous population and low levels of immigration. Recent 
investigations on public education in Japan have pointed out that there are significant variations in the dropout 
rates in terms of family income and high school academic ranking: dropouts are much more frequent among 
students from disadvantaged families studying at low-ranking high schools than among those who are enrolled at 
elite academic high schools (Tomoaki. 2006).  
 
1.3 Special educational needs  
 
The inclusion of students with special education needs (SEN) in mainstream schools and, more generally, the goal 
of inclusive education, has been part of the EU agenda in the field of equity in education for several years. 
Recently, Council Conclusions on a Strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training 
identified, among the objectives for the period 2010-2020, the need "to ensure that all learners – including those 
…with special needs…- complete their education" (Council. 2009).  
 
There are substantial differences between countries in the definition of what constitutes a special need. Therefore, 
two different approaches have been applied in the field of international studies on SEN. The first one uses national 
definitions as the basis of data collection. This is the approach followed by the European Agency for Development 
in Special Needs Education. An alternative approach, developed by OECD, and then followed by CRELL, in order 
to collect more internationally comparable data, was discussed in the 2009 Progress Report.  
 
Recently, Eurostat launched a new project in order to answer the Council request to provide information on the 
definition of an indicator on special needs education, appropriate data to monitor progress in SEN and other 
relevant technical specifications (Council. 2007). 
 
 
National classifications of special educational needs (SEN) 
 
The approach followed by the European Agency uses figures on SEN as reported by each country. These figures 
are strongly related to administrative, financial and procedural regulations, which can differ widely.  
 
Countries include different categories of learners within their definitions of SEN such as disability (sensory, 
physical and psychological), learning difficulties, behaviour problems, health problems, social or other kinds of 
disadvantages (see Watkins. A. (Editor), 2009). 
  

                                                 
40
 the EU indicator covers, i.e. students giving up their studies, failing their exams (both in programmes of a level classified at ISCED 3 

or lower) or deciding to leave secondary education (i.e. leaving "early"), without necessarily failing in a higher educational programme. 
41 They are defined as 16 - 24 years old who are not enrolled in school and have not earned a high school credential (diploma or 
equivalency credential). 
42 They are defined as 20-24 years olds that are neither attending school nor have a high school diploma. 
43 They are young people between 15 and 24 years old leaving school without upper secondary education.  
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A clear definition of what is meant by inclusive education and a segregated setting does not exist in all countries' 
legislation and is not always used to produce an official decision. Therefore, when interpreting data some 
considerations should be taken into account:  

- National figures may only cover SEN pupils with an official designation, but in some countries other pupils 
are also included; 

- Some countries do not count pupils in fully inclusive settings, even if they receive some form of support for 
their special needs; 

- Decisions of SEN are not in themselves comparable. The decision-making process is often an exercise 
that acts as a mechanism for resource allocation.  

 
Special educational needs (SEN) pupils in segregated settings 
 
Nevertheless, it is possible to compare the percentage of pupils in compulsory school who are educated in 
segregated settings, as this refers to a category that most countries use in data collection.

44
  

 
 

Figure III.1.6: Percentage of pupils with SEN in all segregated settings (separate schools and classes) 
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Source: DG Education and Culture and European Agency for Development in Special Needs Education 

 
Additional notes: 
- All data has been rounded up to 1st decimal place. 
- Percentages are calculated against the overall population of pupils in the compulsory sector.  
- Average calculated as arithmetic average of countries mentioned in the figure. 
- Data refer to following academic year: 

2009-2010: Czech Republic, Estonia, Greece, Lithuania, Malta, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Slovenia, UK (Northern Ireland), UK (Scotland) 
2008-2009: Austria, Belgium, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, France, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Latvia, Luxembourg, Sweden*, Switzerland, United Kingdom 

(England and Wales) 
2007-2008: Germany, Portugal, Spain 

*Academic year's data on the overall compulsory school aged population and SEN related data may differ. Please refer to ‘Special Needs Education 
Country Data 2010’ for full details. 
 

                                                 
44
 The agreed operational definition of a segregated setting is the following: Segregation refers to education where the pupil with special 
needs follows education in separate special classes or special schools for the largest part (80% or more) of the school day. 
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The expected trend would be in the direction of a decrease of that percentage, as there is a growing consensus 
that, whenever possible, pupils with special education needs should be included in regular, mainstream schools 
rather than in special institutions. During the period 2004-2010, the percentage of SEN pupils in segregated 
settings did in fact increase in most countries. Currently the EU average of SEN pupils in compulsory education 
taught in segregated settings is 2.3%, including both special schools and segregated classes in mainstream 
schools (see figure III.1.6). Notwithstanding this, some changes in national legislation and policy for SEN do 
highlight possible moves towards inclusion that may later have an impact on this measure.  
 
The situation varies between individual countries. The indicator is about 4-5% in Belgium, Germany, Denmark, 
Estonia, Latvia and the Czech Republic. It is low (i.e. below 1%) in most Southern European countries. In Italy, 
where a fully inclusive policy has been put in place, almost no pupils with SEN are educated in segregated 
settings. Among those above the EU average, the increase during this period was notable in Denmark and the 
Netherlands. Decreases were most evident in countries with an already low rate of SEN pupils in segregated 
settings. 
 
1.4 Adult education and training: informal learning 

 
The benchmark on participation in adult learning for 2020 (which updates the one in place for 2010) is analysed in 
Chapter 1. In this section, the results of the EU survey on adult education (AES) are analysed to allow a deeper 
insight into EU-wide practices regarding informal learning.  
 

Informal learning is described as being learning which is “…intentional, but less organised and less structured and 
may include for example learning activities that occur in the household or in the daily life". Measuring it posed 
some problems in the AES, in terms of phrasing of the relevant questions and ensuring comparability of results. 
This is due to the inherent unstructured nature of informal learning. Even though some caution is needed when 
analysing results, it is certainly a part of the lifelong learning process that cannot be overlooked and the results 
point to significant disparities in participation related to socio-economic factors and it is, thus, highly relevant to 
discussions of equity and inclusiveness of education systems.  

 
Informal learning  
 

 

Figure III.1.7: Participation in informal learning by learning method (rates. 25-64 years old) 2007 
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through 
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historical/ 
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sites 

Learn visiting 
learning centres 

(including 
libraries) 

Country Total Total Total Total Total Total Total 

EU-27 46.5 19.2 35 26.9 18.3 10.4 8.1 

Belgium  34.9 15.2 22.5 24.3 7.1 4.8 7.4 

Bulgaria  28.0 8.6 18.3 17.8 13.1 2.0 3.2 

Czech Republic 54.7 18.9 42.1 33.2 29.0 8.5 6.5 

Germany  52.4 18.8 40.4 33.9 15.8 8.0 6.8 

Estonia  44.8 27.2 28.9 27.0 22.6 15.9 14.4 

Greece  20.7 5.6 16.3 11.8 8.3 2.0 2.4 

Spain  28.0 11.1 16.6 15.7 6.7 5.2 5.1 

France  63.8 26.5 46.1 42.1 39.8 24.6 17.1 

Italy  41.2 24 26.6 23.0 15.1 13.3 4.6 

Cyprus  63.6 33.3 44.7 22.8 32.7 8.7 5.1 

Latvia  53.9 33.1 41.3 28.3 36.8 10.5 11.3 

Lithuania  45.3 20.7 32.7 23.9 16.4 3.9 9.6 

Hungary  26.2 11.6 18.6 15.2 16.4 6.2 5.7 

Netherlands  : : : : : : : 

Austria  75.7 44.1 61.7 43.1 38.4 31.5 14.4 

Poland  25.4 9 20.5 17.1 11.3 3.2 6.4 

Portugal  38.9 24.4 22.2 20.5 10.1 5.3 3.4 

Slovenia  62.0 26.8 45.8 41.7 26.7 20 26.1 

Slovakia 84.1 38.5 67.6 51.5 69.8 19.7 20.5 

Finland  54.6 17.3 38.3 32.1 12.1 11.0 27.8 

Sweden  76.0 43.9 60.2 54.9 25.4 22.6 23.5 

United Kingdom 53.7 14.3 50.4 19.0 13.0 3.3 5.7 

Croatia 44.6 24.8 30.1 27.1 25.4 8.0 9.8 

Norway  72.3 45.5 51.6 47.5 26.6 19.7 18.1 
Source: Eurostat (AES) 
Note: Data for Poland are not included in the EU average because of the very high non response rate. High values for Slovakia might be due to 
the likelihood that random learning was considered as informal learning. 
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In 2007, the EU participation rate for informal learning among adults was 46.5%, notably higher than the rate for 
non-formal activities (32.7%) and formal education (6.3%).  
The most used learning resources are printed materials (used by 35% of learners) and computers (27%). The 
exchange of knowledge between members of the family, friends or colleagues is indicated by almost one fifth of 
the adults interviewed. The least frequent way of learning is visiting learning centres or libraries (Figure III.1.7).  
 
Some national peculiarities emerge. In Belgium, the computer is the most frequent tool used for learning, whereas 
in some countries, such as Cyprus and the UK, this method is not particularly relevant, compared to learning 
through television (for the former) and using printed material (for the latter).  
 
Family and work-place network is especially used for learning purposes in Portugal, where it is the most used 
method. In countries such as Belgium, Greece and the UK it is less used mainly in favour of printed materials.  
 
An unequal participation 
 
Participation in adult lifelong learning activities overall shows a very clear pattern, in which those who take less 
advantage of these opportunities are older people, the less educated and the non-employed. This is also the case 
for informal activities. The highest participation rates are those for adults between 25 and 34 years old (51.4%) 
(Figure III.1.8). The next age group (35-54) is not so far behind, while a notable decrease in the participation rate 
is found after 55, as it drops to 38.4% (or three quarters of the youngest age group). The decrease is around one 
half in some countries, such as Greece, Hungary and Portugal, whereas it is around 10% in certain Nordic and 
Baltic countries, Slovakia and Austria.  
 
Disparities are generally much larger in respect to highest educational level attained (Figure III.1.9). Here, a high 
level of education is associated with frequent use of further informal learning. The highly educated are 2.4 times 
more likely to participate in informal learning - their participation rate rises to 66.6% - while it is just 28% for adults 
with at most lower secondary. 
 
Such disparities are lowest in Norway, Sweden, Slovakia and Austria, which also had less extreme differences 
among age groups. The gap is much larger in some eastern and southern countries, such as Bulgaria, Greece, 
Hungary and Poland, where the most educated are 4.5 to 7 times more likely to participate in informal learning.  
 
Particular ways of learning are more often utilized by low-educated adults, namely learning from family members, 
friends or colleagues and learning through television/radio/video. Computers and learning centres are apparently 
more difficult to access, and particularly the latter are mainly used by adults with tertiary education.  
 

 

Figure III.1.8: Participation in informal learning by age (rates, 2007) 
 

 
 Total 25-34 35-54 55-64 

EU-27 46.5 51.4 47.6 38.4 

Belgium  34.9 42.4 36.5 25.3 

Bulgaria  28.0 34.8 28.9 18.6 

Czech Republic 54.7 59.4 55.9 47.7 

Germany  52.4 53.8 54.3 45.7 

Estonia  44.8 48.5 44.7 40.3 

Greece  20.7 24.6 22.3 11.7 

Spain  28.0 33.0 27.9 20.3 

France  63.8 72.9 63.1 54.4 

Italy  41.2 49.6 42.6 29.5 

Cyprus  63.6 71.3 62.3 55.7 

Latvia  53.9 55.8 54.0 51.5 

Lithuania  45.3 53.4 46.5 30.9 

Hungary  26.2 33.7 27.1 17.4 

Netherlands  : : : : 

Austria  75.7 77.1 77.6 68.8 

Poland  25.4 31.3 25.3 17.1 

Portugal  38.9 50.6 38.0 25.8 

Slovenia  62.0 72.1 62.1 50.1 

Slovakia 84.1 87.6 83.7 79.9 

Finland  54.6 61.0 55.1 47.8 

Sweden  76.0 80.7 76.4 71.1 

United Kingdom 53.7 56.3 55.8 46.1 

Croatia 44.6 53.4 44.1 35.4 

Norway  72.3 74.0 73.8 67.1 

Source: Eurostat (AES) 
Note: Data for Poland are not included in the EU average because of the very high non response rate. 
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Looking at labour market status, informal learning is more frequent among employed (51.1%) than unemployed 
(41.6%) or inactive adults (34%). The latter are one third less likely to improve their knowledge through informal 
learning. The geography of disadvantage is not different from what has been seen before: in Bulgaria, Greece, 
Hungary and Poland the gap reaches one half. In these countries the participation rate for inactive adults is very 
low, between 11% and 17%. 
 
Countries with narrow gaps with respect to age and education levels exhibit the same tendency for labour market 
status. In those countries - as well as in Cyprus and Germany - the gap for inactive adults is less than one fifth. 

 
 

Figure III.1.9: Participation in informal learning by educational attainment and labour status (rates. 2007) 
 

 
  Highest education level attained Labour market status 

 Total Lower 
secondary 

Upper 
secondary 

Tertiary 
education 

Employed Unemployed Inactive 

EU-27 46.5 28.0 49.3 66.6 51.1 41.6 34.0 

Belgium  34.9 17.1 34.0 53.5 40.2 27.0 22.0 

Bulgaria  28.0 10.1 24.6 54.9 33.6 15.3 16.5 

Czech Republic 54.7 32.0 53.7 79.0 58.2 45.6 44.7 

Germany  52.4 31.7 49.0 75.2 54.9 46.2 46.5 

Estonia  44.8 29.9 40.4 57.5 47.2 25.5 37.8 

Greece  20.7 9.2 20.6 41.0 24.1 21.6 10.8 

Spain  28.0 18.3 31.2 42.2 30.4 26.2 20.6 

France  63.8 44.7 65.8 85.3 68.5 59.8 49.2 

Italy  41.2 26.3 51.2 67.9 47.5 38.8 28.1 

Cyprus  63.6 50.8 63.8 75.4 64.9 55.9 60.2 

Latvia  53.9 36.9 52.4 67.5 58.1 29.6 47.8 

Lithuania  45.3 18.7 38.3 69.4 51.7 35.6 26.9 

Hungary  26.2 10.2 24.5 55.4 33.6 14.1 13.8 

Netherlands  : : : : : : : 

Austria  75.7 60.7 76.6 89.5 78.9 67.0 68.1 

Poland  25.4 7.7 20.3 55.5 31.0 19.5 13.9 

Portugal  38.9 29.7 55.8 71.2 42.3 41.5 25.0 

Slovenia  62.0 38.0 61.5 83.0 66.4 57.7 48.7 

Slovakia 84.1 71.3 82.3 93.3 86.5 75.5 77.0 

Finland  54.6 41.8 51.4 67.5 57.3 47.2 47.0 

Sweden  76.0 60.8 76.9 87.5 78.1 66.2 69.8 

United Kingdom 53.7 30.3 55.0 76.1 61.2 44.4 32.6 

Croatia 44.6 23.2 47.5 76.6 52.7 36.8 31.4 

Norway  72.3 60.1 70.0 85.7 75.5 63.0 59.2 

 
Source: Eurostat (AES) 
Note: Data for Poland are not included in the EU average because of the very high non response rate. 

 
 
 
2. Key competences 
 
2.1 Reading, mathematics and science literacy 
 

European benchmark 2010 
By 2010 the percentage of low-achieving 15-year-olds in reading 

literacy in the European Union should have decreased by at least 20% 
compared with 2000. 

 
The European benchmark for 2010 implies that the share of low achievers in reading in the EU  should decrease 
from 21.3% in 2000 to 17% in 2010. This benchmark derives from the PISA survey, which makes it possible to 
identify the share of pupils who have a low level of reading skills. The score on the PISA scale is divided into five 
levels. Pupils performing at level two are able to locate straightforward information, make low-level inferences of 
various types, work out what a well defined part of a text means and use some outside knowledge to understand it 
(PISA 2006). Pupils who fail to reach level two can therefore be considered to be inadequately prepared for the 
challenges of the knowledge society and for lifelong learning. The benchmark accordingly measures the share of 
pupils with reading literacy proficiency at level one or below. 
 
Figure III.2.1 shows the development 2000-2009 regarding this benchmark. The average number of low achievers 
in the 18 EU countries with comparable data for the period 2000-2009 decreased to 20.0% in 2009. This means 
that over the period 2000-2009 as a whole a reduction equivalent to 6.1% of the rate has taken place, well short of 
the 20% reduction envisaged by the benchmark. 
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Figure III.2.1: Low achievers in reading and average score 
 

 

Low achievers in reading. % Average 
score 

All Boys Girls All 

 2000 2003 2006 2009 2009 2009 2009 

EU 18 countries 21.3 : 24.1 20.0 26.6 13.4 493 

EU 25 countries : : 23.1 19.6 25.9 13.3  

Belgium  19.0 17.9 19.4 17.7 21.5 13.8 506 

Bulgaria  40.3  : 51.1 41.0 52.0 29.1 429 

Czech Republic 17.5 19.4 24.8 23.1 30.8 14.3 478 

Denmark  17.9 16.5 16.0 15.2 19.0 11.5 495 

Germany  22.6 22.3 20.0 18.5 24.0 12.6 497 

Estonia   : :  13.6 13.3 18.9 7.3 501 

Ireland  11.0 11.0 12.1 17.2 23.1 11.3 496 

Greece  24.4 25.2 27.7 21.3 29.7 13.2 483 

Spain  16.3 21.1 25.7 19.6 24.4 14.6 481 

France  15.2 17.5 21.7 19.8 25.7 14.2 496 

Italy  18.9 23.9 26.4 21.0 28.9 12.7 486 

Latvia  30.1 18.0 21.2 17.6 26.6 8.7 484 

Lithuania   : :  25.7 24.3 35.5 13.0 468 

Luxembourg  (35.1) 22.7 22.9 26.0 32.9 19.1 472 

Hungary  19.0 17.9 19.4 17.7 23.6 11.4 494 

Netherlands  (9.5) 11.5 15.1 14.3 17.9 10.7 508 

Austria  19.3 20.7 21.5 27.5 35.2 20.3 470 

Poland  23.2 16.8 16.2 15.0 22.6 7.5 500 

Portugal  26.3 22.0 24.9 17.6 24.7 10.8 489 

Romania  41.3 : 53.5 40.4 50.7 30.4 424 

Slovenia  : : 16.5 21.2 31.3 10.7 483 

Slovakia  : 24.9 27.8 22.3 32.0 12.5 477 

Finland  7.0 5.7 4.8 8.1 13.0 3.2 536 

Sweden  12.6 13.3 15.3 17.4 24.2 10.5 497 

United Kingdom (12.8)  : 19.0 18.4 23.1 14.0 494 

Croatia  : : 21.5 22.5 31.2 12.6 476 

Iceland 14.5 18.5 20.5 16.8 23.8 9.9 500 

MK*  : : : : : : : 

Turkey  : 36.8 32.2 24.5 33.4 15.0 464 

Liechtenstein  22.1 10.4 14.3 15.6 21.2 9.4 499 

Norway  17.5 18.2 22.4 14.9 21.4 8.4 503 

USA 17.9 19.4 : 17.7 21.4 13.6 500 

Canada 9.6 9.6 11.0 10.3 14.5 6.0 524 

Japan 10.1 19.0 18.4 13.6 18.9 7.9 520 

Korea 5.8 6.8 5.7 5.8 8.8 2.5 539 

Shanghai (China) : : : 4.1 6.6 1.5 556 

 
Source: OECD (PISA) 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
Compared to OECD countries outside Europe, the EU has a relatively high share of low performers. With respect 
to trends both the USA and Japan showed a similar pattern to the EU with an increase in the share of low 
performers from 2000 to 2006, with improvement in the 2009 rate. The share of low performers in Korea, Canada 
and Australia was relatively stable at a level far below the EU 2010 benchmark of 17%. 
 
 
Low achievers in basic skills: European benchmark 2020 

In May 2009 the Council adopted a new benchmark for 2020 under which, in addition to reading, the share of low 
performers in mathematics and science should be reduced. The benchmark level for all three has been set to no 
higher than 15%.  
  

European benchmark 2020 
By 2020 the percentage of low-achieving 15-year-olds in reading, 
mathematics and science literacy in the European Union should be 

less than 15%. 

 
Reading 
As analysed above, progress since 2000 has been modest only. Meeting the new benchmark for 2020 will require 
a reduction in the rate by almost a quarter from the 2009 level.   
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There are large differences in performance between the Member States. Finland had only 8.1% of low performers 
(up from 7.0% in 2000 and 4.8% in 2006), followed by Estonia (13.3%) and the Netherlands (14.3%), countries 
that hence already perform better than the 15% benchmark. Poland (15.0%) and Denmark (15.2%) have results at 
or very close to the European benchmark. On the other side of the scale in Bulgaria and Romania more than 40% 
of the pupils were low performers in PISA 2009.  
 
While performance deteriorated in many Member States from 2000 to 2006, in the period 2006-2009 a 
considerable number of countries showed significant improvements. Among the countries most successful in 
reducing the share of low achievers in reading in the period 2006-2009 were the two countries with the highest 
rates, Romania (-13.1 pp) and Bulgaria (-10.1 pp). Improvement was strong also in a range of countries which had 
seen a dip in performance in 2006, Portugal (-7.2 pp), Greece (-6.4 pp), Spain (-6.1 pp) and Italy (-5.4 pp). 
Countries where the share of low performers increased between 2006 and 2009 include Ireland (+5.1 pp), 
Luxembourg (+3.1 pp), Austria (+ 6 pp), Slovenia (+4.7 pp) and Finland (+3.3 pp).  
 
As regards EFTA-EEA countries, Norway shows a relatively good performance with only 14.9% low performers in 
2009, a 7.5 pp improvement from 2006. Iceland (16.8%) and Liechtenstein (15.6%) are also not far from the 
benchmark. Concerning candidate countries Croatia and Turkey perform below the EU average, but with strong 
improvements for Turkey since 2006.  
 
In general, the performance gap between EU countries narrowed in 2009, with low performing countries catching 
up and some well-performing countries falling back.  
 
Looking at performance across the reading scale, Finland is the leading country in Europe in terms of mean 
performance; it also has the smallest performance gap between pupils and schools. Estonia, Spain, Denmark and 
Slovenia have relatively small differences between top and low performers Bulgaria, the Czech Republic and 
Belgium have the largest performance gap among the Member States.  
 
A large gender gap in performance remains and has even widened since 2006. The share of low achieving boys 
(25.9%) is about twice as high as the share of low achieving girls (13.3%). In Latvia and Lithuania the share of low 
performing boys is three times the share for girls, while in the leading performer, Finland, the rate for girls is 
exceptionally low at 3.2% but four times higher for boys. Across the EU as a whole, girls already meet the 15% 
benchmark for 2020; the challenge is bringing performance among boys down to a similar rate. 
 
The worldwide comparison shows that Finland is one of the top performers among the participating OECD 
countries. Korea (5.8%) shows the lowest share of low achievers in reading of all OECD countries, while Japan 
(13.6%) and Canada (10.3%) also perform relatively well on this measure. The Chinese province of Shanghai 
(4.1%), which participated for the first time in the survey, shows the lowest share worldwide.  
 
With respect to average reading scores, EU results (comparable data available for 16 EU countries) improved 
slightly between 2006 and 2009. Finland has the highest average score among the Member States with 536 points 
followed by the Netherlands (508), Belgium (507) and Estonia (501).  
 
Since 2006 most Southern and South-Eastern European countries improved performance on the average score 
significantly. Norway and Turkey also improved performance strongly. Countries with a declining performance 
include Ireland, Austria, Luxembourg and Finland. 
 
Japan (520) and the US (500) both scored above the EU average. Korea is the leading OECD country (539), while 
Shanghai (556) is the best performer world wide. 4 out of 5 top performing education systems in reading scores 
are located in East Asia (Shanghai, Korea, Hong Kong, Singapore). Canada, New Zealand and Australia, all of 
them countries with a relatively high share of migrants, do relatively well. 
 
 
Mathematics 
For mathematics, the average EU figure of low achievers was 22.2% in 2009 (Figure III.2.2). A reduction by almost 
one third will be needed for the EU to reach the 15% benchmark in 2020. 
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Figure III.2.2: Low achievers in mathematics and average scores 
 

 

% low achievers in mathematics Average scores 

All Boys Girls All  

2006 2009 2009 2009 2006 2009 

EU 25 countries 24.0 22.2 21.0 23.5 497  497 

Belgium  17.3 19.1 16.8 21.4 520 515 

Bulgaria  53.3 47.1 48.2 45.9 413 428 

Czech Republic 19.2 22.3 21.7 23.1 510 493 

Denmark  13.6 17.1 14.7 19.4 513 503 

Germany  19.9 18.6 17.2 20.2 504 513 

Estonia  12.1 12.7 11.9 13.5 515 512 

Ireland  16.4 20.8 20.6 21.0 501 487 

Greece  32.3 30.3 28.4 32.1 459 466 

Spain  24.7 23.7 21.4 26.1 480 483 

France  22.3 22.5 21.6 23.4 496 497 

Italy  32.8 24.9 23.5 26.4 462 483 

Cyprus  : : : : : : 

Latvia  20.7 22.6 23.2 22.0 486 482 

Lithuania  23.0 26.2 28.1 24.4 486 477 

Luxembourg  22.8 23.9 22.2 25.7 490 489 

Hungary  21.2 22.3 21.7 22.9 491 490 

Malta  : : : : : : 

Netherlands  11.5 13.4 11.2 15.6 531 514 

Austria  20.0 23.2 21.3 25.1 505 496 

Poland  19.8 20.5 21.2 19.9 495 495 

Portugal  30.7 23.7 22.6 24.7 466 487 

Romania  52.7 47.0 46.9 47.2 415 427 

Slovenia  17.7 20.3 20.9 19.7 504 501 

Slovakia  20.9 21.0 21.4 20.7 492 497 

Finland  6.0 7.8 8.1 7.5 548 541 

Sweden  18.3 21.1 21.4 20.8 502 494 

United Kingdom 19.8 20.2 17.5 22.8 495 492 

Croatia  28.6 33.2 31.8 34.6 493 460 

Iceland 16.8 17.0 17.9 16.1 506 507 

MK* : : : : : : 

Turkey  52.1 42.1 40.4 44.1 424 445 

Liechtenstein  13.2 9.5 7.7 11.5 525 536 

Norway  22.2 18.2 18.0 18.3 487 498 

USA 28.1 23.4 20.6 26.3 489 487 

Canada 10.8 11.5 10.9 12.1 527 527 

Japan 13.0 12.5 12.9 12.0 531 529 

Korea 8.8 8.1 9.1 7.0 547 546 

Shanghai (China) : 4.9 5.5 4.3 : 600 

Source: OECD (PISA); average scores for 16 EU countries 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
Finland has the smallest share of low performers in mathematics in the EU with only 7.8 %, followed by Estonia 
(12.7%) and the Netherlands (13.4%). However, in Romania and Bulgaria nearly half of the pupils fall into this 
category.  
 
Finland is also the best performing country in the OECD in this measure, followed by Korea (9.1%) and Canada 
(11.5%). The US has a similar share of low performers in maths as the EU, while Japan has about ten percentage 
points less. Outside the OECD Hong Kong (8.7%) and Singapore (9.8%) are other good performers, while the 
Chinese region of Shanghai is the top performer worldwide (4.9%). 
 
In most EU countries the share of low performing students in mathematics actually increased from 2006-2009. 
However, as a result of strong progress in a few member states, including Italy (-7.9pp), Portugal (-7.0pp), 
Bulgaria (-6.2pp) and Romania (-5.7pp) the overall EU results improved. In the group of candidate countries 
Turkey reports a significant decline in the share of low achievers (-10.0pp).  

 
As regards average scores, Finland had the second highest mean score of all the OECD countries with 541, after 
Korea (546) points), the Netherlands (526), Belgium (515), Estonia (512), Germany, Denmark (503) and Slovenia 
(501). Outside the EU Liechtenstein (536) and Switzerland (534) had mean performance levels significantly higher 
than the OECD average performance level (which stands at 496). The EU average score remained unchanged 
between 2006 and 2009 (497 points). Given the overall fall in the share of low achievers this implies that 
differences between best and lowest performing pupils narrowed. 
 



Chapter III: Promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship 

 

 91 

Romania (+12), Bulgaria (+15), Portugal (+19) and Italy (+19) were the EU countries where average scores 
improved most since 2006, while in Ireland (-14), the Netherlands (-17) and the Czech Republic (-17) they 
deteriorated most. 
 
Estonia, Finland and Ireland have the lowest variance between high and low performing students. Austria, 
Germany, the Czech Republic and Belgium have relatively large differences between high and low performers.  
 
In 2009 the average performance of the US was 10 points lower than for the EU. Japan performs significantly 
better than the EU. Other top performers include Korea (546), Hong Kong (555), Singapore (562) and Shanghai 
with an outstanding 600 score points. 
 
 
Science 
When it comes to science, the situation is better than for reading and mathematics, but will still require policy 
attention if the 2020 benchmark is to be met. The average share of low performers in science in the Member 
States was 17.7% in 2009 (Figure III.2.3). This implies that a decrease by 15 % in low performers is needed to 
reach the 2020 benchmark. An improvement of 12.8% was already achieved between 2006 and 2009. 
 
Finland has the smallest share of low performing pupils in science within the EU with only 6.0%. Estonia (8.3%), 
Poland (13.1%), the Netherlands (13.2%), Hungary (14.1%), Slovenia (14.8%) and Germany (14.8%) also already 
perform better than the 2020 benchmark. In contrast more than 35% of pupils in Bulgaria and Romania are low 
performers in science.  
 
The EU countries that were most successful in reducing the share of low achievers in science include Portugal 
(-8.0pp), Romania (-5.5pp), Italy (-4.7 pp) and Bulgaria (-3.8 pp). Outside the EU the Candidate country Turkey  
(-16.6 pp) showed a strong improvement of performance. 
 
The average OECD figure for low performers in science is 18.0%, close to the EU and the US average. The best 
performers in the OECD are Korea, Finland and Estonia. Japan is also among the good performers. With only 
3.1% low achievers Shanghai scored best of all participating education systems. 
 
The average score for the participating EU countries in science is 502 points, a slight improvement over 2006 (498 
points). The best performing EU countries when it comes to average figures are Finland (554), Estonia (528), the 
Netherlands (522) and Germany (520). Worldwide, Finland ranks second, after Shanghai (575). 
 
Gender gaps for science are smaller than for reading (where girls are clearly better) or for maths (where boys are 
slightly better), with girls slightly outperforming boys in science (Figure III.2.2a). 
 
 

 

Figure III.2.2a: Low achievers in reading, maths and science by gender, 2009 
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Figure III.2.3: Low achievers in science and average scores 
 

 

Share of low achievers Average scores 

All Boys Girls All  

2006 2009 2009 2009 2006 2009 

EU 25 countries 20.3 17.7 18.6 16.8 498 502 

Belgium  17.0 18.0 17.9 18.2 510 507 

Bulgaria  42.6 38.8 43.3 34.0 434 439 

Czech Republic 15.5 17.3 17.9 16.5 513 500 

Denmark  18.4 16.6 15.2 17.9 496 499 

Germany  15.4 14.8 15.0 14.5 516 520 

Estonia  7.7 8.3 8.6 8.1 531 528 

Ireland  15.5 15.2 16.0 14.3 508 508 

Greece  24.0 25.3 28.2 22.4 473 470 

Spain  19.6 18.2 18.3 18.2 488 488 

France  21.2 19.3 20.5 18.0 495 498 

Italy  25.3 20.6 22.3 18.9 475 489 

Cyprus  : : : : : : 

Latvia  17.4 14.7 16.8 12.6 490 494 

Lithuania  20.3 17.0 20.0 14.0 488 491 

Luxembourg  22.1 23.7 24.0 23.4 486 484 

Hungary  15.0 14.1 15.3 12.9 504 503 

Malta  : : : : : : 

Netherlands  13.0 13.2 12.3 14.0 525 522 

Austria  16.3 : 21.6 20.3 511 494 

Poland  17.0 13.1 15.5 10.8 498 508 

Portugal  24.5 16.5 18.4 14.7 474 493 

Romania  46.9 41.4 44.7 38.2 418 428 

Slovenia  13.9 14.8 17.8 11.6 519 512 

Slovakia  20.2 19.3 20.4 18.2 488 490 

Finland  4.1 6.0 7.5 4.5 563 554 

Sweden  16.4 19.1 20.3 17.9 503 495 

United Kingdom 16.7 15.0 14.6 15.5 515 514 

Croatia  17.0 18.5 20.5 16.3 493 486 

Iceland 20.6 17.9 19.3 16.6 508 496 

MK*  : : : : : : 

Turkey  46.6 30.0 33.3 26.5 424 454 

Liechtenstein  12.9 11.3 9.2 13.7 522  

Norway  21.1 15.8 16.9 14.5 487 500 

USA 24.4 18.1 17.0 19.3 489 502 

Canada 10.0 9.6 9.9 9.2 534 529 

Japan 12.0 10.7 13.1 8.1 531 539 

Korea 11.2 6.3 7.5 5.0 522 538 

Shanghai (China) : 3.1 3.8 2.5 : 575 

 
Source: OECD (PISA) 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
 
2.2 Language and intercultural competences: early and lifelong learning   
 
The Barcelona European Council of 2002 set the objective for "the mastery of basic skills, in particular by teaching 
at least two foreign languages from a very early age" (Council 2002c, paragraph 44).  
 
More recently, the ability “to enable citizens to communicate in two languages in addition to their mother tongue, 
promote language teaching, where relevant, in VET and for adult learners …” has been established as a priority 
area in the strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training, ET 2020.

45
 

 
The Council has also invited the Commission to submit, by the end of 2012, a proposal for a possible benchmark 
in the area of languages based on the results of the ongoing work on the first European Survey on Language 
Competences.  
 
At present, it is obligatory to learn at least one foreign language in compulsory education in all Member States 
(except Ireland and Scotland); a second foreign language is often optional.  
 
 

                                                 
45
 Council conclusions of 12 May 2009 on a strategic framework for European cooperation in education and training ("ET 2020"). 
(http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2009:119:0002:0010:EN:PDF) 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:C:2009:119:0002:0010:EN:PDF
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At ISCED 1, primary education level, the teaching of languages has become more common since 2000. Across 
the EU, the average number of foreign languages learned by pupils has increased from 0.5 in 2000 to 1.0 in 2008. 
Learning more than one language is common practice at primary level in Luxembourg (1.8 on average) and 
Greece (1.4) and to a lesser extent in Estonia and Sweden (1.1 in both countries), (see figure annex III. 6). 
 
In 2008, more than half of second level pupils enrolled in general education in the EU were learning at least two 
foreign languages: 50.2% in lower secondary and 60.2% in upper secondary education. The longer-term trend is, 
however, unclear: from 2000 to 2006, the number of students learning at least two foreign languages in lower 
secondary education (ISCED 2) had increased, but was followed by a sharp decrease of more than 7% between 
2006 and 2008. In upper secondary education (ISCED 3), the overall trend is similarly unclear (see figure III.2.4). 
 
In lower secondary education, pupils learn on average more than two foreign languages in Luxembourg (2.5) and 
in Finland (2.2) and two in Estonia, Greece, Italy, Cyprus, the Netherlands and Romania. Students in Ireland, 
Hungary and the United Kingdom study the lowest number of languages, specifically 1.0 in each of the 3 countries 
(see figure annex III.7). 
 
In upper secondary general education, more than two foreign languages are learnt by students in Luxembourg 
(3.0), Finland (2.7), the Netherlands (2.6), Belgium Flemish Community (2.5), Estonia (2.3) and in Sweden (2.2). 
The lowest number of foreign languages at this level is studied in the United Kingdom: only 0.6 per pupil lower 
than the level of language learning during the lower secondary phase. 
 
In pre-vocational and vocational education (ISCED 3), the average number of foreign languages learned per pupil 
is considerably lower than in general secondary education. Nevertheless, the number of students learning at least 
two languages has grown over the decade to 2007, before falling in 2008 by 3.1 percentage points.  
 
In prevocational and vocational upper secondary education, students learn on average two languages only in 
Luxembourg, 1.8 in Estonia, 1.6 in Poland and Romania, 1.5 in Belgium Flemish Community and in Bulgaria, 
followed by Italy and Slovakia (1.4) (see figure annex III.7). 
 

 
 

 
 

 

Figure III.2.4: Percentage of pupils learning at least two foreign languages in EU, 2000-2008. 
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Foreign language teaching is arranged in the following ways (EURYDICE. 2008): 
 
Pupils in lower secondary education in all Member States have the possibility of learning a minimum of two foreign languages.  
Ø  In primary and lower and upper secondary pupils must learn at least two foreign languages for at least a year of full-time compulsory 

education (FI, SE, EE, LV, LT, DK, NL, BE NL, LU, FR, PT, IS, HU, SK, BG, RO, EL, CY, LI). 
Ø  The first foreign language is compulsory and pupils can learn the second for a year at least during full time compulsory education: NO, BE 

FR, BE, DE, ES, SI 
Ø  Pupils can (DE, MT) and must (CZ, AT, PL) learn a minimum of two foreign languages from the beginning of upper secondary education.  
Ø  Two foreign languages are not available to all pupils but may be offered within the flexible curriculum (UK, IE) 
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Figure III.2.5: Average number of languages learned per pupil in upper secondary education in 2008. 
 

 
Source: Eurostat 

 
 

Figure III.2.6: Average number of foreign languages learned per pupil in EU 2000-2008 
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Source: Eurostat UOE 
For notes see: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Foreign_language_learning_statistics 
 
 

Since 2000, the biggest increase of the number of languages taught in lower secondary education took place in 
Italy (+0.9), in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia (0.5), in Slovenia (0.4) and in Hungary (0.3). 
 
In upper secondary education in almost all EU countries the number of languages taught has increased 
significantly; most markedly in Belgium French speaking community (+0.8), Luxembourg (+0.8), Czech Republic 
(0.7), Romania (+ 0.7) and Slovakia (+ 0.6). (see figure annex III.7) 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Foreign_language_learning_statistics
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Figure III.2.7: Proportion of pupils learning English. French. German and Spanish as foreign language 
at ISCED level 2 in the EU (2000-2008) 
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Source: Eurostat  
 
 

The proportion of pupils who learn English as a foreign language in lower secondary education increased from 
74.3% in 2000 to 91.8% in 2008 (+ 5% from 2007 to 2008), sharply higher than the next most popular choices, 
French, German and Spanish. The relative increases for the learning of Spanish during the same period was high, 
but from a low base (see figure III.2.7 and figure annex III.8). 
 
The language skills of the adult population 
 
With respect to the language skills of the adult population, data collected in the language module of the Adult 
Education Survey (AES) in 2007 indicates that about 35% of the population in participating countries reports that it 
has no foreign language knowledge, another 35% report knowledge of one foreign language and slightly more 
than a quarter (28%) report knowledge of two or more foreign languages. 
 
As shown in figure III.2.8, a consistent pattern across almost all countries which is apparent as a cascade effect 
from one generation to the next in the EU average, is that the youngest generation (25-34) reports a higher 
proficiency level of the best known foreign language than the older generations (35-54 and 55-64).  
 

 

Figure III.2.8: Knowledge of the best known foreign language: share of cohort who report good or proficient 
levels of knowledge by age of the adult population (%), 2007 
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Predictably, the higher the educational level of the adult population, the higher the knowledge of foreign 
languages. Figure III.2.9 shows a sharp difference in reported competence in two or more languages by ISCED 
level. 

 
 

Figure III.2.9: Knowledge of two or more languages by ISCED level of the adult population (%), 2007 
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Source: Adult Education Survey 2007 

 
 

2.3. ICT competences for young people and adults  
 
The 'Digital Agenda for Europe' is one of the seven flagships of the Europe2020 strategy for smart, sustainable 
and inclusive growth. The overall aim of the 'Digital agenda' is to deliver sustainable economic and social benefits 
from a digital single market based on fast and ultra fast and interoperable applications (COM (2010) 245 final. p. 
3). An adequate level of digital competences across the population is a prerequisite for this goal and this section 
focuses on the extent to which education systems are delivering this.

46
  

 
The 2010 Europe’s Digital Competitiveness Report reveals that in Denmark, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
Norway and Iceland, over 80% of individuals aged 16 to 74 have some computer skills while, at the same time 
more than 50% of Greeks, Poles and more than 60% of Bulgarians and Romanians do not possess any computer 
skills (SEC(2010)627, p. 67).

47
 On average, 64% of the European (EU27) population is computer skilled to some 

degree: 14% low skilled and 25% respectively with medium or high computer skills (Figure III.2.10).  
 
Looking at the evolution of these rates between 2006 and 2009, the share of population which was found to be 
computer skilled increased in all countries except Sweden (-3.0%), Greece (-2.3%) and Germany (-1.2%). On 
average, the percentage of Europeans with some computer skills has increased by 3.9% per year. France shows 
the highest average annual increase (11.6%) followed by Romania, Portugal, Estonia and Bulgaria where the 
share of population with computer skills has grown by more than 6% per year. The percentage of population with 
computer skills has been increasing at a low rate of less than 2% in Belgium, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
Malta, Slovenia, Slovakia, Finland and Norway.  
  

                                                 
46
 Digital competence involves the confident and critical use of Information Society Technology (IST) for work, leisure and 

communication. It is underpinned by basic skills in ICT: the use of computers to retrieve, access, store, produce, present and exchange 
information, and to communicate and participate in a collaborative network via the internet (COM (2005)548 final, p. 16). 

47 Digital skills are defined as having performed at least one of the following computer-related activities: coping or moving a file or folder, 
using coping and paste tools to duplicate or move information within a document, using basic arithmetic formulas in a spreadsheet, 
compressing (or zipping files), connecting and installing new devices, writing a computer programme using a specialized programming 
language. Low skills refers to being able to do one or two of these computer-related activities, medium skills refers to being able to do 
three or four of these activities, and high skills five or all of them.  
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Figure III. 2.10: Level of computer skills in Europe, 2009 

Percentage of individuals aged 16 to 74 with low. medium and high computer skills 
 

 

 
 

Source: Eurostat. Information Society Statistics (data extraction: July 2010).  

 
The level of computer skills differs not only among European countries but also according to different population 
characteristics within countries: there are significant disparities between genders, age-groups and levels of 
education (Figure annex III.10, 11 and 12).  
 
The percentage of Europeans with some computer skills has been increasing since 2006 both for males and 
females but the share of individuals that declare to have a high level of computer skills remains higher among 
males than among females. 
 
Young people (individuals aged 16 to 24) tend to have computer skills well above the European average, 
individuals aged 25 to 55 have digital computer skill levels around the average, and the majority of the people 
aged 56-74 lack computer skills. The percentage of individuals with some computer skills has increased for all the 
age-groups between the years 2006 and 2009.  
 
Computer skills are positively correlated with the educational attainment in all the age-groups and the impact of the 
educational attainment level on skills is highest in the 25-54 age-group – the difference in skills between lowest 
and highest attainment levels is 18 percentage points in the 16-24 age group, 51 percentage points in the 25-54 
age group, and 46 percentage points in the 55-74 age group. See Figure III.2.11. 
 
Regarding internet skills, data collected in 2007 shows a high correlation with digital (computer) skills data.

48
 

Therefore, we can assume that the distribution pattern and the variation rates of these two variables are similar 
also in 2009. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
48
 In 2007, the correlation between the total amount of computer and internet skills is higher than 0.99 and, considering each skill level 

separately, it is more than 0.94. 
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Figure III.2.11: Computer skills by age-group and educational attainment, 2009 

Percentage of individuals in each age-group with high computer skills 
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Source: Eurostat. Information Society Statistics (July 2010).  

 
Europeans' level of computer skills, even though increasing, is still low compared to the requirements of the labour 
market. On average, only one third of the people aged 16 to 74 assesses that they have a level of computer skills 
sufficient to look for a job or change a job within a year (ranging from 14% in Romania to 44% in Norway). At the 
same time, almost 50% of enterprises (ranging from 31% in the United Kingdom to the 61% in the Netherlands) 
recruiting IT specialists report that they find it hard to fill open positions mainly because of lack of digital 
competences among applicants.

49
 

 
Education and training systems have a key role in reducing this mismatch. However, at the present only limited 
data are available on their impact on young and adults’ digital competences.

50
 Two international research 

initiatives aiming at reducing this data-gap have been recently launched. The first one, the IEA’s International 
Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS), will examine the contribution of in-school and out-of school 
learning on students’ computer and information literacy (CIL), between and within countries (See figure III. 2.12). 
 

 

Figure III.2.12: ICILS in brief 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
49
 Eurostat (Information Society Statistics, 2007) and Didiero, M. et al. (2009) Monitoring e-skills demand and supply in Europe, Bonn, 

DE: Empirica (www.eskills-monitor.eu/documents/Synthesis%20ReportMeSkills_final.pdf). 

50
 See, for example: Pelgrum, W.J., (2009). Study on indicators of ICT in primary and secondary education (IIPSE). Luxembourg: 

European Commission; OECD, JRC-EC, (2010). Assessing the effects of ICT in Education. Indicators, criteria and benchmarks for 
International comparisons. Luxembourg: European Commission; OECD-CERI, (2010). Are the new millennium learners making the 
grade? Technology use and educational performance in PISA. Paris: OECD. 

IEA’s International Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICLS) 

ICILS will examine the outcomes of student computer and information literacy (CIL) education across countries; it will investigate the 
variation in CIL outcomes between countries, and between schools within countries, so that those variations can be related to the way 
CIL education is provided. 

Computer and Information Literacy 
The following definition of CIL is the bases of the proposed study: 

Computer and information literacy refers to an individual’s ability to use computers to investigate, create and communicate in order to 
participate affectively at home, at school, in the workplace and in the community 

Assessment methodology 
The assessment of CIL will be authentic and computer-based. It will incorporate three types of item (or tasks): 1) multiple-choice or 
constructed response items based on realistic stimulus material; 2) software simulations of generic applications; and 3) authentic 
tasks. 

Target population 
In most countries, the main population to be surveyed will include eight grade students and teachers teaching at least one class in the 
target grade. 

Timeframe: the project’s final report will be delivered by November 2014. 

Research web-site: http://forms.acer.edu.au/icils/index.html 
 

http://www.eskills-monitor.eu/documents/Synthesis ReportMeSkills_final.pdf
http://forms.acer.edu.au/icils/index.html
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The second one, the OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competences (PIAAC), will 
provide a range of internationally comparable data concerning adults’ familiarity and proficiency in using the new 
technologies in and outside the work environment (See figure III. 2.13).  
 

 

Figure III.2.13: PIAAC in brief 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2.4 Civic competences 
 
The eight Key Competences for Lifelong Learning agreed by the Council and European Parliament in 2006 include 
social and civic competences.

51
 Civic competence covers "particularly knowledge of social and political concepts 

and structures (democracy, justice, equality, citizenship and civil rights) and equips individuals to engage in active 
and democratic participation". Research has in recent years taken place to develop an indicator to measure the 
role of education in building civic competences and active citizenship by CRELL at the JRC (see figure III.2.14).  
 

 

Figure III.2.14: Measuring Civic competence and Active Citizenship  
working model developed by CRELL 

 

 

 
Source: CRELL 

 

                                                 
51
 Skills for civic competence relate to the ability to engage effectively with others in the public domain, and to display solidarity and 

interest in solving problems affecting the local and wider community. This involves critical and creative reflection and constructive 
participation in community or neighbourhood activities as well as decision-making at all levels, from local to national and European level, 
in particular through voting. 

OECD’s Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competences (PIAAC) 

PIAAC will assess the level and the distribution of key cognitive and workplace skills among the adult population (i.e. reading literacy, 
numeracy, and problem-solving in technology-reach environments) 

Literacy  
The core of PIAAC is the assessment of adults’ literacy skills, understood as the interest, attitude and ability of individuals to 
appropriately use socio-cultural tools, including digital technology and communication tools, to access, manage, integrate and 
evaluate information, construct new knowledge, and communicate with others.  

Assessment methodology 
The assessment will normally be computer-based; those respondents who report or demonstrate to not to be able to use a computer 
will have the possibility to take a paper-pencil assessment.  

Target population 
Adults aged 16 to 65 – 5000 in each participating country 

Timeframe: the project’s final report will be delivered by September 2013. 

Research web-site: http://www.oecd.org/document/35/0,3343,en_2649_201185_40277475_1_1_1_1,00.html 

http://www.oecd.org/document/35/0,3343,en_2649_201185_40277475_1_1_1_1,00.html
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The working definition of active citizenship which has been used within this research is ‘Participation in civil 
society, community and/or political life, characterised by mutual respect and non-violence and in accordance with 
human rights and democracy’ (Hoskins. 2006b). Two composite indicators have been developed – one on civic 
competences of pupils and one on active citizenship (actions) of adults. The civic skills composite indicator was 
based on the 1999 IEA CIVED survey and development of another similar indicator began in 2010 using the 
results of the 2009 International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS).  
 
 
The IEA 2009 International Civic and Citizenship education Study (ICCS) 
 
38 education systems participated in the ICCS study carried out by the IEA (International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement). The civic skills tests for this study took place in 2008/2009. 140 000 
grade 8 students (about 14 years old) were tested on their civic knowledge and attitudes. Additional background 
information was collected via pupil, teacher and school questionnaires. In addition the IEA compiled system level 
information. 
 
Within Europe 22 EU countries (all EU Member States except France, Germany, Hungary, Portugal and Romania) 
plus the EFTA-EEA Norway and Liechtenstein, as well as Russia and Switzerland participated. Participating EU 
countries plus Switzerland and Liechtenstein furthermore implemented a specific European module within the 
survey. In 1999 a similar study (CIVED) had been carried out by the IEA and hence some items which featured in 
both surveys can be compared. 
 
Key results 
 
The study found that pupils from Finland, Denmark, Korea and Chinese Taipei (Taiwan) showed the strongest 
results in citizenship education (national average scores for civic knowledge figure III.2.16). Other EU countries 
with relatively high scores (> 530 score points) were Sweden, Poland and Ireland. 15 of the 22 participating EU 
countries scored above the 500 points scale average. EU countries scoring below the international average were 
Malta, Latvia, Greece, Luxembourg, Bulgaria and Cyprus (in addition the Netherlands had low scores, but the 
survey in this country did not meet the sampling requirements). Cyprus had the lowest scores of all EU countries 
participating in the survey.  
 
The impact of school education on citizenship outcomes is still under discussion between researchers. The IEA 
concluded from the results of the study that the fact that pupils in varied cultures and environments scored at 
broadly similar high levels suggested that school education played an important role and added significantly to 
what students learn from living in their society. The study also showed that in almost all countries girls' 
outperformed boys in their knowledge and understanding of civics. 
 
In 15 countries for which comparative data were available, because they had participated in the 1999 CIVED 
study, there was a significant decline in civic knowledge over the last decade. Among these are the EU countries 
Greece, Poland, Slovakia, the Czech Republic and Bulgaria. Only one country (Slovenia) showed a statistically 
significant increase in performance since 1999. 
 
 
Key findings of the European report of the ICCS 2009 study 
 
Knowledge about the European Union 
The European module data show that knowledge about the European Union is relatively good in EU countries 
(Figure III.2.17), but there is still a clear need for improvement. In all participating EU countries more than 95% of 
pupils knew that their country was an EU member state. Over 90% of pupils knew the flag of the European Union 
and 85% understood that it is an economic and political partnership between countries. The majority of pupils 
furthermore knew where the European Parliament meets, how many countries were EU member states and 
whether people got new political rights when their country joins the EU. Test items that were answered correctly by 
less than half of pupils include the requirements for countries to be allowed to join the EU, who votes to elect 
Members of the European Parliament and what determined how much each member country contributes to the 
EU. 
 
Overall the pupils in Slovakia and Poland showed the best knowledge about the EU (> 70% of 10 questions 
answered correctly), while pupils in UK-England showed the lowest level of knowledge (52%), performing below 
non-EU members Liechtenstein and Switzerland). 
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Figure III.2.16: National average for civic knowledge of 8th grade pupils  
(Source: IEA. International report, June 2010) 
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Figure III.2.17: National percentages of correct responses for test items about the European Union 
 

 
 Country 

is a 
member 
of the EU 

The EU is 
an 

econom. 
and 

political 
partner-
ship 

between 
countries 

People 
get new 
political 
rights 
when 
their 

country 
joins the 

EU 

What is 
the flag 
of the 

European 
Union? 

How 
many 

countries 
are EU 
member 
states? 

What is 
one 

require-
ment for 
a country 
to be 
allowed 
to join 
the EU? 

Which of the 
following 
cities is a 
meeting 

place for the 
European 
Parliament 

Who 
votes to 
elect 

Members 
of the 

European 
Parlia-
ment? 

The Euro is 
the official 
currency of 
all countries 
in Europe 

European av. 97 85 65 93 57 40 66 35 69 

Belgium-Fl 100 91 59 92 61 47 76 37 53 

Bulgaria  99 91 74 98 66 28 73 41 64 

Czech Republic 99 86 64 97 71 32 83 25 86 

Denmark  99 93 54 85 50 60 62 26 80 

Estonia  99 90 72 99 50 27 68 33 80 

Ireland  99 88 68 87 56 33 59 49 69 

Greece  98 76 69 95 56 42 74 28 66 

Spain  99 82 60 97 49 38 48 35 53 

Italy  99 81 60 97 62 34 75 44 71 

Cyprus  98 76 85 98 71 57 74 21 56 

Latvia  97 86 66 98 52 36 63 29 70 

Lithuania  99 87 71 98 60 39 59 27 68 

Luxembourg  99 71 71 96 63 39 64 36 51 

Malta  99 79 74 97 54 50 72 44 57 

Netherlands  (99) (88) (67) (92) (44) (42) (63) (40) 60 

Austria  98 74 68 96 67 37 77 39 60 

Poland  99 89 65 99 55 55 87 38 86 

Slovenia  99 85 63 99 70 33 83 26 62 

Slovakia  99 90 49 99 75 42 88 68 84 

Finland  99 89 59 97 45 30 60 33 83 

Sweden  97 83 68 76 50 58 51 37 71 

UK (England) 96 86 56 66 35 37 22 45 72 

Liechtenstein  75 88 60 90 46 36 53 23 77 

Switzerland  79 89 66 90 47 40 50 23 77 

Source: IEA ( ICCS 2009). The survey for the Netherlands didn't meet the sampling requirements 
The European average is the arithmetic average of countries participating in the European module. 

 
Values and attitudes 
Most pupils endorsed democratic values, gender equality and equal rights for ethnic or racial groups and 
immigrants, as well as the freedom of movement of citizens within Europe. Large majorities of pupils in Europe 
(70%) stated they had a strong sense of European identity (figure III.2.18). In Italy, Spain and Slovakia more than 
80% of pupils stated that they feel part of the European Union. The lowest rates were found in Sweden (50%), 
Latvia (54%) and UK-England (56%). Most pupils (86%) in EU countries also expressed pride in the fact that their 
country was an EU member with the highest shares in Italy and Ireland and the lowest shares in Latvia and Malta. 

In general, pupils were more interested in domestic political and social issues (49%) and in issues within the local 
community (40%) than in European (38%) or international politics (33%) or in politics in other countries (26%). 
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Figure III.2.18: National percentages of responses on values and attitudes 
 

 

Students reporting being very or 
quite interested in 

 I feel part 
of the 

European 
Union 

I am 
proud 
that my 
country 
is a 

member 
of the EU 

I see 
myself as 

a 
European 

I see 
myself 
firs as a 
citizen of 
Europe 
and then 
as a 

citizen of 
my 

country 

Citizens 
of 

European 
countries 
should 
be 

allowed 
to live 

and work 
anywhere 
in Europe 

Political 
issues 

with their 
local 

communi
ty 

Political 
issues in 
their 

country 

European 
politics 

European av. 70 86 91 37 90 40 49 38 

Belgium-Fl 63 88 91 27 80 31 30 24 

Bulgaria  71 88 86 44 95 46 51 47 

Czech Republic 61 79 92 37 95 33 43 25 

Denmark  66 84 92 29 82 38 34 29 

Estonia  72 87 90 31 96 47 50 41 

Ireland  75 93 90 47 85 42 56 35 

Greece  75 87 91 32 91 46 52 47 

Spain  83 91 93 44 94 44 52 38 

Italy  90 95 97 47 93 59 71 55 

Cyprus  73 85 88 53 91 37 43 40 

Latvia  54 73 81 39 92 35 64 42 

Lithuania  64 91 94 32 95 41 70 52 

Luxembourg  73 88 93 45 90 36 52 45 

Malta  71 77 86 37 89 39 54 35 

Netherlands  (40) (81) (88) (20) (79) (31) (33) (23) 

Austria  76 80 92 31 88 62 62 50 

Poland  71 87 92 25 95 45 54 40 

Slovenia  75 91 96 37 92 24 33 31 

Slovakia  81 91 97 37 97 31 40 35 

Finland  63 89 97 43 90 21 29 25 

Sweden  50 81 87 39 86 29 35 24 

UK (England) 56 81 82 50 80 39 51 31 

Liechtenstein - - 96 26 82 43 49 37 

Switzerland - - 87 28 81 44 57 41 

Source: IEA (ICCS 2009). The survey for the Netherlands didn't meet the sampling requirements 
The European average is the arithmetic average of countries participating in the European module. 

 

Participation in Europe related activities 
34% of pupils in the study have participated in activities organized in the local area that involve meeting people 
from other European countries (Estonia and Cyprus showing the highest rates), 30% participated in friendship 
agreements (twinning) between local town/city and other European towns or cities (highest rates in Cyprus and 
Slovenia), 45% in exhibitions, festivals or other events about the culture of other European countries (highest rates 
in Luxembourg and Estonia) (Figure III.2.19). 
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Figure III.2.19: National percentages of students' participation in activities or groups relating to Europe 
 

 
Percentages of students reporting having participated in:  

Activities organized in local area that 
involve meeting people from other 

European countries 

Activities related to friendship 
agreements (twinning) between 

local/town/city and other European 
towns/cities 

Exhibitions, festivals, or other events 
about the art and culture (e.g. music 
films) of other European countries 

European average 34 30 45 

Belgium-Fl 32 28 47 

Bulgaria  32 26 28 

Czech Republic 27 27 38 

Denmark  31 17 53 

Estonia  46 32 57 

Ireland  29 34 47 

Greece  36 35 45 

Spain  38 38 49 

Italy  33 28 45 

Cyprus  43 43 45 

Latvia  23 27 44 

Lithuania  37 37 42 

Luxembourg  40 30 62 

Malta  32 29 50 

Netherlands  (45) (17) (46) 

Austria  36 27 46 

Poland  41 29 42 

Slovenia  37 39 46 

Slovakia  30 24 45 

Finland  29 28 50 

Sweden  31 27 43 

UK (England) 28 32 44 

Liechtenstein 47 19 59 

Switzerland 30 20 52 

 
Source: IEA (ICCS 2009). The survey for the Netherlands didn't meet the sampling requirements 
The European average is the arithmetic average of countries participating in the European module 

 
Research available so far does not allow making a direct link between the civic competences of pupils and their 
civic behaviour as adults. Further studies, including longitudinal ones, are needed to understand this relationship 
better. However, linking data on formal educational levels with data on civic behaviour can provide some insights. 
 
Impact of formal education on civic behaviour of adults 
 
The CRELL research centre has measured the impact of years of formal education on active citizenship of adults 
(Hoskins, D’Hombres and Campbell, 2008). The results suggest that there is a significant return in terms of 
increased democratic participation and other measures of active citizenship behaviour associated with formal 
education. Tertiary education has by far the biggest effect. However, it is difficult to say for sure that this 
correlation is causal: many variables have been controlled for, but there could be other factors involved. A study by 
Elchardus and Spruyt (2007) in Belgium (Fl) highlighted that it may not actually be the learning experience of 
tertiary education but the access to it that creates the positive identity of active citizens and that a lack of access to 
higher education might be associated with negative attitudes, identity and behaviour. 
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3. Gender inequalities 

 
Gender inequalities are widespread within education, in the form of different disadvantages and gendered patterns 
of participation and performance, sometimes to the disadvantage of males and sometimes to the disadvantage of 
females.  
 
Educational systems are important forces to foster gender equality by providing equal opportunities for 
participation, combating gender driven performance patterns and providing textbooks and course content which 
counteract gender stereotypes. Focusing on education for gender equality also involves looking at the gender 
balance among education professionals: the teaching profession is much feminized at lower educational levels, 
predominantly masculine with respect to management positions and at the highest educational levels (NESSE. 
2009; Stromquist and Fischman. 2009; Eurydice. 2010).  
 
This section addresses relevant issues with particular reference to the different difficulties faced by young male 
and female students in the school system, to gender-driven educational choices and to teaching staff 
characteristics. 
 
 
3.1 Differentials in schooling 
 
While differentials in de jure access to education are no longer an issue in EU Member States, clear differences 
persist in terms of performance and expectations. 
 
Early leavers from education and training 
 
As discussed above at Section 1.2, males and females continue to differ in respect to early school leaving and the 
pattern does not appear to be changing. While the overall early leaving rate is slowly decreasing young males 
remain more likely to be early leavers from education and training: in 2009 the percentage for males was 16.3% 
while for females it was 12.5% (Figure III.3.1). 
  

 

Figure III.3.1: Early leavers from education and training by gender. 2009 (%) 
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Source: Eurostat. LFS 
Notes: Data for Luxembourg. Slovenia and Croatia lacks reliability due to small sample size.  
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
This general pattern is evident in almost all countries. Figures for the EU-27 reveal that in 2009 the exceptions are 
only Bulgaria, Austria and Romania. Among non-Member States covered, the rate for females also exceeds that 
for males in Turkey (50.2% females and 37.9% males) and The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, where 
the proportion of females (18.5%) is 4.4 percentage points higher than that for males. 
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The ratios for males are notably higher in several countries across different geographical regions: among Baltic 
states Estonia and Latvia (between 7 and 8 points); in Southern Europe for Greece, Spain and Portugal (more 
than 7 points); and in respect to the Northernmost countries, Iceland and Norway (about 8 points). 
 
 
Gender differences in basic skills: evidence from international surveys 
 
Looking at the results of international student assessments such as PIRLS, TIMSS and PISA, they show that 
patterns of performance in basic skills differ by gender, but the nature and direction of the difference vary with the 
subject matter.  
 
Among students in the fourth grade, girls have higher attainment levels than boys in reading in all EU participating 
countries (Millis et al. 2007). The same pattern holds for 15-year-old students, covered by PISA, with the 
percentage of low achievers being almost twice as high for boys (25.9 %) compared to girls (13.3%) (see figure III. 
2.1). 
 
A partial explanation of these disparities can be found in cultural patterns, as evidence suggests that reading is 
generally considered a more feminine activity, especially for students with a working class background (European 
Commission - NESSE. 2009). Also students' attitudes play an important role: in all countries males are less 
interested in reading than females and often read only if they have to, as shown by responses to PISA survey 
items with 46% of males vs. 26% of females in OECD countries falling into this category (OECD. 2009).  
 
As for mathematics, the overall gender difference is less pronounced and results are not clear-cut. TIMSS showed 
that in 2006 male fourth graders outperformed their female counterparts in most European countries, but at the 
eighth grade level there were no gender differences in most countries. In 4 countries girls had higher scores than 
boys (Eurydice. 2010).  
 
Considering expectations and attitudes regarding the study of mathematics, female students usually face greater 
difficulties: even though they consider it important to do well in this subject, their level of enjoyment, interest and 
motivation is lower and they are generally more anxious and stressed during lessons (OECD. 2009). 
 
Looking at performance in science, gender differences are quite small or even non-significant in the majority of 
countries. Nevertheless, there are remarkable differences across the dimensions tested by PISA 2006, e.g. males 
outperform females when the task involves explaining phenomena scientifically but perform worse when the main 
content of the test implies identifying scientific issues. These findings would argue for adoption of a gendered-
learning approach, referred to earlier in the introduction. The broad overall gender equality in performance reflects 
the fact that boys and girls show broadly similar attitudes, motivations and confidence regarding this subject matter 
(OECD. 2009).  
 
There is a lack of agreement on how to effectively address gender differences so that both females and males 
may fully develop their individual potential. However, the performance gaps in basic skills such as reading and 
mathematics call for a focused effort to foster equality of outcomes which will in turn raise overall performance 
levels.  
 
 
3.2 Educational choices  
 
General and vocational education 
 
On average, in the EU, students in upper secondary education are almost equally distributed between general and 
vocational/pre-vocational programmes, but the gender imbalance is pronounced, with a clear prevalence of girls in 
general courses and of boys in vocational streams.  
 
This kind of horizontal segregation with boys participating more in educational programs oriented to the labour-
market and girls more likely to be enrolled in courses preparing them for further education, can be found in almost 
all European countries. This pattern occurs regardless of the specific mix of vocational and general education 
offered at the upper secondary level by different systems. Therefore, this feature is equally present in countries 
with a very strong vocational strand, such as Austria, Slovakia and the Czech Republic and in countries where 
general programs are more common (e.g. Estonia and Cyprus).  
 
The usual pattern of over-representation of males in vocational education is reversed in only a few countries, 
namely Belgium, the UK and Ireland (see figure annex III. 5).  
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Gender imbalance at tertiary level 
 
Participation in tertiary education has been increasing substantially in recent years, but faster among women than 
among men and the gender balance now favours females: their participation exceeded 50% of all tertiary students 
in the 90s to reach 54% in 2000 and 55% according to the latest figures (2008). In 2008 out of 19 million tertiary 
students in the EU 10.5 million were female compared to only 8.5 million male students; females thus outnumber 
males by 2 million. 

As a result of a lower dropout rate among women, this imbalance is even more pronounced among graduates. In 
2000 58% of graduates in the EU-27 were female and their share increased further to 60% in 2008. For every one 
male graduating from tertiary education today, there are 1.5 female tertiary graduates. 

Gender imbalance in favour of female graduates is most pronounced in teacher training, education science and in 
health and welfare fields. In these fields more than three quarters of graduates are female. 

 
 

Figure III.3.1: Graduates by field and gender - 2000-2008 (ISCED 5 and 6) 
 

 
All graduates in 
EU 27 (1000) 

% female 

Graduates 

ISCED field 

2008 2000 2008 

Teacher training and education science 411 68.1 78.9 

Humanities and arts 327 69.2 66.4 

Social sciences. business and law 1503 60.8 62.2 

Maths. science and technology 936 30.7 32.6 

Agriculture and veterinary 69 45.2 48.6 

Health and welfare 459 74.1 76.0 

Services 170 50.1 52.4 

 
      Source: Eurostat (UOE)  

 

Gender imbalance among graduates in MST 

 

While females outnumber male students in almost all fields of study males still predominate in maths, science and 
technology. Despite policy efforts to encourage women to choose these fields at the EU level - decreasing the 
gender imbalance is a secondary objective of the benchmark for 2010 to increase MST graduates - the female 
share of MST graduates increased only moderately, from 30.7% in 2000 to 32.6% in 2008 (figure III.3.1.). 
Romania, Estonia and Greece have the highest share of female MST graduates (over 40%) while the biggest 
increases since 2000 have been in Denmark, Germany and Romania (> 7.5 percentage points, figure III.3.2). The 
Netherlands has the lowest share of female MST graduates and this low share has not increased much since 
2000. In Bulgaria, Ireland, Spain, France, Lithuania, Portugal and the UK the share of female MST graduates has 
declined since 2000. 
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Figure III.3.2: Females as a proportion of all MST graduates (ISCED 5 and 6) 
 

 
 Females as a proportion of all 

MST graduates 

 2000 2007 2008 

EU-27 30.7 31.9 32.6 

Belgium  25.0 27.2 25.9 

Bulgaria  45.6 39.3 37.0 

Czech Republic 27.0 29.3 30.1 

Denmark  28.5 36.0 36.4 

Germany  21.6 29.8 31.1 

Estonia  35.7 38.7 42.1 

Ireland  37.9 31.3 30.4 

Greece  : 44.2 41.9 

Spain  31.5 29.9 30.2 

France  30.8 28.1 28.2 

Italy  36.6 37.0 38.4 

Cyprus  31.0 31.5 37.4 

Latvia  31.4 32.7 32.2 

Lithuania  35.9 32.5 33.5 

Luxembourg  : 32.0 48.2 

Hungary  22.6 26.8 25.7 

Malta  26.3 37.8 28.4 

Netherlands  17.6 18.9 18.9 

Austria  19.9 23.8 24.2 

Poland  35.9 39.2 40.3 

Portugal  41.9 34.8 34.1 

Romania  35.1 40.0 43.1 

Slovenia  22.8 25.0 26.5 

Slovakia 30.1 35.4 36.8 

Finland  27.3 28.9 33.1 

Sweden  32.1 33.1 33.4 

United Kingdom 32.1 31.1 31.2 

Croatia  : 34.9 33.2 

MK* 41.6 39.8 42.8 

Turkey  31.1 31.1 30.6 

Iceland  37.9 34.2 : 

Liechtenstein  : 30.4 : 

Norway  26.8 28.6 29.6 

United States  31.8 31.0 30.9 

Japan  12.9 14.4 14.2 

 
Source: Eurostat (UOE) 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

A look at the share of female MST graduates by field reveals that the gender imbalance is mainly attributed to 
differences in participation in the fields of computing and engineering, where males represent more than 80% of 
graduates (see figure III.3.3). In computing the share of females has even declined since 2000 and the strong 
growth in the number of computing graduates has hence contributed to holding back the improvement of gender 
balance in MST at large. Outside computing and engineering the share of females has progressed markedly and 
gender balance has almost been reached. In life sciences there are today more female than male graduates. 

 
 

Figure III.3.3: Female graduates by field. 2000-2007, ISCED 5-6, (Percentage) 
 

 
% female graduates ISCED field 

2000 2008 

Life sciences 61.2 60.0 

Physical science 39.2 47.4 

Mathematics. statistics 49.4 52.1 

Computing 24.4 18.8 

Engineering  16.0 18.3 

Manufacturing. Processing 40.7 44.8 

Architecture. building 29.5 38.0 

 
Source: Eurostat (UOE)  
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Gender imbalance is also pronounced in architecture and building (36% female graduates), whereas in 
mathematics and statistics there is gender balance since 2000. As mentioned, in the field of life sciences women 
now predominate (63%). 
 
3.3 Gender and the teaching profession  
 
As discussed in Chapter 2, there are strong gender imbalances in the teaching profession (see figure III.4.3). 
Females are clearly overrepresented but their share falls with increasing education level of teaching and they are 
underrepresented in management positions (NESSE. 2009; Stromquist and Fischman. 2009; Eurydice. 2010).  
 
At pre-school (ISCED 0) level over 90 % of the teaching staff (in some countries 99% and more) are women. At 
primary school level females represent over 80% of teachers (in the Czech Republic, Italy, Lithuania, Hungary and 
Slovenia over 95%). At lower secondary level two thirds of teachers in the EU are female. At ISCED 3 (upper 
secondary) level 57% of the teachers are female. In tertiary education females represent less than 40% of the 
teaching staff (while 55% of tertiary students are female). 
 
 

 

Figure III.3.4: Share of female teachers, 2008 
 

 

Data for 2008 
ISCED  

0 

ISCED 
1 

ISCED 
2 

ISCED 
3 

ISCED 
5-6 

EU-27  94.6 83.2  65.7 57.3 39.2 

Belgium  97.9 80.3 60.9 59.7 42.5 

Bulgaria  99.8 93.5 80.9 76.8 47.1 

Czech Republic 99.8 97.6 74.1 58.3 48.0 

Denmark  : 68.1 : : : 

Germany  97.8 85.2 61.6 49.0 36.7 

Estonia  95.0 94.0 80.9 74.9 : 

Ireland  100 84.5 : 63.7 38.3 

Greece  99.2 : : : : 

Spain  90.6 75.2 57.9 49.1 38.2 

France  82.2 82.4 64.6 53.4 37.3 

Italy  99.2 95.3 71.4 59.7 35.2 

Cyprus  99.4 82.4 69.1 57.1 39.7 

Latvia  99.5 92.9 82.9 79.5 57.2 

Lithuania  99.5 97.3 81.5 : 55.5 

Luxembourg  98.4 71.7 : 47.8 : 

Hungary  99.8 95.9 78.6 64.8 38.0 

Malta  97.6 88.2 65.2 41.1 29.9 

Netherlands  : 83.8 : 47.4 37.6 

Austria  99.0 89.2 69.2 51.9 32.5 

Poland  97.9 83.8 74.4 66.4 42.5 

Portugal  96.6 79.8 70.6 67.2 43.2 

Romania  99.7 85.9 68.5 65.9 43.3 

Slovenia  98.3 97.5 78.9 64.8 37.2 

Slovakia  99.8 89.3 77.7 70.4 43.8 

Finland  96.6 78.3 71.2 57.7 50.8 

Sweden  97.0 81.0 66.6 52.2 44.1 

United Kingdom 94.5 81.4 62.5 63.3 41.7 

Croatia  99.1 91.3 73.1 65.3 41.6 

MK* 99.5 76.6 52.2 57.0 44.1 

Turkey  95.3 49.8 : 41.4 40.3 

Iceland  96.4 80.3  :  53.3 49.0 

Liechtenstein  99.0 76.2 51.6 37.3 : 

Norway  : 73.8 73.8 49.1 41.2 

 

Source: EUROSTAT (UOE). EU results for ISCED 1-3: 2006 data 

*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 
EU27 calculated with the weighed average of countries with data 
For country specific notes see: 
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0.1136184.0_4557259
5&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL 

 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_45572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/portal/page?_pageid=0,1136184,0_45572595&_dad=portal&_schema=PORTAL
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4. Migrants  
 

In recent years, several countries in the European Union have been experiencing high flows of migrants from third 
countries. Internal EU mobility has also been high, partly in connection with the two latest enlargements. As a 
consequence, the number of children from a migrant background has increased significantly, along with the 
number of school pupils born in another country. The Commission's Green Paper on migration and mobility (2008) 
highlighted the crucial role school has to play in ensuring that migrant pupils are integrated into the host society 
and in increasing their chances to be successful in social and professional life later on. At the same time, many 
students from a migrant background suffer from educational disadvantage, and they frequently experience low 
performance levels during their educational careers. 
 
Recently, the Council concluded that specific actions should be taken by Member States to address the issue via 
an integrated policy approach, and invited the Commission to monitor the achievement gap between native 
learners and learners with a migrant background on a regular basis (Council, 2009). This section is a first effort to 
provide a systematic monitoring of the achievement gap, using available data at the EU level. 

 
4.1 Background information 
 

Migrant population 
In 2009, non-nationals of the country where they reside in the European Union totalled approximately 31 million 
i.e. 6.4% of the total EU population

52
, a rise from 5.7% only three years previously (see figure III.4.1). Among this 

group, almost 2 out of 3 are non-EU citizens (4% of total population) with a large share of Turks, Moroccans and 
Albanians (Eurostat. 2009). This number varies considerably across Member States, reflecting both different 
migration flows and different migration and naturalization rules.  
 

The country with the highest share of foreigners is Luxembourg, where more than 43% of inhabitants are non-
natives (but only 14% are citizens of extra EU countries). In two Baltic countries, Latvia and Estonia, 16-18% of the 
population is considered non-national, consisting primarily of citizens of the former Soviet Union who have the 
status of "recognized non-citizens" (Eurostat. 2009). In the rest of the EU, non-nationals constitute a large share of 
the total population in Cyprus, Spain, Ireland and Austria (more than 10%). Central and Eastern EU countries 
generally have low percentages of migrants.  
 

 

Figure III.4.1: Non-nationals as a percentage of total population. 2009 
 

 

Share of non-nationals by age Non-nationals as a % of the 
total population 0-5 6-17 18-24 

 
 

2006 2008 2009 2009 2009 2009 

EU-27 5.7 6.2 6.4 6.0 5.7 7.9 

Belgium  8.6 9.1 : : : : 

Bulgaria  0.3 0.3 0.3 0.0 0.2 0.2 

Czech Republic 2.5 3.3 3.9 1.9 2.2 5.0 

Denmark  5.0 5.5 5.8 4.7 4.7 10.1 

Germany  8.8 8.8 8.8 4.9 9.0 10.9 

Estonia  18.0 17.1 16.0 3.4 5.8 11.5 

Ireland  7.4 12.6 11.3 11.4 11.4 11.4 

Greece  7.9 8.1 8.3 9.9 8.4 8.1 

Spain  9.1 11.6 12.3 11.0 12.7 17.2 

France  5.6 5.8 5.8 5.8 4.4 5.1 

Italy  4.5 5.8 6.5 10.8 7.2 9.0 

Cyprus  12.8 15.9 16.1 : : : 

Latvia  19.9 18.3 17.9 4.0 6.0 9.2 

Lithuania  1.0 1.3 1.2 0.5 1.4 2.6 

Luxembourg  39.6 42.6 43.5 55.1 45.6 41.3 

Hungary  1.5 1.8 1.9 0.7 1.0 2.2 

Malta  3.0 3.8 4.4 5.8 2.5 4.6 

Netherlands  4.2 4.2 3.9 2.7 2.5 4.9 

Austria  9.8 10.3 10.3 11.8 9.7 12.8 

Poland  0.1 0.2 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.1 

Portugal  2.6 4.2 4.2 2.5 3.7 5.6 

Romania  0.1 0.1 0.1 : : : 

Slovenia  2.4 3.4 3.5 1.7 1.7 4.2 

Slovakia 0.5 0.8 1.0 0.4 0.3 1.2 

Finland  2.2 2.5 2.7 2.5 2.1 3.4 

Sweden  5.3 5.7 5.9 5.3 4.9 6.5 

United Kingdom 5.7 6.6 : 5.5 4.3 9.4 

Source: Eurostat 

                                                 
52
 Eurostat estimates for 2009. 
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The percentage of migrant-background children in the EU depends on age. It is slightly lower in the age group 0-5 
and for the 6-17 years old (6% and 5.8% respectively), but it rises with age (7.8% in the age class 18-24) as in 
many countries migration flows are still predominantly labour-driven, involving mainly young adults. In five 
countries, the percentage of non-national young children exceeds 10%, namely Luxembourg (where actually more 
than 50% of children are non-nationals), Austria, Ireland, Spain and Italy. 
 
Educational level 
 
The level of educational attainment is generally lower for migrants than for natives. In the EU, among adults 
between 25 and 64 years of age 35.8% of migrants have at most lower secondary education vs. 26.9% of the 
native population. The percentage of low-educated migrants varies remarkably across Member States, ranging 
from more than 47% in Malta, Portugal and Greece, to less than 12% in Latvia and Estonia (also due to their 
unique "non-native population"). In countries like Slovakia, Hungary, Ireland and the Czech Republic, the 
proportion of the migrant population having low qualifications is also rather small (Figure III.4.2).  
 

 

Figure III.4.2: Population with low educational level by migrant status (25-64 year olds) - 2009 (%) 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
The size of this gap between migrants and natives differs across the EU, and in several countries the disparity 
favours migrants, where on average, they have a higher attainment level than natives. This is frequently the case 
where a large proportion of natives have a low educational level, such as in Portugal, Malta and Spain, but also in 
countries where migration flows are often composed of highly skilled workers or students, as is the case in Ireland 
and the UK.  
 
Taking first- and second-generation migrants separately, the gap is evident only for the first generation, while 
those classified as second-generation migrants are on average more educated than natives.

53
 The composition of 

the migrant population reflects past and present flows shaped by changing national migration policies, labour 
market opportunities and migrants' networks (OECD. 2008). This can lead to substantial differences between the 
two generational groups, especially with regard to educational level, when newly arrived migrants (first generation) 
are more educated than the second generation, as is the case, for example, in Malta, Portugal, Spain, Finland, 
Ireland, Slovakia and Czech Republic (Figure III.4.3). 
 

                                                 
53
 Second generation is defined as natives whose parents were born abroad. 
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Figure III.4.3: Population (25-64) with at least upper secondary education by migrant status, 2008 
 

 

% of 25-64 year olds with upper secondary education 

2008 data 

Total Natives Migrants 
second 

generation 

Migrants 
first 

generation 

EU-27 71.5 72.3 76.3 64.4 

Belgium  69.7 71.5 67.9 60.6 

Bulgaria  78.1 78.0 : : 

Czech Republic 90.8 91.4 73.1 77.9 

Denmark  77.8 78.1 : 74.1 

Germany  86.1 90.8 88.4 65.9 

Estonia  88.5 87.4 : 90.7 

Ireland  69.1 66.1 69.4 82.4 

Greece  60.9 61.8 54.3 54.1 

Spain  52.2 50.7 48.4 60.0 

France  69.2 71.8 69.5 53.3 

Italy  52.9 52.7 63.2 55.0 

Cyprus  73.5 72.7 : 76.4 

Latvia  85.8 86.2 89.2 84.3 

Lithuania  90.5 90.5 : : 

Luxembourg  68.3 68.7 74.6 67.6 

Hungary  79.7 79.6 : 84.6 

Malta  28.1 26.9 25.2 47.8 

Netherlands  71.7 73.7 70.7 59.9 

Austria  82.0 84.7 82.6 70.0 

Poland  87.2 87.1 91.0 100 

Portugal  28.1 25.9 38.9 49.5 

Romania  75.2 74.9 81.2 100 

Slovenia  81.6 83.3 : 65.8 

Slovakia 89.7 89.7 86.5 94.1 

Finland  81.2 83.6 60.8 73.5 

Sweden  80.7 82.7 83.7 70.1 

United Kingdom 73.4 72.3 77.4 78.6 

 
Source: Eurostat (LFS) 

 

4.2. Migrants education 
 

Participation in pre-compulsory early childhood education 
 

As stated previously in section 1.1, young children and their families should have the opportunity to benefit from 
participation in early education arrangements of high quality, particularly those children who have the most to gain 
regarding long-term social and personal outcomes. Given the disparities between migrants and natives in later 
outcomes in some countries, such as employment status, educational achievement and attainment levels, 
participation in early childhood education can provide an early opportunity to integrate children in the host society 
and to learn the language of instruction. 
 

 

Figure III.4.4: Participation (age 4 to start of compulsory education) 
in early childhood education, migrant and native parents (%) 

 

 
  Country 

Code  
Migrant Native 

Belgium  BE 99 98 

Czech Republic CZ 100 83 

Estonia  EE 95 92 

Spain  ES 100 97 

Italy  IT 88 96 

Cyprus   CY 87 97 

Latvia  LV 100 100 

Netherlands  NL 100 100 

Austria  AT 78 87 

Portugal  PT 100 90 

Sweden  SE 100 100 

United Kingdom UK 100 99 

Iceland IS 74 97 

Source: EU-SILC Cross-sectional (2008) 
Note: Migrant’ refers to both mother and father of child born abroad 

 



Chapter III: Promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship 

 

 113 

There are few sources of reliable data to provide the level of detail that is needed to assess the situation. There 
are only thirteen countries for which there is household data (EU-SILC Cross-sectional 2008) on children aged four 
to compulsory age (primary or pre-primary) who are enrolled in ISCED 0 or whose parents (i.e. both parents or 
one parent if in single parent family) were born outside the country (Figure III.4.4)

54
. Countries are not included if 

the migrant population and sample sizes are not large enough to make adequate statistical inferences or if 
compulsory education has already commenced by the age of 4 (Luxembourg). 
 
In the context of these limitations, three basic patterns emerge from the data in respect to the possible disparities 
in enrolment although the differences are rather slight in the majority of countries. In most for which there is 
available data, native and migrant children enrol equally in systems where participation in organised instruction is 
nearly universal, such as in Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom. 
 
The second pattern is that children with parents born abroad appear to participate slightly more than native 
children in Estonia and the Czech Republic. According to the same dataset, in both countries the overall 
participation is rather high. In Portugal, on the other hand, the gap is about 10 percentage points with 100% of 
migrant-background children registered as participating in ISCED 0. 
 
Finally, there is a third group of countries where the participation of children with migrant parents in formal ECEC 
is lower. This is the case in Austria, Cyprus, Iceland and Italy. The largest discrepancies appear in Iceland and 
Cyprus in which there is a difference of over 20 and 10 percentage points, respectively. The same is true for Italy, 
where the proportion of ECEC children with native parents reaches 96%, compared to 88% for migrant-
background children. 
 
Nevertheless, this analysis suggests that, at least in some of the countries covered, migrant children participate as 
much or even more than natives in early childhood education. Further study is necessary both to widen and to 
strengthen the evidence on this potentially very interesting point. 

 
Early leavers from education and training 

 
Young people with a migrant background are generally more at risk of exiting the education and training system 
without having obtained an upper secondary qualification. This is a concerning trend given that early school 
leaving adds to the already high risk of exclusion faced by young people with migrant background. As shown in 
figure III.4.5, the overall disparity between migrant and non-migrant early school leaving rates for the EU-27 is 
high. The percentage is almost double for young people with a migrant background (26.3% vs. 13.1%), which is 
similar to figures for 2008; although for both groups there has been a slight overall decrease. 
 
The most marked differences in these ratios are in Southern Europe (Greece, Spain, Italy and Cyprus) and 
France. Within this group, countries in which the overall rate for migrants is far above the EU average are Greece 
(44.4%), Spain (45%) and Italy (42.4%). The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia is also in this category, with 
43.8% of migrants and 15.9% native early leavers. Most other countries, however, display a similar pattern of 
increased likelihood of early school leaving for students of migrant background, for example, in Austria (22.1% 
compared to 6.0%) and Germany (22.7% compared to 8.8%), where migrants are between 3 and 4 times more 
likely to leave the educational system without completing upper secondary education or continuing their education 
with alternative learning activities.  
 
There are a few countries where the situation is reversed, namely Portugal, the United Kingdom and Norway; in 
the latter case there is little difference in respect to the completion rates for migrants (17.0%) and natives (17.7%). 
 

                                                 
54
 Although information in participation in other categories of organized ECEC arrangements is included in the EU-SILC dataset, only 

children in ISCED 0 are considered here which is problematic in some countries such as Germany and Denmark since in EU-SILC 
ISCED 0 is reportedly not the most prevalent form of ECEC. ‘Migrant-background’ refers to birthplace of parents only and not citizenship 
although this definition may not be suitable in all situations and in countries. 
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Figure III.4.5: Early leavers from education and training by migrant status, 2009 (rates) 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
Notes: Data for Luxembourg, Croatia, Hungary, Slovenia, Finland and The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia lack reliability due to small 
sample size 
Migrants include non-nationals and those born abroad 
*MK: The former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia; see Annex 2 

 
Educational performance of migrant students  
 

PIRLS focuses on assessing reading literacy for students in the 4th grade of school while PISA is a study on the 
reading literacy, math and science attainment of 15 year old students. This analysis distinguishes between native 
and migrant students and, within this last category, between first and second generation migrants and focuses on 
the differences in performances among these categories in the two studies

55
. Coming from abroad and entering 

into a new school system after school has started might be part of the experience for many first-generation migrant 
students.

56
 Second-generation students, on the other hand, because they were born in the country of assessment 

can be expected to have had their entire schooling in the host country.  
 
As acknowledged by OECD (2007) in analyzing migrant students’ achievement and in comparing it among 
countries we need to take into account possible differences in the migrant population, such as country of origin(s), 
socio-economic factors and the educational and linguistic backgrounds of the students. Nevertheless, even after 
accounting for socio-economic background and for the language spoken at home, there is still a considerable 
achievement gap between native and migrant students.  
 
Gaps between native and migrant students  
 
In comparing the reading literacy achievement of native versus migrant fourth grade students in PIRLS 2006, there 
is a consistent pattern reflecting migrant students’ lower performance. As figure III.4.6 shows, for the majority of 
countries there is a significant difference of around 40 points between the two groups of students. Latvia is the 
only country where the difference is much smaller and to the advantage of migrant students.  

                                                 
55
 First generation migrant students refers to students whose parents are foreign born and who themselves were born in another 

country. Second generation migrant students refers to students that were born in the country of assessment and have foreign born 
parents. The native category includes students born in the country who have at least one of their parents born in the country o 
assessment. 
56
 In PIRLS and PISA the criterion set for sampling was defined to exclude migrant students with less than one year of instruction in the 

language of assessment 
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Figure III.4.6: PIRLS 2006 Overall reading comparison between natives and migrants 
 

 

  

 
 
Native 
students  
Average 
score 
2001 

Migrant 
students  
Average 
score 
2001 

 
 
Native 
students  
Average 
score 
2006 

Migrant 
students  
Average 
score 
2006 

Differences 
in scores 
between 
native and 
migrant 
students 
2001 

Differences 
in scores 
between 
native and 
migrant 
students 
2006 

Austria 
 
- - 

 
547 503 

- 
44 

Belgium fr 
 

- 
 

507 480 
- 

27 

Belgium fl 
 

- 
 

551 511 
- 

40 

Cyprus 
 

497 477 
 
- - 

 
20 - 

Denmark 
 
- - 

 
550 511 

- 
39 

England 
 

558 536 
 

550 503 
 
22 47 

France 
 

532 503 
 

528 496 
 
29 32 

Germany 
 

551 497 
 

561 515 
 
54 46 

Italy 
 

542 505 
 

554 524 
 
37 30 

Latvia 
 

546 551 
 

541 547 
 
-5 -6 

Luxemburg 
 
- - 

 
578 528 

 
- 

- 
50 

Netherlands 
 

559 516 
 

553 513 
 
43 40 

Scotland 
 

534 506 
 

535 485 
 
28 50 

Slovenia 
 

505 478 
 

526 488 
 
27 38 

Spain 
 
- - 

 
520 481 

- 
39 

Sweden 
 

566 524 
 

555 521 
 
42 34 

 
Source: CRELL analysis 

 
In PIRLS, the achievement gap between native and migrant students narrowed between 2001 and 2006 in 
Sweden, Italy, Germany and, although less markedly, also in the Netherlands. On the contrary, in England, 
Scotland and Slovenia and to a lesser extent in France, the achievement gap between native and migrant students 
widened in the same period. For England and Scotland the gap in performance almost doubled between 2001 and 
2006. But whereas this relative dis-improvement for migrants in England is visible against a statistically significant 
national decline, in Scotland it is less clear cut. In fact, comparatively and in relation to changes at the national 
level (combined overall native and migrant students´ score), the scenarios are different for the nine countries that 
participated in both surveys

57
. 

 

PISA 2009 data (Figure III.4.7) show a broadly constant gap since 2000. In some countries such as Belgium, (from 
a very high previous level), Denmark, Czech Republic, Germany, Greece the gap is narrowing. In other countries 
such as Spain, France, Italy and Ireland it is widening. The gap in scores is the widest in Ireland, Finland, Belgium 
and Sweden. At the EU level, migrant students are one and a half year behind their native peers at the age of 15 
with regard to their reading skills. 

                                                 
57
 PIRLS 2007 p. 44 Exhibit 1.3 



Chapter III: Promoting equity, social cohesion and active citizenship 

 

 116 

 
 

Figure III.4.7: PISA 2009 Overall reading – comparison between native and migrant students 
 

 

 
 Average scores 

% of students with an 
immigrant background 

Students with an 
immigrant background 

Difference in performance 
between native students 
and migrant students 

 

2000 2009 2000 2009 2000 2009 

EU (14 countries) 8.1 11.0 449 445 53 56 

Belgium  12.0 14.8 417 451 106 68 

Bulgaria  0.4 0.5 : : : : 

Czech Republic 1.1 2.3 463 457 38 22 

Denmark  6.2 8.6 424 438 80 63 

Germany  15.2 17.6 423 455 84 56 

Estonia  : : : : : : 

Ireland  2.3 8.3 552 473 -24 29 

Greece  4.8 9.0 413 432 65 57 

Spain  2.0 9.5 457 430 37 58 

France  12.0 13.1 464 444 48 60 

Italy  0.9 5.5 450 418 39 72 

Latvia  22.1 4.5 452 474 11 11 

Lithuania  : : : : : : 

Luxembourg  : 40.2 : 442 : 52 

Hungary  1.7 2.1 489 507 -7 -12 

Netherlands  : 12.1 : 470 : 46 

Austria  11.0 : 409 : 93 : 

Poland  0.3 0.0 : : : : 

Portugal  3.1 5.5 457 466 14 26 

Romania  0.2 0.3 : : : : 

Slovenia  : : : : : : 

Slovakia  : : : : : : 

Finland  1.3 2.6 476 468 71 70 

Sweden  10.5 11.7 465 442 58 66 

United Kingdom : 10.6 : 476 : 23 

Iceland 0.8 2.4 : 423 : 81 

Liechtenstein  20.6 30.3 419 479 81 31 

Norway  4.6 6.8 454 456 56 52 

USA 13.6 19.5 472 484 39 22 

Canada 20.5 24.4 526 521 12 7 

Japan 0.1 0.3 : : : : 

Korea : 0.0 : : : : 

 
Source: OECD (PISA), average scores for 14 EU countries with comparable data 

 
It is worth noting that research studies on the learning inequalities amongst immigrant children using other surveys 
found that immigrant children perform relatively better in mathematics than in reading (Schnepf. 2008). The 
explanation seems to be that in surveys such as TIMSS (Third International Mathematics and Science study) most 
of the mathematics questions are in a multiple-choice format and thus require less language skills. In contrast, in 
reading surveys such as PISA which requires the interpretation of word problems, language proficiency plays a 
significant role, immigrant children tend to perform even worse. 
 
 
First- and second generation migrant students’ performance  
 
Performance differs between first- and second generation migrant students. In PIRLS 2006 (15 European 
countries) in the majority of countries, second generation migrant students generally perform better than first 
generation (see figure III.4.8). This is to be expected since second generation students are born in the host 
country while this is not the case for first generation migrant students. However, the situation is not clear-cut. 
England, Sweden, France, Slovenia and Netherlands display a pattern of second generation students 
outperforming first generation migrant students. For other countries, however differences are minor or reversed. In 
Latvia and to some extent in Belgium (mostly in the Flemish community but also in the French-speaking 
community) first generation students outperform second generation. 
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Figure III.4.8: PIRLS 2006 Reading differences between 1st and 2nd generation students 
 

 

  

2
nd
 generation 
migrant 
student 

1
st
 generation 
Migrant 
students  

Difference in 
scores between 
2
nd
 and 1

st
 gen 

migrant students 

Austria 507 493 14 

Belgium fr 479 482 -3 

Belgium fl 506 520 -14 

Denmark 514 504 10 

England 525 478 47 

France 499 485 14 

Germany 515 514 1 

Italy 523 526 -3 

Latvia 522 550 -28 

Luxemburg 527 529 -2 

Netherlands 514 508 6 

Scotland 484 487 -3 

Slovenia 490 479 11 

Spain 477 482 -5 

Sweden 527 501 
26 

 
Source: CRELL analysis 

 
Performance differences between first and second generation migrant students in PISA 2009 also show that 
second generation students outperform first generation ones in almost all of the participating countries although 
the differences are negligible in many countries (figure III.4.9). 
 

 

Figure III.4.9: PISA 2009 reading scores by migrant status 
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Source: CRELL analysis, OECD (PISA) 
Note: Comparisons should be taken with caution because Estonia and Latvia have less than 100 1st generation students and Greece and Ireland have less 
that 100 2nd generation students  

 
With respect to mathematics performance in PISA, the differences between first and second generation migrant 
students are not as pronounced. In addition to Austria and Germany, first generation students in the Netherlands 
also outperform second generation ones. Moreover, both groups of students have identical attainment in the UK. 
In fact, “there are larger differences in performance between first-generation and native students in reading and 
science than in mathematics and problem solving (OECD. 2007, p. 37). As mentioned before differences between 
first and second generation students can reflect differences in migrant patterns during the last 30 years. 
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Gender differences in performance for migrant students  
 
In all but three countries participating in the PIRLS 2006 study the difference between migrant boys and girls in 
reading literacy goes in favour of girls’ performances. For most countries there is a marked difference, but it is non-
existent in Italy, Spain and Luxembourg, where boys and girls perform equally. Considering 1st and 2nd 
generation students, the pattern in favour of girls’ performance stays constant for a majority of the countries, i.e. 
girls perform better both as first and second generation migrants. For a few countries the pattern is more scattered 
in terms of which gender performs better. It is interesting to note that for the three countries where no gender 
differences were found for migrant students in general, gendered differences were found when considering first 
and second generation migrant students.  
 
Performance gaps in PIRLS and PISA 
 
In comparing student attainment in the two different surveys, it appears that the achievement gap between native 
students and migrant ones widens as students progress in school. This can be interpreted as a result of inefficient 
or inadequate educational policies and practices. However, it could also be partially explained by differences in the 
studies´ design and the demands they place on students as well as by differences in the migrant students' age at 
the arrival. In addition, in light of the results of these two surveys, it is apparent that most countries register a better 
performance of second generation than first generation migrant students.  
 
Nevertheless, as previous analysis of PISA results have shown, high levels of migration do not seem to be 
associated with an increase in the gap between migrant students and native students (OECD. 2007). Immigrant 
students have positive attitudes toward school. For example, both first and second generation migrant students 
report high levels of motivation and interest in mathematics (OECD. 2007). Finally, as migrant students are 
increasingly present in European schools, national governments are also expanding measures directed at 
facilitating their integration. For example, most countries now publish information on the school system in the 
mother tongue of immigrant families and implement host language tuition for immigrant students (Eurydice. 2009). 
 
 
Migrant children and special needs 
 
Recent research (EUMC. 2004; NESSE. 2008; European Agency. 2009) suggests that there is an over-
representation of migrant children in schools for pupils with special needs. In particular, this is the case in provision 
addressed to pupils with learning and behavioural problems. 
 
The Green Paper on Migration also refers to: "The high concentration of children of migrants in special schools for 
disabled pupils evident in some countries is an extreme case of segregation."
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Although the situation needs to be carefully analysed as it cannot be interpreted in a simple way, the fact that 
pupils with an immigrant background are often over-represented in special schools cannot be ignored. One factor 
for further exploration is the possible confusion in distinguishing between language difficulties and learning 
problems. This situation appears to indicate that very often there are inadequate and/or inappropriate assessment 
procedures used in determining the individual learning needs of pupils with an immigrant background and a 
possible special educational need. 
 
 
Adult participation in lifelong learning 
 
Adult learning is especially relevant for migrants as it offers an opportunity to develop their potential, adapt their 
competencies to the local labour market, foster inclusion and social participation (Council, 2010).  
 
There are indications that EU education and training systems are succeeding in reaching this group, as 
participation rates in lifelong learning are higher for migrant adults than for natives (10.2% vs. 9.1% respectively). 
Women's participation is generally higher, and thus migrant women's advantage is clear with respect to natives 
(+1.4 percentage points for women vs. +0.9 for men).  
 
Migrants are more frequently involved in adult learning in Ireland, Hungary, the UK and Belgium, where they are at 
least 25% more likely to participate than natives (figure III.4.10). This group includes both countries with quite 
developed systems (in the UK, for example, the overall participation rate is 20.1%) and countries where LLL is still 
quite limited such as Hungary (2.7%) and Belgium (6.8%). 
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In the EU, second-generation migrants have a slightly higher participation rate than the first generation and even 
more with respect to natives (+ 2.2 percentage points). Even though newly arrived migrants may be more in need 
of training, e.g. to improve their knowledge of the host country language or to adapt their skills to the local labour 
market, in the large majority of countries they are actually less likely to take part in learning activities. 
 

 

Figure III.4.10: Adult participation in lifelong learning by migrant status, 2009 (rates) 
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Source: Eurostat (LFS) 

 


