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Foreword

For over 50 years, international comparisons of educational achievement have been
part of the world research and evaluation enterprise. Starting with comparisons led
by academics and funded haphazardly and periodically, the comparative enterprise
has transformed into more regularly occurring, government-sanctioned, and
methodologically sophisticated studies. This book, Socioeconomic Inequality and
Student Outcomes—Cross-National Trends, Policies, and Practices, focuses
attention on comparisons within and among countries relative to differences in
student status and implicitly raises the question of the utility of international
comparisons focused only on achievement at the margin. Countries obviously differ
dramatically in their culture, economy, stability, diversity of population as well as
educational systems. Simple bottom-line comparisons seem to relegate have and
have-not nations to a pre-ordained rank order. Should the policy lesson from such
data simply be to try harder?

Data from other fields, for instance, healthcare, show that wealthy countries do
not predictably attain the optimal outcomes assumed by their “advanced” status and
level of expenditures. In education, the situation is similar. Although the credibility
of educational achievement measures is somewhat more suspect than hard data like
mortality rates, contrasts of achievement among countries of different sub-groups,
identified by socioeconomic and ethnic membership have much to recommend
them from a policy and improvement viewpoint. Comparisons of achievement
moderated by classification variables demonstrate whether and how much rhetorical
claims about equity and opportunity can be trusted as well as the efficacy of policy
interventions. Studies over time of the range and disparity of performance by
gender, region, group, and individual differences can highlight the areas where
policies have been effective. They can identify principal outcomes and unantici-
pated side effects of compensatory investments. But, at the heart of the matter is
whether there is a sustainable commitment by authorities and by practitioners to
raise the quality and level of performance of all of the nation’s students.

The extent and depth of commitment to improved learning by all is often jus-
tified within countries in competitive, economic terms rather than from a moral
stance. Even so, the rise of “nationalism” has new implications for this line of
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inquiry. Nationalism may explicitly or tacitly imply the deserved right of differ-
ential success. Nevertheless, an inhibitor to success may be the structural nature of
opportunity in communities as well as schools. The latter is likely exacerbated by
the increased and hardened political divisions emerging within countries across the
world. On a larger scale, the emergence of nationalism as a reaction to refugee
migration or to other perceived or manufactured threats to sovereignty could pre-
sage a wider rejection of globalism. Such dismissals must be short-lived and
self-defeating, given connected nature of economies, of international corporations,
of systems of higher education, and of the ecology of the planet itself.

This book then anticipates a continued future of international studies that pro-
vide lenses on how various nations attempt to achieve quality and equity in their
educational systems. Noteworthy is the approach taken by the editor and authors to
demonstrate their own commitment to quality and equity. They do so by preparing
provocative chapters using state of the art methods and analyses and teams of
authors. The writers of these chapters are illustrious scholars whose collaboration
produces unusual value for the reader. Value, then, is the watchword of this vol-
ume, in its focus, methods, authors, and message.

Eva L. Baker
Distinguished Professor of Education

University of California
Los Angeles, CA, USA

The original version of this book was revised: Author provided affiliations are
updated. The correction to the book is available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/978-
981-13-9863-6_13
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Part I
Socioeconomic Inequality in Education

Systems



Chapter 1
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes Across Education Systems

John Jerrim, Louis Volante, Don A. Klinger and Sylke V. Schnepf

Abstract This chapter provides an introduction to the topic of socioeconomic
inequality and student outcomes, including methodological challenges associated
with cross-cultural research on this topic. Particular attention is devoted to docu-
menting socioeconomic differences noted in prominent international achievement
surveys such as the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study
(TIMSS) and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA),
including how these results have changed over time. We show how evidence
regarding socioeconomic inequalities from such large-scale international assess-
ments is limited due to challenges with missing parental education data and reliance
upon student proxy reports. A key conclusion is therefore that a different approach
to understanding socioeconomic inequalities across countries is needed if real
progress is going to be made in raising the achievement of young people from
disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds. A framework for the national profiles
presented in the second part of this book is then discussed.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality �
Comparative analysis
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1.1 Introduction

Socioeconomic inequality in young people’s academic achievement has become
one of the key academic and political issues of the twenty-first century. Indeed,
public policymakers across the globe are now seeking to raise the cognitive skills of
young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, and to narrow the gap in
achievement between this group and their more affluent peers. There are at least
three reasons why this is now seen as such a pressing issue. The first is economic
efficiency. In a competitive world, it is vital that each country is making the most of
its human resources. Yet, if young people from poor backgrounds are failing to
reach their academic potential, then this is unlikely to be the case. The second
reason is social justice. Individuals do not pick the family and socioeconomic
position they are born into. Rather, it is luck of the draw. Hence many would deem
it to be “unfair” and inequitable if life chances are to a large extent determined by a
factor, such as family background, that is largely outside of one’s control. The final
reason is the persistence of inequality. Many view education as a key driver of
economic inequality and intergenerational mobility (Economic and Social Research
Council, 2012; Goldthorpe, 2014). Consequently, persistence in educational
inequalities will translate into continuing inequalities in later life. This is not only in
terms of labor market outcomes (occupation and income), but also other wider
factors that education is thought to influence, such as well-being and health (Chou,
Liu, Grossman, & Joyce, 2010).

Figure 1.1, drawn from Jerrim and Macmillan’s (2015) research, helps to for-
malize this argument by illustrating the link between parental education, their
offspring’s education, and their offspring’s later lifetime outcomes. It also illustrates
the three broad mechanisms that are thought to drive the parent–child relationship
in educational achievement. The first is the biological channel of heredity transfers
—genetic differences in individuals’ academic potential that may be transmitted
across generations. A growing body of research is highlighting the importance of
genetics for our understanding of socioeconomic gaps in educational achievement
(Ayorech, Krapohl, Plomin, & von Stumm, 2017), though the bio-molecular work
in this area is still somewhat in its infancy (Jerrim, Vignoles, Lingam, & Friend,
2015). The second mechanism is non-financial resources. This encompasses a
whole host of factors throughout childhood which, although not costing much
money, differ (on average) between high and low socioeconomic parents. Examples
include breastfeeding, reading and interactions with the child, helping regularly
with homework, and parenting styles, each of which are plausibly linked to chil-
dren’s educational achievement (e.g., Sacker, Kelly, Iacovou, Cable, & Bartley,
2013). Finally, parents with lower levels of education will have fewer financial
resources to invest in their children’s education. They are consequently less likely
to have access to the necessary educational materials that their children need to
achieve high outcomes in school. Possible examples include access to books/
computers, attending lower quality schools, and being unable to afford private
tutors. Along with macro-economic forces (e.g., income inequality), public

4 J. Jerrim et al.



investment (e.g., government expenditure on education), and institutional structures
(e.g., the design of the education system), these three forces combine to generate
significant disparities in educational achievement by family background that can be
observed across the developed world.

Figure 1.1 also serves as motivation as to why it is important to consider
socioeconomic differences in educational achievement from an international com-
parative perspective. In order to judge whether inequality in achievement is large or
small in any given country, it is necessary to have a yardstick to measure it against.
For instance, is a correlation of 0.5 between parent and child years of schooling weak
or strong? Drawing comparisons to other countries of a similar level of development
provides an important and insightful context against which we can judge such
results. Relatedly, Fig. 1.1 also has highlighted how heredity is thought to be one of
the three key intergenerational mechanisms driving the intergenerational transmis-
sion of education. Yet, although this may help to explain parent–child links within a
single country, it is difficult to see why this would cause differences between
countries. In other words, the role of heredity transfers in generating intergenera-
tional inequalities is likely to be approximately equal across nations. Hence, when
considering why socioeconomic inequality in academic achievement is stronger in
one country than another, we can largely rule this hereditary mechanism out. This
then leaves factors that can be influenced by public policy—such as parental
investments, macro-economic conditions, and institutional structures—as the
remaining drivers of any cross-national differences. Indeed, as previous research has
shown (e.g., Hanushek & Wossmann, 2006), cross-national comparisons also pro-
vide a natural way for one to consider how key institutional structures, such as the
design of education systems, influences inequality in young people’s outcomes.

Parental 
education 

Heredity (H)

Financial resources
(F)

λ

Non-financial 
(NF) 

investments

Income 
inequality 

Educational 
attainment

Returns to 
education 

Offspring 
earnings 

Public 
investment in 

education 

Private 
investment in 

education 

Fig. 1.1 Conceptual framework linking parental education to educational achievement and later
lifetime outcomes. Source Jerrim and MacMillan (2015)
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1.2 Measurement Issues Regarding Socioeconomic
Background

As the previous section has highlighted, there are important reasons to study
inequality in educational achievement within an international comparative frame-
work. There are, however, also important challenges, particularly with regards to
the measurement of educational achievement across multiple countries and two
generations. We provide an overview of these issues here, with a focus upon the
measurement of family background. Although challenges also exist with respect to
the robustness and international comparability of measures of children’s academic
achievement, we refer readers to chapters in previous edited volumes that have
addressed this matter in detail (e.g., Goldstein, 2017).

The first decision one has to make when studying socioeconomic inequalities is
which measure (or measures) of family background to use. Three main indicators
are widely used in the literature: parental education, parental occupation, and
(permanent) family income. Each has its advantages and disadvantages. For
instance, while family income is easy to understand and interpret by a wide audi-
ence, and is arguably the most cross-nationally comparable, young people are
unable to report it accurately, and it thus must be captured from parents directly.
This means that it can be limited in terms of availability. On the other hand, young
people generally can report parental occupation and parental education reasonably
well (Jerrim & Micklewright, 2014), with these indicators therefore available within
most datasets. Yet they suffer from a host of other measurement issues, as we shall
discuss below.

An alternative to using just a single indicator is to combine several measures into a
scale. This has been the preferred approach of the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) in the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA) study. This has the advantage of better capturing the multidi-
mensional nature of any one indicator alone (Marks, 2011). However, such composite
indicators are often difficult to interpret and communicate, while having also been
criticized for their cross-national comparability (Rutkowski & Rutkowski, 2013).
Additionally, composite indicators utilize cut scores to determine “low” versus
“high” SES which varies largely across countries and reminds us of the important
distinctions that exist between absolute versus relative poverty (Ravillion, 2016).

Throughout this volume, we have made a pragmatic choice of parental education
(the highest level out of the child’s mother and father) to be the preferred measure of
socioeconomic position (wherever possible). Although we recognize that previous
research has suggested that different family background indicators produce similar,
but not identical, orderings of countries in terms of socioeconomic inequalities in
student performance (Marks, 2011), we have decided to focus upon parental edu-
cation for a number of reasons. First, this information is routinely collected in most
social surveys across the world. Consequently, it is available in most national and
international data sources within our countries of interest. Second, despite criticisms
(Schneider, 2013), the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED)
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framework provides (to some extent) a harmonized framework that allows for
comparisons across surveys and international jurisdictions. This is not always true of
the alternatives, such as with parental occupation or composite measures, which are
sometimes recorded in datasets following national-specific categorizations. Third, as
Fig. 1.1 has already demonstrated, there are clear mechanisms by which higher levels
of parental education may cause their offspring to have higher levels of achievement
at school. Fourth, the meaning of parental education is widely understood as a valid
measure of family background among public policymakers and non-specialist
audiences. Finally, it has also been the preferred measure in other cross-national
research into socioeconomic inequalities (e.g., Bradbury, Corak, Waldfogel, &
Washbrook, 2015) meaning that the work presented in this volume is consistent with
much of the wider evidence base.

Yet it is also important that we highlight the potential challenges with parental
education as a measure of socioeconomic position, and the care that readers of this
volume will need to exercise when interpreting the results. As we shall illustrate in
more detail below, the distribution of parental education varies markedly across
countries. Consequently, a different proportion of the population will be classified
as coming from a “disadvantaged” background depending upon the country.
Whether this is a desirable property of a family background measure is open to
debate. The reason for such large differences across countries is likely due, at least
in part, to differences in the prestige of vocational qualifications across nations. For
instance, while some countries have well-established vocational routes leading to
highly regarded educational qualifications (e.g., Germany) other countries do not
(e.g., England and the United States). Hence, despite the usefulness of the ISCED
framework, there nevertheless remain some questions over whether one is truly
comparing like-with-like.

Another important issue with respect to parental education is measurement error.
Many surveys, including the large-scale international assessments, rely upon young
people to provide proxy reports of their mother’s and father’s education level.
However, as Jerrim and Micklewright (2014) illustrate, agreement between parent
and child reports is far from complete. Moreover, cross-national patterns of
socioeconomic inequality can vary in important ways, depending upon whose
reports are used. In a similar manner, missing data can also be a problem, either
because children are unwilling or unable to answer questions about their parents’
education level, or because parents fail to complete the background questionnaire.
Such issues may be particularly relevant for particular sub-groups. For instance, the
educational qualifications of immigrants often do not easily fit into national
reporting frameworks, and may, therefore, be particularly prone to non-response
and miss-report. Each of the above, therefore, has the potential to impact upon the
robustness of the conclusions that we can draw.

To conclude this section, we highlight these issues by illustrating the distribution
of parental education across countries. Children have been grouped in low (ISCED
0–2), average (ISCED 3–5B), and high (ISCED 5A and above) parental education
groups, along with those where this information is missing. Figures are presented
data from the 2015 round of the Trends in International Mathematics and Science
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Study (TIMSS) fourth grade (age 9/10), TIMSS eighth grade (age 13/14), and PISA
(age 15/16) studies. Note that in TIMSS fourth grade, information on parental
education is reported by parents in response to a background questionnaire, while in
TIMSS eighth grade it is reported by participating children acting as proxy
respondents.

A number of gaps appear in the TIMSS results due to countries either not
participating in the study (Germany, Spain, Finland, and the Netherlands for the
eighth-grade sample) or not participating in the home background questionnaire
where information on parental education is reported (England and the United States
in the case of the fourth-grade sample). Moreover, even where countries do par-
ticipate, there continue to be serious problems with respect to missing parental
education data. For instance, more than half of the fourth-grade sample is missing
information on parental education in Australia and the Netherlands, mainly due to
parents not returning the background questionnaire. Likewise, more than a third of
the eighth-grade sample in Australia, Canada, England, and Sweden are missing
parental education data, due to children either skipping this question or reporting
that they “don’t know” their mothers’ and fathers’ education level. Similar issues
emerge with other socioeconomic background information in TIMSS, and in other
international studies such as the Progress in International Reading Literacy Survey
(PIRLS). There are, consequently, major limitations with using international
resources such as TIMSS and PIRLS for studying the educational achievement of
children from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds, due to the serious risks
posed by survey non-response.

In contrast, information on parental education is much more complete in PISA
for most of the countries included in this volume (with the notable exception of
Germany). Yet the distribution of parental education in the PISA study also helps to
illustrate how the proportion falling into each of the different groups varies sig-
nificantly across countries. For instance, whereas more than half of children report
that at least one of their parents hold a degree in Finland, less than a quarter do in
the Netherlands. Likewise, around a quarter of parents in Spain complete only basic
education (ISCED level 0–2), compared to less than 5% of observations falling into
this category in Finland, England, and Canada. Together, this helps to reiterate the
point that, despite our use of comparable data and an internationally harmonized
measure of educational qualifications, the size and composition of low parental-
education groups across countries varies quite substantially.

1.3 Parent–Child Education Links in TIMSS and PISA

Despite the important caveats with the parental education measures in the
large-scale international assessments documented above, it is nevertheless impor-
tant to consider what they can tell us about the educational achievement of
socioeconomically disadvantaged school children, and how this has changed over
time. Table 1.2, therefore, illustrates the average mathematics scores of low
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education pupils according to the TIMSS/PISA 2015 studies (upper panel), and the
size of the achievement gap relative to the high parental education group (lower
panel). Lighter (darker) shading refers to “better” (“worse”) performance relative to
other countries at a given age. Note that, when reading this table, comparisons
should only be made between countries at a single age, as it is not possible to
directly compare scores between the various PISA and TIMSS studies. In other
words, direct comparisons can be made when reading Table 1.2 vertically, but not
when reading across horizontally.

Starting with the top panel, Germany stands out as a country where the low
parental education group performs relatively well compared to the other countries.
However, readers should interpret this finding in light of Table 1.1, and the fact that
this group is larger (and hence likely to be somewhat less selective) than elsewhere.
Sweden, on the other hand, is a country where children with low educated parents
have comparatively poor mathematics skills. This is particularly true at age 15/16,
based upon the PISA data, where both Sweden and the United States have lower
levels of mathematics achievement than other countries. Otherwise, relatively few
consistent patterns emerge, with the magnitude of most cross-national differences
being relatively small. For instance, at age 9/10, Australia, Spain, Finland, and Italy
are separated by just 10 TIMSS test points—roughly equivalent to an effect size of
0.1 standard deviations or less. The same holds true for Australia, Canada, Spain,
Italy, and the Netherlands at age 15/16 with respect to the low parental education
group’s PISA scores. Our overall interpretation of the upper panel of Table 1.2 is
that, on the whole, cross-national differences in the average mathematics skills of
socioeconomically disadvantaged children are relatively small (at least with respect
to the 10 countries included within this volume).

Table 1.1 The distribution of parental education across countries

TIMSS 2015

Age 9/10 Age 13/14

Low
(%)

Medium
(%)

High
(%)

Missing
(%)

Low
(%)

Medium
(%)

High
(%)

Missing
(%)

Australia 2 19 23 56 5 31 25 40

Canada 1 35 41 22 2 32 31 36

Germany 22 25 14 39 – – – –

Spain 19 38 25 18 – – – –

Finland 2 45 47 6 – – – –

England – – – – 5 20 23 52

Italy 20 54 16 10 21 49 16 14

Netherlands 0 11 13 75 – – – –

Sweden 4 36 40 21 4 26 31 40

USA – – – – 7 31 41 21

(continued)
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The lower panel of Table 1.2 turns to the gap in achievement between the “low”
(ISCED level 0–2) and “high” (ISCED 5A/6) parental education groups. Similar
findings emerge with respect to Germany and Sweden; the achievement gap tends
to be comparatively small in the former and large in the latter (with the exception of
the TIMSS results at age 13/14). There are also perhaps some surprising findings;
achievement gaps in Finland do not stand out as particularly small, and are actually
larger than in some of the other comparator countries. Likewise, across all three
surveys, the magnitude of the mathematics achievement gap in Italy does not stand
out as being particularly large (though, as Table 1.1 has already illustrated, Italy
also has a greater proportion of children within the low parental education category
than elsewhere). The other notable result is that socioeconomic inequality is quite
pronounced in Australia relative to the other countries according to results from the
two TIMSS studies, but this is not the case in PISA. Overall, the lower panel of
Table 1.2 does provide some evidence that social inequality in educational
achievement does to some extent vary across our 10 countries of interest.

To conclude this section, we consider how the mathematics skills of children
from low parental education backgrounds have changed over time. As the survey
with the most complete data in terms of both country coverage and available
information on parental education, we have based this analysis upon PISA data
alone. These results can be found in Table 1.3, with the top panel referring to
average mathematics scores of the low parental education group, and the lower panel
the gap in achievement between children from low and high parental education
backgrounds. Note that the shading should now read across the table horizontally
(i.e., it aids with comparisons made within each country over time), with darker cells
indicating “worse” performance (lower average scores and larger achievement gaps).

Table 1.1 (continued)

PISA 2015

Age 15/16

Low (%) Medium (%) High (%) Missing (%)

Australia 7 42 46 4

Canada 2 39 55 3

Germany 18 36 28 17

Spain 24 36 38 2

Finland 2 37 59 2

England 3 49 38 9

Italy 19 47 32 2

Netherlands 6 69 23 2

Sweden 5 39 52 4

USA 10 42 45 2

Notes Low refers to the highest parental education of ISCED level 0–2, medium ISCED level 3–
5B and high to ISCED level 5A and above. Figures are row percentages
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In terms of average scores, there has been some striking declines over the
12-year period considered. These have most notably occurred in the Netherlands,
Finland, Canada, Sweden, and Australia, where there has been at least a 30 PISA
test point drop between 2003 and 2015. (Note however that, for the Netherlands,
response rates also tended to be lower in earlier waves of PISA, which could be
having an impact upon the trends in this particular country.) In other nations, such
as England, Spain, and the United States, the performance of this group has
remained stagnant, with no obvious sign of progress having been made. Indeed, it is
only really Germany where mathematics skills of the low parental education group
has improved substantially over the last decade, with average scores in 2012/2015

Table 1.2 The mathematics achievement of children from low parental education backgrounds

Mean scores 

  Age 9/10 Age 13/14 Age 15/16 
Australia 478 454 455
Canada 464 491 459
Germany 509 - 479
Spain 473 - 455
Finland 480 - 437
England - 487 440
Italy 480 462 454
Netherlands - - 459
Sweden 460 470 420
USA - 490 420
Gap between low and high parental education groups 

  Age 9/10 Age 13/14 Age 15/16 
Australia 86 88 68
Canada 72 68 72
Germany 52 - 58
Spain 64 - 57
Finland 74 - 89
England - 81 76
Italy 59 63 55
Netherlands - - 79
Sweden 85 55 92
USA - 55 74

Notes Estimates based upon children with available parental education data only. Age 9/10 based
upon TIMSS 4th grade, age 13/14 TIMSS 8th grade, and age 15/16 PISA. The Netherlands has
been excluded from age 9/10 estimates due to the small sample size of the low parental education
group. Shading is within age-group (i.e., should be read vertically), with darker shading indicating
“worse” outcomes (lower average scores and larger gaps) relative to the other countries
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around 40 points higher than in 2003/2006/2009 (this is roughly equivalent to a
year of additional schooling; see Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2010, p. 167). Nevertheless, across the 10 countries considered, this
seems to be the exception rather than the rule; rather than improving the mathe-
matics skills of low socioeconomic status pupils over time, several of our 10
countries of interest are either showing no signs of progress or have gone into
reverse.

Turning to the lower panel of Table 1.3, the gap in mathematics achievement
between the high and low parental education groups seems to have increased in
some countries, but fallen in others. Prominent examples where there has been a
narrowing of achievement gaps include the United States, Germany, and (to some
extent) Italy. Indeed, Germany has moved from having among the largest difference
in children’s mathematics achievement between the high and low parental educa-
tion groups to among the smallest, at least out of the 10 countries considered.
Sweden, the Netherlands, and Finland have, in contrast, moved in the other

Table 1.3 How is the relationship between parent and child education changing over time?
Evidence from PISA mathematics

Mean scores of the low parental education group 

  2003 2006 2009 2012 2015 Average 
Netherlands 515 490 476 478 459 484 
Finland 512 517 480 466 437 482 
Canada 492 485 472 458 459 473 
Australia 497 487 460 461 455 472 
Germany 440 446 443 481 479 458 
Spain 462 456 455 450 455 456 
England - 448 447 450 440 446 
Italy 429 433 454 450 454 444 
Sweden 461 462 426 429 420 440 
USA 424 412 437 441 420 427 

Gap between low and high parental education groups 
  2003 2006 2009 2012 2015 Average 
Italy 71 60 53 55 55 59 
Spain 58 58 60 69 57 60 
Finland 53 50 73 68 89 67 
Netherlands 52 59 90 66 79 69 
Canada 64 61 74 80 72 70 
Australia 59 63 89 79 68 72 
Sweden 63 51 88 65 92 72 
England - 79 71 79 76 76 
USA 93 97 83 69 74 83 
Germany 120 90 115 75 58 92 

Notes Figures refer to PISA mathematics points. Average is the average between 2003 and 2015.
Shading is within-country (i.e., should be read across horizontally), with darker shading indicating
“worse” outcomes (lower average scores and larger gaps) relative to the other PISA rounds
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direction. Whereas the relationship between parental education and PISA mathe-
matics scores was relatively weak in these nations in 2003, it has become much
stronger by 2015. Again, the situation in some of the other countries has remained
largely unchanged (e.g., England, Spain) or with no clear pattern to the results (e.g.,
Australia). Nevertheless, the recent experience of Germany and Italy does suggest it
is possible to raise disadvantaged children’s academic achievement and to narrow
socioeconomic gaps in young people’s skills. It is unfortunate, however, that
several Western countries actually seem to be moving in the opposite direction.

1.4 The Structure and Contents of This Volume

The analysis presented in the previous section has highlighted that, although the
major international large-scale assessments such as PISA, PIRLS, and TIMSS have
some advantages, they also have important limitations with respect to improving
our knowledge of educational achievement among low socioeconomic status
pupils. Several key issues stand out. First, there are significant issues with either
missing parental education data, or potential measurement error due to children
acting as proxy respondents for their parents, as previously discussed. Second, even
in countries where data are available, the youngest pupils within international
surveys are age 9/10, and almost at the end of their primary school education. Yet a
wide body of evidence documents how large socioeconomic gaps emerge very
early in life (Cunha, Heckman, Lochner, & Masterov, 2006), and can be observed
as young as age 3 (Jerrim & Vignoles, 2013). Therefore, in many ways, the
international surveys only start collecting data after the point when much of the
damage has already been done. Third, relatedly, none of the international studies
follow the same group of children over time. Consequently, although they may be
able to provide a single snapshot of young people’s skills, they are unable to
provide any information with regards to socioeconomic differences in develop-
mental trajectories. Finally, as cross-sectional data, such studies can generally
provide basic correlational evidence only. They are unable to reveal the wide set of
factors likely to determine the poor educational outcomes of disadvantaged chil-
dren, or provide much in the way of meaningful advice to education policymakers.

It is these limitations which have helped motivate the need for this volume.
Rather than relying upon data from large-scale international assessments, this
volume takes a somewhat different approach. Research teams from across 10
industrialized countries have been brought together to provide a series of case
studies investigating socioeconomic inequalities in educational achievement from
across a wide array of national contexts. This includes a diverse set of nations,
ranging from those whose performance and equality according to PISA have been
widely lauded (e.g., Canada, Finland) through to those whose international
large-scale assessment scores are comparatively low, particularly among low par-
ental education groups (e.g., Sweden, Italy). Although each chapter follows a
similar structure, and utilizes parental education as the preferred measure of
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socioeconomic status (where possible), authors have also been free to exploit the
full richness of the data and evidence available within their country, and have been
encouraged to draw upon their detailed knowledge of their education system and
subject expertise. This volume, therefore, seeks to provide readers with the latest
empirical and policy evidence regarding how to improve educational achievement
of young people from disadvantaged backgrounds, drawn from across the
western world.

The volume is divided into three sections. Part I, including this introductory
chapter, provides an overview of the topic of socioeconomic inequality and student
outcomes, including methodological challenges associated with cross-cultural
research on this issue. Particular attention has been devoted to explaining the
strengths and limitations of PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS for this purpose, including an
investigation of what these resources tell us about the academic skills of young
people from low socioeconomic backgrounds. The following chapter will consider
some of the international trends related to the association between education
policies and disadvantaged student populations.

Part II provides national profiles from scholars in nine countries (England,
Germany, Italy, Spain, Netherlands, Sweden, Finland, Canada, and Australia).
These countries have been selected because they represent Western industrialized
nations that possess a range of datasets, many of which overcome some of the
significant limitations with international achievement studies. These countries also
vary widely in terms of their academic achievement results, education systems, and
successes at addressing achievement gaps for socioeconomically disadvantaged
student populations.

In order to promote a coherent approach and for the sake of comparability, each
of the national profiles will be organized around four sections. An introductory
section will provide a brief overview of the structure of compulsory school systems
within a given country. The reader will gain an understanding of the general
organizational and institutional features of the compulsory school system. This
section also explains governance and administrative processes utilized to develop
and refine education policies. The second section will describe the relative pro-
portion of students who come from lower SES backgrounds within the national
context. Although parental education will be the preferred measure (where possi-
ble), authors have been left to decide the most appropriate definition of the “low
socioeconomic status” group using this variable within their own national context.
Authors then outline the defining features associated with the disadvantaged student
population, with particular attention given to explaining associated characteristics
and mediating variables (i.e., gender, ethnicity, migrant status, single-parent
households, and regional differences). Section 3 of the national profiles then
describes the educational outcomes and choices of low SES children. These may
include grades, grade repetition, graduation/dropout rates, aspirations, and stan-
dardized achievement scores, depending on the availability of data and relevance
for the country context. Authors will also discuss the existing limitations of the
available data and evidence within their particular national context. The final sec-
tion of the national profiles then offers an analysis of the formulation,
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implementation, and effectiveness of education policies that are relevant for chil-
dren with socioeconomic disadvantages.

Authors will also provide an explanation of the evolution of education policies
as well as any refinements made to key institutional features (i.e., tracking provi-
sions). Consequently, chapters will discuss the inherent linkages between children’s
background, educational outcomes, institutional features, and policy developments
within an overarching cultural, social, and political context. On the basis of this
discussion, the readers will have a clear indication of what kind of policies work the
best, and what should be the way forward for the country with regards to improving
educational outcomes and closing the achievement gaps of lower SES student
populations.

Note that the aim of these profiles is not for results from individual countries to
be directly compared. Rather, we hope that they help to facilitate thought, dis-
cussion, and debate among readers, and lead policymakers to consider whether
what has “worked” in other education systems might usefully be applied in other
national contexts.

The final part of this volume (Part III, the conclusion) then synthesizes findings
from the national profiles about the role of institutional features, education policies,
and societal-level forces that influence educational inequities. The conclusion also
proposes future areas of inquiry stemming from the national profiles.
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The Impact of Education Policies
on Socioeconomic Inequality in Student
Achievement: A Review of Comparative
Studies
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Abstract This chapter reviews international comparative studies on the determi-
nants of socioeconomic inequality in student performance. We were interested in
studies of explanatory variables that are amenable to educational policy interven-
tions. To identify such publications, we developed a comprehensive search strategy
and conducted an electronic search based on six databases. We also manually
searched two existing hand-picked reviews. After duplicates were removed, the
search resulted in 814 references, of which a total of 35 studies met the eligibility
criteria. The included studies investigated diverse topics such as learning envi-
ronments inside and outside of school, educational expenditure, teacher education,
autonomy, accountability, differentiation, and competition from private schools.
Most studies are descriptive in nature and their findings are sometimes ambiguous.
Despite these limitations, we tentatively conclude that the opportunity of choice
reinforces inequality. Measures that target social selection can be effective.
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2.1 Introduction

In virtually all countries, the socioeconomic status (SES) of students is correlated
with their performance in standardized achievement tests. International large-scale
assessments have become established as a unique resource to study such inequal-
ities because they provide internationally comparable indicators to compare the
degree of SES inequality in different countries. Even though it is inherently difficult
to find internationally comparable measures of SES and achievement (see Chap. 1),
there are at least three methodological advantages of such a comparative approach.
First, many institutional features do not vary within a single country (e.g., the
existence of national examinations) and as such, comparative studies are the only
approach to observe variation in these features. Furthermore, even if determinants
of inequality vary within a single country, the variations in the pooled international
data from several countries are frequently much larger than those within a single
county (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2011). Second, it is possible to replicate analyses
to test the generalizability of research findings in different countries. Third, while
within-country SES inequality may be in part due to genetics, cross-national
inequalities are more likely to be due to differences in the learning environments.
We restrict the present review to comparative studies that employ data from at least
two countries. In addition to this cross-national perspective, the following chapters
will complement the comparative perspective with in-depth descriptions of the
situations in different countries.

Several studies have investigated determinants of academic success for all stu-
dents, regardless of student SES, but few studies have focused on SES inequality as
the issue of interest. Such studies on effect heterogeneity are precisely the research
we are interested in. Common approaches to test for effect heterogeneity are
(a) interaction effects between the main explanatory variable and SES, (b) two-step
approaches where the computation of an SES inequality measure and modeling
variation in this measure are two separate steps, and (c) replicating analyses for
different SES groups. It seems also worth mentioning that studies focusing exclu-
sively on the academic success of low SES students are outside the scope of this
review because by design such studies permit no inferences about effect hetero-
geneity. Furthermore, we excluded studies that investigate whether the effect of
SES on achievement changes after controlling for some other explanatory variables:
changes in effects can be due to an association between the explanatory variable and
SES (suggesting inequality in the access to educational opportunity), but they do
not directly generate information about effect heterogeneity.

Our objective is to review the international comparative evidence on the deter-
minants of SES inequality in achievement.We are interested in studies of explanatory
variables that are amendable by educational policy interventions, but not in factors
such as gender, geographical space (e.g., urban, rural), or economic development.
Further, we do not consider motivational variables (e.g., interest, emotion) as deter-
minants of SES achievement inequality because we think that they are essentially
alternative educational outcomes. Therefore, SES inequality inmotivational variables

18 R. Strietholt et al.



is beyond the scope of this review. Studies that do not report the effect of single
determinants of SES inequality but only the overall effect of several determinants will
not be included (e.g., Heyneman & Loxley, 1983, and studies that replicated this
study). To evaluate the quality of the existing body of evidence, we review the source
studies and how SES inequality was measured in previous research.

2.2 Methods

2.2.1 Selection Criteria

We include studies that meet the following five criteria to synthesize the existing
evidence determinants of socioeconomic inequality:

(1) Apply an indicator of SES inequality based on measures of SES and
achievement.

(2) Apply a measure of a determinant of SES inequality.
(3) Report quantitative data on the relationship between (1) and (2) in sufficient

detail.
(4) Include in its sample primary or secondary school students from two or more

countries.
(5) Be published in a professional journal in English.

2.2.2 Keywords and Data Collection

The electronic search was conducted using EconLit, ERIC, PsychINFO, Scopus,
SocINDEX, and Web of Science. We combined three sets of search terms for SES,
achievement, and international study to search for references.1 The search was limited

1The following search function for Web of Science: TS = (“socioeconomic status” OR “socio-
economic status” OR “social class” OR “social status” OR “income or disadvantaged or pov-
erty” OR “socioeconomic background” OR “socio-economic background” OR “social back-
ground” OR “social inequality” OR “socioeconomic inequality” OR “socio-economic
inequality”) AND TS = (achievement OR literacy OR performance) AND TS = (“international
studies” OR “comparative analysis” OR “comparative education” OR “international assess-
ment” OR cived OR fims OR firs OR fiss OR iccs OR icils OR pirls OR pisa OR sims OR sirs OR
siss OR timss OR “civic education study” OR “first international mathematics study” OR “first
international reading study” OR “first international science study” OR “international civic and
citizenship education study” OR “international computer and information literacy study” OR
“pilot twelve-country study” OR “programme for international student assessment” OR “pro-
gress in international reading literacy study” OR “reading literacy study” OR “second inter-
national mathematics study” OR “second international reading study” OR “second international
science study” OR “six subject survey” OR “third international mathematics and science study”
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to journal articles published in English. After the removal of duplicates, the search
resulted in 814 references. A second targeted search was conducted in two
hand-picked reviews that are related to the topic of this paper resulting in six further
publications (Hanushek &Woessmann, 2011; Van de Werfhorst & Mijs, 2010). In a
final step, papers that were known by the authors were added.We conducted an initial
screening of the title and abstract for all references and a full-text screening of the
relevant references that passed the initial screening. A total of 35 studies met all
eligibility criteria and their findings will be summarized in the next section. Most
studies have focused on only one topic of investigation (n = 24) but a subset of studies
has investigated two to five determinants (n = 11) of SES inequality. We used all
available information on different topics of investigation in the present review.

2.3 Results

2.3.1 Source Studies

Several international large-scale assessments have been conducted since the late
1960s, but data from only a few of them have been used in the publications
included in this review (for more information on this research see, e.g., Meyer,
Strietholt, & Epstein, 2018; Strietholt, Gustafsson, Rosén, & Bos, 2014). Most
studies in this review employed data from the Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA, n = 19), followed by the Trends in International Mathematics
and Science Study (TIMSS, n = 9), the Progress in International Reading Literacy
Study (PIRLS, n = 6), the Second International Mathematics Study (SIMS, n = 2),
and the International Civic and Citizenship Education Study (ICCS, n = 1). Several
references combined data from different cycles of the same study (n = 5) or dif-
ferent studies (n = 3). PIRLS tests primary school students, while PISA, SIMS, and
ICCS focus on secondary school, and TIMSS includes both primary and secondary
school samples. Most included references are concerned with SES inequality in
secondary schools (n = 29), a few aimed to explain inequality at the end of primary
school (n = 5), and only one study aimed to explain inequalities in primary as well
as secondary school (n = 1). The observation that most studies are based on data
from PISA, TIMSS, PIRLS, and SIMS implies that most comparative research is on
SES inequality in mathematics, reading, and science performance.

The scope of the studies varies from three to 65 countries. In eight, data from less
than 10 countries were used, in another eight, data from 10 to 25 countries, and 19
studies used data from more than 25 countries. Some of the studies limited their

OR “trends international mathematics and science study” OR “written composition study”) along
with the limiters LANGUAGE: (English) and DOCUMENT TYPES: (Article). The search function
and limiters were adapted to used for the other databases. EBSCOhsost were used to search
EconLit, ERIC, PsychINFO, and SocINDEX. The electronic search was conducted on February 2,
2018.
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analytical samples to a homogeneous set of countries like European, East Asian, or
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) members.
One-quarter of the studies replicated analyses for different countries and
three-quarters exploited variation in the pooled data. Two studieswere published prior
to 2001, eight studies between 2001 and 2010, and 29 studies from 2011 onwards.

2.3.2 Measures of Socioeconomic Inequality

In studies of children and adolescents, SES has long been conceptualized as a
tripartite construct, incorporating measures of parental education, parental occu-
pation, and parental income (Duncan, Featherman, & Duncan, 1972; Gottfried,
1985; Hauser, 1994; Mueller & Parcel, 1981; White, 1982). Further to these three
traditional indicators, Sirin (2005) provides grounds for the inclusion of a fourth
measure of socioeconomic status, home possessions.

The studies included in this review utilized a variety of items across three of the
four domains of SES (parental income is frequently excluded due to the difficulty
collecting data on this item) drawn from student, parental, and school questionnaires
in their measures of SES, the creation of index variables approximating SES being a
common data-handling technique. There are three broad trends in the measures of
SES commonly seen in the analysis of international assessment data: the use of
pre-calculated indices of SES, particularly the PISA index of economic, social, and
cultural status (ESCS), which appears in 10 of the 35 studies included in this
analysis; the use of one or more individual survey items, for example, the number of
books in the home (23% of studies) or parental education (one-third of studies); or
the computation of study-specific indices of SES (Bodovski, Byun, Chykina, &
Chung, 2017; Caro and Lenkeit 2012; Chiu, 2015; Witschge & van de Werfhorst,
2015) or educational capital (Chudgar, Luschei, & Zhou, 2013; Luschei & Chudgar,
2011). SES measures are most commonly deployed in regression, however a notable
subset of studies utilized SES as a grouping or stratification variable for replicating
models across different groups (e.g., Akiba, LeTendre, & Scribner, 2007; Chiu,
2015; Falck, Mang, & Woessmann, 2018; Lavrijsen & Nicaise, 2015; Lavy, 2015).

2.4 Determinants of Socioeconomic Inequality in Student
Achievement

2.4.1 Learning Environments Outside School

Children acquire skills and competences not only in school but also in their families
and in preschool. A possible explanation for why the effect of parent–child com-
munication may vary by socioeconomic background is that low SES parents
arguably have more limited resources and skills to promote children’s academic
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achievement. For this reason, parental involvement specifically may not have the
same benefits for students from different SES families. With respect to preschool,
children who grow up in less intellectually stimulating home environments may
benefit more from spending time in preschool than privileged children who grow up
in intellectually stimulating environments. The existing comparative research by
and large supports the idea that learning environments before and outside com-
pulsory schooling may reduce educational inequality if certain conditions are met.

2.4.2 Home Learning Environments

Park (2008) conducted separate regression analyses to investigate the interaction
effect between SES and parent–child communication (discussing books, films, or
school, and just talking) on achievement in 14 countries using PISA 2000 data.
Some effects were positive, others negative, and most are nonsignificant. A striking
result, however, is that the interaction effects were negative in all countries with a
standardized school system (e.g., national curricula, textbooks, and exams) but
positive in nonstandardized systems. Keeping the lack of statistical significance in
mind, this finding suggests that efforts to increase parent–child communication could
decrease the SES achievement gap because the payoff is greater for lower SES
students in countries with standardized school systems. Park argues that low SES
parents have greater access to the necessary knowledge about schooling in more
standardized systems. In contrast, in countries with no such national standards,
efforts to increase parent–child communication may actually widen the SES
gap. Caro and Lenkeit (2012) replicated analyses of the interaction effect between
parent–child communication and SES on achievement. They used PIRLS 2006 data,
featuring a primary school sample, from five economically diverse countries and the
main explanatory variable was the frequency with which parents talked to children
about things they have done. Again, the interactions were small and nonsignificant.

To study the effect of shared book reading before the start of compulsory
schooling on reading achievement end of primary school Araújo and Costa (2015)
used PIRLS 2011 data from 22 European countries. Parents were asked how often
someone in the household read to their children before the beginning of compulsory
education on a three-point scale (“often”, “sometimes”, “never or almost never”).
Separate comparisons were made for children from low and highly educated par-
ents. They show that early book reading was positively associated with higher
achievement in both groups, but the associations were stronger for disadvantaged
children in most countries. This finding suggests that increasing book reading to
young children may prevent later SES inequality. It is important to note, however,
that today most parents read books to their children. The only exceptions were
Bulgaria, Romania, and Wallonia (a region within Belgium) where 25–50% of the
low-educated parents did not “often” read to their children.

Preschool children who grow up in less intellectually stimulating home envi-
ronments may benefit more from spending time in preschool than privileged
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children who grow up in intellectually stimulating environments. To test this
hypothesis, Cebolla-Boado, Radl, and Salazar (2016) employed the pooled PIRLS
2011 data from 28 developed countries. They regressed achievement on the time
children spend in preschool, SES, and their interaction. The results reveal a positive
main effect but a negative interaction effect. This finding suggests that preschool
benefits are lower for children from more highly educated parents, and as such
preschool reduces social inequality in educational achievement.

While participation in preschool is not compulsory in most countries, family
background characteristics and preschool participation correlate (Hogrebe &
Strietholt, 2016). For this reason, Schütz, Ursprung, and Woessmann (2008)
hypothesized that the equalizing effect of preschool does not come into effect unless a
large share of children are enrolled in preschool. To test this, they analyzed the pooled
grade 8 TIMSS data from 57 countries. The results suggest an inverted U-shaped
relationship between the preschool enrollment rate and the SES achievement gap. The
authors argued that as long as few pupils attend preschools, these are probably stu-
dents from privileged backgrounds; only when a substantial share of students are
enrolled does the preschool system reach disadvantaged students and have an
equalizing effect. Furthermore, preschool duration was negatively related to the
achievement gap, which supports the idea that particularly disadvantaged children
benefit from stimulating preschool environments. Schlicht, Stadelmann-Steffen, and
Freitag (2010) provide further evidence for the idea that large preschool enrollment
rates are associated with lower SES gaps. They find that the effect of parental edu-
cation on student achievement is smaller in countries where more than 75% of the
children in the relevant age groupwere enrolled in preschool, using PISAdata from 25
European countries. In contrast, Burger (2016) did not find a significant association
between the percentage of pupils who had attended pre-primary education (ISCED 0)
and the SES gap within countries using a sample of 31 European countries that
participated in PISA 2012. Burger, however, did not model a nonlinear relationship
between preschool enrollment rates and SES inequality and his results analyses may
simply be driven by selection effect in countries with low enrollment rates.

2.4.3 School Learning Environments

Several studies have searched for features of school learning environments that can
reduce SES inequality. We grouped this research into different areas that concern
quantity, quality, and emotional features of instruction and schooling as well as the
social composition of the learning group.

2.4.4 Time for Learning

Some studies have related the amount of instructional time to student achievement
following the sensible premise that learning something is a function of the time
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allocated to learn it. Again, disadvantaged children may benefit more from addi-
tional instructional time than privileged children who receive intellectually stimu-
lating environments anyway (e.g., private tutoring). In a recent study, Lavy (2015)
proposed an interesting approach to identify the effect of instructional time that can
take possible selection bias into account when analyzing pooled cross-sectional
PISA 2006 data from 58 countries. The study used information on instructional
time and performance which was available for mathematics, reading, and science,
and exploited the within-student between-subject variation in dependent and
independent variables to minimize the endogeneity bias. The analyses were repli-
cated for students from low and highly educated parents, and suggest that there is
some heterogeneity in the effect of instructional time. The effects were higher for
students from low-educated parents, implying that an increase in instructional time
reduces SES inequality in achievement. Burger (2016) and Schlicht et al. (2010)
confirmed this finding that additional time at school reduces the effect of parental
education on student achievement. They studied the cross-sectional association
between annual instruction time (across all subjects) and the SES achievement gaps
using PISA 2012 data from 31 European countries and PISA 2006 data from 25
European countries, respectively. Both studies revealed a negative association
between the amount of time that children spent at school during a school year and
the SES gap in achievement.

Sandoval-Hernández and Białowolski (2016) studied whether time spent on
homework predicts academic resilience—that is, high performance despite low
SES. They conducted separate analyses for five high-performing Asian countries
using TIMSS 2011 grade 8 data. The authors observed that the time spent on
homework was positively associated with high-performing low SES students but
not for high SES students in Singapore. Although this finding suggests that
homework may be able to reduce SES inequality, it seems important to bear in mind
that differential effects were observed in only one of the five countries.

2.4.5 Content Coverage

Another important dimension of opportunity is the exposure to learning contents.
Two studies have investigated the interaction between content coverage and SES.
Schmidt, Burroughs, Zoido, and Houang (2015) used the degree to which students
were exposed to formal mathematics (e.g., cosine, exponential functions) as the
main explanatory variable. Student achievement was regressed on student- and
school-level measures of content coverage and SES. Individual-level measures of
content coverage and SES were simply aggregated by school to arrive at the
school-level measures. To test for differential effects, interactions between content
coverage and SES were modeled on both levels. Using PISA data from 33 OECD
countries, the study reveals positive interaction effects between content coverage
and Opportunity to Learn (OTL) on student and school levels. Santibañez and
Fagioli (2016) replicated the finding that the interaction between SES and content
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coverage predicts performance for a more diverse set of 50 countries using data
from the same source study. The results from both studies suggest that content
coverage is less effective for disadvantaged students, as well as for schools with a
disadvantaged student body. Possible explanations for these unexpected findings
are the cross-sectional design and methodological issues in the content coverage
measures. In contrast to other studies, PISA does not use teacher but rather student
data to measure content coverage and there are methodological issues in the
wording of response scales (Scheerens, 2017; Yang Hansen & Strietholt 2018).

2.4.6 School Culture

Several scholars have emphasized that school culture is a determinant of student
learning. Factors such as disciplinary climate, school emphasis on academic suc-
cess, and a good relationship between students and teachers hinder or amplify
student learning. It may be hypothesized that school culture is particularly impor-
tant for disadvantaged students because they receive less parental support and grow
up in a more unstable environment outside school. The existing comparative
research, however, does not provide much—and sometimes counterintuitive—ev-
idence for the assumption that a learning-oriented school culture can close the gap
between low and high SES students. Sandoval-Hernández and Białowolski (2016)
aimed to identify factors that support academic resilience. Using TIMSS 2011 grade
8 data from five high-performing Asian countries, four school climate variables
were studied (emphasis on academic success, bullying, reinforcement by teachers,
discipline). The main objective was to identify educational factors that are more
effective for low SES students than for high SES students. The study provides no
evidence for a heterogeneity in the effects of the four school climate variables in any
of the four countries. Huang and Sebastian (2015) used PISA 2012 data to inves-
tigate a similar set of variables and, by and large, confirmed the previous neutral
findings. They investigated variation in the within-school achievement gaps based
on SES in 61 countries using PISA 2012 data. Since the SES gap varied statistically
significantly in only 16 countries, all further analyses were replicated to this smaller
subset of countries. Only two variables showed a somehow consistent relation with
SES inequality: first, a positive student–teacher relationship—that is, students felt
that their teachers got along with them, listened to them, and were fair, and could be
approached if they needed help—was statistically significantly associated with
lower within-school SES gaps in three countries and in most other countries the
association was negative as well; and second, in five of the 16 countries, school
discipline was significantly associated with higher SES inequality. It is, however,
difficult to interpret that the achievement gaps were small in schools with prob-
lematic disciplinary climate (i.e., noise, disorder).
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2.4.7 School Mix

Social segregation in the school system and measures of desegregation have been
discussed for several decades. For example, transporting students by bus to schools
in other districts to reduce prior racial segregation of schools (busing), ability
tracking, and zoning-based school admission policies aim to influence school
choice and social segregation. Several studies have used school-level SES as a
predictor of performance levels but only few have related it to SES inequality in
achievement. Specifically, we identified only two cross-national studies that have
investigated the possibility that disadvantaged children gain more from their peers
than do more advantaged children. These studies have proposed different measures
of school mix. Research provides hardly any evidence that school mix is especially
important for disadvantaged children.

Using PIRLS 2001 data from Germany, France, Iceland, the Netherlands,
Norway, and Sweden, Ammermueller and Pischke (2009) studied the differential
effects of the class mean SES on performance by SES groups. For this purpose, they
regressed the achievement scores on the student-level measure number of books,
the mean number of books in each classroom (social composition), and the inter-
action of the two variables. The data included data from more than one class per
school and the authors added school fixed effects to control for unobserved con-
founding variables on school level. The analyses show that high SES classes per-
form better than low SES schools. The main finding, however, is that the interaction
of student and class SES is nonsignificant in all six countries.

Chudgar et al. (2013) conceptualized school mix differently. First, they con-
structed a student-level SES indicator based on several possession variables (e.g.,
books, computer). Second, students in the bottom quartile of the national SES
distribution were defined as low SES students. Third, the authors computed the
absolute distance (i.e., ignoring the positive or negative sign) between the average
classroom SES of all children in the classroom and the SES value of each student.
The basic motivation behind this measure is that students who are closer to the
average SES of their classmates may experience a less mixed environment compared
to students who are further away from the average SES of their classmates. The final
analytical model is regression of achievement on the dummy for low SES students,
the distance measure, and their interaction. The model also contains school fixed
effects. TIMSS 2007 grade 8 data were used to replicate the analyses in 15 countries.
The main result is a positive main effect of the distance measure but a negative
interaction in virtually all countries. This finding indicates that studying in diverse
classrooms is beneficial for privileged students but not for low SES students.

2.4.8 Differentiation

Differentiation (or stratification) is one of the most contentious institutional features
of educational systems. While some countries stream children into different ability
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schools after primary school, others keep their secondary school system compre-
hensive. A frequent argument against differentiation is that educational transitions
depend mainly not on ability but on SES (parental assumptions and tastes). There is
compelling evidence that early tracking increases SES achievement inequality. In
contrast to the research on external (between-school) differentiation, only one study
investigated the effect of internal (within-school course-by-course) differentiation,
finding mostly no effect on SES inequality.

The most often used indicator of differentiation is the age of first selection in the
education system. This indicator is also referred to as early tracking. The most
reliable evidence comes from studies that compare SES achievement gaps in pri-
mary and secondary school in tracked and untracked educational systems; as such, a
design has similar methodological advantages to other longitudinal designs.
Dupriez and Dumay (2006) combined primary and secondary school data for 15
European countries that participated in both PIRLS 2001 and PISA 2000. To
quantify the degree of differentiation, the age of first tracking was used. In the same
vein, (Lavrijsen & Nicaise, 2015) combined PIRLS 2006 and PIRLS 2012 data
from 33 countries. Both studies reveal a negative effect of the age of tracking SES
gaps, which suggests that tracking increases SES gaps.

Some studies compare SES inequality in secondary school in tracked and
untracked educational systems without controlling for initial levels of inequality.
Even though studies with such a design arguably permit less strong claims, their
results on the effects of early tracking are consistent with studies that exploit
longitudinal variation in SES gaps. Higher SES gaps were found in early tracking
countries using data from various cycles of TIMSS (Schütz et al., 2008) and PISA
(Brunello & Checchi, 2007; Horn, 2009; Le Donné, 2014; Schlicht et al., 2010).
The results are less conclusive for alternative indicators of differentiation, namely,
the number of tracks (school types) for the 15-year-olds, the share of upper sec-
ondary students who are enrolled in vocational programs, and course-by-course
tracking within schools (Horn, 2009; Huang & Sebastian, 2015; Le Donné, 2014).
These findings may suggest that it is not differentiation per se but rather
between-school tracking at a very early age that exacerbates SES inequalities.

2.4.9 Accountability

Accountability concerns measures to hold educational actors accountable for their
performance. There are mixed assumptions about how accountability affects SES
inequality. Central examinations, for example, may decrease achievement gaps
because they establish transparent criteria for performance and such information
may be particularly useful for low educated parents who have more limited
information about the educational system and the performance of their children.
Critics of accountability systems, on the other hand, are concerned that teachers and
schools may try to remove poor-performing disadvantaged children to improve
their results. The evidence from comparative studies is inconclusive for various
accountability measures.
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To investigate effects of the existence of curriculum-based external exit exam-
ination systems that are compulsory for all students, Woessmann (2005) used a
large sample of 54 countries that participated in TIMSS 1995 or 1999 (grade 8) and
a more homogeneous sample of 31 OECD countries. Central exams were associated
with smaller gaps between children from educated and uneducated parents for
TIMSS but with larger gaps for PISA data. For the number of books SES indicator,
the effects were mostly neutral. Horn (2009) and Han (2018) replicated the analyses
for OECD countries using data from the more recent PISA 2009 and 2012 cycles.
They observed no association between the existence of national exams and SES
(measured by the ESCS index) achievement gaps.

The mere existence of exams may not be effective unless there are actual con-
sequences for educational actors. Horn (2009) used a broad index to measure
whether achievement data is communicated to various actors (parents, local com-
munity, higher level) and used by parents to choose schools, or by authorities to
reward or sanction schools. This index was measured on the country level. The
analyses of PISA 2009 data from 29 countries suggest no relation between SES
inequality and the usage of achievement data. Gándara and Randall (2015) used
PISA 2006 data from Australia, Korea, Portugal, and the United States to inves-
tigate a similar issue on school level. Principals were asked if they inform parents
about the performance of their children, if school achievement data is posted
publicly, and if such data is used to evaluate teachers’ or principals’ performance;
all this information was summarized into a single score of school accountability.
The study suggests a positive association between the principals’ perception of
school accountability and SES inequality within their schools. This finding implies
that accountability increases SES gaps. Woessmann (2011) argues the
performance-related payment system motivates current teachers. He studied whe-
ther the existence of a payment system that rewards outstanding teacher perfor-
mance affects SES gaps using PISA 2003 data from 27 OECD countries. The study
finds positive effects for the main effect of teacher performance pay and the
interaction with student SES on student achievement. These findings suggest that
performance pay systems do indeed have an effect on student learning but the
currently existing systems apparently do not motivate teachers to support specifi-
cally disadvantaged students. Current performance pay systems thus lead to larger
SES performance gaps.

School inspection is another approach to evaluate schools and there is mixed
evidence.

Horn (2009) used OECD data from PISA 2003 to compare 16 countries with and
10 countries without a national inspectorate. The analyses reveal no differences in
the SES achievement gaps. Witschge and van de Werfhorst (2015) used data from
the ICCS from 2009 to study SES inequality in civic knowledge; that is, students’
knowledge and skills of reasoning and analysis of civic systems, principals, par-
ticipation, and identities. The authors compared 23 countries with and without an
external evaluation system where external evaluators report to a local, regional, or
central education authority. The main finding are larger within-school SES gaps in
countries with an external evaluation system.
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2.4.10 Interaction Between Differentiation
and Accountability

Central exams may hold schools accountable for their performance, which may
encourage them to allocate students to tracks, not on the basis of SES. Bol,
Witschge, Van de Werfhorst, and Dronkers (2014) discuss the relationship between
differentiation and accountability and argue that educational tracking may be less
problematic if countries implement measures to ensure that the selection into dif-
ferent tracks depends mainly on merit but not on SES. Specifically, they hypoth-
esized that SES has a larger effect on student achievement in tracked systems
without central examinations, whereas this relationship is attenuated in tracked
systems with central examinations. Analyses based on PISA 2009 data from 36
developed countries confirmed a significant negative triple-interaction between
SES, central exams, and tracking. This finding suggests that central examinations
reduce the effect of early tracking on SES inequality.

In another contribution, Bodovski et al. (2017) conducted similar analyses on the
interaction between institutional features using a sample of 8th-grade data from four
TIMSS cycles (1999, 2003, 2007, 2011) and 37 countries. Like Bol and colleagues,
they considered tracking as one institutional feature. However, in contrast to Bol
et al., the second variable is no pure measure of accountability but a combined
measure of the existence of central exams, national curriculum, and centrally pre-
scribed textbooks. The study suggests a negative effect on the interaction of the two
institutional features but the parameter does not reach statistical significance. The
lack of significance may be due to the ambiguous second measure which is no pure
measure of accountability.

2.4.11 Autonomy

Autonomy is a key feature of the new public management regime. Proponents of
autonomy argue that giving local actors more freedom in how they manage the
school and their staff increases efficiency. Critics of this system fear that the lack of
standardization may result in a system of unequal schools that mainly serves
children from privileged backgrounds.

Studies that use concrete measures of autonomy observe positive associations
between school autonomy and SES inequality. Han (2018) used the pooled PISA
2012 data from 34 OECD countries to investigate autonomy in teacher hiring and
achievement inequality. She classified the mode of decision-making in teacher hiring
into three levels: fully school-based teacher hiring; shared hiring decisions by school
and external authority; and fully external authority-based hiring. The smallest SES
gaps were observed in countries where schools have no autonomy over teacher
hiring. Horn (2009) computed the ratio of principals who report autonomy in
staffing, budgeting, instructional content, and assessment practices for 28 countries
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using data from the PISA 2003 school questionnaire. This measure of school
autonomy suggests higher SES inequality in countries with autonomous schools.

Centralization is the counterpart of autonomy. However, in contrast to the
research on school autonomy, the research on centralization finds no associations
between indicators of centralization and the level of SES inequality. Horn (2009)
also computed the ratio of principals who report direct national or regional influ-
ence on staffing, budgeting, instructional content, and assessment practices as a
measure of centralization. Witschge and van de Werfhorst (2015) used the existence
of guidelines on how to assess students’ active participation in school or in the
community and the existence of national curricula and standards in civic education
as indicators of centralization when analyzing ICCS data from 20 to 23 countries.
A possible explanation for the neutral findings for centralization is that the measures
used in previous research are poor indicators in comparative studies.

2.4.12 Private Schools and Competition Among Schools

Private schools may be more able to introduce new pedagogical concepts than
public schools and they may be more effective because parents, teachers, principals,
and the school board have shared values about education. Furthermore, private
schools sometimes acquire additional resources from sponsors or by charging
school fees. From a systemic perspective, private schools introduce competition
among schools. With respect to social inequality in achievement, critics are par-
ticularly concerned that children from advantaged backgrounds are more likely to
be schooled at private schools while disadvantaged children are schooled at public
schools with less resources.

Analyses of country-level data have found no or even moderately negative asso-
ciations between the share of private schools and SES inequality in achievement. This
finding has been constantly replicated in studies that used data from a large set of
countries and multiple cycles of TIMSS (grade 8; Bodovski et al., 2017; Schütz et al.,
2008) and PISA (Burger, 2016; Schlicht et al., 2010). Two studies conducted addi-
tional analyses to test specifically the role of private funding. Schütz et al. (2008) found
that a higher proportion of private sources of funds for educational institutions is
associated with larger SES gaps. Another measure of private funding is the share of
schools with fees in a country. PISA data suggests that SES achievement gaps are
larger in countries with a high share of schoolswith fees (LeDonné, 2014). A tentative
interpretation of the research findings is that private schools introduce new peda-
gogical concepts that narrow SES gaps if they are publicly funded. Private funding and
school fees, on the other hand, introduce a barrier for poor families that increases social
segregation and reinforces SES inequality in achievement.

Another research strand compared private and public schools within countries.
A particularly interesting study has used longitudinal data of the Second
International Mathematics Study (SIMS; 13–14-year-old students) which was
conducted in 1980–1982. The 13–14-year-old students were tested in the beginning
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and at the end of the school year. Toma (1996) compared SES achievement gaps in
public and private schools in Belgium, France, New Zealand, Canada, and the
United States. Gain scores were regressed on indicators for private schools (vs.
public), SES, and their interaction. The analyses suggest statistically significant
interaction effects only in France and New Zealand where the main effects of
private schools were positive, but their interaction was negative. This finding
suggests that the superior achievement effects of private schooling are less for
higher SES students than for lower ones. In further analyses, Zimmer and Toma
(2000) used the same data to compare achievement gains in high and low SES
schools in public and private schools. For this purpose, they computed the average
parental education and occupation for each school. They estimated a model for the
pooled data, not separate models for each country. The results for the school level,
however, were similar to those for SES gaps on student level. The two main effects
were positive but their interaction was negative. This finding implies that the
achievement gaps between low and high SES schools were smaller among private
schools compared to public schools. Jehangir, Glas, and van den Berg (2015) did
not use longitudinal but cross-sectional PISA 2009 data to compare SES gaps at
public and private schools in eight economically diverse countries from different
world regions. In two countries, the gaps were larger in public schools, and in six
there were no differences.

2.4.13 Public Expenditure on Education

Public educational expenditure and SES inequality in performance may be asso-
ciated because low public investment is substituted by high private investment (e.g.,
private tutoring). Well-educated and rich parents may invest more in education
because they value education more and have more resources than parents with low
SES. High public investment may also send the symbolic policy message that
education is important. While well-educated parents tend to value education any-
way, such a message may be particularly important for less educated families.

International studies have consistently replicated the finding that high public
expenditure is associated with low SES inequality in performance. The per capita
educational expenditure, whether in purchasing power standards or as a percentage
of total governmental expenditure, is negatively correlated with the SES achieve-
ment gap observed in TIMSS and PISA. Such a negative correlation has been
observed for diverse samples of countries around the world (Akiba et al., 2007;
Bodovski et al., 2017) and in more homogeneous samples of European (Schlicht
et al., 2010) or Middle East and North African (Salehi-Isfahani, Hassine, & Assaad,
2013) countries. The negative association between public expenditure and SES
inequality in achievement vanishes in studies that fail to take into account the
countries’ economic development by using the actual value of expenditures on
public education (Salehi-Isfahani et al., 2013; Schütz et al., 2008).

2 The Impact of Education Policies on Socioeconomic … 31



2.4.14 Teacher Qualification

Educationalists frequently emphasize the role of teachers in learning. It seems
natural to investigate if an unequal distribution of teaching quality is related to
achievement gaps. Well-trained teachers may be particularly able to adapt to the
needs of disadvantaged students who receive less parental support than advantaged
children. Furthermore, teacher quality may mediate the effects of other institutional
features on SES achievement inequality in performance (e.g., the most qualified
teachers may cluster in the most prestigious track in a tracked system). The research
findings from previous comparative studies are inconsistent.

Akiba et al. (2007) used TIMSS 2003 grade 8 data from 46 countries to compare
educational systems with needs-based and unequal access to qualified teachers.
Teaching certificates, mathematics as major, mathematics education as major, and
teaching experience were used to measure teaching quality. In needs-based systems,
disadvantaged children have greater access to qualified teachers, and in unequal
systems vice versa. The analyses reveal that the SES achievement gaps are mostly
unrelated to the distribution of teaching quality. The only exception was observed
for access to teachers with a major in mathematics; the SES achievement gaps were
higher in countries where advantaged children have greater access to teachers with a
major in mathematics.

Effects of teacher qualifications have also been studied at both school and class
level. Chiu (2015) used the pooled PISA 2009 data from 65 countries to investigate
the effect of teacher education on social inequality in student performance. The
study shows that SES gaps in achievement are larger in schools with a higher share
of teachers with university degrees. This finding suggests that students with more
cultural capital benefit more from teachers with university degrees, compared to
other students. Luschei and Chudgar (2011) used TIMSS 2003 data from 25 eco-
nomically diverse countries around the world to study teacher quality at classroom
level. They estimated the interaction effect of various teacher characteristics (tea-
cher gender, experience, degree, and competence) and SES on student performance
at the end of primary school. The interaction effects were mostly neutral. Only a
few parameters reached the level of statistical significance, but there were no
consistent patterns across countries. This finding suggests that teacher character-
istics are equally important for students of different SES.

2.4.15 Additional Results

Apart from the areas we have discussed so far, studies have been conducted on rather
specific issues of education. Falck et al. (2018) used grade 4 (53 countries) and grade
8 (30 countries) data from TIMSS 2011 to investigate computer use in classrooms.
The authors exploited the within-student between-subject variation in different
computer usages in mathematics and science to circumvent bias from unobserved
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student and school characteristics. The results from the main analyses suggest that
using computers to look up ideas and information has a positive effect on
achievement, while using them to practice skills and procedures does not. Further
analyses of different SES groups suggest that both positive and negative effects were
more pronounced for high SES students. This finding suggests that using computers
to look up information increases SES achievement inequality, while using them to
practice skills narrows the SES gap. Põder, Lauri, and Veski (2016) use pooled PISA
2009 data from Estonia, Finland, and Sweden to compare whether different school
admission policies translate into SES inequality in achievement. The main
school-level explanatory variables were whether schools prioritize student admis-
sion by zoning (i.e., walking distance) or performance (i.e., past record). The main
finding is that student admission by zoning is associated with lower SES gaps while
student admission by performance is associated with higher SES gaps; however,
these results are not very robust in robustness checks. Huang and Sebastian (2015)
tested whether instructional leadership (e.g., developing professional development
programs for instructionally weak teachers) and teacher leadership (e.g., teacher
involvement in management decisions) predict SES inequality within schools. The
analyses were replicated for 16 countries using PISA 2012 data. Both leadership
variables were unrelated to the size of the school SES gaps in all 16 countries.
Schlicht et al. (2010) investigated the relation between the average class size (pupil–
teacher ratio) and SES achievement gap using the pooled PISA 2006 data from EU
member states, of which 10 are Eastern countries with a communist legacy and 15
Western democracies. The study suggests that the association was positive in
Eastern but negative in Western countries. This finding suggests that the SES gaps
are smaller in Western countries with large average classes and vice versa in Eastern
countries. The contradictory findings for the Western countries may, however, be
due to an outlier in the small sample of countries.

2.5 Conclusions

International comparative research on the determinants of SES inequality in student
achievement constitutes a relatively new approach to understand the emergence of
performance gaps. There are still a manageable number of studies that applied this
approach, and the selection of studies included in the present review may be overly
optimistic as we did not apply strict inclusion criteria in terms of research designs.
The studies we considered here sought to identify the effects of the various
determinants of SES inequality. In fact, most of the existing research we synthe-
sized is descriptive in nature, estimating simple correlations based on
cross-sectional data. While we by no means want to criticize the authors for their
pioneering work in an emerging field, we still should be cautious in the interpre-
tation of the findings. At the same time, it seems worth mentioning some praise-
worthy examples of studies where the authors developed quasi-experimental
approaches to address selection bias, unobserved confounding variables, and other
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issues related to the identification of causal effects of determinants of SES
inequality (for a more general discussion see Hanushek & Woessmann, 2011;
Strietholt et al., 2014; Strietholt & Scherer, 2017). Such studies analyzed panel data
(Toma, 1996; Zimmer & Toma, 2000), exploited within-student between-subject
variation (Falck et al., 2018; Lavy, 2015), or combined different educational stages
from various source studies (Dupriez & Dumay, 2006; Lavrijsen & Nicaise, 2015).
At the same time, there is an ongoing debate on the limitations of combining certain
test scores from international assessments (e.g., Jerrim, Lopez-Agudo,
Marcenaro-Gutierrez, & Shure, 2017; Lockheed & Wagemaker, 2013).

Further methodological issues related to the reproducibility and generalizability
of research findings. While these issues are certainly no distinctive feature of
comparative studies (Open Science Collaboration, 2015) it seems pertinent to
acknowledge some limitations of the international comparative research. The lim-
ited number of countries is a natural limitation of this approach. While the accu-
mulated data from international assessment comprises data from about 100
countries, several studies we reviewed exploited data from only a few countries or
were limited to certain regions (e.g. OECD, European, Northern countries). Another
limitation relates to the representation of different educational stages in the research
we reviewed. Only a handful of studies investigated SES achievement inequality at
the end of primary school while most were about inequality in secondary school.
From a policy perspective, it may be most efficient to prevent the emergence
inequalities at an early stage. Thus, further research on primary school (or even
earlier) is needed.

Despite the fact that it is inherently difficult to identify determinants of SES
inequality, we would like to point to some tentative lessons learned. First, we
repeatedly found that opportunity of choice reinforced inequality. SES inequality in
achievement is higher in countries where preschool is not compulsory but volun-
tary, different tracks exist, the share of public funding is low, and private schools
charge fees. Second, policies that narrow down choice reduce SES inequality.
Preschool does not reinforce but rather reduces SES inequality if the preschool
system serves not only a few but all children (i.e., also the disadvantaged). Tracking
seems to be less problematic if countries implement measures to ensure that the
selection into prestigious tracks depends mainly on merits but not on SES. A larger
share of private funding and private schools with fees are associated with larger
SES effects on achievement. In contrast to the country-level features that constitute
an institutional framework for learning, there is little evidence regarding how to
arrange school learning environments to reduce social inequality. The effects of
school and classroom variables are mixed, and sometimes unexpected. However,
the aforementioned methodological issue may explain at least some of the incon-
sistencies in the findings observed in previous research. Further research is needed,
but we are confident that we are currently witnessing the emergence of a promising
research approach that will help us to understand and influence the emergence of
SES inequality in achievement.
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Chapter 3
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in English Schools

Jake Anders and Morag Henderson

Abstract This chapter explores socioeconomic inequality in educational outcomes
in England. We begin by describing the key features of the English education
system and highlight the characteristics of the student population. We explore the
educational outcomes of socioeconomically disadvantaged young people through
comparison of a number of different outcomes during educational careers. We
analyze policies introduced or mooted in recent years to consider the extent to
which they are likely to address these challenges successfully. These include the
introduction of “academy” schools, reforms to the school curriculum, changes to
education funding, the potential (re-)growth of academically selective schooling,
increased investment in early years education, and an increased focused on gath-
ering and disseminating robust evidence on “what works” in educational attain-
ment. Many of these changes seem unlikely to hold many lessons for other
countries wishing to reduce attainment gaps. However, there are notable exceptions,
particularly regarding early years’ education and improving the evidence base on
what practical changes schools can make to promote attainment among those from
disadvantaged backgrounds.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � England

3.1 Introduction

This chapter explores socioeconomic inequality in educational outcomes in
England. We focus on England rather than the whole of the UK because education
policy in Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland is devolved to these countries’
parliaments or assemblies. As such, the UK Government’s Department for
Education (DfE) only sets policy for England. We begin by describing the key
features of the English education system and highlight the characteristics of the
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student population; we explore the educational outcomes of socioeconomically
disadvantaged young people and analyze the policies introduced or mooted in
recent years to consider the extent to which they are likely to address these chal-
lenges successfully.

Children in England must participate in full-time education between the school
terms after their 5th birthday until they turn 18.1 State-funded schooling in England
is free at the point of use at both primary (ages 5–11) and secondary (ages 12–18)
phases. State and privately funded schools exist at both of these phases.

Private schools are funded by fees, bequests, and commercial activities. As such,
they operate relatively independently; for example, they can set their own admis-
sion policies, which may include an admissions test, and school governance is a
matter for the school itself (within some fairly light-touch regulations).
Nevertheless, they are subject to an inspection regime, albeit one that is different to
that which oversees state-funded schools. Approximately 7% of pupils in English
education at any given time are in a privately funded school, while around 11%
attend a privately funded school at some point in their educational career.

State-funded schools can be divided into two categories, generally known as
“maintained” schools, which are funded and controlled by local authorities, and
“academies” whose funding comes direct from the DfE and, thus, are outside local
authority control but may instead be controlled by a sponsor or part of a
multi-academy trust. The policy of academy schools as a turnaround model for
schools deemed to be persistently failing had been introduced by the New Labour
government in the mid-2000s with enforced academization being a package of
measures including replacement of senior leadership and replacement of local
authority oversight with external input from a sponsor. However, it was greatly
extended post-2010 both for schools falling below floor standards (who would be
sponsored by an external body), or outstanding schools keen for more autonomy and
financial control: academies no longer had a portion of their funding diverted to their
local authority but, in return, had to provide the back office, such as payroll, pre-
viously provided centrally. This position of “academization” as a way of increasing
school autonomy so that they can respond to local demands was key to the rhetoric of
the coalition government’s academies program. Academies were also part of a shift
to a “self-improving school-led system” (Greany & Higham, 2018) with academies
(particularly those underperforming) encouraged to join multi-academy trusts which
replaced many of the centralized functions of local authorities.

Formally, parents can exert a great deal of choice over the school to which they
send their child. However, popular schools are often highly oversubscribed,
resulting in schools picking pupils rather than vice versa. This school selection of
pupils is largely based on geography (where the child lives) through a system of
catchment areas, rather than on a child’s attributes. Demand for high-performing

1In 2015 the DfE made an exception for deferring primary schooling in cases where the child was
deemed not ready to start school, for example summer-born children (born between 1st April–31st
August).
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state schools is such that some parents may move to different neighborhoods to
improve their child’s chances of accessing a good state-funded school, resulting in
what is sometimes referred to as selection by house prices. We describe school
selection as being largely based on geography because there are some exceptions to
this. No primary schools are allowed to select based on academic ability but some
secondary schools are (see below), while some schools may select children based
on other characteristics; for example, belonging to a particular faith.

English schools monitor the attainment of children throughout compulsory
education by means of national examinations at age 7 (Key Stage 1), 11 (Key Stage
2) in primary school, and 16 (Key Stage 4/General Certificate of Secondary
Education/GCSE) in secondary school. At age 18, students take A-Level exami-
nations (Key Stage 5) or equivalent vocational qualifications, which are generally
seen as a prerequisite for participation in higher education (although other routes are
possible).

The remainder of the chapter proceeds as follows. We first describe the key
characteristics of the student population in England; we then focus on differences in
educational achievement by socioeconomic characteristics in order to present a
contextualized picture of the academic performance of low SES pupils in England.
We then turn to policy, reviewing work that has sought to evaluate the educational
policies adopted or announced by the government which was designed to address
(or are otherwise likely to have significant implications for) socioeconomic dis-
advantage in educational attainment. Lastly, we conclude by summarizing the
current picture and future prospects.

3.2 Key Characteristics of the Student Population

According to figures from the UK’s DfE in 2017, 91% of the 8.7 million school
children in England attend state-funded schools (more specifically, 54% attend
state-funded primary schools and 37% state-funded secondary schools), 7% attend
privately funded schools, and 1% attend special schools (DfE, 2017d). This section
of the chapter will explore the key characteristics of the student population in
England, with a particular focus on disadvantage.

3.2.1 Gender

According to the school census from 2017 (DfE, 2017d), the population in
state-funded primary schools is 51% boys and 49% girls, while in state-funded
secondary schools the gender split is 50–50. In special schools and pupil referral
units, we see a starker gender split, with the full-time student population comprising
72% boys and 28% girls. Lastly, in private schools 51% of pupils are boys and 49%
are girls.
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3.2.2 Household Income

Table 3.1 shows the proportion of children, by region, in absolute and relative
poverty averaged across 2013–2016 (Department for Work and Pensions [DWP],
2017a, 2017b). Relative low income is measured by identifying those children who
live in households with income below 60% of the median in that year, while
absolute low income is measured by identifying households with inflation-adjusted
income below 60% of the median income compared to 2010/11. The proportion of
children in relative poverty before housing costs (BHC) was highest in West
Midlands (23%) and lowest in the South East (13%). In London, the proportion of
children living in poverty BHC was 17%, but we see a much higher proportion of
living in poverty after housing costs (AHC, 27%) owing to the high costs of
housing relative to other parts of the UK (McGuinness, 2018). In figures released
by the DfE (2017d) about all school types, 14% of pupils claimed free school
meals,2 often used as a proxy for family income. This is the lowest proportion of all
school students claiming free school meals since 2001.

3.2.3 Minority Ethnic Origins

According to the School Census (DfE, 2017d), the proportion of pupils from
minority ethnic origins, that is, the pupils of compulsory school age and above who
have been classified3 to an ethnic group or origin other than White British, has been
rising steadily since 2006. As of 2017, 32% of pupils in primary schools are of
minority ethnic origins, and in secondary schools the proportion of minority ethnic
origins is 29%. Asians make up the highest proportion of ethnic minority students
in primary and secondary state schools (10.7% for both) with White non-British
making up the second highest proportion of ethnic minorities in primary and sec-
ondary state schools (7.5 and 5.7%, respectively).

3.2.4 English as an Additional Language

The proportion of pupils whose family uses a language other than English at home
has increased since 2006. This is not a measure of English proficiency (although it

2Children are eligible for free school meals if their parents are in receipt of income support,
jobseekers allowance, child tax credit, or universal credit or if their annual gross income is no more
than £16,190 and they are not entitled to Working Tax Credits.
3Ethnicity is collected for all pupils and records the ethnicity as stated by the parent/guardian or
pupil.
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may be a proxy for this) nor a measure of recent immigration; instead, it should be
seen as a measure of diversity. Twenty-one percent of pupils in primary schools are
exposed to a language other than English at home, while in secondary schools the
proportion is 16% (DfE, 2017d).

3.2.5 Regional Differences

In 2017, in England, there were 8,669,080 children in schools. In terms of the
number of pupils by school type by region in England, there are some interesting
statistics of note (DfE, 2017d). There are a greater number of school children of all
ages in London (17%) and the South East (16%) than elsewhere, while the North
East has the fewest school children of all ages (5%) followed by the East Midlands
(8%). The breakdown of school population by schools are very similar by region,
with the exception of private schools where the highest proportion of children
attend private schools in South East (11%) and London (10%) and the least in the
North East (3%), North West (4%), Yorkshire and the Humber (4%), and East
Midlands (4%). There is also some variation in the number of children in
state-funded nurseries with London, North East, North West, West Midlands, and
East of England each accounting for 1%, and the South West accounting for 0.31%.

Table 3.1 Proportion of children living in poverty 2013/14–2015/16, by region

Percentage

Relative low income Absolute low
income

BHC AHC BHC AHC

North East 20 28 19 28

North West 21 30 20 29

Yorkshire and the Humber 22 29 21 28

East Midlands 21 29 19 27

West Midlands 23 33 22 31

East of England 16 25 15 25

London 17 27 16 35

South East 13 25 13 24

South West 17 26 16 24

Total 18 29 17 28
Source DWP (2017b), Households Below Average Income, 2016/17, Tables 3.17ts, 3.18ts, 4.16ts,
4.17ts
BHC Before housing costs
AHC After housing costs
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3.2.6 Family Structure

According to data from the UK’s Office for National Statistics (2017), the most
common type of family in the UK4 with dependent children are opposite-sex
married couples, comprising 62% of all families with children (based on survey
data with N = 7983); 0.18% are accounted for by other types of legal partnership.5

Lone parent families comprise 22% of all families with dependent children, 0.05%
are same-sex cohabiting couples, and 16% opposite-sex cohabiting couples. The
number of same-sex couples families in the UK has been increasing steadily since
1996; this is likely associated with larger proportions of the population identifying
as lesbian, gay, or bisexual.

3.2.7 Parental Education

The PISA data from 2015 report the composition of parental education in England6

using the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) scale
(N = 12,978) based on students’ report of their parents’ qualifications. The con-
version between ISCED and English qualifications is not straight forward, so our
example qualifications are only illustrative. The results suggest that 43% of parents
have achieved ISCED5A (equivalent to at least a first degree), that a fifth (20%) of
parents have an ISCED5B qualification (higher education below degree level) and
that slightly fewer than this (18%) have achieved ISCED 3A (A levels, taken
2 years after the end of compulsory education) as their highest qualification.
A further 20% report their parents having qualifications equivalent to ISCED 3B
(GCSEs, the UK’s end of compulsory education examinations), while 3.3% of
students report that their parents only having achieved ISCED1 or 2 (less than
GCSEs) or have no qualifications.

3.3 Educational Outcomes of Low SES Children

In this section, we consider how the educational outcomes of low SES children
compared to their more advantaged peers. We explore this through a number of
different outcomes through their educational careers, including reporting the size of
the difference in PISA scores in reading, math, and science by parental education
and position in the distribution of PISA’s SES index, the official measures of

4Data of family structure is based on the UK as a whole rather than England specifically.
5Civil partnerships were introduced in the UK in 2005; marriages to same sex couples were
introduced in England and Wales in 2014.
6GCSEs are in category ISCED 3B & C, however GCSEs, the qualification taken at age 16 in
England, do not easily fit into ISCED.
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relative performance of disadvantaged pupils at ages 11 and 16, and post-16 and
post-18 educational destinations. We also explore a number of factors that may be
associated with the emergence of these gaps in an English context.

3.3.1 PISA

To explore relative performance in PISA scores by family background, we plot
average test scores in reading7 by parental education (using the measure described
above) in Fig. 3.1. For these purposes, we dichotomize parental education in two
different ways. First, ISCED0-2 (which averages 4% of the sample over the years
considered) versus ISCED3B-6 (averaging 96% of the sample) for comparability
with other chapters in this volume; second, ISCED0-3B (which averages 25% of
the sample over the years considered) versus ISCED 3A-6 (averaging 75% of the
sample) for approximate comparability with national measures of disadvantage. We
emphasize that the small size for the ISCED0-2 group in the English context means
these results are likely to be particularly volatile.

Whichever comparison we draw, there are substantial differences between
children of parents with low parental education and the rest of the population in
these outcomes. For the reasons given above, we focus on our national comparison
definition (ISCED0-3B vs. ISCED 3A-6) where the gap between these two groups
are approximately 25 PISA points (the same is true in math and science, which are
not shown). There is little sign of significant or sustained narrowing over the time
period we consider (PISA from 2006 to 2015).

3.3.2 Official Measure of Educational Inequality

For the purposes of English educational statistics, the government defines disad-
vantaged pupils as those who were registered as eligible for free school meals in the
last 6 years; children who are “looked after” by a local authority; and children who
left care in England and Wales through adoption or via a Special Guardianship or a
Child Arrangements Order (DfE, 2018a). In 2017, 32% of pupils taking national
tests at age 11 were classed as disadvantaged (DfE, 2017b), while 27% of pupils
taking national tests at age 16 were classed as disadvantaged (DfE, 2018b).

The government’s official measure relative to disadvantaged pupils’ performance
is known as the attainment gap index (DfE, 2014). It reports the difference in the
average rank position on the relevant national test of pupils not classified as dis-
advantaged minus the average rank position of pupils classified as disadvantaged.
Rank position is used to allow comparison over time despite changes in the
assessments during this period.

7There are similar results if we use math or science scores, instead of reading.
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Fig. 3.1 Maths score in PISA by parental education. Notes Authors’ own calculations based on
data from PISA 2006/15. Uses first maths score plausible value
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We adapt the official index slightly in order to improve interpretability. If we
imagine that there are 100 children ranked by their test scores, our graphs report the
difference in the average ranking (out of 100) in these pupils’ test scores by whether
they are deemed to be disadvantaged or not. We can also think of them as differ-
ences in mean percentile ranks between the two groups. Figure 3.2 reports this
difference at age 16; the statistic is also produced at age 11, however, it tells a
similar story to that at age 11.

Based on this official government definition of the attainment gap, there has been
a narrowing of two percentile-rank places at age 16, from a difference of just over
20 (in 2011) to just below 18 (in 2017). The gap in average rankings is slightly
narrower at age 11, but also narrows by two percentile ranks over the same period.

3.3.3 Post-16 Education

In terms of post-16 educational transitions in England, in 2015/16 the plurality of
pupils continued into a school “sixth form” (39%), with a similar proportion going
to a further education destination (38%). Thirteen percent of pupils went to a sixth
form college, 6% went into an apprenticeship, and 3% went to an employment/
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Fig. 3.2 Trend in the disadvantaged pupils’ attainment gap index at age 16 England, 2011–2017
(state-funded schools). Notes Based on the Department for Education (2018b), with additional
calculations by authors. Official DfE “gap index” is multiplied by 5 in order to aid interpretation,
since this converts to average percentile rank difference between disadvantaged students and all
other students

3 Socioeconomic Inequality and Student … 49



training destination (DfE, 2017a). Beyond this, almost 50% of pupils now go to
Higher Education post-18 (DfE, 2017c).

We go on to consider a number of other important educational outcomes and how
they differ by family background. Moulton, Sullivan, Henderson, and Anders (2018)
find that children of parents with degrees are over-represented in full-time education
post-16 among this cohort making educational transition decisions in 2006
(Table 3.2). Furthermore, they are more heavily over-represented among the
increasingly more academic tracks of taking A-levels and taking two or more
so-called “facilitating” subjects (identified by the Russell Group of highly compet-
itive universities as particularly important for further studies at these institutions).

3.3.4 University Attendance Differences

A key educational outcome in an English context is attendance at university.
According to an analysis by Anders (2012), there is a 43-percentage point gap in
university attendance between the least and the most advantaged fifths of the
population. Similar differentials in university entry have been documented by others
using different data (Boliver, 2013; Chowdry, Crawford, Dearden, Goodman, &
Vignoles, 2013). Furthermore, Wakeling and Laurison (2017) highlight a large
socioeconomic differential in entry to postgraduate courses, with those from less
privileged backgrounds “only about 28 per cent as likely to obtain a postgraduate
degree when compared with their peers from privileged origins” (Wakeling &
Laurison, 2017, p. 533). This gap is a relatively recent phenomenon occurring
contemporaneously with the widening of access to undergraduate higher education.

Table 3.2 Representation of children in post-16 educational tracks by parental education

Parental education Sample
overall
(%)

In full-time
education (%)

Taking
A-levels
(%)

Two or more facilitating
subjects at A-level (%)

Degree or equivalent
(ISCED5-6)

18.7 23.5 30.3 39.7

Other HE
qualification
(ISCED4)

13.5 14.5 16.1 16.0

A-levels (ISCED3A) 10.4 11.3 11.9 10.3

GCSE A-C
(ISCED3C)

39.5 34.4 28.8 23.5

Level 1 equals and
below (ISCED0-2)

17.9 16.2 12.9 10.4

Source Moulton et al. (2018) based on analysis of the Longitudinal Study of Young People in
England. Notes Weighted to account for sample design and attrition. ISCED classifications are
approximate and based on OECD classification described by Schneider (2008)
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3.3.5 When and Why Do These Differences Emerge?

Most evidence suggests that socioeconomic differences in educational attainment
emerge early in life (Anders & Jerrim, 2017), although this is particularly difficult to
quantify in children’s early years. The evidence on how these gaps develop during
schooling is difficult to interpret, with some finding little evidence that schools can
be “prime movers” in reducing achievement gaps (Strand, 2016) and others finding
that “there is less divergence in performance … [among] pupils who attend the
same schools” (Crawford, Macmillan, & Vignoles, 2017, p. 88), suggesting schools
can play a significant role in reducing divergence (at least among early
high-achievers, who were the focus of this work).

There is a similar message from work by Anders (2017), considering the gap in
university attendance in particular. This work tracks pupils’ changes in expectations
of university attendance through their adolescent years in order to understand dif-
ferences by family background. It is notable that children from less advantaged
backgrounds are considerably more likely to stop expecting to apply to university
than those from more advantaged backgrounds during this period, suggesting that
there is some widening of educational inequality through this period. This gap is not
explained by differences in these individuals’ academic attainment.

Having an advantaged social background (captured via a range of measures) is
consistently linked to taking a more demanding and prestigious curriculum. As
shown in Fig. 3.3, a lower proportion of young people who take applied subjects
have highly educated parents and a higher proportion of young people who take
more academically demanding subjects, such as STEM subjects, have highly
educated parents. Henderson, Sullivan, Anders, and Moulton (2017) find that these
socioeconomic differences in subjects studied (in particular applied, STEM and
EBacc-eligible8 subjects) are only partly explained by differences in prior attain-
ment, while Anders, Henderson, Moulton, and Sullivan (2018b) highlight the
important role that schools, and school composition, seem to play in shaping the
subject choices that young people are able to make. Furthermore, Moulton et al.
(2018) and Anders et al. (2018a) highlight how these differences are associated with
subsequent educational transitions.

3.3.6 Limitations of Data Sources

It is important to acknowledge the limitations for assessing the differences in
educational outcomes of low SES pupils of the datasets used as part of this chapter.

8The Ebacc subjects were identified by the government as important for future academic study.
The “Ebacc” is a school performance measure introduced in 2010, comprising of five core subjects
where students achieve a C grade or above in either: English, Mathematics, History or Geography,
two sciences and a Modern or Ancient Language.
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Several authors have highlighted the limitations of using the administrative
National Pupil Database (e.g., Ilie, Sutherland, & Vignoles, 2017) and there are
related limitations in using data from PISA, particularly in that information about
SES is collected only from pupils and not from their parents (Jerrim &
Micklewright, 2014). As a result, we also draw on studies using data from some of
England’s cohort studies, in particular, “Next Steps” (formerly known as the
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England, LSYPE). These data include
much richer measures of family SES, including direct parental reports, but the
longitudinal data present possible limitations due to the reduction in representa-
tiveness of the sample (we make use of the appropriate survey and design weights
to try to account for this). Taken together, these data sources paint a consistent
picture of educational inequality and therefore we can have increased confidence in
the general narrative that emerges.

3.4 Educational Policies Designed to Address
Socioeconomic Disadvantage

In this section, we discuss policies aimed at addressing the socioeconomic attain-
ment gap and evidence of their success or otherwise.

Fig. 3.3 GCSE subjects selected by parental education. Notes Authors’ own additional analysis
based on similar analysis by Henderson, Sullivan, Anders, Moulton (2017)
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3.4.1 Free Early Education

England has increasingly invested in early education programs since the late 1990s.
The “Sure Start” scheme was introduced in 1998 as an early intervention for
children under age 4 to be delivered through local providers. These were designed
to support families and parents; provide quality learning, play, and child care; and
offer support regarding child health and special needs. Several policy changes since
then have resulted in an entitlement to free early education effectively being uni-
versal across England since 2005 for 3- and 4-year olds. Since 2017, the govern-
ment has offered 15 hours of early education for 38 weeks per year to all 3- and
4-year olds and the most disadvantaged 2-year olds. As a result of these policies,
the number of 3- to 5-year olds accessing places grew: more specifically, between
2008 and 2010 the number of children taking up places increased by around 5%
while between 2010 and 2015 it grew by 11% (DfE, 2010, 2015). However, the
push to increase the number of disadvantaged children attending early years had
limited success; evidence from the DfE show that 58% of eligible children took up
their places by January 2015. Moreover, Stewart and Obolenskaya (2016) found
that there was little evidence of the SES gap narrowing as a result of the increase in
provision of early education from 1999 and 2004, but there was some evidence that
the gap narrowed from 2007 to 2014. They speculate that this reflects the
improvements in the quality of provision, including better-qualified staff, and the
introduction of an early years foundation stage curriculum.

3.4.2 Curriculum Reform

The national curriculum,9 which includes math, science, English, physical educa-
tion, computing, and religious education at all key stages and sex and relationship
education at secondary school, must be taught to pupils aged 5–16 in local
authority-maintained state-funded schools in England. This includes the majority of
primary schools but no longer the majority of secondary schools because of the rise
of academies (including free schools, discussed further below) which do not have to
follow the national curriculum (although many do and they are required by their
funding agreements to offer a balanced range of subjects including English, math,
sciences, and religious education). The national curriculum has been overhauled
several times since it was first introduced in 1988 (see Roberts, 2018, for a sum-
mary). The policies of the Labour government up to 2007 focused on curriculum

9Key stage 1–3 national curriculum subjects from September 2014: Maths, English, science,
history, geography, art and design, physical education, music, languages (key stage 2 and key
stage 3), computing, design and technology, citizenship education (key stage 3). At key stage 4 the
subjects include: Maths, English, science, physical education, computing and citizenship education
(Roberts, 2018).
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and assessment reform, including the introduction of vocational courses, deemed
equivalent to GCSEs (Lupton, Thomson, & Obolenskaya, 2016). Beginning in
2010, under a Conservative–Liberal Democrat coalition government, there were
some substantial changes to the curriculum including a reduction in the number of
vocational qualifications included in the benchmarking of school results and
changes to the way pupils are assessed at GCSE and A-level, reducing the use of
coursework and increasing the emphasis on final exams. The curriculum itself was
also reformed to put more emphasis on knowledge, seen as a more traditional
manner of learning, in both primary and secondary schools. It was argued that this
new “slimmed down” curriculum would give teachers the freedom to meet the
needs of their students based on their professional judgment. The rationale for this
change was to give all students the opportunity to gain access to “powerful
knowledge” (Young, 2010, p. 5), however it has been argued that this was
undermined by the lack of thought as to improvements in pedagogy to ensure all
pupils can engage with these new curricula (Whitty, 2010).

In terms of the associated outcomes of these curriculum changes for narrowing
the gap, there was an improvement in GCSE attainment between 2007 and 2010,
with the proportion of young people achieving 5 A*-C grades increasing from 59.9
to 75.6%; however, this improvement was not found in the PISA tests over the
same period, which gives rise to the possibility that the success was as a result of
channeling students (especially those from less advantaged backgrounds;
Henderson, Sullivan, Anders, Moulton, 2017) into vocational equivalent qualifi-
cations (Jerrim, 2012). There is also some evidence that the change to final-exam
assessment has resulted in lower attainment for those at the bottom of the attainment
distribution, but it may be too early to be certain of any long-term effects of these
changes (Lupton et al., 2016).

3.4.3 Academies and Free Schools

The flagship education policy under the 2010–2015 Conservative–Liberal
Democrat coalition government was perhaps the widespread role out of “acade-
mies” discussed above. However, evidence of systematic improvement as a result
of widespread “academization” (Whitty & Anders, 2017), per se, or from being part
of a multi-academy trust (Bernardinelli, Rutt, Greany, & Higham, 2018) is far from
clear. There is some evidence of improvements in academic performance resulting
from academization (e.g., Eyles & Machin, 2015; Machin & Vernoit, 2012). Eyles
and Machin (2015) used a counterfactual design comparing academies’ perfor-
mance with maintained schools that went on to become academies after their data
collection period and found that in academies an extra three percentage points of
pupils achieved top grades (5 A*-C) at GCSE (or equivalents) compared to those
yet to convert. However, further work suggested these academies improved their
results by “further raising the attainments of students in the top half of the ability
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distribution, and in particular pupils in the top 20% tail” and not by improving the
results of those in the bottom tail (Machin & Silva, 2013, p.ii).

Furthermore, as noted above there are significant differences between the aca-
demies program of the Labour government (as evaluated by most of the studies
above) and that of the coalition government following 2010. Use of evidence of
even modest improvements among such academies as evidence for their widespread
roll-out has been criticized (Eyles, Machin, & Silva, 2015). Work evaluating the
new cohort of academies, including previously high-performing “converter” aca-
demies, is only now starting to emerge (e.g., McDool, 2016) and it remains difficult
to argue that there is strong and consistent evidence that academies will help to
reduce the gap between low and high SES pupils.

3.4.4 Grammar Schools

State-funded academically selective schools in England are known as “grammar
schools” and remain a controversial area of English education policy. Despite being
phased out in most parts of England between the mid-1950s and the late-1980s,
they have remained a fixture in a number of areas. Since these reforms, for the most
part neither major political party has been in favor of altering this state of affairs.
However, soon after Theresa May became Prime Minister in July 2016, she
announced a number of significant changes to the education policies pursued by her
predecessor, including plans to lift the formal restrictions on grammar school
expansion introduced by the Labour government in 1998 (but de facto in place for
some time before this). May’s plan was to relax the restrictions on new and
expanding selective schools and to allow alteration of admissions policies in
non-selective schools to become more selective in some circumstances. There are
163 grammar schools in England and in the 2017 Conservative manifesto May
pledged to open 140 new free schools, many of which were expected to be grammar
schools, which would open from 2020. However, the performance of the
Conservative party at the June 2017 election put some of these plans on hold,
although some have been revisited more recently.

The PISA-based evidence on selective schooling internationally shows that
academic selection in schools is negatively associated with equality and student
motivation (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2012).
There is some evidence that selective schools across OECD countries achieve
higher on average performance, even once taking account of family and demo-
graphic characteristics. However, on aggregate, an educational system’s perfor-
mance is not greater when a country has a higher proportion of academically
selective schools. In England, the evidence is mixed; the Education Policy Institute
found that in raw attainment terms 97% of grammar school pupils achieve the
benchmark of five A*-C GCSEs compared to the state-funded national average of
57% (Andrews, Hutchinson, & Johnes, 2018). However, once pupil characteristics
are adjusted for there is no difference on average pupil attainment between students
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who study in a selective-school area compared to those who do not study in a
selective-school area (Andrews et al., 2018). This suggests that opening additional
grammar schools will not raise attainment for all and joins others’ evidence that
expansion of selective schooling is likely to increase educational inequality
(Burgess, Dickson, & Macmillan, 2014). Andrews et al. (2018) found an individual
benefit in GCSE grades for students attending a grammar school, however it is
known that access to grammar schools is highly socially graded with significant
sums spent on private tuition for the grammar school entry tests by those who can
afford it (e.g., Andrews et al., 2018; Jerrim & Sims, 2018).

3.4.5 Educational Funding

Work by Hanushek (1997) suggests that there is not a positive linear relationship
between increasing school resources and student attainment. However, Hanushek
acknowledges that depending on the way these resources are allocated and spent,
funding can reduce the educational gap. Evidence from the UK has shown that there
is a small but significant school resource effect (e.g., Dewey, Husted, & Kenny,
2000; Holmlund, McNally, & Viarengo, 2008). Holmlund et al. (2008) found that an
increase of £1000 per pupil is associated with an increase in the number of pupils
achieving the expected level of attainment at key stage 2 (taken at age 11). The
increase is by 2.2 percentage points for English; 2 percentage points for math; and
0.7 percentage points in science. More recently the evidence suggests that an
increase in school funding and resource has had a small positive influence on edu-
cational attainment (Gibbons, McNally, & Viarengo, 2017; Nicoletti & Rabe, 2014),
but this has only been found to be statistically significant at the primary school level.

A recent review by Williams and Grayson (2018) summarizes the funding
context in England since 2010. They note that in real-terms funding per pupil in
state schools in England has increased from the 1990s to mid-2000s but this has
subsequently declined in real terms. However, the targeting of the resources
involves changes: in April 2011, the government introduced the “Pupil Premium”, a
form of per capita funding for schools favouring those with large numbers of
students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Initially, each school received £488 per
eligible pupil with this increasing to £1320 for primary school pupils and £935 for
secondary school pupils in by 2016/17. In addition, schools receive an additional
£1900 for students who were adopted, have a guardianship order, are in local
authority care, or are a looked-after child (DfE, 2017d).

The aim of this targeted funding was to give schools the autonomy to use this
funding to raise the attainment of the most disadvantaged. Schools were to be held
to account through England’s school inspection regime and performance tables that
examined the Pupil Premium category specifically. However, it is not clear the
extent to which targeted spending has happened as only a small proportion of the
£1.25bn of Pupil Premium in 2012/13 was earmarked to be spent on activities that
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are known to improve attainment levels (The Sutton Trust, 2012). Furthermore, it
was not until 2013/14 that the Pupil Premium exceeded the value of grants it
replaced (Lupton & Thompson, 2015; Sibieta, Chowdry, & Muriel, 2008), although
the policy did encourage redistribution of funds to the schools with the highest
concentration of disadvantaged children.

One of the many challenges faced when trying to establish the impact of the
Pupil Premium policy is that factors such as peer and school composition may
depress the effect of a targeted boost in resource. In 2015, the UK Parliament’s
Public Accounts Committee noted that the gap between disadvantaged pupils and
their peers had reduced (House of Commons Committee of Public Accounts, 2015)
and in 2016 the Social Mobility Commission said: “there is some evidence that the
Pupil Premium has had a positive effect on the attainment gap, but is not definitive,
because it cannot definitively say what would have happened to attainment had it
not been introduced” (p. 81). Further doubt has been raised regarding the efficacy of
this policy by a report published by the Education Policy Institute which showed
that while there has been some progress on the closing of the attainment gap for
disadvantaged pupils on average since 2007, it is closing at an unpredictable rate
(Andrews, Robinson, & Hutchinson, 2017).

3.4.6 “What Works” and the Education Endowment
Foundation

One way in which the government has attempted to narrow the attainment gap is
through its increased emphasis on funding research into “what works” in educa-
tional attainment. This has come with a particular focus on providing evidence
about changes teachers and schools can make to improve attainment among those
from disadvantaged backgrounds. In 2011, the Department for Education provided
the funding for the establishment of the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF)10

with the specific remit of funding robust research in this area and disseminating its
findings to teachers, particularly through its “Teaching and Learning Toolkit” and,
increasingly, guidance reports focused on specific issues.

Some issues explored by the Toolkit to raise the quality of teaching and learning
include the impact of mentorship and digital technologies, and making best use of
teaching assistants, for example, and are assessed in terms of cost-effectiveness,
evidence strength and impact. Moreover, they aim to provide an accessible sum-
mary of existing international data analyses for schools and teachers to navigate the
evidence-base. Since 2011, up to two-thirds of all senior leaders in schools
reporting having used the Teaching and Learning Toolkit to inform decision
making and over 10,000 schools, nurseries and colleges have taken part in a trial

10The EEF is an independent charity governed by The Sutton Trust and the Impetus-Private Equity
Foundation.
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funded by the EEF. The most encouraging interventions tested through this process
have accelerated student progress by 3 months in a year and an independent
evaluation has estimated that the lifetime gains for students taking part in EEF trials
amounting to three times the cost of delivering and evaluating them (EEF, 2017).

This approach has not been without controversy, with some researchers arguing
that the kinds of approaches needed to improve the performance of disadvantaged
pupils are not best addressed by asking “what works?”, instead advocating alter-
native approaches such as “realist evaluation” that ask “What works for whom in
what circumstances and in what respects, and how?” (Pawson & Tilley, 1997).
However, we believe these should be seen as complementary, rather than com-
petitive, and seek ways to integrate elements as proposed with approaches such as
“realist RCTs” (Bonell et al., 2012) and approaches combining improvement sci-
ence with experimental approaches (Peterson, 2016). The best designed experi-
mental evaluations already include such elements, for example by being part of an
embedded mixed methods design also incorporating an implementation and process
evaluation (Anders et al., 2017). Nevertheless, there is doubtless more that can be
done in this respect, as highlighted by Connolly et al. (2018) in their systematic
review of experimental evaluations in education.

3.5 Conclusion

This chapter has outlined key characteristics of English students and attainment
inequalities associated with these, and discussed recent policies introduced to
address these inequalities, including discussion of the extent to which there is
evidence that these have been successful in their stated aims. Because it is always
difficult to isolate the effects of policy changes that occur on a national basis, our
conclusions on this last point are particularly tentative.

In international terms, England is a country with low levels of disadvantage.
However, there are sizeable differences in educational attainment by SES and we
see little evidence of substantial or sustained narrowing in these attainment gaps in
recent years. There are also concerns that well-intentioned policies will fail to
narrow the attainment gap due to the ways they have been implemented.

For example, while the introduction of academies may have helped to improve
the performance of some schools, the evidence on their efficacy is mixed and
suggests performance improvements have come from those at the top of the
attainment distribution, not the bottom. Changes to school funding to increase
resources for those with more disadvantaged pupils through the Pupil Premium
have not included sufficient accountability to ensure they are used to improve the
attainment of disadvantaged pupils. Likewise, the introduction of curricular reforms
aimed at widening access to “powerful knowledge” may be hampered by lack of
consideration of the need to tailor this curriculum for pupils from all backgrounds.
Meanwhile, there are also signs that some policy changes are likely to be detri-
mental for those from disadvantaged backgrounds, most notably the mooted
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expansion of selective schooling, which is highly likely to widen the gap between
the top and the bottom of the attainment distribution.

As such, it is far from clear that many of England’s recent reforms hold lessons
for other countries wishing to reduce their attainment gaps. However, this is not the
case across the board. Notable exceptions include the increased investment in
widening access to high-quality pre-school education and increased focus on
delivering and disseminating robust evidence on school- and classroom-level
interventions that will narrow the attainment gap.
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Chapter 4
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in German Schools

Horst Entorf and Maddalena Davoli

Abstract The poor performance of Germany in PISA 2000, in terms of both
average and dispersion, stimulated a heated public debate and a strong policy
response. The government reacted to the low average and remarkable disparities
registered by the test and spurred reforms that led to a significant improvement in
the country’s educational performance and to a reduction of the gap between
children from advantaged and disadvantaged educational backgrounds. Still,
between-group achievement inequalities persist within the country. This chapter
first discusses the relative development of PISA scores since 2000, and gives a
description of existing socioeconomic characteristics and inequalities, with partic-
ular attention paid to migratory backgrounds. We also analyze the importance of
SES backgrounds, language deficits, and cultural possessions and further explain
the characteristics of students’ achievements. Second, the chapter provides an
overview of the national educational system and addresses important policy reforms
following the PISA shock in 2000. We focus on specific features of the country,
namely, the large proportion of students with an immigration background and the
early selection of pupils into secondary school tracks, and we discuss the role of
school streaming as a driver of inequality at school.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Germany

4.1 Introduction

Newspaper headlines dating back to the release of the first Germany PISA results
provide a clear idea of the outcry raised in the public opinion because of the poor
performance in the PISA 2000 test: “Abysmal Report Card for Obsolete School
System” (SZ, 2001); “The Bill for Our Outdated Education System” (Lehmann,
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2001); “Outcome Could Not Have Been Worse” (Schubert, 2001); “A Disaster in
Almost Every Respect” (TAZ, 2001).

The first warning signs appeared already in 1995 when Germany participated in
the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) and also
performed quite poorly. However, it was only with the release of PISA 2000, in
December 2001, that the general public became fully aware of the low results of
German students, as compared to international standards. The news had a
“tsunami-like impact” on the educational discourse in Germany and occupied the
headlines of German newspapers for several weeks (Waldow, 2009).

The shock generated by the PISA results was motivated by the fact that Germany
had quite a strong perception of its educational apparatus, believed to be an efficient
and highly performing system that reflected the generally strong and efficient
structure of the country’s economy. The results of the first international comparison
that Germany took part in—PISA 2000—revealed a different story.

In order to understand German pupils’ educational outcomes and the spike in
debates that sprang from PISA 2000, a short overview of the most unique char-
acteristics of German education is needed. A first important element of the German
system is the great heterogeneity existing across states. The 16 German Länder are
the sole authority in charge of educational decisions at the state level, so that
sizeable differences exist in terms of organization and efficiency, and hence in terms
of students’ educational outcomes across Länder (see Wössmann, 2007, for evi-
dence on cross-state variation in educational policies in Germany). The 16 states, as
we will better explain at the end of the paper, present differences in terms of
tracking age, central exit examinations, and per-student expenditures, with some of
these differences being a consequence of changes implemented after the so-called
2000 PISA shock. Such heterogeneity makes it difficult to analyze educational
outcomes in a unified framework, without taking into account regional differences.
A second crucial aspect is the early tracking, which characterizes the German
system. At the age of 10 (or 12, in some Länder), after a common elementary
school, each student is placed in one of the three existing school tracks, giving
different access to higher tertiary education and to the labor market. The decision on
the type of secondary school to attend is based on teachers’ recommendations and
pupils’ performance in earlier classes. Hauptschule and Realschule, the least the-
oretically oriented secondary schools, provide education up to grade 9 and 10,
allowing students to proceed to vocational training or to nonacademic careers,
whereas Gymnasium provides education up to grade 12 or 13, preparing students to
access university formation. The Gymnasium gives access to a standardized central
examination, the Abitur—the only gateway to university access. Some Länder
integrates all three tracks in a comprehensive school (Gesamtschule), making it
easier to access the higher ability tracks.

The three-tiered system was devised as a means to help all students develop their
individual abilities already from an early age, preparing them to enter the labor
market in a way that best takes into account their inclinations. Instead, as it was
revealed quite clearly to the German public by the PISA 2000 results, the tracking
system had a rather segregating effect from a very early age (Odendahl, 2017).
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The PISA shock brought to light several concerns. First, German students per-
formed poorly, as compared to other OECD countries, with average test scores well
below international averages in all three areas measured. Besides, the results of
these tests revealed a great inequality existing within the system: students’
socioeconomic status and social background were largely related to educational
success or failure in German schools. Having or not having a migratory background
shaped enormously the differences in test achievements, and the gap between low
and high achievers was particularly marked in Germany as compared to other
countries. In addition, because students in Gymnasiums scored higher than those in
other tracks, and because the attendance of Gymnasium rather than Hauptschule or
Realschule is greatly determined by pupils’ socioeconomic background, the
socioeconomic selectivity imposed by the tracking system translated into a selec-
tivity in terms of educational outcomes (Ertl, 2006). A great heterogeneity in mean
test scores emerged as well across different Länder.

The intense debate initiated thanks to PISA 2000 caused some major policy
changes and a shift in the idea of education, as we will explain at the end of the paper.
The strong reaction to the negative news about the educational systemmade it possible
to implement a series of reforms aimed at reducing inequalities and enhancing the
achievement of disadvantaged students. Since 2000, Germany’s PISA results have
exhibited a steady increase, reverting the trend of the beginning of the century. As can
be seen in Figure 4.1, now the country performs well above the OECD averages in all
tested areas, and the country scores have been growing from 2003 onwards.
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Fig. 4.1 Average test scores (2000–2015). Notes Data Source: Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (2015, 2016b, 2018). Test scores were normalized to have a mean
of 500 and variance equal to 100. Authors’ own calculations

4 Socioeconomic Inequality and Student Outcomes … 65



The rest of the chapter is organized as follows. The next section presents the
characteristics of the student population in Germany and informs about students’
education outcomes, using the latest release of the PISA assessment, PISA 2015.
Following this, the chapter uses some regression analyses to assess the importance
of explaining factors, where we focus on immigrant students and pupils coming
from families with low parental educational achievement. The final part of the
chapter highlights the main educational policy initiatives and changes spurred by
the PISA debate in Germany.

4.2 Key Characteristics of the National Student
Population

In order to provide the reader with an overview of disadvantaged students in
German secondary schools, we present some descriptive statistics focusing on
pupils with a low socioeconomic and/or migration background. For this purpose,
we make use of the most recent available wave of PISA, PISA 2015. The dataset of
PISA 2015 on Germany contains information on about 6,000 students, mostly from
the 8th and 9th grade in 256 different schools.

As a measure of students’ socioeconomic background, we employ parental edu-
cational achievement, since in the case of Germany previous studies have provided
evidence of a particularly low intergenerational mobility with respect to educational
attainment (see Entorf & Minoiu, 2005; Heineck & Riphahn, 2009). Children from
poorly educated families face considerably more difficulties compared to those with
highly educated parents, this being particularly true for students having a migratory
background. Recent evidence (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2018) finds some intergenerational progress in educational attainment,
in particular for the native-born children of Turkish immigrants. However, the OECD
report also concludes that due to persistent intergenerational transmission mecha-
nisms, the educational attainment of migrant children coming from families with a
low parental status still lags behind that of Germans of native descent. Also, Italian
immigrants, despite exhibiting high intergenerational mobility, still display lower
educational achievement as compared to native Germans, a sign that the assimilation
process is not yet completed (Bönke & Neidhöfer, 2018).

In this chapter, we want to shed more light on the size and development of the
gap between children from high and low educated parents, analyze potential rea-
sons for persistent disadvantages such as language proficiency, and study the
performance heterogeneity based on nationality, gender, school type, etc. The
empirical analysis of our chapter follows the classification suggested by the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2016a), so that highly
educated parents (one or both) have reached at least ISCED 5A (theoretically
oriented tertiary and postgraduate qualifications) and poorly educated parents have
reached at most ISCED level 2 (lower secondary qualifications). As a large share of
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the disadvantaged children have a migration background, the focus will be on
children and parents with non-German roots. Again, following the classification
suggested by the PISA assessment, a student is classified as non-German if both
parents were born abroad and she or he was born either abroad (first-generation
immigrant) or in Germany (second-generation immigrant). Table 4.1 displays the
composition of subgroups of interest of the student population according to this
parental background typology. All statistics are weighted and clustered according to
PISA sampling methodology (i.e., at school level). Furthermore, results relative to
PISA test scores are standardized to have a mean of zero and a variance of one, and
only the first of the 10 available plausible values was employed.

Table 4.1 Composition of student population

Low parental
education (%)

High parental
education (%)

In whole PISA
sample (%)

All students 22.1 34.4

Native 36.7 63.3 84.5

With migration background 51.5 48.5 15.5

–Other Nationalities 35.9 64.1 11.7

–Ex-Yugoslavia 54.7 45.3 1.8

–Italy 48 51.9 1.5

–Poland 33.5 66.5 2.9

–Former USSR 44.5 55.5 4.7

–Turkey 64.9 35.1 5.6

–Born in Germany (II
gen)

56.5 43.5 12.3

–Born abroad (I gen) 65.5 34.5 3.3

Language other than
German at home

49.2 50.8 10.5

Male 37.7 62.3 48.9

Female 40.6 59.4 51.1

Low performers: math 59.7 40.3 14.4

Low performers: read 54.5 45.5 12.4

Low performers: science 62.4 37.6 13.9

Gymnasium 16.8 83.2 36.7

More than 100 books at
home

19.4 80.6 48.5

Single-parent households 41.4 58.6 13.7

Source PISA 2015, 2012, Germany. Results are weighted and only the first plausible value for
PISA scores has been employed. Information on single-parents family comes from PISA 2012, as
the information was not available in PISA 2015
Native students have at least one parent born in Germany. Students are classified as being from a
certain origin country if either the mother, the father, or the student was born in the specified
country. Low parental education is defined as either of the parents having achieved at most level
ISCED 1 or 2 of education; high parental education if ISCED 5a or 6 was achieved by either of the
parents. Low performers are defined according to OECD guidelines: students that achieved a test
score lower than 420, 407, and 410 points in math, reading, and science, respectively
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Germany has been the destination country of sizeable migration flows since the
beginning of the twentieth century. On the one hand, a sizeable group of migrants
came to Germany as temporary guest workers from 1955 to 1973, mostly from
Turkey, Italy, and former Yugoslavia. Although originally supposed to only tem-
porarily work and live in Germany, they ended up bringing their families and
raising most of the students who now form the group of second-generation
immigrants. A second group of immigrants, mostly first-generation students, came
from the former Yugoslavian countries and Eastern Europe following the disso-
lution of socialism (Carey, 2008; Fertig & Schmidt, 2001). This composite popu-
lation is also reflected in the school system, where a migratory background
characterizes a considerable proportion of the students. Following the PISA defi-
nition, students are defined as native if at least one of their parents were born in
Germany; they are defined as an immigrant if either they or both of their parents
were born outside of Germany. In PISA 2015, we observe roughly 16% of the
students with a migratory background (Table 4.1), of which the majority is formed
by second-generation pupils (i.e., children born in Germany with foreign parents).

It is striking to see the differences in the parental background for some of the
subgroups of interest. First, we observe how the majority of natives have parents
who achieved high qualifications in education, whereas among students with a
migratory background the distribution is more balanced. The situation within the
immigrant group, however, is far from being homogeneous. In order to take into
account such heterogeneity, we classify a student as having, for example, a Polish
background if either the father, the mother, or the student was born in Poland (the
same applies for the other countries of origin in the sample). While a student with a
Polish background is comparable with a native German in terms of parental edu-
cation, the same does not apply for all other countries of origin. Pupils from Turkey
and from former Yugoslavia face a particularly disadvantaged situation at home,
with 55–65% of them having parents who achieved only up to ISCED 2 qualifi-
cations. Turkish pupils, amounting to 6% of the entire PISA sample and, thus,
representing the largest share among foreign students in German schools, start their
educational career with the strongest disadvantage relative to native students.

Differences in parental educational backgrounds matter and persist to the next
generation. Proficiency in PISA assessment is divided into six levels and
low-performing students are defined as those who score below 420 points in math,
407 points in reading, and 410 points in science (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2016a). Below such thresholds, students are
believed to lack basic competencies required at their age level. Considerably high
percentages of low performers show up in the low parental education category. Not
surprisingly, on the opposite side of the spectrum, students attending Gymnasium
and having more than 100 books at home (a proxy for cultural possession) are
mostly from families with highly educated parents.

Living in a family with a single parent (in most cases the mother) is not nec-
essarily associated with a poorer family background; on the contrary, in both cat-
egories, more students belong to the high parental education classification. The
same holds true for speaking a foreign language at home.
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4.3 Factors Associated with Students’ Outcomes
in Secondary School

The descriptive statistics presented in Table 4.1 clearly show a positive relation
between test scores and socioeconomic characteristics of the family, particularly
with the educational level of parents. Figures 4.2 and 4.3, plotting the change in the
average test score gaps between native and immigrant students (Figure 4.2) and
between students with high and low parental education (Figure 4.3), show that the
country has considerably reduced the gaps that emerged in the first PISA surveys.
The difference in performances of students whose parents are highly or poorly
educated has reduced by about 40 points on average in all subject areas, becoming
even smaller than the OECD average gap. However, despite improving their per-
formance over time, immigrants in Germany still achieve between 60 and 70 points
less than natives, while the OECD gap is of about 40 points on average. According
to OECD guidelines—one school year of competences corresponds to about 35–40
points in the PISA tests—immigrants’ performance is behind that of natives by
about 1.5 years of schooling. Hence, although there has been a remarkable decrease
in inequality originating from a heterogeneous parental background, considerable
gaps do still exist.

In order to better identify factors associated with students’ school performance, we
employ multivariate linear regressions and estimate the partial correlation between
students’ characteristics and PISA test results, conditioning on other relevant vari-
ables. Marginal effects fromOLS estimation are presented in Table 4.2: Columns (1),
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2003 2006 2009 2012 2015

Native-Immigrant Gap: Reading Native-Immigrant Gap: Math

Native-Immigrant Gap: Science Native-Immigrant Gap: Reading (OECD Average)

Native-Immigrant Gap: Math (OECD Average) Native-Immigrant Gap: Science (OECD Average)

Fig. 4.2 Average native–immigrant gap (2003–2015). Notes Data source: Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (2015, 2016b, 2018). Test scores were normalized to
have a mean of 500 and variance equal to 100. Authors’ own calculations
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(3), and (5) report estimates for all relevant variables; columns (2), (4), and (6) have a
more direct focus on parental education (by omitting variables that depend on the
influence of parents). The gap of students with a migratory background becomes
obvious throughout all six models of Table 4.2. Immigrant students, no matter
whether born abroad or in Germany, score significantly worse than native Germans
with at least one parent born in Germany. Pupils born abroad (i.e., first-generation
students) are the ones who experience the biggest disadvantage, and they do so the
later they arrive in Germany, as can be seen from the estimated coefficients associated
with age at arrival.We also observe that important differences in performance relate to
the country of origin: when at least one of the parents (or the child) is born in Turkey,
the average student has a malus of 0.3–0.6 standard deviations in her test score, with
math and science being especially affected by such disadvantage. Also, pupils of
Italian origin experience a disadvantage, whereas Polish origin positively correlates
with test scores, although not always significantly.

Students’ characteristics representing parental economic background and edu-
cation are highly correlated with students’ assessments. Because we want to analyze
the strength of the intergenerational educational correlation, we provide a closer
look at the particular role of parents’ education in columns (2), (4), and (6). Here,
we omit “Gymnasium” and “Books at Home” (a proxy for family’s wealth and
cultural capital), as these characteristics might already be the result of parents’
educational background (see Angrist & Pischke, 2009, for an in-depth discussion of
the concept of “bad control” variables). Once parental education is the only proxy
for students’ socioeconomic background, we observe a very strong influence of low
parental education on school performance of children. In all three subject areas, the
difference between performance levels amounts to about 0.4 standard deviation
when compared to non-low educated parents.
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Fig. 4.3 Average high–low parental education gap (2003–2015). Notes Data source: Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (2015, 2016b, 2018). Test scores were normalized
to have a mean of 500 and variance equal to 100. Authors’ own calculations
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Clearly, many factors that correlate with students’ performances are missing in
the estimation model, which is why our estimates represent partial correlations
rather than causal effects. However, the multivariate model confirms the descriptive
results of the previous section: pupils’ migratory and socioeconomic background
can negatively affect the test score of disadvantaged students. Students with some
foreign background, fewer books, and a non-German language spoken at home, and
with parents who themselves have achieved low levels of education, on average
achieve scores that range between 0.2 and 0.6 standard deviations below the
average performance of their respective counterparts.

4.4 Education Policies Designed to Address Socioeconomic
Disadvantaged Students

The disappointing “shock” of the first PISA results in 2000 has been a wake-up call
for the German educational system. Germany’s children performed significantly
below the OECD average, and a broad group was identified as “functional illiterate”
because their cognitive competences, reading, and writing skills were inadequate for
everyday needs. Only a decade later, Germany has managed a turnaround. As shown
in Figure 4.1, scores in reading, mathematics, and science have significantly
increased and are well above the OECD average after 2012. At the same time, the
impact of socioeconomic background has decreased. As noted by the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development (2015), Germany is one of only three
member countries where both mathematics scores and equity indicators have
improved since 2003. Moreover, an increasing percentage of the German student
population is “resilient”—meaning that pupils, despite their disadvantaged socioe-
conomic background, score among the top 25% of students around the world
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016b). The share of
resilient students in Germany has increased by 9 percentage points since 2006,
which is by far exceeding the OECD average increase of 2 percentage points during
the same period. The increasing performance of students with a disadvantaged
socioeconomic background becomes even more remarkable when we distinguish
between high and low educated parents by using the ISCED level (low parental
education: at most level ISCED 1 or 2; high parental education: ISCED 5a or 6,
achieved by either of the parents). As shown in Figure 4.3, the performance gap
between advantaged and disadvantaged students used to be more than 70 PISA score
points (roughly equivalent to 2 years of schooling) and still high above the OECD
average in 2009; it is down to less than 40 points and well below the average in 2015.

So, what educational policies and reforms, if any, have caused these improve-
ments? A first relevant remark to make is that the intense debate following PISA
2000 caused a major shift in the idea of education. Neumann, Fischer, and Kauertz
(2010) thoroughly explain how one of the core elements of the reform of the
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educational system following PISA 2000 was the passage from the German
Bildung, an idea of education based on the development of the individual rather
than on specific functional abilities, to the notion of Anglo-American literacy,
where educational standards and assessment of students’ achievements are central.
PISA contributed to the development of an empirically based framework for
research in education, previously not very developed in Germany, somehow more
practically oriented and based on competences (Ertl, 2006; Neumann et al., 2010).
National Education Standards (NES), common across all Länder, were introduced
by the Ständige Konferenz der Kulturminister to define ability levels that all pupils
should reach by the end of grade 4, ability levels which represent clear, assessable
goals to be achieved within a specific age.

In addition, as Waldow (2009) points out, one should be aware of the fact that
many of the changes to the educational system following PISA 2000 were already
underway before the public release of the results, and were not uniquely determined
by the test results, as many people believe. The introduction of educational standards
and centralized examinations, the creation of all-day schools (Ganztagsschule) and
the changes in the structure of lower secondary schools were elements already in
place in some of the Federal States and in a discussion phase across the country.
However, the PISA shock was employed as a legitimization tool to implement many
long-needed changes in educational policy measures and to create consensus among
the population for such changes (Waldow, 2009).

When having a closer look at the reforms carried out in Germany, it needs to be
stressed at the outset that it is difficult to characterize the national educational
system because education is regulated by the individual federal states
(Bundesländer), and every state has its own peculiarities. However, according to
educational research and discussions among practitioners, seven major points have
contributed to the improvement, which are given as follows:

1. Rethinking streaming children at the age of 10
2. Softening segregation
3. Standardization of curricula
4. Monitoring and ensuring comparability
5. Introduction of central examinations
6. Increasing school autonomy
7. Expanding and strengthening the educational content of pre-primary schools.

4.4.1 Streaming

The findings of 2000 have brought about strong arguments against tracking students
into differing-ability schools as early as age 10 (compared to the OECD average of
14) because it significantly increases educational inequality (Entorf & Lauk, 2008;
Hanushek & Wössmann, 2006). A few states (Länder) have introduced policies to
reduce the potentially negative effects of early tracking on equity. In Berlin and
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Brandenburg, all primary schools are comprehensive until grade 6 (age 12), and in
Hesse students can choose between 4-year and 6-year primary schools.
Nevertheless, a large majority of secondary students, particularly in the Western
part of Germany, still undergo some early tracking. However, the downsides of the
early tracking into different-ability schools have been alleviated by reforms that
changed the German school system to a more comprehensive and less segregated
approach in which students with greater heterogeneity of abilities are admitted to
the same school.

4.4.2 Segregation

Perhaps the most significant change has been the merging of the two lower level
tracks (Realschule and Hauptschule) into one school, called Regionalschulen
(“regional schools”) in several states. The change improved the general education
level and it has taken away a lot of stigma because Hauptschulen were and are still
characterized as places for children with (very) poor prospects. The previously
dominating non-comprehensive school system was found to magnify the prevailing
educational inequality between students with a low parental socioeconomic back-
ground, particularly those with a migration background, and children from more
privileged families (Entorf & Lauk, 2008). Closing Hauptschulen, again, does not
apply to all states. Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, Hesse, Lower Saxony, and North
Rhine-Westphalia maintain the traditional three-tier education system. However,
Hauptschulen in Baden-Württemberg and Bavaria are still considered less segre-
gated than elsewhere because in these states the share of pupils attending the lowest
level track is still relatively large, and the system facilitates considerable upward
mobility to higher ability tracks (Bellenberg, 2012). As a matter of fact, PISA scores
variation within schools was greater in 2015 (56%) than in 2006 (46%)
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016b). Thus, the
pre-reform ability grouping between schools has been partly replaced by ability
grouping within schools. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (2015), only 32% of students have been in schools without
grouping, whereas this number was 54% in 2003.

PISA results revealed poor performance of students with a migration background.
One of the key problems for their underperformance and lacking integration into
German society has been language problems. The Kultusministerkonferenz (KMK;
The Standing Conference of the Ministers of Education and Cultural Affairs of the
Länder in the Federal Republic of Germany) showed a prompt response and
announced a series of policy responses, including language training for migrant
children starting already from preschools, and a concept called Deutsch als
Zweitsprache (“German as second language”), which is now practiced in most
kindergartens (KMK, 2002).
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4.4.3 Standardization

The PISA shock prompted a debate about missing standards for education in
Germany. Therefore, the KMK decided on cross-border educational standards
for all federal states of Germany, which were introduced in 2003 and 2004. In
2004, a new Institute for Educational Quality Improvement (Institut zur
Qualtitätsentwicklung im Bildungswesen [IQB]) has been founded. Its key objec-
tives are development, operationalization, standardization, and examination of
educational standards, including the design of national tests across Länder. These
tests address standards for basic school graduates at all school levels. The first
implementation took place in 2009 in German, English, and French languages,
followed by Mathematics and German in 2011, and by 2012 educational standards
were introduced for all school types (Gemeinsame Wissenschaftskonferenz [GWK],
2014). Therefore, contrary to pre-PISA times, students are now preparing for
German and international standard tests such as PISA, IGLU (Internationale
Grundschule-Lese-Untersuchung), and TIMSS.

4.4.4 Monitoring

Differently from other OECD countries such as England, results from IQB evalu-
ations are not publicly available. IQB only publishes the ranking of states, and
participating schools receive a summary about the performance of their students.
This kind of monitoring is associated with less pressure on teachers and pupils than
in countries where league tables are available at the individual school level. It has
the advantage of informing schools about local problems and deficiencies, without
inducing a circle of stigmatization of less successful schools.

4.4.5 Centralization of Exams

Most Länder introduced the Zentralabitur (central upper secondary school leaving
examination) during the years 2005 and 2008. As of today, all states except
Rhineland-Palatinate have a centralized examination. Before 2000, it was in place
in Bavaria and in Eastern states of the former GDR. The reform improved com-
parability, and it has put some pressure on schools, perhaps even stronger than that
induced by other means of monitoring. However, contrary to a widespread belief,
examinations are not standardized at the national but rather at the state level.
Therefore, not surprisingly, there is still an ongoing demand for high and
low-quality standards, and for comparability between states.
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4.4.6 School Autonomy

Standardization, comparability, and central exams can only be successful when
school leaders have enough autonomy for school-specific changes and improve-
ments. Indeed, Wössmann and Fuchs (2007) point out that school performance is
positively correlated with school autonomy. The Organisation of Economic
Co-operation and Development (2015) reports that in recent years German school
leaders have benefited from increasing autonomy, and their use of instructional
leadership approaches is above the OECD average.

4.4.7 Preschools

Attendance of kindergarten used to be relatively low in Germany, particularly for
children with migration background. This has changed fundamentally. In 2012,
96% of the 4-year-old German children (OECD average: 82%) and 91% of all
3-year-olds (OECD average: 70%) attended kindergarten (GWG, 2014). As pre-
school is a place that offers the opportunity for leveling out social and cultural
differences, the general acceptance of kindergarten has led to a decrease of the gap
between children from high and low educated parents at the start of school.

In conclusion, the PISA shock has acted as a spur to the German educational
system. Many reforms have been implemented that eventually led to a schooling
system which has become more standardized and centralized, more closely moni-
tored, and perhaps most importantly, less segregated than at the time before PISA
2000. The result of this change can be seen when looking at the performance
difference of PISA scores between children from high-educated and those from
low-educated parents (ISCED 5a or 6, compared to ISCED 1 or 2). Whereas the
disadvantage was significantly above the OECD average in 2009, it fell well below
the average after 2012. Still, children with a migratory history lag behind. Despite
some improvements, the gap between native and immigrant children has remained
above the OECD level. When analyzing the reasons for this persistent disadvantage,
language problems can easily be identified as one of the major obstacles. In this
respect, the common practice of early tracking restricts integration, as many of
those with a poor command of the German language end up in Hauptschulen,
where their peers continue to speak their mother tongue.

Finally, although the OECD’s PISA tests seem to be very successful, particularly
in Germany, it should be noted that PISA itself has also been criticized. For
example, in an open letter to PISA director Dr. Andreas Schleicher, many educa-
tional scientists from around the world expressed their concern about a potentially
misleading impact of PISA tests (Andrews et al., 2014). Among other matters, they
worried about a bias in favor of the economic role of public schools. They
emphasized that preparing children for gainful employment “is not the only, and not
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even the main goal of public education” (Andrews et al., 2014, para. 6). Instead,
students should be prepared for participation in democratic self-government, moral
action, and well-being. This critique is certainly an opinion that is not shared by the
majority of German citizens and researchers working on education, but it represents
the voice of a significant number of practitioners and educational scientists.
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Chapter 5
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in Italy

Nicola Pensiero, Orazio Giancola and Carlo Barone

Abstract This chapter assesses inequalities in educational outcomes in Italy
linking their evolution to changes in the Italian educational system. We analyze
how to track choice and performance in PISA tests among 15-year olds are influ-
enced by social origins. We consider how inequalities by social origins are inter-
twined with inequalities by immigrant status and area of residence. We detect a
small reduction of inequalities in participation in the academic track and a reduction
of inequality in achievement limited to the northern regions, but overall our results
show high inertia in the reproduction of social inequalities. These results are
observed during a period where the reduction of inequalities in education has
remained a marginal issue in the policy debate as well as a marginal target of
educational policies.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Italy

5.1 The Italian Educational System: An Overview

This chapter assesses the evolution of social inequalities in compulsory education
for the period 2000–2015 in Italy. Drawing on PISA data corresponding to track
choices and student skills in three domains, we analyze recent trends in the dis-
advantage of students from low-educated families and the interplay between family
background, immigrant status, and territorial inequalities, which are particularly
pronounced in this country. In this section, we quickly sketch the main charac-
teristics of the Italian educational system, while in Sect. 5.2 we summarize the key
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findings of empirical research concerning the educational disadvantages of low-SES
students in Italy. In Sect. 5.3, we present fresh evidence concerning the evolution of
these educational inequalities over the past two decades, and in Sect. 5.4 we relate
these results to the evolution of the policy context. Section 5.5 provides some
concluding remarks.

In Italy, compulsory education starts at the age of 6, but pre-primary education
for children aged 3–5 is quasi-universalistic since attendance rates are above 90%
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2017a). Primary and
lower secondary education is comprehensive and takes 8 years to complete, from
the age of 6–14. Lower secondary school leavers have three main options in high
school: academic (licei), technical (istituti tecnici), or vocational schools (istituti
professionali). All of these tracks take 5 years to complete and open access to
higher education in any field, regardless of previous school performance. Ability
grouping within tracks is highly uncommon. Three-year vocational training courses
represent a fourth option at the upper secondary level, which is chosen by a small
percentage of students. Teachers formulate a formal track recommendation in grade
8, which is not binding. In Italy, students have very limited choice regarding school
subjects once they have chosen a track. The private education sector enrols only 6.5
and 4.5% of the high school and junior school students, respectively. Adult edu-
cation is highly underdeveloped in Italy.

The Italian school system thus presents an intermediate level of educational
stratification: students are tracked at the age of 14, but track assignment is not
binding for access to higher education; the differences between tracks in their
school curricula are substantial, but the vocational track is mainly school-based and
has weak connections with firms and employer associations. Upper-class students
are strongly overrepresented in the academic track, whose students display much
higher rates of university enrolment to and completion of higher education than
students attending the other two tracks. Conversely, working class, immigrant,
low-performing students are significantly overrepresented in the vocational track
and, to a lesser extent, in the technical track (Azzolini & Barone, 2013).
Compulsory education lasts until the age of 16. Dropout rates are comparatively
high in the first 2 years following high school and university enrolment, and again
they are strongly patterned by students’ socioeconomic and immigrant background
(Triventi & Trivellato, 2015).

Overall, from the post-WWII years until the present day, the educational system
in Italy, as in many other countries in the OECD, has been characterized by reform
processes to increase its inclusiveness and to reduce phenomena of social exclusion.
International data (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development,
2017a) have shown that as far as the inclusion capacity of various types of studies is
concerned, the possession of lower and upper secondary school diplomas has
become increasingly widespread. This trend has been accompanied by a significant
reduction of inequalities of educational opportunity by social origins in the postwar
decades (Barone, Luijkx & Schizzerotto, 2010), as well as by growing gender
equality in participation in the educational system (De Vita & Giancola, 2017).
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The level of centralization of the Italian school system is traditionally high. From
the end of the 1990s to the present, with a notable acceleration in the last 10 years
(2005–2015), the Italian educational system has become the object of several
reforms seeking to promote decentralization and school autonomy. This dynamic
was produced on the one hand by exogenous factors (broader reform processes
aiming at increasing the efficiency of the public administration, pressures towards a
rationalization of public spending, the need for integration between the various
national educational systems) and, on the other, by factors endogenous to school
systems (new conceptions of learning processes promoting a more flexible and
targeted view of educational processes) (Giancola, 2010). The opening of the
European Education area and the role of supranational agencies (Giancola &
Viteritti, 2014) have pushed the educational system simultaneously towards an
increasing role of local governance and a growing similarity with the other
European educational systems (Benadusi & Giancola, 2016).

These reforms to foster school autonomy and decentralization have produced
contradictory effects (Grimaldi & Serpieri, 2012). These processes have transferred
some tasks to the schools (the organization of part of the student curriculum, the
development of extracurricular projects, etc.), but school autonomy concerning
teachers’ recruitment and career advancement is still quite limited, and the weight
of the central bureaucracies is preponderant also with respect to school budgets.
Some recent school reforms have tried to increase the rights of school principals in
relation to the selection of teachers and their remuneration, but this process has been
controversial, and its outcomes currently remain uncertain. Hence, despite these
reform efforts, the Italian school system is still characterized by a high level of
uniformity and rigidity (Giancola & Fornari, 2011). Several studies show that the
characteristics of the student, the school, and the school context are not independent
from each other but rather overlap and influence students’ performances (Giancola,
2010; Triventi, 2014).

The degree of standardization and centralization of exams and assessments is
low in Italy. Grading standards vary considerably across regions and school tracks
(Argentin & Triventi, 2015). The national bureau for school testing (INVALSI)
carries out regular standardized assessments of students’ skills at grades 2, 5, 8, and
10, but their individual-level results are not communicated to the teachers, or to the
students and their families.1 Since 2017, the school-level results of these assess-
ments are in principle made accessible to families via a website, which may
increase in the future the competition between schools, but currently the impact of
this mild form of quasi-market model seems rather limited. Since 2014, Italy has a
national system of school quality assessment. Each school receives an annual set of
51 performance indicators (such as average scores on the INVALSI assessments,
dropout rates, teacher turnover, etc.) at the school level, with comparisons along

1The only exception was the test administered at the lower secondary final examinations, which
contributed to the final grade. However, due to the limited external control during this test,
cheating at this test was common practice (INVALSI, 2017). Since 2017, the test has no longer any
consequence for the final grade.
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these indicators with other schools in the same area. The school uses this infor-
mation to prepare a self-evaluation report, which forms the basis for a school
improvement plan. An external evaluation committee may visit the school to assess
the reliability of this self-evaluation report, but in practice this external control
occurs only in a very small minority of schools. This mild form of evaluation
involves only the schools and there is no standardized mechanism of teachers’
performance assessment. If the school fails to reach the goals of the school
improvement plan, there is no sanction in terms of school resources or teachers’
salaries; the school principal may face some negative consequences in terms of
career development, but this still remains unclear, as the system is new and schools
have just begun to implement the improvement plans. Overall, the pressures
towards increasing school accountability are still quite limited in Italy as compared
to other European countries, such as England or the Netherlands, but the direction
of recent reforms marks a significant change towards more pressure concerning
school performances. Unfortunately, the focus is largely on school-level averages in
educational output indicators, while the objective of fostering equal opportunities
by promoting the educational success of disadvantaged students remains quite
marginal in the current understandings of what makes a “good school”.

Finally, higher education virtually coincides with university courses comprising
3-year bachelor and 2-year master courses. Postsecondary vocational education
remains marginal. Access to university education is formally open to all high school
diploma holders, although in fact entry examinations based on standardized tests are
increasingly common. Universities enjoy much larger autonomy than schools with
regards to the management of human and financial resources. Accountability
dynamics are also more pronounced at this level, since the scientific output and the
teaching practices of each university are routinely evaluated.

5.2 Family Background and Educational Success in Italy

Italy displays comparatively low levels of educational attainment in tertiary edu-
cation and, to a lesser extent, in upper secondary education. Moreover, educational
achievement as measured in PISA and TIMSS surveys is also comparatively low
among secondary-aged children. These low levels of educational success go hand in
hand with strong social inequalities in educational participation. It is
well-documented that parents’ educational and occupational position exerts a strong
influence on their children’s educational opportunities in Italy. Family background
is associated with student grades and scores in standardized tests in primary
(INVALSI, 2017; Raimondi, Barone, & De Luca, 2013), lower secondary
(Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli, 2011; INVALSI, 2017; Mullis, Martin, Foy, &
Hooper, 2016), and upper secondary education (Benadusi, Fornari, & Giancola,
2010; Giancola & Fornari, 2011).

Moreover, a low-SES family background is associated with higher chances of
enrolment in the vocational track and with higher dropout risks. Controlling for
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performance in standardized tests, low-SES students get lower grades (Triventi &
Trivellato, 2015), and controlling for test scores, grades, and school-based measures
of behavioral problems, these students are less likely to get a teacher recommen-
dation for the general track (Argentin, Barbieri, & Barone, 2017), possibly because
teachers anticipate lower family support for these students (Romito, 2016). In turn,
track choice impacts considerably on their chances to enrol at university and to
achieve bachelor and master degrees.

The influence of family background on track choices and high school completion
is comparatively very strong in Italy, which ranks among the most unequal coun-
tries in Europe (Barone & Ruggera, 2018; Braga, Checchi, & Meschi, 2015). It is
also remarkable that this influence is less mediated than elsewhere by school per-
formance. For instance, school results mediate less than half of the association
between social origins and track choice (Azzolini & Contini, 2016; Contini &
Scagni, 2013). The influence of family background on educational attainment has
declined significantly in the birth cohorts schooled in the 1950s and 1960s, while in
recent cohorts it shows a high degree of persistence (Ballarino & Schadee, 2008;
Barone, Schizzerotto, & Luijkx, 2010; Shavit & Westerbeek, 1997). The rela-
tionship between social class and track choice displays a considerable degree of
stability in the long run (Ballarino & Panichella, 2014). At the same time, it should
be noted that the incidence of students from low-educated families has declined
sharply. For instance, between 2000 and 2015, their share declines from 31 to 19%,
as reported in Table 5.1.

In Italy, inequalities by family background are strongly intertwined with
inequalities by immigrant status and area of residence. In this country, immigration
is a relatively recent phenomenon and the presence of immigrant students was quite
negligible until the mid-1990s. Since then, their share has started to increase, as
reported in Table 5.1, and research has documented that these students are sys-
tematically overrepresented among low-achievers, dropouts, and students in the
vocational track (Azzolini & Contini, 2016). Because immigrant parents are
strongly overrepresented in unskilled, low-income, precarious jobs (even when they

Table 5.1 Trend in the distribution of parents’ education and migrant status (PISA) (column
proportions)

2000 2003 2006 2009 2012 2015

ISCED 2 or less 0.31 0.29 0.28 0.24 0.20 0.19

ISCED 3/4 0.46 0.36 0.46 0.43 0.43 0.42

ISCED 5/6 0.23 0.35 0.26 0.33 0.38 0.40

Total 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

N 1085 11336 21554 28916 28599 10069

Native 0.98 0.98 0.96 0.96 0.94 0.93

Non-native 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.04 0.06 0.07

Total 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

N 1094 11153 21260 29030 28285 10003
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have high-level qualifications), social class correlates with immigrant status and
mediates about half of the gap between non-natives and natives in track choice and
dropout risks (Azzolini & Barone, 2013). This gap declines substantially in the
second generations and is weakest among Eastern European and Southern
American nationalities and strongest among Northern African nationalities
(Azzolini & Contini, 2016).

The socioeconomic gap between the rich regions of Northern and Central Italy
and the poor regions of the South is a core social divide (Benadusi et al., 2010).
Relative poverty rates are more than three times higher in Southern Italy (Istat,
2018), youth unemployment risks are two times as high, and the net income per
household is 37% higher in Northern Italy than in the South (Istat, 2015). Hence,
the incidence of low-SES families is higher in Southern Italy. Southern students
underperform substantially in the achievement tests and are exposed to higher
dropout risks (Bratti, Checchi, & Filippin, 2007).

Finally, it should be noted that male low-SES students are substantially more at
risk of low test scores and school grades than their female counterparts. They are
also more likely to enrol into vocational tracks and to leave the education system
early. For PISA test scores, it is well-documented that female students enjoy a
strong advantage in reading and a moderate disadvantage in math, while gender
differences in science are negligible (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2017b).

It should be noted that while the results that we have summarized in this section
are well-established in the literature concerning the Italian case, we lack trend
analyses concerning the evolution of social inequalities in compulsory education for
the more recent years (2000–2015). This research gap partly reflects a lack of
suitable data, since national register data are not yet accessible and no repeated,
nationwide survey is available to analyze the longitudinal evolution of educational
careers in primary and secondary education. We have thus decided to resort to the
PISA data to analyze the evolution of the social gradients in student skills and track
choices.

5.3 The Evolution of Social Inequalities in Italian Upper
Secondary Education: Methods and Results

For the analyses, we use the 2000–2015 waves of PISA data.2 In Italy, students
aged 15 years attend the first or the second year of upper secondary school. We
exclude from the analytical sample students attending lower secondary education or
vocational training courses (approximately 3% of the total).

2Results obtained from the 2000 survey should be interpreted with caution because a relatively
large proportion of students did not provide enough information to impute an achievement score.
Excluding the cases that have a non-imputable score in at least one domain, the resulting sample is
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The outcome variables are the student scores in reading, mathematics, and sci-
ence based on the five plausible values used in PISA, and the attendance of the
academic track (liceo) at age 15. Unfortunately, no reliable data source is available
to measure social inequalities in student dropout risks.

The main independent variable is parental education, coded into three categories
of the ISCED classification: primary or lower secondary (ISCED 1–2), upper
secondary (ISCED 3–4), and tertiary (ISCED 5–6). We will present results con-
cerning the gaps between children from low-educated families and from a tertiary
education background. In some control analyses that we comment below, we have
replaced parental education with the ESCS index commonly used in the analyses of
the PISA data. For both measures of family background, we apply the dominance
criterion, which selects the highest educational or occupational level of the parents.

Our covariates are gender, country of birth (Italy vs. abroad), and area of resi-
dence (North, Centre, South). We have also estimated models that incorporate the
upper secondary track (general, technical, vocational), which is recognized in the
literature as a major mediator of family background effects. We take into account
the complex survey design of PISA using the PISA replicate weights. In estimating
the uncertainty associated with the plausible values of achievement scores, we
consider both the sampling error and the imputation error deriving from the testing
procedures. We adjust the standard errors of the regression estimates to take into
account school-level clustering. The graphs show the marginal values of the
regression models.

As reported in Fig. 5.1, which plots the imputed values extrapolated from the
OLS models, the gap in the attendance rates of the academic track by parental
education at age 15 has narrowed over the period under consideration. In 2003, less
than a fifth (18%) of children from low-educated families (ISCED 1–2) attended the
academic track, while in 2015 this proportion increased to almost one-third (29%),
which is a larger increase than that experienced by children from a high ISCED
background, which moved from a 57% to a 63% attendance rate. The difference in
the trend between the two groups expressed in terms of log odds is significant at the
5% level. Despite this reduction in the gap between the two groups (−5%), the gap
itself remains substantial (34%).

The 2010/2011 reform of the academic track, which created new curricula in the
academic track, and most notably some curricula that do not involve the study of
Latin and philosophy, may have contributed to this limited equalization, since these
school subjects are taken more often by upper-class students, and thus represents a
highbrow cultural barrier to enrolment in the academic track for low-SES students.

reduced from almost 5000 to slightly more than 1000 cases. Assuming that the missing cases are
missing at random, as the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) and
INVALSI do, those numbers are probably sufficient for the main, aggregate analysis, yet they are
less reliable for the subgroup analysis. For this reason, when we test the significance of the changes
in educational inequality over time, we use the 2003 survey as the starting point of the time series.
The inclusion or exclusion of the 2000 wave does not substantially affect our main conclusions
concerning the evolution of educational inequalities in Italy.

5 Socioeconomic Inequality and Student Outcomes in Italy 87



However, it should be noted that the trend starts before this reform, in the early
years 2000s.

The achievement gaps by parents’ education did not change over time, except
possibly for science. As can be seen from Fig. 5.2 concerning math achievement,
the trends for the two groups move perfectly in parallel, and the same applies for
reading achievement (Fig. 5.3). For science (Fig. 5.4), the gap is significantly
reduced from almost 40–30 points, thanks to the skills improvements of children
from low-educated families; yet the reduction of social inequalities is only

Fig. 5.1 Academic track attendance gap by parents’ ISCED (estimates obtained from PISA)

Fig. 5.2 Math achievement gap by parents’ ISCED (estimates obtained from PISA plausible
values)
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Fig. 5.3 Reading achievement gap by parents’ ISCED (estimates obtained from PISA plausible
values)

Fig. 5.4 Science achievement gap by parents’ ISCED (estimates obtained from PISA plausible
values)
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significant at the 13% level when comparing the achievement gap by parents’
education in 2003 with that of 2015.

In some additional analyses (available upon request), we have considered the
evolution of these educational gaps separately for female and male students and for
natives and non-native students, and the broad picture does not change. The only
notable change in the achievement gap is the one occurring in the Northern regions,
where the gap in reading scores by parental education shrunk from 48 to 25 and this
reduction is highly significant (p < 0.01). Similar patterns occur for the other
domains. At the same time, the gap is stable in the Central and Southern regions
(results available upon request).

5.4 The Evolution of the Policy Context

The evolution of the Italian socioeconomic and institutional context in the period
under consideration has not been particularly favorable to a reduction of educa-
tional inequalities. After an initial period of slow economic growth in the early
2000s, Italy has faced a strong and prolonged economic recession between 2008
and 2015. The marked income inequalities that characterize this country, with a
Gini index only slightly lower than those observed in the U.S. and the U.K., have
continued to increase since the mid-1980s (Brandolini, 2017), parallel to a sub-
stantial growth of precarious jobs and unemployment risks (Reyneri, 2014). Due to
the crisis of public finances, welfare coverage of unemployed and low-income
families has remained at extremely low levels in this period, despite the growing
risks of economic insecurity.

The institutional architecture of the educational system has remained largely
unchanged (Benadusi & Giancola, 2014). Indeed the fundamental structure of a
tripartite model with tracking age at 14 and strong differences in the curricula,
prestige, selectivity, and social profiles of the three tracks has persisted in Italy since
1942; that is, it dates back to the Fascist regime. As mentioned above, since the late
1990s Italian schools have enjoyed an increasing level of curricular and organi-
zational autonomy, but the centralistic and bureaucratic control of the national level
has remained largely prevalent.

Moreover, the funding of the school system has been substantially reduced in the
period under consideration (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2017a, 2017b). Income support for low-SES students is negligible in
primary and secondary education. Affirmative action policies and interventions to
redirect resources towards the most disadvantaged school contexts are virtually
absent—and actually not even debated—in Italy. Educational support programmes
for disadvantaged students (low-educated parents, immigrant families) are extre-
mely scant and they are largely developed on the initiative of single schools or
teachers, in the absence of a nationwide policy framework. More generally, the
reduction of social inequalities in education is a marginal issue in public debates, as
well as in the agenda of policymakers. In the period under consideration, the
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initiatives to reduce the cultural, social and economic barriers that hinder school
success for disadvantaged students have been very limited in scope.

Within this highly inertial situation, two significant changes in the institutional
structure of the Italian school system in the period under consideration can be
mentioned. First, compulsory education has been raised from 14 to 15 in 1999 and
then to 16 in 2006. These reforms have been implemented in a context where the
objective of reducing early high school dropouts and increasing upper secondary
completion rates has become a priority in the agenda, also following some pressures
from the European institutions. As explained above, due to data limitations we are
unfortunately unable to analyze the evolution of social inequalities in dropout rates.
Second, the curricular differences between academic and technical schools have
been softened in 2009, thanks to the introduction of some intermediate curricula in
the academic track that do not comprise Latin and philosophy.

5.5 Concluding Remarks

Overall, socioeconomic inequalities in education have been broadly stable in Italy
during the period under consideration. On one hand, inequalities by parental edu-
cation in track choice, which impact so heavily on inequalities in higher education,
are comparatively strong and have diminished very slowly. To illustrate, a decline
of only five percentage points over the 12 years out of an initial gap of 39 points
means that, if we plot for the future the linear trend that we have detected between
2003 and 2015, it would take more than 80 years to erase these educational
inequalities. We cannot wait that long. These results are in line with the relatively
strong influence of family background on track choices and high school completion
found in previous research (Barone & Ruggera, 2018; Braga, Checchi, & Meschi,
2015). However, the small decline in inequality in participation in the academic
track is a significant finding in the light of the high degree of persistence of
intergenerational inequalities found in recent cohorts (Ballarino & Schadee, 2008;
Barone, Schizzerotto, & Luijkx, 2010). The 2010/2011 reform of the academic
track which created new curricula in the academic track that do not involve the
study of Latin and philosophy might also have played a role in this equalization, but
it should be born in mind that the trend started in the early years 2000s, that is,
before the reform was introduced. Moreover, it should be borne in mind that we
currently do not know whether students who take these less selective academic
tracks enjoy similar opportunities in higher education than students in the tradi-
tional academic tracks.

On the other hand, socioeconomic inequalities in skill development are overall
unchanged across domains for both male and female students. Only the Northern
regions show a mild reduction of inequality in achievement by social origins. It
should be noted that these skill gaps are not very pronounced in comparison with
those observed in other OECD countries, but also that inequalities in skill devel-
opment are not a high-stake issue in Italy (Sestito, 2016). As explained above,
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student scores in standardized tests have no direct implication for grade advance-
ment or for track decisions, and the final exam in upper secondary education does
not involve any standardized testing of student skills. At the same time, the cre-
dentialist nature of the Italian labor market implies that the possession of relevant
educational qualifications is far more relevant than the actual skill levels. The
incentives to develop high skill levels are undermined in an economic context
characterized by a remarkably low share of skilled occupations, and where informal
connections play a major role in job search processes. Credentials and social net-
works, more than skills, are the key drivers of social competition in education in
Italy. Unsurprisingly, in Italy, the average levels of student skills as measured in
PISA are far below the OECD average.

The strong social inequalities characterizing educational attainment in the
Southern and Central regions are a longstanding issue. There is a large economic
and social divide between the richer Northern regions and the other regions, where
the incidence of low-SES families is higher and students underperform in the
achievement tests. Conversely, students in the Northern regions perform well above
the cross-country average in PISA tests (Bratti, Checci, & Filippin, 2007).

Overall, the inertia of educational inequalities in Italy is unsurprising in light of
our analysis of the structural and institutional context that characterizes this country.
In a context of economic stagnation and increasing socioeconomic insecurity,
where financial and educational support to disadvantaged students is remarkably
weak, the fact that educational inequalities at the upper secondary level have not
increased may be even regarded as a “partial success”.
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Chapter 6
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in Spanish Schools

Álvaro Choi and Jorge Calero

Abstract International assessments show that the performance of Spanish students
in core cognitive competencies is close to the international average and its
socioeconomic gradient is below the mean of Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries. Additionally, the performance
gap between students in socioeconomically advantaged and socioeconomically
disadvantaged schools is relatively small. While these may be seen as remarkable
facts, given the comparatively low socioeconomic level of Spanish families and the
depth of the scars of the economic crisis, a closer look uncovers a more complex
reality. For example, the likelihood of low performance and grade repetition among
socioeconomically disadvantaged students relative to non-disadvantaged students is
high and important differences across regions still prevail. In this chapter, we
describe the recent evolution and situation of socioeconomic inequalities of
school-aged Spanish students and discuss the policies that have been applied to
tackle the socioeconomic-based performance gap. These policies have been
developed within the framework of changing state-level general education acts and
designed and applied at the regional level.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Spain

6.1 Introduction

The Spanish education system establishes compulsory education for children
between 6 and 16 years of age. However, schooling in the earlier stage—that
corresponding to pre-primary education between the ages of 3 and 5—has grown
rapidly so that it is now practically universal (in 2015, 94.9% at 3 years old and
97.9% at 5 years old). In fact, since the application of the General Law of the
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Education System (LOGSE) in the 1990s, the choice of school for compulsory
education, in most cases, is made at 3 years old. Knowing that priority is granted to
students already enrolled in the school at the time of opting for a place in the first
year of primary education, families enroll students at 3 years of age in the school
where they wish them to remain during primary education. Moreover, since 2008,
education for children between 3 and 5 years of age is free for families, since it is
financed by the public sector.

Compulsory education is divided into two stages in Spain. Primary education
covers 6 years, starting at 6 years of age, while lower secondary education
(Compulsory Secondary Education, ESO) is completed in 4 years, beginning at age
12. The system is comprehensive, with no possibility of choosing alternative itin-
eraries until the 4th year of lower secondary education. In the 4th year, itineraries
are introduced, which vary across the different regions (autonomous communities).

The share of students in public schools in the Spanish primary and lower sec-
ondary education is low with only 67.7% (the European Union average is 86.7%)
and 65.8% (the European Union average is 77.4%), respectively.1

Many of the privately owned schools cover most of their costs with public
financing, in a system that is rare in the rest of European countries. In this system,
private schools (religious and lay) can sign an agreement (in Spanish, concierto)
with the Educational Administration by which they commit themselves to schooling
the students in conditions of gratuity and to admit them according to the same
criteria as public schools. On the other hand, the schools receive public transfers to
cover current expenses (essentially, personal expenses). The system of public
financing of private schools was formalized in 1985, as a system designed to
guarantee families’ capacity of choice. It was initially oriented to facilitate
schooling in the schools of the Catholic Church, In fact, it has configured an
educational quasi-market in which public financing “follows” the demand made by
families—28.5% of the Spanish students of primary education are enrolled in
private charter schools, a percentage that reaches 30.7% in lower secondary. The
rest of the students (3.8% in primary education and 3.5% in lower secondary) attend
independent private schools, which do not receive public funding.

To understand the evolution of students in Spanish compulsory education, it is
necessary to focus on two variables that have changed markedly in recent decades.
We refer, on the one hand, to the fertility rate and, on the other, to changes in the
immigrant population. The fertility rate in Spain is among the lowest in the world,
with a value of 1.32 children per woman in 2016, and it has always remained below
1.5 since 1990 (it was 2.80 in 1976). On the other hand, the rapid arrival of
immigrant populations started in Spain at the end of the 1990s, coinciding with a
period of economic growth that continued until 2007. During these years, the rate of
incorporation of immigrant students into the Spanish education system was among

1For the distribution of students according to the ownership of the school, see Ministerio de
Educación, Cultura y Deporte (MECD, 2017) and Eurostat on-line database.
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the highest in Europe, leading to a visible strain on the system. The sociocultural
and economic educational segregation increased, since a far greater than propor-
tional number of immigrant students enrolled in the public schools of popular
neighborhoods. Figure 6.1 shows the evolution of the enrollment of foreign stu-
dents in compulsory education in the last two decades.

The Great Recession, which lasted far longer in Spain than in any other OECD
countries, led to a sudden halt of new immigrant students. Since 2015, however, the
incoming migrant flow has started to grow again.

An extremely important characteristic of education programs in Spanish com-
pulsory education is the high incidence of repetition of the academic year. In 2015,
31.3% of 15-year-old Spanish students had repeated 1 or more years (compared to
an 11.3% average for other OECD countries). In the case of primary school stu-
dents, repetition affected 12.8% of Spanish students (6.4% in the OECD average).
The incidence of repetition is very diverse in the different regions, ranging from
21% in the case of the region of Catalonia to 40% in the Balearic Islands at 15 years
of age (OECD, 2016a, 2016b). It is a choice of action in schools that is largely
detached from the skills acquired by students, since it can be seen how, with equal
cognitive skills, Spanish students tend to fail and repeat years more frequently than
their counterparts in other European countries.

The repetition of academic years during compulsory education anticipates
another problem that is most important in the Spanish educational system—early
school leaving. At the end of compulsory education, a very high proportion of
young Spaniards do not continue studying. In 2017, this proportion stood at 18.3%,

Fig. 6.1 Percent of immigrants enrolled in the Spanish compulsory schools over time and by
school type. Source Own elaboration from student’s statistics of Ministerio de Educación y
Formación Profesional
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while the average of the European Union-28 was 10.6%. Only Malta, with 18.6%,
had a higher value for this indicator in Europe. Early school leaving had reached
31.7% in 2008,2 but it dropped rapidly during the Great Recession, due to the drop
in the opportunity cost of studies, derived from the enormous youth unemployment
that arose during those years. In recent years, the recovery of employment has
slowed down the drop in the early school leaving rate, which started to pick up
slightly in the second half of 2017 and the first quarter of 2018.3 The reduction in
early abandonment, which was good news for the Spanish educational system, may
have had an important short-term component, corresponding to the evolution of the
labor market during the Great Recession, rather than to any structural change in
how Spanish youth value post-compulsory education as a long-term investment.
The post-Great Recession labor market, with a rebound in the creation of jobs with
low added value (and very low salaries) for young people, may once again con-
stitute a “trap” for the training trajectories of young Spaniards.

We will finish this section with a brief reference to how public spending allo-
cated to the education system has been substantially reduced since 2010. The
austerity policies imposed since that year have led to a total reduction of 7000
million Euros per year in public education spending, comparing the figures for 2016
and 2010. This cut, equivalent to 0.7 percentage points of GDP, has affected public
schools much more intensely. The private education sector has enjoyed a slight
increase in its total funding, as some regional governments have favored the cre-
ation of government-subsidized private schools. Budget cuts have particularly
affected the availability of regular teachers and support staff in public schools.

6.2 The Socioeconomic Profile of Spanish Students

Socioeconomic status (SES) may be proxied through different variables.
Throughout this chapter, we have selected parental education as our preferred
SES-proxy as it is less likely to change across time than alternative variables, such
as books at home or occupational status. More specifically, we define low-SES
students as those living in a household where the maximum educational level of
parents is below level 3 in the ISCED 1997 scale; that is, for the Spanish case,
students whose parents have not completed post-compulsory secondary education.
High-SES students are defined as those whose parents have completed at least level
ISCED 5A (Bachelor’s or equivalent level).

Applying this definition to data from the OECD’s 2015 Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA), 24.9, 36.5, and 38.6% of Spanish

2Source: Retrieved from the EUROSTAT Database: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/tgm/table.do?tab=
table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=t2020_40.
3Source: Retrieved from the INE (Instituto Nacional de Estadística) Database: http://www.ine.es/
dyngs/INEbase/es.
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15-year-old students come from low, middle, and high-SES backgrounds, respec-
tively. The analogous figures for the OECD average were 16.7, 46.3, and 37.7%.
Indeed, while the share of low-SES households is higher in Spain, the percentage of
high-SES ones is very similar to the OECD average. This is congruent with the
hourglass structure of the educational endowment of the Spanish adult population,
where a high percentage of university graduates coexist with a small share of adults
who have completed, at most, intermediate studies (ISCED 3 and 4 levels), and a
large proportion of adults who have completed, at most, compulsory education. At
the same time, the progressive expansion of the education system has led to a
significant improvement in the SES of Spanish households during the last decade—
the percentage of students from low, middle, and high-SES backgrounds were,
according to PISA 2006 microdata, 36.3, 38.1, and 25.6%, respectively.

The distribution of Spanish students by SES is however heterogeneous across
regions and subgroups such as immigrants and the Roma community. The SES
background of students varies widely across Spanish regions (Comunidades
Autónomas). In regions such as the Basque Country or Madrid, less than 15% of
students come from disadvantaged backgrounds, while approximately half of the
students live in high-SES households. In contrast, in Andalucía and Extremadura,
around 38% of children come from low-SES backgrounds, and only around 30%
from high-SES ones.

As has been described in the introduction, one of the main challenges faced by
the Spanish education system during the 2000 decade was the arrival of students
from abroad. The socioeconomic composition of first and second-generation
immigrant students differs from that of the native students. According to PISA
2015, 24.7% of the latter were low-SES households; the respective figures for first-
and second-generation immigrant households were 22.6 and 33.2%. While 39.2%
of 15-year-old native students had a high-SES profile, only 35.9 and 30.4% of first-
and second-generation immigrant households came from highly educated back-
grounds. The existence of heterogeneous situations across the immigrant collective
must, however, be acknowledged.4

Most studies highlight the low SES of families from some specific ethnic groups.
For example, applying our SES definition to the data provided by the Ministry of
Education, Science and Sports (MECD, 2013), 95.8% of Roma students come from
low-SES backgrounds. Although there has been a progressive inclusion of Roma
students in the education system, early school dropout rates for this group are still
above 60%.

It is worth mentioning at this point, as we will come back to this in the last
section, that socioeconomic background is a key variable for understanding student
segregation across schools in Spain. Students from disadvantaged backgrounds are
predominantly enrolled in public schools (84.5%, at age 15). This percentage is

4For Spain, the selected definition of SES underestimates the socioeconomic differences between
natives and immigrants. The use of alternative definitions, such as occupational category or the
ESCS index provided by PISA, increases these differences.
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53.1% for high-SES students. Consequently, only 15.5% of low-SES students are
enrolled in private schools (14% in publicly funded private schools and 1.5% in
private independent schools), while 46.9% of high-SES students attend privately
owned schools. Geographical segregation of the population by SES and—although
legally banned—student selection by publicly funded private schools are possible
explanatory factors.

6.3 Educational Inequalities by Socioeconomic Status

There is a strong positive association between high-SES and educational success in
Spain (Table 6.1). By age 15, high-SES students outperform their low-SES coun-
terparts in all the indicators presented in Table 6.1. In Spain, the gap in performance
between high- and low-SES students is below the OECD average for the three
competencies assessed by PISA. However, the size of the raw SES gaps in the three
competencies is still remarkable—approximately 60 points in the PISA metrics,
which may be translated into 1.5 academic years. At this point, it is important to
stress that the distribution of scores in Spain is more compressed than in most
OECD countries (i.e., students concentrate around the mean; OECD, 2016a). This
is also visible in Table 6.1, which shows Spain has neither many top performers in
the three competencies, nor many poor performers—these being defined as per-
forming above level 4 and below level 2 in PISA, respectively. Thus, although the
absolute SES performance gap is low in Spain, it has a large capacity for explaining
overall inequalities in educational outcomes.

Grade repetition is widely applied in Spain. By age 15, almost one-third of
students have repeated at least one academic year, which is about three times more
than students in other OECD countries on average. Half of the low-SES 15-year-old
Spanish students have repeated at least 1 year; this figure is 17.1% for high-SES
students. Striking as these figures may be, it is also worth underlining that the
application of grade repetition in Spain is more SES biased than in other countries—
the ratio of the percentage of the repetition rates of low- and high-SES students is
larger for Spain (2.95) than in most OECD countries (2.54, on average). This ratio is
especially high at the lower secondary school level (3.27). Thus, this should be a
matter of concern for Spanish policymakers for obvious equity reasons, but also for
efficiency ones, as previous research has consistently described the pernicious effect
of grade repetition on academic performance (Choi, Gil, Mediavilla, & Valbuena,
2017; Manacorda, 2012).

Indeed, the previous discussion uncovers a paradox in the Spanish educational
system, while 15-year-old students perform relatively well according to international
standards and, even more importantly, only a small proportion has a very poor per-
formance—Schleicher (2007) argues that students below level 2 in PISA may be
considered to be at risk of early school dropout as there is a high percentage of students
with low educational expectations in this group—the percentage of Spanish students
with low educational expectations is comparatively high. This may translate, some
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years later, into early school dropout decisions (Ou&Reynolds, 2008). As can be seen
in Table 6.1, in Spain, the difference in educational expectations by SES level is also
larger than in most developed countries. Thus, while different theories—such as the
rigidity and hardness of the educational system and the structure of the labor market,
where low-skilled job places had, until the Great Recession, traditionally been
abundant—have been put forward as factors to explain the high early school dropout
rates (Aparicio-Fenoll, 2016; Guio, Choi, & Escardíbul, 2018), SES inequalities, as
Choi and Calero (2013) pointed out, also seem to play an important role in this
process. It is remarkable that the percentage of low SES Spanish students with high
educational expectations (24.6) is similar to the percentage of high-SES students with
high educational expectations for the OECD (26.2).

Among the different subgroups, the situation of immigrant students in Spain
seems to be especially complex. Table 6.2 shows that the educational outcomes of
immigrant students are systematically lower than those of native students. The
educational outcomes of high-SES immigrant students are very similar to those
obtained by low-SES native students in Spain. Immigrant students perform worse in
the three competencies assessed by PISA, and face higher risks of early school

Table 6.1 Educational outcomes of 15-year-old Spanish students, by socioeconomic status, year
2015

Average Low-SES High-SES

ESP OECD ESP OECD ESP OECD

Average score in mathematical competencies 486 490 455 435 512 512

Average score in scientific competencies 493 493 460 434 518 519

Average score in reading competencies 496 493 463 434 521 517

Low achievers in the three competencies (%) 11.0 14.1 19.5 31.3 3.1 6.7

High achievers in the three competencies (%) 1.7 3.7 0.6 0.6 6.0 9.9

Students who have repeated at least one year
(%)

31.3 11.3 50.5 21.9 17.1 8.6

– In primary education (%) 12.8 6.4 21.9 14.1 7.0 4.7

– In lower secondary education (%) 26.6 5.4 44.9 11.1 13.7 4.2

Students with low educational expectations
(%)

13.0 6.1 24.6 12.2 6.2 4.2

Students with high educational expectations
(%)

51.0 44.2 44.6 26.2 68.5 57.1

Note Low-SES: students whose parents have completed, at most, lower secondary education;
high-SES: students whose parents have completed at least an undergraduate degree. Low
achievers: students who perform below level 2 in PISA; high achievers: students who perform
above level 4 in PISA. Low educational expectations: students who do not expect to complete
post-compulsory education. High educational expectations: students who expect to obtain at least
an undergraduate degree. Calculations were derived from the source http://www.oecd.org/pisa/
data/2015database/
Source Authors’ own elaboration from PISA 2015 microdata
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dropout and grade repetition. They are also more extreme in their educational
expectations. While the SES of immigrants is lower than that for natives, the
educational gaps by SES seem to be lower for the former.

The raw performance gap between low-SES and high-SES students is wider for
native students. For native students, the probability of being a low achiever in the
three competencies (i.e., having a high risk of early school dropout) is four times
larger for low-SES students; for immigrant students, this probability is around 1.7.
The same happens when focusing on grade repetition—low-SES native students
have a 3.5 higher probability of having repeated at least 1 year by age 15 than their
high-SES counterparts. This ratio is 1.5 for immigrant students. Also, the expec-
tations of immigrant students seem to be less affected by their SES than for natives.
Interestingly, the educational expectations of low-SES students are similar for
immigrant and native students. The same does not hold for high-SES students. As it
may be seen, multivariate analyses are needed to disentangle the effects linked to
the place of birth and SES. Thus, we performed the following analyses, comprising
two sets of regressions. In the first set, using the entire PISA 2015 sample of
15-year-old Spanish students we estimate a model where the score in mathematical

Table 6.2 Educational outcomes of 15-year-old Spanish students, by socioeconomic and
immigrant status, year 2015

Average Low-SES High-SES

Native Immig Native Immig Native Immig

Average score in mathematical
competencies

492.01 448.55 460.63 424.41 519.39 462.07

Average score in scientific
competencies

499.03 456.80 465.85 424.86 525.05 471.22

Average score in reading
competencies

501.52 461.14 468.17 433.31 527.74 472.01

Low achievers in the three
competencies (%)

9.39 19.76 17.85 29.66 4.32 17.19

High achievers in the three
competencies (%)

1.87 0.82 0.73 0 3.23 2.39

Students who have repeated at least
one year (%)

28.52 50.92 66.27 48.18 13.85 44.63

– In primary education (%) 10.46 28.67 18.61 44.58 5.22 22.61

– In lower secondary education
(%)

24.61 39.18 43.46 51.63 11.14 35.41

Students with low educational
expectations (%)

12.41 15.54 24.26 21.45 5.32 12.64

Students with high educational
expectations (%)

34.83 43.59 31.56 31.51 71.07 50.22

Note Low-SES: students whose parents have completed, at most, lower secondary education;
high-SES: students whose parents have completed at least an undergraduate degree. Low
achievers: students who perform below level 2 in PISA; high achievers: students who perform
above level 4 in PISA. Low educational expectations: students who do not expect to complete
post-compulsory education. High educational expectations: students who expect to obtain at least
an undergraduate degree
Source Own elaboration from PISA 2015 microdata
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competencies (which is replicated for the other two competencies, obtaining similar
results) depends only on two dummy variables—being a first- and a
second-generation immigrant, respectively; thus, the reference category is being a
native. Both coefficients are negative, especially for first-generation immigrants,
and statistically significant, indicating that native students outperform immigrants.
We then add two additional variables controlling for SES. Strikingly, coefficients
for the variables flagging immigrant students are not significantly different from the
unconditional ones. This indicates that immigrant students face educational issues
that are independent of their SES.

In the second set of analyses, we calculate the socioeconomic gradient—defining
it as the average distance, measured in PISA points, between high-SES and low-SES
students—and split the sample into three—native students, first-generation immi-
grant students and second-generation immigrant students. This should enable us to
determine whether SES has heterogeneous effects depending on immigrant status.
The results show that while the socioeconomic gradient for natives and
second-generation immigrants are very similar (59 and 57 points, respectively), the
gradient for first-generation immigrants is considerably lower (38 points). SES does
not affect immigrant and native students equally. Identifying the factors behind these
results is beyond the scope of this chapter and remains open to different interpre-
tations. At the same time, any interpretation of the former issue should bear in mind
that the definition of our SES variable—based on completed educational levels—
does not take into account the quality of education and the heterogeneous compo-
sition, by country of origin, of the Spanish immigrant community.

Besides students’ family SES, socioeconomic inequalities may affect academic
performance through additional channels. For example, the influence of the SES of
peers on educational careers has been well documented (Berkowitz, Moore, Astor,
& Benbenishty, 2017) and, in some countries, low-SES students may attend schools
with less or lower quality resources than high-SES students. While the latter does
not seem to hold for the Spanish case (student–teacher ratios and the teachers’ level
of qualifications are similar in public and private schools, teacher quality measures
being similar in both types of schools (Calero and Escardíbul, 2017)), there is a
clear concentration of low-SES students in public schools. Thus, low-SES students
are facing double jeopardy due to their socioeconomic background. Figure 6.2
confirms this point; it presents the performance gap in mathematics between stu-
dents enrolled in public schools, students in publicly subsidized private schools,
and students in independent private schools. Beginning from the left, the first two
bars display the raw performance gap between students by school type. As can be
seen, in Spain, students enrolled in private schools outperform those in public
schools.

The two central bars show that once we condition on the effect of individual SES
using OLS regressions, the advantage of students in publicly subsidized private
schools halves, and that for students in independent private schools falls by more
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than 40%. Finally, once we take into account the effect of the SES of schools,
measured as the modal level of education of parents in that school, the advantage of
publicly subsidized private schools disappears and that for independent private
schools shrinks to 11 points approximately. Moreover, the two bars on the
right-hand side of Fig. 6.2 are statistically not significant; that is, once we control for
the individual and school SES, we cannot state that the difference in performance
between public and private schools is different from zero. In other words, in Spain,
the main reason why private schools outperform public schools is the different
composition by SES of their students. It is worth mentioning too that the above
results hold with the independence of the analyzed competency assessed by PISA.

Fig. 6.2 Average performance gap in mathematics between 15-year-old Spanish students enrolled
in public schools and students in private, publicly funded and private independent schools before
and after controlling for individual and school SES. Note The graph displays the results of
hierarchical linear models (OLS regressions) that include the following controls: for the raw gap,
two dummy variables identifying public funded privately owned schools (the control group are
children in public schools); for the third and fourth columns (individual SES), two additional
dummies controlling for the SES of students are incorporated. The final model (individual &
school SES) adds two dummies that control for the modal SES of the schools. All analyses have
incorporated the whole set of plausible values, weights, and replicate weights provided by PISA.
Only performance gaps for the first four bars are statistically significant at the 5% level
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6.4 Education Policies Designed to Address Socioeconomic
Disadvantages

Since the 1970s, the orientation of educational policies in Spain has been marked to
a large extent by the ideological positions of the parties in government. We refer not
only to central governments but also to regional governments. These positions have
been translated into a succession of basic educational legislation, which has been
aimed at boosting families’ ability to choose and the ability of the private sector to
generate educational provision autonomously, in the case of conservative govern-
ments, and to promote equal access and trajectories in the case of school–left
governments. In both cases, policies aimed at promoting equity in the education
system have been based more on general principles of design and financing of the
system, such as the promotion of universal access to compulsory education or
quasi-gratuity, up to 2012, of higher education, than on specific programs aimed at
populations at risk of suffering inequalities and/or exclusion from the education
system. Specific programs of this type have usually been of a modest magnitude
and, very frequently, with serious problems stemming from their lack of continuity
and their deficits in terms of evaluation and design. Scholarship programs in Spain,
for example, have the characteristics that we have described, designed in 1983, they
have reached the present with very little funding, a low coverage rate, and serious
design problems. Regarding the level of coverage, Spain is among the European
countries where the percentage of expenditure allocated to scholarships and grants
is lowest, only 4.9% of the total public education expenditure is allocated to
scholarships at pre-university levels (11.4% at the higher education level).

One element that generates important educational inequalities in Spain and
which is difficult to resolve through educational policies is the link between urban
segregation, educational segregation, and the reproduction of inequalities. Urban
segregation is intense and students tend to group in schools according to their
sociocultural and economic origin. These segregation processes intensified in the
1999–2008 period as a result of the arrival of the immigrant population (Zinovyeva
et al. 2014). In these processes, it has been the public schools that have endured the
greatest difficulties derived from the schooling of the immigrant population.

The Spanish educational system also has an important problem related to the
access and initial training of its teachers. The teaching profession has little recog-
nition and social prestige and it is not among the priorities of the best students of
secondary education to dedicate themselves to it. In addition, students with fewer
sociocultural and economic resources attend schools in which the effect of school
teachers on performance is lower (see Calero & Escardíbul, 2017). This situation
suggests the need for in-depth changes regarding the training and assignment of
teachers in compulsory education in Spain.

The situation described above reflects a complex problem for which education
policies have yet to find an efficient response. In the last few years, there have been
two attempts to overcome the ideological difference between the biggest political
parties using extensive negotiations to reach an Education Pact. The first of these
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attempts was aborted by the Partido Popular (conservative) in 20105 and the
second by the school–left, left-wing, and nationalist parties in 2018—in both cases
after several months’ work in the parliamentary chambers.

Bearing in mind all of the above, the rest of this section will briefly outline a
series of education policy instruments that we consider to be potentially useful for
addressing the equity problems of the Spanish education system.

6.4.1 Reduction in Repetition of Academic Year

This intervention is perhaps the most urgent and involves the most immediate
consequences for the reduction of educational inequalities in Spain. The repetition
of the academic year is a practice that is too deeply rooted in Spanish schools and,
also, too arbitrary. It especially harms students with fewer resources. The policies
that can be most effective in this regard have been discussed in Choi et al. (2017)
and are based on the double principle of individualized treatment and early inter-
vention. The latter is especially relevant if we take into account that Spanish stu-
dents are left behind before the rest of the students from OECD countries. In fact,
Choi and Jerrim (2016) provide robust evidence showing that SES inequality in
Spain does not decline between the end of primary and secondary school, thus
concluding that SES-based educational inequalities are generated before ages 9/10.

6.4.2 Gratuity of Children’s Education from 0 to 3 Years
Old

We have seen that after 3 years of age, schooling in children’s education is prac-
tically universal, despite not being compulsory, and it has been free since 2008. The
first cycle of pre-primary education (between 0 and 3 years), however, is not free
and has important inequalities in terms of access depending on the region and the
ability of families to pay. The now well-established importance of this educational
level for future educational and labor trajectories would make it desirable to ensure
equal access, through the expansion of the public supply and, in any case, the
financial coverage of costs by the public sector.

5The MECD published in 2010 a document with a series of possible agreements, entitled Pacto
social y político por la educación. Some of these possible agreements concern the following areas:
evaluation of education, promotion of Professional Training, use of ICTs, promotion of plurilin-
gualism, modernization and internationalization of the universities, scholarships and study aids,
professional and social recognition of teachers and inclusive education, diversity and
interculturality.
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6.4.3 Universalization of Upper Secondary Education

As we have mentioned before, the main problem of the Spanish education system is
the high level of early school leaving. This is a problem that reflects the socio-
cultural and economic inequalities in compulsory education and which, in turn,
generates enormous inequalities throughout life, since young people (especially
men) who abandon education at age 16 have a high probability of getting jobs with
low added value and low wages throughout their lives. The proposal for the uni-
versalization of upper secondary education was raised from various positions
during the discussions on the Education Pact in 2017 and 2018. In Spain, this
universalization would contribute to modifying, gradually, a highly anomalous
structure of qualifications, which currently has many people with high and low
qualifications and few people with intermediate qualifications. Consider that in
2016 only 24% of employed Spanish adults had upper secondary education (this
percentage is twice as high with 48.3% in the European Union); 33.9% of employed
persons had a very low level of education (as a maximum lower secondary edu-
cation), while this percentage is around half with 17.6%in the European Union. The
shape of the hourglass is completed with a large group of the population with higher
education (42.1% as opposed to 33.9% of the European Union).6

The universalization of upper secondary education as an educational policy
objective should be accompanied by a substantial increase in the number of students
in the vocational branch of this educational level (in Spain, CFGM [Ciclos
Formativos de Grado Medio]: Middle-Grade Vocational Training). Vocational
studies have traditionally had very limited implantation in Spain. Consider that, in
2017, only 33.2% of high school students enrolled in CFGM. The prestige of this
type of study is still low; its rate of return in terms of wages and the probability of
unemployment are also low. During the Great Recession, the CFGM graduates
were the most affected by unemployment. On the other hand, higher vocational
education (CFGS [Ciclos Formativos de Grado Superior]: Higher Level Vocational
Training) has been met with a growing demand in the last 15 years, becoming more
widely known among young people who see this qualification more widely
accepted by employers.

At the same time, a boost in vocational studies that allows a greater percentage
of students from families with few resources to be retained in the education system
is a good protection against changes in the productive system, where a great number
of low value-added jobs will disappear in the next few years, jobs currently
occupied by workers with few qualifications. The extension of Dual Vocational
Training may be one of the factors that could contribute to increasing the partici-
pation of young people in the education system beyond compulsory education. The
Dual FP in Spain, established in 2012, only accounted in 2017 for 3% of upper

6All of the data referring to the distribution of the population by education level come from the
European Union Labour Force Survey. Retrieved from the EUROSTAT Database: http://ec.
europa.eu/eurostat/web/microdata/european-union-labour-force-survey.
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secondary vocational students and presents important problems. Its share should
continue to grow and the system should be reformed to improve relationships with
companies. However, it should be borne in mind that its implementation in Spain is
difficult, due, among other things, to the small average size of companies.

6.4.4 Reduction in School Segregation

The decoupling of the strong relationship between urban segregation and school
segregation is not easy since the relationship between them is affected by a variety
of economic and sociocultural factors. Among them, one of the most important is
the immigrant status of the students. An important factor generating segregation is
that groups with fewer resources face more difficulties to access private schools
financed with public funds. These, in many cases, have managed to “shield”
themselves against the arrival of a low-income immigrant population. Strict com-
pliance with current regulations, which for the time being is circumvented by many
schools, would make it possible to guarantee that the gratuity demanded by the
regulation should be put into effect. A larger program of travel grants would also
help to de-link the place of residence from the possibilities of access to schools.

6.4.5 Modification of Access System and Allocation
of Teachers in Compulsory Education

The Spanish health system has excellent access and training procedure for its
professionals (doctors and pharmacists). This procedure (MIR in its acronym in
Spanish) includes a centralized access test and a training period as a resident in
hospitals accredited for training. After several decades of application, it has
achieved great prestige and ability to attract talent. We believe that the application
of a similar procedure to the education system would improve the prestige of the
teaching profession and act, in the medium and long term, as a factor for improving
the quality of the education system. Along with such a reform in the access pro-
cedure, it would be desirable to establish mechanisms that allow the best teachers to
work in the schools where they are most needed; that is, in those where students
have fewer sociocultural and economic resources. This would reverse the current
trend, which reinforces the processes of reproduction of inequalities.

6.5 Conclusions

The socioeconomic level of the home is one of the main factors that condition the
academic performance of Spanish students. Although there is a substantial
heterogeneity of situations by groups and by Autonomous Communities, the
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relevance of the socioeconomic background is around the average of the developed
countries. This is reflected in issues such as the breadth of the gap in achievement
between students with a high and low socioeconomic level, both in primary and
secondary education, and in the probability of having a very low academic per-
formance, of repeating the course—the application of which is highly SES biased in
Spain—and of abandoning the educational system prematurely. In fact, the
reduction in this last problem, the biggest one facing the Spanish educational
system, is limited by the low levels of ascending educational intergenerational
mobility for students from low-educated households (OECD 2018).

While it is true that the economic crisis, deeper in Spain than in most OECD
countries, has limited the capacity of intervention of the Spanish public sector to
combat educational inequalities for socioeconomic reasons, some interventions
have contributed to exacerbate them. For example, cuts in the education budget
have not been distributed proportionally between public and publicly funded private
schools, these cuts affecting the former with greater intensity—students enrolled in
public schools have, on average, a lower socioeconomic level. In parallel, there is
scope for greater control in the selection processes of students by the publicly
funded private schools. Both issues contribute to the creation of two parallel edu-
cational systems, financed with public funds, in which the socioeconomic variable
constitutes one of the main axes of school segregation.

In addition, the high levels of school repetition, the rigidity of the criteria for
accessing upper secondary education and the underdevelopment of the vocational
training system have contributed to widening the educational gap by socioeconomic
level and perpetuating early school leaving. Changes in the policies described
above, as well as the recovery of educational spending levels prior to the crisis,
paying special attention to targeted grants and scholarships, would allow the
reduction of educational inequalities due to socioeconomic reasons. The evidence
for the Spanish case seems to indicate that the policies implemented in the initial
educational levels will be more effective for reducing SES-based educational
inequalities. The introduction of free education in education from 0 to 3 years
appears to be one of the most promising policies in this regard.
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Chapter 7
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in the Netherlands

Jaap Scheerens, Anneke Timmermans and Greetje van der Werf

Abstract In this chapter, we address the educational outcomes of students with
low socioeconomic status (SES), both Dutch and with an immigrant background.
We indicate how these outcomes have developed over time, and how this devel-
opment might be related to educational policy measures that seek to enhance the
educational opportunities for students with a disadvantaged background. We start
with a description of the Dutch school structure and note that the highly tracked
secondary school level and high school autonomy are significant features. Next, we
provide a short description of the share of low SES parents and primary school
students, and how these have evolved over time during the period 2008–2017,
while distinguishing between Dutch and immigrant background. The main body of
the chapter provides an overview of the outcomes of low SES and immigrant
students in primary and secondary education. Finally, we critically comment on the
effectiveness and efficiency of the Dutch educational equity policy.
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7.1 Introduction: The Dutch School System1

7.1.1 The School Structure

Figure 7.1 depicts the school structure in the Netherlands. There are perhaps two
features that are particularly worth mentioning. The first is that there is a strong
vocational strand, manifested by specialized vocational schooling at the junior and
senior secondary level (vmbo and mbo). The second related feature is the strong
structural differentiation or tracking at the secondary level combined with a rela-
tively early selection moment for a particular track at the end of primary school.

Full-time education is compulsory from the age of 5 to the age of 16, but pupils
can (voluntary) enter primary education at the age of 4. Students who have not
acquired a start qualification for the labor market when they leave full-time edu-
cation are required to follow part-time education until the age of 18. The Dutch
education system is divided into three levels: primary, secondary, and tertiary
education. Primary schools in the Netherlands cater for children from 4 to 12 years
of age. Schools are usually arranged into 8-year groups. Grade retention during
primary education is possible and whether a child is retained a grade is decided by
the school the child attends. Children in need of special care and attention can
attend special schools. Depending on the type of special educational needs, a child
can be admitted to specialized schools.

Secondary education is divided into the following:

– Practical education (pro), 12–16 years, for students with special educational
needs

– Junior vocational education (vmbo), 12–16 years. This type of education con-
sists of four different tracks: the basic vocational track, preparing students for the
lowest levels of senior vocational education (mbo), and the advanced vocational,
the theoretical, and the mixed track, each of which prepares students for the two
highest levels of senior vocational education. Students who have completed the
theoretical or mixed track also can continue in senior general secondary edu-
cation (havo, see below)

– Senior general secondary education (havo), 12–17 years, preparing for higher
professional education or universities for applied sciences (hbo)

– Pre-university education (vwo), 12–18 years, preparing students for university.

Evidently, the system of secondary education is strongly stratified, both within
and between schools. After primary education, pupils are selected into one or
sometimes two adjacent tracks described above (Korpershoek, Naaijer, & Bosker,
2016). Selection is currently only informed by the primary school teachers’ track

1This section is based on Scheerens, Ehren, Sleegers, and De Leeuw (2012) and Nusche, Braun,
Halasz, and Santiago (2014). The latter study is a review of educational evaluation and assessment
in the Netherlands by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD);
the former study is a national pre-study to the OECD review.
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recommendation. Before 2015, track selection was informed by student perfor-
mance during primary education and the teachers’ track recommendation
(Timmermans, Kuyper, & van der Werf, 2013). The brightest students attend havo
and vwo; the others go to vmbo schools. For many students, the track in which they
were selected is decisive for their educational careers; however, grade retention and
intermediate upward and downward mobility are possible.

From 1993 onwards, a shared curriculum for students during the first 3 years of
secondary education was the official policy (the so-called Basisvorming or basic
general education). The introduction of basic general education could be seen as an
attempt to introduce comprehensive schooling. Despite this attempt, the reality in
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most schools is streaming in which the differentiation at the upper secondary level
is already “foreshadowed.” In this respect, the attempt to introduce comprehensive
schooling was not successful. The failure of the Basisvorming is documented in the
2008 report of the ‘Parliamentary Inquiry Committee Educational Innovations’
(Ministry of Education, 2008).

At the upper secondary level, the differentiation consists of a havo, a vwo, and a
vocational stream of upper secondary education (see below). Diplomas from the
havo and vwo track are considered a basic qualification for entering the labor market.
In these differentiations/tracks, students choose a particular set of school subjects (or
profiles) at the end of grade 3, when the students are approximately 15 years old. In
the vmbo tracks, the decision about school subjects is already made at the end of
grade 2, when the students are approximately 14 years of age. This latter choice is
very decisive as the choices in senior secondary vocational education are highly
restricted by the set of school subjects chosen in vmbo (Vugteveen, Timmermans,
Korpershoek, van Rooijen, & Opdenakker, 2016). For the havo and vwo tracks, the
choice of profiles is, although important, less restrictive for further choices.

Senior vocational education, 16–20 years, is divided into four levels of training:

Level 1: training to assistant level, 6 months–1 year
Level 2: basic vocational training, 2–3 years
Level 3: professional training, 2–4 years
Level 4: middle-management training, 3–4 years, or specialist training, 1–2 years
Adult Education

The purpose of adult education, unlike vocational education, is not to train
students for a particular occupation but rather to provide a solid foundation for
vocational and secondary education courses and to enable adults to participate in
society (social and life skills).

Tertiary education is divided into the following:

– higher professional education (hbo)
– university education (wo)
– open higher distance education (Open University).

Given the scope of this chapter, no further details about adult education and
tertiary education will be provided.

7.1.2 Governance

7.1.2.1 School Autonomy and Freedom of Education

The Netherlands has one of the OECD’s most devolved education systems, with
schools enjoying a high degree of autonomy. Responsibility for education is shared
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almost entirely between schools and the central government, with no significant
intermediate level of educational administration. With regard to ensuring teaching
quality, the Dutch Government describes the distribution of responsibilities for
educational reform as follows: “the government will establish the objectives of the
policy measures (what) while the field itself will decide how best to pursue those
objectives (how).”

School autonomy is grounded in the principle of “freedom of education,” which
is guaranteed by the Dutch Constitution since 1917. Freedom of education gives the
right to any natural or legal person to set up a school, to organize teaching, and to
determine the (educational, religious, or ideological) principles on which teaching is
based. This constitutional arrangement puts public and private schools on an equal
footing, with all schools receiving public funding provided that they meet the
requirements for schools in their sector. Parents have free school choice, and
funding “follows the student,” which lays the foundation for potentially strong
competition among schools (Nusche et al., 2014, pp. 20–21).

7.1.2.2 Central Steering and Support

The Ministry of Education, Culture and Science has the responsibility for the
overall education system, but it does not interfere with the organization of indi-
vidual schools. The Ministry’s responsibilities relate mainly to setting legislation
and determining the structure and funding mechanisms of the education system. It
can also control the system by setting quantitative or qualitative standards, attain-
ment targets, and examinations. The Minister of Education is also responsible for
the evaluation of the quality of education, which is carried out by the Dutch
Inspectorate of Education.

Schools and school boards are responsible for ensuring quality at the school
level, and the Inspectorate of Education checks that they do so effectively by means
of monitoring student performance and school visits. There is also a large inter-
mediary structure of organizations originally created to serve the interests of
pressure groups that used to be organized according to religious denominations. In
the 1990s, several of these bodies were secularized and merged into Councils for
each of the educational sectors. The Council for Primary Education (PO-raad), the
Council for Secondary Education (VO-raad), and the Council for Senior Vocational
Education (MBO-raad) represent the employers (school boards) of their respective
sectors and offer support services to schools, such as a team of “flying brigades”
that work with schools identified by the Inspectorate as weak or very weak (Nusche
et al., 2014, p. 22).
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7.2 Distribution of Socioeconomic Status (SES) Among
the Dutch Population and the Students in Primary
Education

Parents’ educational level is the regular indicator for SES that is used in the
Netherlands by researchers, the Central Bureau of Statistics, and the Inspectorate
and is usually operationalized as the highest level of education completed by one or
both of the students’ parents. Because the data that we will present in this chapter
are mainly based on secondary sources, we will only use the parental level of
education as an indicator of SES. Unfortunately, there is no consistency in the
categorization of the level of education based on SES among the different sources.
For this reason, we will, where appropriate, explain the details of the different
categories of SES when discussing the tables. Also, because the category of low
SES students includes a very substantial number of students with a migrant
background, who—until very recently—were explicitly one of the most important
target groups of the Dutch educational equity policy, we will present the data
separately for Dutch students and students with a immigrant (Western and
non-Western) background as often as possible.

Table 7.1 shows the distribution of the level of education in the Dutch popu-
lation across the period from 2010 until 2017, in proportions of the total number of
15–65-year olds belonging to the inhabitants of the Netherlands with respectively a
Dutch, a Western, or non-Western immigration background. The data are derived
from population data available at Statistics Netherlands, which uses the following
categorization of SES: Low = primary education, vmbo, junior havo, or junior vwo
(grade 1–3) or mbo1 (no start qualification); Middle = senior havo or vwo, or mbo
level 2, 3, or 4 (start qualification); High = Bachelor or Master from higher pro-
fessional education or university, or a Ph.D. The data show that in all three groups
(Dutch, Western, and non-Western background), the share of low SES people in the
population is declining over time. The decline is strongest among the people with a
non-Western background, from 46.4% in 2010 to 36.6% in 2017, and smallest
among inhabitants with a Dutch background, from 31.8% in 2010 to 28.2% in
2017. Nevertheless, the share of low SES people in the population remains the
largest among the people with a non-Western migration background.

Table 7.2 shows the distribution of students in kindergarten and primary school
across the three levels of SES and migration background across the period 2008
through 2014, in percentages of the total number of students in each year in
kindergarten, grade 3, and grade 6 classes, respectively. The data are based on the
COOL5−18 cohort study reported in Driessen, Mulder, Ledoux, Roeleveld, and Van
der Veen (2009), Driessen, Mulder, and Roeleveld (2012), and Driessen, Elshof,
Mulder, and Roeleveld (2015). COOL5−18 is a large-scale cohort study monitoring
student’s educational career from age 5 (kindergarten) to age 18. Data collection
took place every 3 years (in 2008, 2011 and 2014), in kindergarten, grade 3 and
grade 6 of primary school and Grade 9 of secondary school. SES categories were
defined in COOL5−18 as follows: Low = both parents have completed at the highest
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vmbo; Middle = one of the parents or both parents have completed at the highest
havo, vwo or mbo; High = one of the parents or both parents have completed
higher professional education or university. Furthermore, it is important to note that
the minority status of the students is based on the country of birth of the parents.
Migrant parents who were born in a Western country were included in the category
Dutch. In a family with a mixed background, the country of birth of the mother was
leading. In case of a one-parent family, the data of that parent was leading.

The data in Table 7.2 show that during the period 2008 through 2014, the SES
level of the students in kindergarten and primary school increased, both among
students with a Dutch (or Western migration) background and students with a
non-Western immigration background. This is due to an increase in the percentage
of higher educated and a decrease in the percentage of lower educated parents. For

Table 7.1 Educational level of the Dutch population between 15- and 65-year-olds from 2010 to
2017

Migration
background

SES 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Dutch Low 0.318 0.324 0.321 0.303 0.300 0.296 0.295 0.282

Middle 0.403 0.400 0.397 0.398 0.401 0.400 0.398 0.398

High 0.273 0.269 0.275 0.286 0.292 0.299 0.302 0.312

Western Low 0.310 0.316 0.296 0.262 0.266 0.256 0.247 0.248

Middle 0.368 0.362 0.364 0.403 0.406 0.395 0.399 0.398

High 0.314 0.314 0.330 0.304 0.304 0.323 0.327 0.329

Non-Western Low 0.464 0.443 0.416 0.375 0.398 0.400 0.390 0.366

Middle 0.335 0.345 0.366 0.404 0.380 0.368 0.366 0.379

High 0.191 0.199 0.202 0.177 0.182 0.189 0.199 0.207

Source: Central Bureau voor de Statistiek (2008)

Table 7.2 Level of parental education for students in Dutch Kindergarten, Grade 3, and Grade 6
classes

SES Migration
background

Kindergarten Grade 3 Grade 6

2008 2011 2014 2008 2011 2014 2008 2011 2014

Low Dutch 12.2 9.5 8.5 13.4 9.9 8.4 16.7 11.8 9.0

Non-Western 8.3 5.5 5.8 8.8 5.8 6.9 9.1 6.0 6.3

Middle Dutch 40.2 38.6 37.6 40.1 38.9 39.6 39.2 39.9 40.3

Non-Western 5.4 5.1 6.5 5.0 4.7 5.7 4.5 4.4 5.8

High Dutch 31.0 37.5 37.4 30.4 37.7 35.7 28.1 35.2 35.5

Non-Western 2.8 3.8 4.2 2.2 2.9 3.8 2.4 2.6 3.0

Note Numbers in the table are based on survey data with the following sample sizes
Kindergarten 2008 N = 10069; 2011 N = 9261; 2014 N = 7279
Grade 3 2008 N = 9288; 2011 N = 10109; 2014 N = 7449
Grade 6 2008 N = 8545; 2011 N = 9444; 2014 N = 7909
Sources Driessen et al. (2009, Table 4.4); Driessen et al. (2012, Table 4.4); Driessen et al. (2015,
Table 4.4)
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example, for the final grade of primary education (grade 6) the percentage of Dutch
students with highly educated parents increased from 28.1% in 2008 to 35.5% in
2014. The percentage of students from middle SES families remained rather stable
in this time frame.

7.3 Socioeconomic Background and Student Outcomes

The tables presented in this section illustrate the differences in educational out-
comes of students according to the level of SES of their family, and when the data
are available, also to their migration background. In the description, we focus on
primary and secondary education, for which data on both attainment and
achievement2 indicators are available. In addition, for primary education only data
on non-cognitive outcomes are reported. For senior vocational, higher professional,
and university education we only present data on attainment indicators, like par-
ticipation, drop-out, and graduation rates.

7.3.1 Student Outcomes in Primary Education

7.3.1.1 Cognitive Outcomes and Attainment in Grade 6

Table 7.3 shows the development of the performance of students in year 8 (com-
parable to U.S. grade 6) over the years 2008, 2011, and 2014, as well as the track
recommendation students received at the end of primary school, separately for the
three levels of SES and the categories Dutch and migrant students (see also
Table 7.2). The data are based on the reference group of schools participating in the
COOL5−18 cohort studies in primary education, which is representative of the
population of Dutch primary schools.

The performance scores include the composite score (range of scores 501–550)
on the final school leaving test, a highly reliable high stakes test, consisting of the
domains mathematics, Dutch language, and information processing. The table also
presents student outcomes on the knowledge and skills part of a Citizenship
Competence test, taken in the COOL5−18 cohort studies (range of scores 0–1 and
1–4, respectively). The data on the track recommendation include the percentage of
students who were recommended to one of the academic tracks—that is, recom-
mendation for havo, vwo, or combined havo/vwo track in secondary education.

The data in Table 7.3 show that the scores on the final school leaving test of the
Dutch students are almost stable over time. The difference between the lowest and

2Attainment indicators refer to formal levels of education; achievement indicators are based on test
scores or examination marks.
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highest SES group is around 10 points in every year, which is a difference of
approximately one standard deviation. For the students with a migrant background,
we see a similar picture over time. Comparing the data between Dutch and migrant
students shows that for each SES category, the differences are very small. As
regards the scores on the citizenship competences, we also see little changes over
time. The higher the level of SES, the higher the scores are. A striking result is that
the students with a migrant background score lower on civic knowledge, but higher
in civic skills, which holds for each SES category.

Also, for track recommendation, we hardly see any changes over time with
respect to the influence of SES, at least for the Dutch students. The percentages of
students who receive a recommendation for the highest tracks in secondary edu-
cation are similar in every year, with a difference between the highest and lowest
level of SES of around 40%. In contrast, the percentage of students with a migrant
background who receive a higher recommendation is increasing over time.
However, this is only due to the migrant students in the highest SES category. As a
consequence, the difference between low- and high-SES migrant students who
receive a high track recommendation increased from around 20% in 2008 to 35% in
2014. Further studies of the track recommendations indicate that the differences in
recommendations between high- and low-SES students remain existent, although
more modestly, after taking the students’ performance into account. These differ-
ences in track recommendations are very dependent on the particular primary
school a student is attending (Timmermans, Kuyper, & van der Werf, 2015), and
they cannot be explained by differences in the teachers’ perceptions of work habit
and engagement of these students (Timmermans, de Boer, & van der Werf, 2016).
One of the most frequently mentioned explanations is that teachers take into
account the parents’ ability and resources to support their children (Ditton et al.,
2005). Teachers deem parents from lower SES backgrounds to be less well
equipped to assist their children with school work. Furthermore, parents from
higher social classes exert more pressure on teachers to get academic track rec-
ommendations (e.g., Dronkers et al., 1998), while poorly educated parents rarely
object to low track recommendations (Hillmert & Jacob, 2010).

7.3.1.2 Non-cognitive Outcomes

According to the Dutch Inspectorate of Education (Inspectie van het Onderwijs,
2014), Dutch students in primary and secondary education do like school very much
but are on the other hand not very motivated to learn and to perform. This finding
was confirmed by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(2016a) in its report about the Netherlands, which showed that the Dutch students
score almost the lowest on motivation of all countries participating in the OECD
studies. However, both the Inspectorate and the OECD did not present data about the
relation with SES and how this relation developed over time. In Table 7.4, we
present data from the COOL5−18 cohort study collected in 2008, 2011, and 2014 on
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grade 6 students’ well-being and motivation, again differentiated according to level
of SES and migration background. The data on well-being (Peetsma, Wagenaar, &
de Kat, 2001) and motivation (Ali &McInerney, 2004) were collected by means of a
student questionnaire (score range 1–5).

Students indicate a relatively high level of well-being with their teacher and an
even higher level of well-being with their classmates. There is hardly any difference
in well-being between the different SES groups and only a small difference between
Dutch and migrant students, in the advantage of the last category. With respect to
the two indicators of motivation, the data show clearly that both Dutch as well as
migrant students are more intrinsically motivated (mastery motivated, willing to
learn) than motivated to perform. Higher SES students, both migrant as well as
Dutch, are a bit more motivated (mastery and performance) than low SES students.
But the most striking is that in all categories of SES, minority students are much
more motivated than their Dutch classmates.

7.3.2 Student Outcomes in Secondary Education

7.3.2.1 Attainment Indicators

In the following, we first present data on student attainment in secondary education,
followed by data on their performance in PISA. Because of the highly tracked
system of secondary education in the Netherlands, already at the stage of the
transition from primary to secondary school socioeconomic inequality may develop
or even increase. In Table 7.5 we present data from the Dutch Inspectorate on
students’ track placement in grade 1 in secondary education, distinguished
according to the level of SES. The Inspectorate used the original data on parental
education of Statistics Netherlands, which imply that five categories were distin-
guished instead of three. The levels 1 and 2 in Table 7.5 are in agreement with (see
Table 7.1) low SES (no start qualification), level 3 is similar to middle SES (start
qualification), and level 4 and 5 are similar to high SES (higher professional or
university). The figures in the table include the percentages of students who were
placed in the track that corresponded with their score on the final school leaving
test, respectively, half or one track lower or higher.

Table 7.5 shows that, in general, there is a very clear relation between the level
of parental education and the chance of being placed in a higher school track
compared to the track that might be expected given the students’ performance. For
example, in 2016 only 10% of the students with parents in the lowest category of
education (Senior vocational education level 1, low SES) was placed one track
higher than expected compared to 21% of the students with the highest educated
parents (higher professional or University education, high SES). Furthermore, the
chance of a higher track placement than indicated by the score on the final school
leaving test increased over time for each category of SES. Nevertheless, this
increase is more substantial among the students from higher SES families than
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among lower SES students. At the same time, the decrease in placement in lower
tracks is higher for high SES students compared to students from lower SES
families. All together, these data point to the conclusion that the already existing
socioeconomic inequality due to the Dutch tracked system is increasing instead of
decreasing. This is even more serious because track placement in the first grade of
secondary school foreshadows the rest of the school career of students in secondary
education in terms of promotion/degradation to a lower or higher track, drop-out,
completed level of secondary education, and transition to senior vocational edu-
cation and higher professional education and university. Figures of the Inspectorate
(Inspectie van het Onderwijs, 2017) show that students in grade 9 of secondary
education from the lowest SES categories have a much lower chance to be pro-
moted to a higher track. Also, these students have a much higher chance of having
to repeat a grade or to be referred to a lower track.

7.3.2.2 Student Performance

Table 7.6 includes the average performance scores of the Dutch students on the
PISA assessment in 2015, for the domains mathematics, reading, and science. The
level of education of the parents was based on students’ reports (1% primary

Table 7.5 Chance (in %) on being placed in a higher or lower track in secondary education
compared to the expected track placement given the students’ performance on the school leavers
test

Parental education Year One
track
lower

Half
track
lower

Corresponding
track

Half
track
higher

One
track
higher

Secondary vocational
education level 1, low SES

2014 12 23 43 14 7

2015 17 24 39 12 7

2016 14 22 40 14 10

Secondary vocational
education level 2 & 3, low
SES

2014 11 22 43 15 9

2015 14 22 39 14 10

2016 11 20 40 17 12

Secondary vocational
education level 4, middle
SES

2014 9 21 42 17 11

2015 12 21 39 15 13

2016 9 19 40 18 15

Higher professional
education, high SES

2014 6 18 43 19 13

2015 8 19 41 17 16

2016 6 16 39 20 19

University education, high
SES

2014 3 14 49 20 19

2015 4 14 45 20 17

2016 2 12 43 22 21

Note Population data
Source Inspectie van het Onderwijs (2017)
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education not completed, 5% primary education or vmbo completed, 30% havo/
vwo/mbo completed, and 64% higher professional education or university com-
pleted), as well as their migrant background, based on the country of birth of their
parents.

Fifteen-year-old students originating from a high SES family (higher profes-
sional education/university completed) perform better in all three domains than
students from lower educated parents. The differences are very large; the average
difference between the lowest and highest SES category is around one standard
deviation for all three domains.

The data regarding migration background in Table 7.6 show that immigrant
students achieve less well than native Dutch students on all three domains of
science, readings skills, and mathematics. The difference between native Dutch
students and second-generation immigrants is very large: the largest for science (55
points), the smallest for reading (40 points), and mathematics in between (46
points). The differences between the second and third generation are not relevant,
though it is interesting that the largest difference is for reading. Unfortunately, it is
not possible to compare the data per SES category between Dutch students and
students with a migration background. However, an interesting performance indi-
cator developed in PISA is the performance gap between immigrant and
non-immigrant students. Results for science performance, established in PISA
2015, indicate that the unadjusted performance gap for the Netherlands was 60
points on the PISA scale, above the OECD average gap of 43 points. When looking
at this indicator after adjustment for socioeconomic background the Dutch gap
reduced to 33 points, while the OECD average gap reduced to 31 (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016b, Table 1.7.4a, p. 427). These
figures show the strong determination of performance differences by socioeconomic
background (this is a finding that applies across OECD countries, but quite strongly

Table 7.6 Results of Dutch students in the PISA 2015 assessment given the level of parental
education

Parental education Mathematics Reading Science

Primary education not completed 430 425 427

Primary education or vmbo 463 455 451

havo/vwo/mbo 501 488 492

hbo/wo 524 516 523

Migration background

Dutch 520 510 517

Migrant second generation 474 470 462

Migrant first generation 452 434 438

Note Numbers are based on PISA data. N = 5.385
Source Feskens, Kuhlemeier, and Limpens (2016)

124 J. Scheerens et al.



in the Netherlands). In comparison to results from PISA 2006, which also had
science performance as the focal subject matter domain, the gap in 2015 was 16
points lower than in 2006, for unadjusted performance, where the gap at the OECD
average reduced by 9 points. When considering the results adjusted for socioeco-
nomic background, the gap in the Netherlands was reduced by 10 points while the
OECD average showed a 6-point decrease in the gap (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2016b, Table 1.7.15a, p. 440).

The trends shown on the basis of PISA 2006 and 2015 for science performance
—namely a slow decrease of the gap between immigrant and non-immigrant stu-
dents over time, the important influence of SES on the estimate of the performance
gap, and the Netherlands scoring close to the OECD average on the estimates
adjusted for SES—are corroborated by the results from PISA 2003 and 2012 with
respect to mathematics performance. Between 2003 and 2012 the performance gap
in mathematics between immigrant and non-immigrant students decreased from 66
points in 2003 to 57 in 2012 for the unadjusted results, and from 41 to 35 for the
adjusted results (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2013,
Tables II3.4a, II3.4b, pp. 228–229). The overall picture from these data is that the
achievement differences between Dutch and immigrant students have declined over
time, that a large part of the differences can be explained by the level of education
of immigrant students’ parents, but that the influence of immigrant background
nevertheless remains important for student performance in secondary education.
Also, the performance gap related to SES is still rather impressive although it
slightly improved during the period 2003–2015.

Another way to determine whether countries and economies are moving towards
more equitable school systems is to see how they have promoted student resiliency.
Resilient students are disadvantaged students (those in the bottom quarter of a
country’s or economy’s distribution of SES) who perform in the top quarter of
performance in all countries, after accounting for SES (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2013, p. 41). Countries and economies in which
the proportion of students who are resilient is growing are those that are improving
the chances for disadvantaged students to become high achievers.

In PISA 2003, 6.4% of students in OECD countries were resilient; by 2012, this
share had decreased slightly to 6.1%. Only in Germany, Italy, Mexico, Poland,
Tunisia, and Turkey did the share of resilient students increase by more than one
percentage point. In 11 countries and economies, the share of resilient students
shrank—meaning that in these countries/economies it became less likely that dis-
advantaged students will perform at a high level. The resiliency score for the
Netherlands remained virtually unchanged between 2003 and 2015, at a level
slightly above the OECD average.
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7.3.3 Attainment in Senior Vocational Education, Higher
Professional Education, and University

To conclude this section, we present population data on SES related attainment of
students who transfer from lower secondary education (vmbo) to senior vocational
education, as well as from students who, coming from the two highest levels of
secondary education (havo/vwo), continue their education career in higher pro-
fessional education or university. The former is the educational sector where stu-
dents can attain their start qualification for the labor market, the latter prepares for
the well-paid jobs.

As regards the first category of students, the Dutch Inspectorate of Education
(2017) showed that in the academic year 2014/2015 students from low SES families
have a higher drop-out rate in senior vocational education than students from higher
SES families. More detailed analyses of the data, taking into account several
background characteristics of the students, like family income and migration
background, show that students with a migrant background drop-out more often
than Dutch students. Among Dutch students, the chance of getting a diploma is
higher when their parents have a higher level of education or income.

Table 7.7 includes the percentages of students with a secondary school degree
(havo, vwo, or senior vocational education level 4) who registered in higher pro-
fessional education or university, distinguished by the level of education (SES) of
their parents. The data are from the period 2008 through 2016. We see that there is a
rather large SES related difference in the chance to continue the school career in
higher education. The SES gap has become larger since 2015, which might be due
to the fact that in that year the study grant for higher and university education was
replaced by a study loan.

Table 7.7 Registration (in %) of students with a secondary school degree to higher professional
and university education

Parental education 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Only primary education 65.7 66.2 63.9 62.3 60.9 62.2 59.0 57.3 58.0

Secondary vocational
education level 1

66.2 64.3 61.9 60.5 59.8 60.8 58.7 54.3 55.4

Secondary vocational
education level 2

65.4 65.7 61.5 62.5 60.2 59.6 59.1 55.6 56.6

Secondary vocational
education level 3

70.2 71.6 69.0 68.2 67.4 67.7 67.5 63.2 62.1

Secondary vocational
education level 4

75.8 75.7 75.3 74.5 73.7 74.5 72.3 69.9 70.2

Higher professional
education

81.0 82.3 81.7 81.4 80.9 81.5 81.3 78.2 78.7

University education 87.4 87.7 87.1 86.1 86.5 88.0 87.6 85.1 85.2

Source Inspectie van het Onderwijs (2017)
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7.4 Policy to Enhance Equity in Education
in the Netherlands

Current and most recent developments in equity-oriented policies in Dutch primary
and pre-primary education should be understood from a historical perspective
spanning about 40 years.

The most constant policy instrument used in the Dutch equity-oriented policy
has been the extra funding of schools based on school composition (Scheerens,
2014). Low SES and cultural minority students count as more than one student in
the formulas for the school budget, which are based on the number of students
enrolled. In the past (from 1986 to 2006) native Dutch students with low educated
parents counted for 1.25 students and students with a non-Western immigrant
background counted as 1.90. In the current “weights regulation”, a distinction
between native Dutch and non-Western immigrant students is no longer made. Only
the level of education of the parents determines the weight factor. Students whose
(both) parents have completed at maximum lower vocational education count as
1.3, students of whom one of the parents have just completed primary education
and the other only preparatory lower vocational education count as 2.2. Schools are
eligible for extra funding when they have a certain percentage of students meeting
the selection criteria for educational priority (see above); and, since the 2006/2007
school year, the threshold has been lowered from 9 to 6%. Since 2010, eligible
schools in the so-called Impulse areas, zip code areas that are determined as poverty
areas, receive another increment in their budget over and above the student
weight-based formula.

Schools are expected to spend the extra funding on measures that enhance the
position of their disadvantaged learners, but they are free to decide how they do so;
extra teaching and support staff, partly used for class-size reduction, and bringing in
external support are the main “treatments” that schools are likely to choose.
Driessen (2018) concludes that the extra funding is predominantly spent on
class-size reduction, although precise information on these funding decisions is
hard to come by because schools cannot be held accountable for how they spend
their budget. Moreover, the effectiveness of limited class-size reduction is quite
doubtful. Finally, there are no evaluation studies that can attribute results of
equity-oriented policies to the actual treatments that schools implement on the basis
of their extra funding, not only because of local control over the use of the funding,
but also because of frequent refusals from schools to participate in research and
evaluation studies. Thanks to a long tradition of cohort studies, outcomes that are
most relevant to equity-oriented policies can be monitored quite well, but it is very
difficult to find schools that are ready to cooperate in experimental or
process-outcome evaluation studies (Scheerens & Doolaard, 2013).

The most recent development is a proposal from the Central Bureau of Statistics
(Central Bureau voor de Statistiek) to compute a new composite indicator to
determine the level of disadvantage of the school, including education levels of
mother and father, country of origin of the mother, duration of stay in the
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Netherlands, and being eligible for debt compensation. This proposal is contested
because it no longer identifies disadvantaged students, but just provides a school
level estimate, on which funding is based. Critics say that this further perils the
proper and targeted use of extra funding (Driessen, 2018).

From 1998 onward, pre-school education (vve) became a second major target
area for equity-oriented policy, next to regular primary education. The reason for
this policy was that pre-school education was considered to be a good measure for
preventing SES related educational inequality. The policy levers are exactly the
same as described above: extra funding based on the “weights regulation,” and
pre-school institutions and schools free to choose treatments. Until now, the results
of studies on the effectiveness of vve programs are not consistently positive and the
effects on the longer term are still unknown (Centraal Planbureau, 2016).

Since 2010 extra measures have been stimulated by the government and key
stakeholders, like employers of education. These involve different kinds of pull-out
strategies, where special classes are formed of eligible students who get extra
treatment like additional Dutch language education and extended learning time
(longer school day, school week, or summer schools). Finally, equity stimulation
more recently got an extra boost, when it was profiled as a dedicated component of
more general educational policy that is aimed at enhancing quality and performance
—known as Basis voor Beter Presteren (Driessen, 2013; Mulder & Meijnen, 2013).

7.5 Conclusion

When making up the balance on the position of low SES students in Dutch edu-
cation, the strongly suppressing influence of low SES has been re-confirmed. This
is also the case when concentrating on low SES students from immigrant groups.
When considering student performance at the end of primary school, the influence
is almost stable over time. The difference between the lowest and highest SES
group is around 10 points every year. For the students with a migrant background,
we see a similar SES related difference over time. Comparing the performance data
between Dutch and migrant students shows that for each SES category, the dif-
ferences are very small and almost stable over time.

As regards the performance in secondary education, also the SES influence is
substantial and hardly decreasing over time. In comparison to other countries, the
performance of both Dutch and immigrant students in secondary education depends
on a relatively large share of their SES background. Taking the SES background
into account, the performance difference between Dutch and immigrant students is
slowly decreasing over time.

A similar picture regarding the influence of SES holds for the track recom-
mendations students receive at the end of primary school and the actual track
placement. Recommendations for higher track education are three times bigger for
high than for low SES students. For Dutch students, the influence of SES on track
recommendations has stayed stable as well. Only middle SES Dutch pupils have
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experienced a decline in their recommendations. In contrast, the percentage of
students with a migrant background who receive a higher recommendation is
increasing over time. Migrant students with high SES status experienced the highest
increase, but are still 8 percentage points less likely to receive a recommendation
than their Dutch counterparts. As a consequence, the difference between low and
high SES migrant students who receive a high track recommendation increased
from around 20% in 2008 to 35% in 2014, a finding which point at an increase of
socioeconomic inequality among migrant students.

All together, the performance data of primary and secondary education show that
the socioeconomic inequality in the Netherlands is very substantial and persistent,
in contrast to inequality related to migration background, which is almost absent at
the end of primary education and decreasing in secondary education. The same
holds for track recommendation and track placement, i.e. stable large SES related
differences and no or very small differences between Dutch and migrant students.
Also regarding attainment indicators in secondary education (drop-out, continuation
to tertiary education) the socioeconomic inequality is still rather substantial and
most recent data on continuation to tertiary education even show that this inequality
is increasing. Because data about difference over time between Dutch and immi-
grant students, taking SES into account, are not available, nothing can be yet
concluded about migration-related inequality.

When it comes to an assessment of the effectiveness and efficiency of the
equity-oriented policies in the Netherlands, there is a striking consensus among all
evaluators and reviewers of these policies. They invariably point to the lack of
coherence, clear planning frameworks, and limited evaluability of the way schools
use extra funding and work towards the rather general policy objectives (Driessen,
2018; Driessen & Mulder, 1999; Mulder & Meijnen, 2013; Scheerens, 1987). The
implicit message is that school autonomy has long gone over the edge in the
Netherlands and is preventing policies that are effective and efficient. In the most
recent evaluation study, Mulder and Meijnen (2013) are very explicit in their
recommendations to have clearer targets from the center, more explicitly planned
programs, stricter accountability requirements, and better conditions for program
evaluation. The inefficiency in equity-oriented policy is part of a larger syndrome in
Dutch education, in which innovation and reform are framed to be “bottom up,”
leading to many fragmented local initiatives in which the wheel is reinvented over
and over again (Scheerens, 2013, 2014). Despite the recommendations in practi-
cally all evaluation studies, the counsel to make better use of evidence-based
comprehensive school reform programs has never been followed up in a consistent
way, so far (although there is a very recent initiative to implement the “Success for
All” program in the Netherlands).

In summing up the basic situation of the Netherlands with respect to SES
determinacy of educational outcomes, seen from an international perspective, the
following points should be mentioned:
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– Internationally, the Netherlands has an average position when the student level
SES impact on performance is considered.

– The SES-related gap in student performance and attainment is substantial and
persistent over time in primary and secondary education and increasing in ter-
tiary education.

– The gap in student performance between migrants and Dutch students, taking
into account the level of SES, is absent and stable over time in primary edu-
cation, and declining over time in secondary education.

– The gap in student attainment between migrant and Dutch students, taking into
account the level of SES, is absent and stable over time at the end of primary
education (recommendation and track placement).

– The highly diversified structure of the secondary school system seems to rein-
force inequalities, for instance when it comes to the high impact of SES on track
placement and school drop-out. Another instance is the very high
between-school variance in performance (Scheerens, 2014).

– Grossly inefficient educational policy to weaken SES determinacy of perfor-
mance and increase equity (no demonstrable effects of very high financial
investments).
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Chapter 8
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in Swedish Schools

Petra Löfstedt

Abstract This chapter outlines the current Swedish school system and also
explains its governance and administrative processes. Then follows an overview of
the study population in general and educational outcomes of socioeconomically
disadvantaged students. The chapter highlights how the gap between the high and
low performing and socioeconomically advantaged and disadvantaged students has
increased in Sweden over the last decades referring mainly to PISA survey data and
national population grades. Lastly, the chapter describes the extensive school
reforms that have taken place since the 1990s, including decentralization and
marketization. The chapter evaluates whether these extensive reforms have con-
tributed to the decline in performances and whether they have resulted in increased
segregation and weakened the school compensatory assignment (which aims at
minimizing negative effects of student background on performance). The chapter
concludes with recent policy responses to these continuing negative trends of
increasing performance gaps between socioeconomically advantaged and disad-
vantaged students.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Sweden

8.1 The Current Swedish School System

The Swedish educational system comprises pupil education (preschools, preschool
classes, comprehensive schools, upper secondary schools, Sami schools, special
needs comprehensive, and upper secondary schools) and adult education
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015a).
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Children may attend preschool from the time they are one-year-old, and it is
voluntary (Skolverket, 2018a). Preschool activities primarily are intended to assist
in children’s development, and to allow them to meet and socialize with other
children. The municipality is responsible for ensuring that children are assigned a
place in a preschool. Of all children aged 4–5 years, 95% were enrolled in pre-
school during autumn 2017 (Sveriges kommuner och landsting, 2018).

When children turn 6, they are entitled to attend preschool class, which is a
voluntary preparation class for compulsory school (Skolverket, 2018a) The aim of
this class is to stimulate students’ development and learning and prepare them for
compulsory school. Preschool activities comprise education and teaching. In the
academic year 2016/17, 98% of six-year-olds were enrolled in preschool class.
Since autumn 2018, preschool classes are compulsory, and thus mandatory
schooling is now extended by 1 year to a mandatory 10-year period in Sweden.

All children attend comprehensive school from about the age of 7 (Skolverket,
2018b). Comprehensive school is compulsory, and all children attend it for 9 years.
Most children begin Year 1 in the autumn of the year they turn 7 and complete
compulsory school at age 16 (Year 9). There is no tracking; everyone follows the
same path and the same curriculum from Year 1 to Year 9. National final grades use
the average final grade of the best 16 subjects (i.e., the subjects with the highest
grades) for each student. The grading system is a criterion reference system,
designed to assess and grade skill and knowledge levels. School grades are awarded
from Year 6. National tests are compulsory at the end of Years 3, 6, and 9 in
Swedish, English as a second language, mathematics, and science. Students have
access to school healthcare, study and career guidance, and a school library. There
are also state-run Sami schools for the Sami population in the north of Sweden, with
teaching in Swedish and Sami (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2015a).

Upper secondary school in Sweden is voluntary, but almost all students,
approximately 98%, go on to upper secondary school after comprehensive school
(Statistics Sweden, 2017). Upper secondary programs are 3 years in most cases
(Skolverket, 2018c). Many students begin immediately after comprehensive school,
when they are 16 years of age. The limit for beginning upper secondary school is
the year they turn 20. After the students turn 20, it is possible to attend upper
secondary adult education. All students attending upper secondary school are
entitled to study grants.

Children with intellectual disabilities are not always able to manage ordinary
comprehensive school. In such a case, the child can instead attend a special needs
comprehensive school (Skolverket, 2018d). This is a separate form of schooling,
providing education that is adapted to each student’s circumstances and needs.
After special needs comprehensive school, students can go on to a 4-year special
needs upper secondary school. Its aim is to teach the student to manage ordinary
tasks in working life.

Comprehensive and upper secondary school are free of charge that means there
is no payment required for tuition, textbooks, or other school material. School
lunches are also free.
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There are also international schools that target children who temporarily reside
in Sweden or who want to receive an education with an international dimension.
These schools usually follow the curriculum of another country. Swedish children
whose parents live abroad can be provided with nationwide boarding school edu-
cation (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015a).

8.2 Governance and Financing

The municipalities are responsible for organizing and running primary, secondary,
and adult education (Holmlund et al., 2014; SOU, 2014). An elected body, the
Municipal Assembly, governs every municipality and appoints an education
committee to govern its public education system. The municipalities and inde-
pendent school providers are in charge of implementing educational activities,
organizing and operating school services, allocating resources and ensuring that
national goals for education are met (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, 2015a). Since the municipalization reform in 1991, municipalities
also received full employer responsibility for all school staff (SOU, 2014). The
Ministry of Education and Research sets national educational goals and evaluates
the results of the system, but decisions on how to achieve those goals are left to the
municipal and school level. Both municipal and independent schools are funded
through municipal grants from students’ home municipalities and through state
grants. Students are first allocated to a school based on geographical criteria.
Families can then choose to stay in the school to which the student has been
assigned or choose another public or independent school. A so-called school
voucher, publicly funded can be transferred to the schools where students choose to
be enrolled. School funding is shared between the state and municipalities. State
funds are paid to municipalities through what is called the general state grant.

In 2016, the total cost for comprehensive school was 106 billion Swedish
Crowns (Skolverket, 2018e) For municipal education providers it was 92 billion
Swedish Crowns, which corresponds to 104,800 Swedish Crowns per student. For
independent education providers, it was 14 billion Swedish Crowns, which corre-
sponds to 96,000 Swedish Crowns per student. Compared to municipal schools,
independent schools have on average higher costs per student for premises, school
meals, and teaching materials. On the other hand, on average they have average
lower costs for teaching, student health care, and other expenses.

8.3 Key Characteristics of the Swedish Student Population

Table 8.1 shows the number of students enrolled in the Swedish compulsory school
system between 2008/09 and 2017/18. In 2017/18, around 1050 thousand students
were enrolled, which was an increase of more than 25,000 students compared to the
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previous year (Skolverket, 2018e). The vast majority of students are enrolled in
municipal schools, but the number of students enrolled in independent schools has
increased considerably. In 2008/09, 90% of the students were enrolled in municipal
schools and 10% in independent schools. In 2017/18, the corresponding figures
were 85% and 15%, respectively. The number of students in Sami schools has been
relatively stable for the whole period. International schools have only been reported
as a separate category since 2016; previously, they were categorized as independent
education providers.

Table 8.2 shows the percent of all students in comprehensive school during the
Years one to nine, by parental education, migration background and school pro-
vider (Skolverket, 2018f). The percent of students with at least one parent with
tertiary education increased from 50 to 58% between 2008/09 and 2017/18. For the
whole period, the percent of students with at least one parent with tertiary education
has been higher in independent schools, compared to municipal schools. The
percent of students with migration backgrounds, defined as being born outside
Sweden or born in Sweden but with both parents born outside Sweden, increased
from 18% in 2009/10 to 25% in 2017/18. The percent has been slightly higher in
independent schools compared to municipal schools.

The most striking change in the student population in comprehensive school,
particularly after 2015, is the number of asylum seekers. In 2014/15, there were
6695 asylum seekers in Swedish compulsory schools; in 2015/16, it was 11,853 and
in 2016/17 it was 22,095 (Swedish Migration Agency, 2018). Expressed as a
percentage of the total school population, around 2% of the total school population
were asylum seekers in 2016/17.

Table 8.2 Percent (%) of students in comprehensive school by parental education and migration
background, by responsible authority, 2010–2018

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Students with at least one parent with tertiary education

Comprehensive school,
total

50 51 53 54 55 56 56 57 58

Municipal education
providers

48 50 51 52 53 54 55 55 56

Independent education
providers

63 64 65 65 66 67 68 69 69

Students with migration background

Comprehensive school,
total

18 19 19 19 20 21 23 24 25

Municipal education
providers

18 18 19 19 20 21 22 24 24

Independent education
providers

21 22 22 22 22 23 24 23 25

Source Skolverket (2018f)
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8.4 Educational Outcomes of Low SES Children

In Sweden, data sources to measure trends in educational outcomes and their
association with socioeconomic background are international surveys such as the
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and Trends in
International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS), as well as final national
grades. Register data are records kept by government agencies or other organiza-
tions, where data can be traced to individuals. Different data sources have varying
strengths and weaknesses. The international PISA study, for example, does not
consider the participating countries’ respective curriculum (Skolverket, 2016a). The
questions are designed to measure skills that are considered particularly important
for life which enables comparison over time and between countries. PISA also
includes a lot of information on preferences of students, motivation of students, and
parents. On the other hand, it is cross-sectional data which hampers causal
inference.

In contrast, the final grades are census data and therefore encompass the entire
student population for each cohort. A problem with the final grades, on the other
hand, is that since the final grades are subject to different interpretation of grading
criteria by different teachers, schools, and regions, the comparability of the final
grades is questionable. The problem of grade inflation has also been discussed
(Skolverket, 2016b). For example, Swedish students’ final grades of Year nine
gradually increased between 1998 and 2012, at the same time the performance in
PISA and TIMSS declined (Skolverket, 2016a, 2016c). The discrepancy between
survey and administrative data results could suggest a possible grade inflation
(Skolverket, 2016b).

There are also differences in the accuracy of measuring socioeconomic back-
ground between the different data sources. The PISA study, for example, relies on
self-reported data, which is prone to measurement errors due to i.e. recall-bias.
Instead, register data, kept by government agencies or other organizations, makes it
possible to link all students to their parents and data with detailed demographic
information (e.g., completed education and annual earnings). Furthermore, student
educational outcomes can be linked to later labor market outcomes opening
opportunities to investigate the impact of schooling on future career. On the other
hand, administrative data does not include information on motivation of students
and teachers, which are important for examining school systems cross-nationally.

There are strengths and limitations with the different data sources. Therefore,
when presenting educational outcomes and socioeconomic background, the fol-
lowing section uses different data sources, including data from the PISA surveys as
well as national final grades.
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8.4.1 Educational Outcomes in Sweden According to PISA
and TIMSS

When PISA was conducted for the first time in 2000, Swedish 15-year-olds per-
formed better than the standardized international mean of 500 points in mathematics
and reading (Henrekson & Jävervall, 2016). After that, the performance fell con-
tinuously between 2000 and 2012, (see Fig. 8.1). The total decline was statistically
significant in both subjects (Skolverket, 2016a). No other country participating in
PISA experienced a steeper decline over the past decade than Sweden. In com-
parison, the average performance in mathematics across all Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries remained roughly
stable between 2003 and 2012. According to PISA data from 2015, there was a
statistically significant improvement in learning outcomes in mathematics as well as
in reading comprehension, indicating that the downward trend has reversed though
the results did not reach the same levels as in the early 2000s (Skolverket, 2016a).
In science, there was a decrease in performance between 2006 and 2012, and an
increase between 2012 and 2015, but none of these changes were statistically
significant.

Fig. 8.1 Sweden’s average scores in PISA and TIMSS by subject area, 2000–2015 Sources
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (2016), Skolverket (2016c)
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The results from the TIMSS assessment show similar trends (Fig. 8.1)
(Skolverket, 2016c). Swedish 8th-grade students have participated in all of the
TIMSS assessments since 1995. There was a significant fall in performance in both
mathematics and science between 1995 and 2011. Like the PISA results, TIMSS
2015 results indicate significantly improved learning outcomes in mathematics and
science between 2011 and 2015. (It is important to note that even though Fig. 8.1
provides the same scale for TIMSS and PISA, it is not directly comparable between
both surveys due to different calculation methods.)

8.4.2 Performance Gap Among Low- and High-Achieving
Students

A measure of student performance is the percent of students who attain at least
proficiency Level 2 on the PISA assessment (Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development, 2016). Proficiency Level 2 is considered a baseline
that all students should be expected to reach by the time they leave compulsory
education. Low-achieving students score below Level 2. On the other hand,
top-performing students are those who perform at or above Level 5.

Between 2000 and 2012, the percent of low-achieving students increased in both
reading and mathematics but decreased in 2015. In science, low-achieving students
increased between 2006 and 2015 (Skolverket, 2016a). In reading and mathematics,
top-performing students decreased between 2000 and 2012, and then increased in
2015. The percent of top-performing students in science decreased between 2006
and 2012 and increased in 2015. These results indicate that average lower perfor-
mance in Swedish schools found in recent years was due to the entire educational
achievement distribution being shifted instead of e.g. only an increase of low
performing students.

8.4.3 Educational Outcomes by Gender

On average, girls and boys scored similarly in mathematics and science
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015b), but girls out-
performed boys in reading. The Swedish gender gap was wider than the average
across OECD countries. The gender gap in reading performance did not change
since 2009. Twice as many boys (24%) than girls (12%) did not reach the baseline
level of proficiency in reading in Sweden.
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8.4.4 Educational Outcomes by Migration Background

Among the students in Sweden who participated in the PISA survey in 2015, 9.8%
were born in Sweden with migration backgrounds, and 7.6% were born outside
Sweden with migration backgrounds. Compared to 2006, the whole group of stu-
dents with migration backgrounds increased by almost 7 percentage points
(Skolverket, 2016a).

In 2015, approximately 10% of natives were top-performing students in science
(Skolverket, 2016a). Among students born in Sweden with migration backgrounds
it was 3%, and for students born outside Sweden with migration backgrounds it was
around 2%. The percent of native students who were low-achieving students in
science was 17%. For students born in Sweden with migration backgrounds it was
33%, and for students born outside Sweden with migration backgrounds it was
50%. The pattern is similar for reading and mathematics.

Students with migration backgrounds were more often from disadvantaged
socioeconomic backgrounds, compared to native students. When socioeconomic
status was taken into account using a regression design, the difference between
native students and students with migration background was reduced, but did not
disappear (Skolverket, 2016a). Approximately one-third of the difference in science
between natives and migrants could be explained by differences in socioeconomic
background. The pattern is robust for reading and mathematics.

8.4.5 Educational Outcomes by Students Socioeconomic
Background

A student’s socioeconomic status is estimated by the PISA index of economic,
social, and cultural status (ESCS), which is derived from several variables related to
students’ family background: parents’ education, parents’ occupations, a number of
home possessions that can be taken as proxies for material wealth, and the number
of books and other educational resources available in the home (Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2016). Students are considered socioe-
conomically advantaged if they are at or above the 75th percentile of the ESCS
index distribution in a respective country. Socioeconomically disadvantaged stu-
dents are those placed at or below the 25th percentile and average socioeconomic
status students are those in between both extremes of the distribution.

According to PISA 2015, in both reading and mathematics, socioeconomically
advantaged students scored 41 points higher than disadvantaged students. This
Swedish pattern is similar to the OECD average. Using a regression design, the
share of the variation in student performance that can be attributed to students’
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socioeconomic background was 11% in reading and 14% in mathematics, which is
similar to the OECD average (Skolverket, 2016a).

In science, socioeconomically advantaged students scored 37 points higher than
disadvantaged students in 2006; the difference increased to 44 points in 2015
(Skolverket, 2016a). That means that the gap in science between advantaged and
disadvantaged students in Sweden was wider than the average across OECD
countries. On the other hand, the share of the variation in student performance that
could be attributed to students’ socioeconomic background was 12% in Sweden,
which was similar to the OECD average and did not change significantly since
PISA 2006. Countries where students’ socioeconomic background was of great
importance were France, Hungary, Czech republic, and Luxemburg, where
socioeconomically advantaged students scored over 50 points higher than disad-
vantaged students and/or the share of the variation in student performance attributed
to students’ socioeconomic background was over 20%. Estonia and Iceland were
those countries across the OECD where students’ socioeconomic background was
of least importance, but even in the other Nordic countries—Denmark, Finland and
Norway, the importance of students’ socioeconomic background was less compared
to Sweden.

Up to now, PISA results on educational achievement by socioeconomic back-
ground were discussed. How do they compare to results from administrative data?
The Swedish National Agency for Education has analyzed the effect of students’
family background on learning outcomes in comprehensive school, using national
final grades (Skolverket, 2006, 2012, 2018g). The latest report, published in 2018,
described the trends between 1998 up to 2016.

The data sources used to measure students’ performance were (a) final grades
from all 16 mandatory subjects in comprehensive school to calculate merit rat-
ing values, and (b) final grades in English and mathematics. English and mathe-
matics are subjects supported by national tests and are therefore assumed to be more
resistant to grade inflation.

The data sources used to measure students’ socioeconomic background were
(a) level of parental education, (b) parental income, (c) proportion of parents
receiving welfare, and (d) a socioeconomic index computed by the three previous
variables. Students’ migration background was classified as (a) the student and at
least one parent were born in Sweden, (b) the student was born in Sweden but both
parents were born outside Sweden, and (c) the student was born outside Sweden.

In 2000, approximately 18% of the variance of students’ average merit value in
grade 9 could be explained by the socioeconomic index. In 2015, it had increased to
23%. For grades in mathematics and English it increased from around 17 to 23%.

Between 2000 and 2015, the importance of the socioeconomic index for average
merit value increased from 9% to over 22% for students born outside Sweden, and
from 10 to 12% for students born in Sweden having parents both born outside
Sweden. Also for students with a Swedish background, there was an increase in the
importance of the socioeconomic index for average merit value, from almost 20 to
22%, but it was significantly less compared to students born outside Sweden.
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When analyzing the three variables included in the socioeconomic index sepa-
rately, results showed that parental income was the main factor behind the increase
for students with a Swedish background. The level of parental education was indeed
the most important variable for the learning outcomes, but it has been relatively
stable during the whole period. For students born in Sweden but with both parents
born outside Sweden, there was no clear pattern. For students born outside Sweden,
all three socioeconomic variables contributed to the importance of the socioeco-
nomic background on learning outcomes, but it differed during different periods.

In sum, while administrative data and survey data results disagree on average
achievement development in Sweden over time, both data sources indicate that the
socioeconomic achievement gap has increased since 1995.

8.4.6 School Segregation

School segregation is presented in two ways. First, the focus is on the proportion of
the total variation in socioeconomic background that can be explained by variation
between schools. Secondly, school segregation is captured as the variation in stu-
dent performance related to differences in the socioeconomic composition of the
school’s student population.

Using administrative data and analyzing school segregation separately for level
of parental education, parental income, and the socioeconomic index, school seg-
regation increased for all three socioeconomic variables (Skolverket, 2018g).
During the 2000s, school segregation by parental education was relatively stable
but started to increase during the 2010s. Between 2010 and 2016, it increased from
14 to 16%. School segregation by parental income, on the other hand, increased
from 11% in 1998 to 20% in 2015. School segregation by the socioeconomic index
increased by over 6 percentage points between 1998 and 2016, from approximately
15% to almost 22% (Skolverket, 2018g).

Segregation by migration background increased from 17 to 25% between 1998
and 2011, when students born in Sweden but both parents born outside Sweden and
students born outside Sweden were combined. Segregation by migration for stu-
dents born in Sweden but both parents born outside Sweden increased by almost 2
percentage points, from approximately 13 to 15%. For students born outside
Sweden, school segregation increased from 1998 to the beginning of 2000s, but has
remained at around 10% in recent years.

Once the focus is on survey data using PISA, school segregation in Sweden,
according to PISA 2015, was over 13%, which is lower than the OECD average of
over 23% (Skolverket, 2016a). Variation in student performance related to differ-
ences in the socioeconomic composition of the school’s student population
increased between 2003 and 2012, from 9 to 12% (Organisation for Economic
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Cooperation and Development, 2015b). In PISA 2015, it was less than 16%. It is
still lower than the OECD average of 30%, but still higher compared to the other
Nordic countries. The lowest variation between schools was in Iceland, with less
than 4% (Skolverket, 2016a).

Variation in student performance between schools, measured by final grades
from comprehensive schools, increased from around 7% in 2000 to almost 14% in
2016, both for municipal and independent schools (Skolverket, 2018g). The
importance of students’ family background on learning outcomes increased for all
students, especially from 2000 and onwards. The variation in student performance
between schools almost doubled between 2000 and 2016.

Hence, results from both data sources confirm that school segregation has
increased during the last decades. Still, according to PISA 2015, it is relatively low
in Sweden, as well as in the other Nordic countries (Skolverket, 2016a). One reason
why the Nordic countries have a relatively low level of segregation could be that the
Nordic countries do not implement stratification policies, so-called tracking—the
practice of sorting students into academic or vocational study programs. Instead
everyone follows the same path and the same curriculum throughout compulsory
school (Böhlmark, Holmlund, & Lindahl, 2015) (Skolverket, 2016a). Also for other
countries, PISA results show that school systems with small between-school vari-
ations in performance tend to be those that are comprehensive, meaning that they do
not sort students by programme or school based on ability (Organisation for
Economic Cooperation and Development, 2016).

8.5 Major School Reforms in Sweden During the Last
Decades

In the 1950s, the comprehensive school was introduced and formally decided upon
in 1962 (Gustafsson & Yang Hansen, 2017). It meant that compulsory school was
extended to comprise 9 years, and with a largely common and undifferentiated
curriculum. The comprehensive school replaced a tracked school system in which
the common elementary school in grade 6 was differentiated into a secondary
grammar school with an academically oriented curriculum that prepared for further
academic studies, while the remaining students finished school after 6 or 7 years or
went into vocational education (Gustafsson & Yang Hansen, 2017; Husén, 1989).
One main aim of the introduction of the comprehensive school was to provide equal
educational opportunities for all children, irrespective of family background (Husén
1960).

In the 1990s, the Swedish society experienced several changes. The economic
crisis had severe effects on employment and the state finances, while the Swedish
school system needed to integrate a rising share of refugees (Holmlund et al., 2014).
At the same time, income inequality increased.
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After a series of parliamentary reforms in the early 1990s, a number of radical
school reforms were launched. Until 1990, the Swedish education system had been
largely centralized, and seen as a component of the social democratic welfare state
(Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015a). Many argued
though that the centralized education system had become inefficient and too
expensive. The 1990s series of reforms changed the education landscape in
Sweden. The highly centralized Swedish school system was decentralized, giving
the municipalities the responsibility for organizing and running the primary, sec-
ondary, and adult education (SOU, 2014). The intention of the new reforms was to
make the school system more appropriate and effective and also to create an edu-
cation system that increased cooperation between teachers and was better supported
by citizens and school staff. A new curriculum for comprehensive and upper sec-
ondary school was implemented in 1994. It was designed as an adaptation to the
new way of managing schools.

The development of independent schools was encouraged through a nationwide
voucher system, which allowed private (“independent”) schools to be run with
public funding in a quasi-market system (Gustafsson, & Yang Hansen, 2017;
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development, 2015a). Parents and
students could choose which school to attend, depending on availability of places,
and municipalities had to ensure that any student in their catchment area could
attend one of the public schools in the municipality. The element of choice was
motivated by the idea that choice and competition should increase efficiency and
boost educational outcomes (Böhlmark, Holmlund, & Lindahl, 2016).

Through the municipalization reform, municipalities received full employer
responsibility for all school staff as of 1991 (SOU, 2014). Municipalities were also
given responsibility for: determining how resources should be allocated between
different parts of the school system; following up and evaluating their own activ-
ities, and developing these activities and offering continuing professional devel-
opment for staff.

As a response to the decline in students’ performance, a new series of reforms
were implemented in the 2000s. The aim was to give clearer learning goals, clearer
performance requirements, more stringent qualification requirements, extensive
initiatives for school improvement and continuing professional development, and
stricter supervision (SOU, 2014).

In 2011, a new Education Act was implemented. The curricula from 1994 was
redesigned, and a new grading system, with criterion-referenced grades in com-
prehensive school and criterion-referenced course grades in upper secondary
school, was introduced.

Recent policy responses in form of “The Education Act” implemented in 2011,
aim to provide all students with the opportunity to reach achievement targets and
complete upper secondary school, with improved skills for both the labor market
and further studies.
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8.5.1 The Swedish School System Compensatory
Assignment

The Swedish school system prioritizes equity which refers to equal access to
high-quality education and aims to compensate for differences in students’ capacity
to benefit from education (Skolverket, 2018g). The school system shall also be
compensatory, aiming at minimizing negative effects of student background on
performance, and aims to provide all students with an equal opportunity to learn.
All children and students should be provided with support and stimulation, so that
they develop to the best of their abilities, regardless of their background or the
school they attend (Skolverket, 2013).

8.5.2 Evaluations of the Reforms and Policy Response

The large school reforms of the 1990s resulted in the decentralization and munic-
ipalization of schools, the possibility to choose between schools (voucher system),
and the establishment of independent schools. At the same time, according to
international studies and administrative data, the socioeconomic achievement gap
widened. Survey data indicate also a general decline in average achievement of
Swedish 15-year-olds, which is not confirmed by administrative data.

Several studies and inquiries have been conducted in order to evaluate whether
these extensive reforms have contributed to the decline in performances and
weakening equity in Swedish schools, as well as offering proposals on how to
improve learning outcomes and the quality of teaching and equity in Swedish
schools.

8.5.3 The Effects of the Reforms on Learning Outcomes

The governmental inquiry The Government Must not Abdicate, initiated in 2012,
aimed at analyzing the effects of the municipalization reforms on learning out-
comes, the professional status of teachers and school heads’ and teachers’ working
conditions, as well as equity in schools (SOU, 2014). The inquiry concluded that
the reforms had a major impact on the declining results in Swedish schools. It
declared that this was due to the transfer of power and responsibility for schools
from the central government to municipalities, and the result-based and target-based
management of schools. The municipalities were not prepared to take over the
responsibility for the schools. Municipalization also resulted in poor salary growth
for teachers for a long time, and the proportion of teachers lacking formal quali-
fications was high. In addition, teachers’ working conditions deteriorated as a result
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of increased external management of schools and extensive documentation and
other administrative requirements.

Also in 2012, the government assigned the Institute for Evaluation of Labour
Market and Education Policy (IELMEP) the responsibility of evaluating the
decentralization of the school system (Holmlund et al., 2014) The report
Decentralisation, school choice and independent schools: results and equivalence
in the Swedish school system focused on the period between the end of the 1980s
and 2006. One of the most important conclusions of the report is that the decline in
results in the Swedish school system seems to have started already before the
reforms of the 1990s. The declining trend did continue throughout the entire reform
period, however, and it cannot be excluded that the trend has been affected by
changes in the school system due to the school reforms in the 1990s. The report
concludes though that there is no evidence that the reforms and the changes at the
municipal level would have driven the decline in school results.

In other words, the two investigations on the effects of the reforms on learning
outcomes reached contradicting conclusions.

8.5.4 The Effects of the Reforms on Equity in Swedish
Schools

Both the governmental inquiry The Government Must not Abdicate and the report
Decentralisation, school choice, and independent schools: results and equivalence
in the Swedish school system also analyzed the question of equity in Swedish
schools. The governmental inquiry concludes that the municipalization reforms had
an impact on equality in schools, as well as learning outcomes. The report
Decentralisation, school choice, and independent schools: results and equivalence
in the Swedish school system concluded that there was an increase in the differences
between school results in comprehensive school since the end of the 1980s. This
trend was partly explained by the fact that schools had become more segregated in
relation to students’ background characteristics, which was explained by increased
housing segregation as well as school choice. The fact that the composition of
students in the country as a whole had changed due to an increase in immigration,
and strong increase in the income differences in society since the mid-1990s, were
given as the main causes behind the housing segregation. The report concludes that
the increased diversity in the results between schools can be related to the reforms.

The Assessment of the Situation in the Swedish School System reports published
by the Swedish National Agency for Education focused on equity in Swedish
schools (Skolverket, 2013, 2015). Even though only a proportion of the increased
difference in results between schools can be explained by increased school segre-
gation with regard to the socioeconomic composition of students, the schools seem
to increasingly become different with respect to such qualities as students’
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motivation to study. Peer effects and teachers’ expectations differ more and more
between schools so that it has become increasingly important which school a stu-
dent attends. The Agency states that the equity level has deteriorated, and that the
school choice reform has most probably contributed to the increased differences
between schools. Each student and their parents now have an increased possibility
to choose the school they believe is the best for the child, and there are plenty of
schools to choose from. At the same time, the choice of school implies an action
that can negatively affect students whose parents do not make an active choice.

In April 2015, the Swedish government appointed the Swedish School
Commission to submit proposals aimed at improving learning outcomes, quality of
teaching, and equity in schools (Skolkommissionen, 2017). The Commission
identifies deficient equity as a serious problem in the Swedish school system, which
involves a lack of quality in the teaching in certain schools or school classes and
shortcomings in the school systems’ compensatory assignment, (which aims at
minimizing negative effects of student background on performance). The problem
seems to be increasing over time. The compensatory assignment is made more
difficult in segregated environments. There is also a major risk that less is expected
of students in these school environments, and it is also more difficult to recruit
experienced teachers and school heads to work in schools in socioeconomically
vulnerable areas.

When it comes to the importance of parental education for student academic
achievements Holmlund et al (2014) found that it has been relatively stable during
the last 20 years, but other studies using a more refined measurement of parental
education show an increase also in the importance of parental education
(Gustafsson & Yang Hansen, 2017; Skolverket, 2018g).

The evaluations of the effects of the reforms on equity in Swedish schools
conclude that the equity level in Swedish schools has deteriorated (Böhlmark et al.,
2016; Holmlund et al. 2014; Skolkommissionen, 2017; Skolverket, 2018g; SOU,
2014).

Jenkins, Micklewright, & Schnepf’s (2006) study of social segregation in
schools in England proposed three main determinants of school segregation: where
parents of different social backgrounds live (residential segregation), how parents of
different social backgrounds choose schools for their children (parental school
choice), and whether school choice of students relates to their social background
(schools’ selection of students). When students are assigned to their neighborhood
school through catchment areas, it is likely that parental choice is executed through
the choice of neighborhood, leading to school segregation (Böhlmark et al., 2016;
Jenkins et al., 2006). However, even in a fully choice-based school system, resi-
dential segregation may also lead to school segregation. Parents might prefer to let
their children attend a local school, and factors such as mobility costs might hinder
parents from choosing a school outside of their local neighborhood. School choice
opportunities can also affect school segregation in other ways. For example, parents
who are better informed and have the resources to act on their preferred choice of
school for their children are likely to be found in schools of higher quality.
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Immigrant families might lack the networks and language in order to make an
informed choice. In a school system where schools can select their students, by
family background, or by tuition fees, school segregation will also increase.

Böhlmark et al. (2016) examine the most important determinants of school
segregation in Sweden. Their main findings show that school segregation has
increased between students characterized by native/immigrant background and by
high/low education background. The most important factor to explain this increase
is neighborhood segregation. Still, in regions in Sweden where school choice has
become more prevalent, the school segregation increase exceeded what should be
expected given neighborhood segregation.

8.5.5 The Swedish School Commission

The shortcomings identified by the Commission have resulted in a weakened and
partly fragmented school system in which there is a low degree of cooperation,
collaboration, and collective effort to improve differences between schools and
education providers. The same weaknesses have also been noted in the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s (2015a) review of the
Swedish school system.

One of the measures proposed to break the trend of increased school segregation
and to create a more equitable school system concerns active school choice. The
Commission states that mandatory school choice, combined with relevant and
comprehensive information to students and their parents/guardians, should be
considered. Like the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(2015a), the Commission considers that there is a need to develop a model that
enables school choice while counteracting segregation and reduced equity at the
same time.

The Commission also proposed a central government grant of six billion
Swedish crowns with the purpose of making high-quality teaching and compen-
satory initiatives for equitable education possible. The responsible authority,
Statistics Sweden, should be tasked with drawing up an annual socioeconomic
index on which the allocation of the central government grant should be based. The
purpose of the index values would be to support education providers in order to
assist in the allocation of resources with respect to pupils’ varying requirements for
compensatory initiatives (Skolkommissionen, 2017). The proposal was decided
upon by the government in 2018, and will be implemented, stating 2019.

Other areas the Commission proposed for improvement included, for example,
strengthening education providers through central government support and col-
laboration, skills supply to the school system, increased national responsibility for
school funding, and curriculum development and evaluation systems.
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8.6 Conclusion

During the last decades, survey results indicate a decline of performance in Swedish
schools. For the same time period, survey and administrative data suggest that the
importance of students’ socioeconomic background for academic performance has
increased, and school segregation has become more prevalent.

The last decades saw also an implementation of extensive school reforms. The
comprehensive school that was decided upon in 1962, aimed at providing equal
educational opportunities for all children, irrespective of family background
(Husén, 1960). The reforms of the 1990s and the 2000s, aimed at making the school
system more appropriate and effective, but did not explicitly focus on reducing the
gaps between low- and high-achieving students.

There are no simple answers to how the reforms of the 1990s have affected the
Swedish school system, especially on learning and equity. The school system is
complex, making it hard to isolate the causal link between different possible
explanatory factors and trends in students’ results. However, several evaluations of
the effects of the reforms on equity in Swedish schools conclude that equity levels
in Swedish schools have deteriorated and that schools have become more segre-
gated (Böhlmark et al., 2016; Holmlund et al., 2014; Skolkommissionen, 2017;
Skolverket, 2018g; SOU, 2014).

The Swedish School Commission proposed a number of measures to break the
trend of increasing school segregation and to create a more equitable school system
thereby reducing the gaps between low- and high-achieving students. One of the
measures proposed concerns active school choice. The Commission states that
mandatory school choice, combined with relevant and comprehensive information
to students and their parents/guardians, should be considered. Another proposed
measure was to allocate money to responsible authorities according to a socioe-
conomic index. It would enable the allocation of resources with respect to pupils’
varying requirements for compensatory initiatives (Skolkommissionen, 2017).

It remains to be seen whether the proposals suggested by the Commission will be
implemented, and if so, if they will have an effect on school segregation.
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Chapter 9
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in Finnish Schools

Katariina Salmela-Aro and Anna K. Chmielewski

Abstract Since the release of the results from PISA 2000, Finland has been lauded
as a high-performing, high-equity country. This success has been attributed in part
to an egalitarian 9-year comprehensive school created by dramatic de-tracking
reforms in the late 1960s and early 1970s. However, recent international assess-
ments show this picture may be changing. Not only has Finland’s average per-
formance fallen in recent cycles of PISA, but inequality in achievement appears to
be increasing. In this chapter, we examine long-term trends in socioeconomic
achievement gaps using data from 18 international assessments conducted between
1964 and 2015. We find that SES achievement gaps declined after de-tracking
reforms but have increased more recently. These results are robust to two alternate
methods of computing achievement gaps and do not appear to be an artifact of
dramatic changes in Finland’s SES distribution over the time period studied. We
suggest possible explanations for this rising inequality.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Finland

9.1 Introduction

In the present chapter, we focus on socioeconomic inequality and student outcomes
in Finland. Finnish students have been very successful in the Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA, see Fig. 9.1). In 2000, 2003, and 2006,
Finland’s academic performance in reading, mathematics, and science was ranked
at or near number one among all participating Organisation for Economic
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Co-operation and Development (OECD) countries (Välijärvi et al., 2007). This
exceptionally high attainment of Finnish students in PISA in 2000, 2003, and 2006
in all three literacy domains has led to continuous international interest towards the
Finnish educational system (Välijärvi et al., 2007).1 Finland was the top overall
performing country among the OECD countries in 2000 and 2003 PISA studies.
Finland was the only country that was able to improve performance (Välijärvi,
Kupari, Linnakylä, Reinikainen, & Arffman, 2003). In the 2006 PISA survey,
Finland maintained its high performance in all assessed areas of student achieve-
ment. In the context of science, the main focus of the PISA 2006 survey, Finnish
students outperformed their peers in all 56 countries. Moreover, in the 2009 PISA
study, Finland was again the best performing OECD country. According to the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (2010), “Finland is one
of the world’s leaders in the academic performance of its secondary school students,
a position it has held for the past decade. This top performance is also remarkably
consistent across schools. Finnish schools seem to serve all students well, regard-
less of family background, socioeconomic status, or ability” (p. 117). Until the
publication of the first PISA results in December 2001, education in Finland did not
have a high international reputation. Finnish results on previous international
assessments had been average, or even lower than average. Even the Finns them-
selves thought their education system was nothing special. Thus, this international
interest was something new for Finnish education.

However, during recent years there has been a decline in the Finnish students’
achievements in PISA. While Finnish students have continued to perform very well
in PISA in recent years, there is a trend of decreasing scores. In 2009, 2012, and

Fig. 9.1 Finnish scaled scores since the initial administration of PISA

1Finland has a new reform summer 2019 extending the compulsory education until age 18.
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2015, though still near the top, Finland’s scores began to decrease slightly (see
Fig. 9.1). What about the role of socioeconomic background for academic
achievement? In this chapter, we will examine the trends in academic achievement
and socioeconomic background. First, we introduce and present the structure of the
Finnish compulsory school system, and its governance and administrative processes
used to develop and refine educational policies. Second, we present key charac-
teristics of the student population followed by the educational outcomes of low-SES
children and educational policy in Finland. Finally, we discuss the most recent
challenges in Finnish education.

9.2 Structure of the Finnish Education System

The Finnish educational system aims at achieving equal opportunity with
high-quality performance. The main objective of Finnish education policy is to offer
all citizens equal opportunities to receive education. The structure of the education
system reflects this main principle.

Finland has two official languages, Finnish and Swedish. About 5% of students
in basic and upper secondary education attend a school where Swedish is the
language of instruction. Both language groups have their own institutions at all
educational levels, also at the higher education level. Local authorities are also
required to organize education in the Sami language in Sami-speaking areas of
Lapland. During recent years, there has been an increase of migrants to Finland,
particularly in the metropolitan area of Helsinki. Local authorities organize
preparatory education for migrants to enable them to enter basic or upper secondary
education.

Pre-primary education is compulsory for children of the age of 6. Pre-primary
education is provided both in kindergartens and in schools. In pre-primary edu-
cation, children acquire basic skills, but learning is primarily through play.

Compulsory basic education starts in the year when a child turns 7 and lasts
9 years. Basic education comprises elementary (grades 1–6) and lower secondary
(7–9) level education. Upper secondary school comprises grades 10–12. In grades
1–6 the pupils are mainly taught by one classroom teacher and in grades 7–9 mostly
by specialized teachers for each subject.

After completing compulsory basic education after grade 9, young Finns can
choose their educational track for the first time—whether to opt for general upper
secondary education (academic track, high school) or vocational upper secondary
education (vocational track). Student selection is mainly based on their grades in
their basic education certificate. This choice is usually split quite evenly, with half
of the school population matriculating to general upper secondary school, and the
other half attending vocational school. Upper secondary education takes 3–4 years.
Completion of upper secondary education—either general or vocational—gives
students eligibility to continue to higher education.
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The Finnish educational system is highly permeable. There are no dead-ends
preventing progression to higher levels of education. The focus in education is on
learning rather than testing. There are no national tests for students in basic edu-
cation in Finland. Instead, teachers are responsible for assessment in their respective
subjects on the basis of the objectives included in the curriculum. In Finland, the
main types of student assessments are continuous assessment during the course of
studies and the final assessment. Also, the grades in the basic education certificate
given at the end of year 9 are assigned by teachers. On the basis of this assessment,
students are selected for further studies. The only national examination, the
matriculation examination, is held at the end of general upper secondary education.
Commonly, admission to higher education is based on students’ results in the
matriculation examination and/or entrance tests. At the moment, a new reform will
give the matriculation examination more importance in the admission to higher
education.2

The high level of equity in the Finnish educational system can be explained by
the same 9-year comprehensive education for all, which was launched in 1972 in
the whole country and previously in 1968 in some parts of Finland (Simola, 2005).
The Finnish educational system was highly stratified before these great reforms in
the 1970s (Sahlberg, 2011). There was a visible achievement gap among young
adults at the start of comprehensive school in the early 1970s due to very different
educational orientations associated with the old parallel system (Simola, 2005).
Thus, the most important goal of comprehensive school reform was to strengthen
educational and social equality. The old structure of education that served Finland’s
class-bound, rural society well for decades could no longer meet the new demands
of a changing population and time. Finland really needed a system that could
deliver an equally rigorous education whether a student came from the rural or an
urban neighborhood. Every child thus deserved a good basic education regardless
of socioeconomic background, family income, social status, or place of residence
(Simola, 2005). When comprehensive school reform began in the early 1970s, its
basic goal was to guarantee all children the equal opportunity to a 9-year basic
education regardless of their parents’ socioeconomic status (SES) and give up pupil
tracking completely. Comprehensive school reform was very successful and it
achieved all of its goals regarding the structure and accessibility of education before
the end of the 1980s (Aho, Pitkanen, & Sahlberg, 2006).

Most education and training are publicly funded in Finland. There are few private
schools, so the overwhelming majority of students attend common public compre-
hensive schools. Prior to the comprehensive education reform in 1972, about 30% of
Finnish lower secondary school students attended private schools (authors’ own
calculations from First International Science Study—FISS—1970 data). During the
reform, most of these schools changed into public schools. There are no tuition fees
at any level of education. An exception is the tuition fees for non-EU and non-EEA
students in higher education, effective from autumn 2016. Most higher education

2Finland has a new reform summer 2019 extending the compulsory education until age 18.

156 K. Salmela-Aro and A. K. Chmielewski



institutions introduced such tuition fees in 2017. In basic education, school mate-
rials, school meals, and transportation to school are also provided free of charge. In
upper secondary education, students pay for their books and transport, but currently
there is a reform in progress to provide them also free of charge. In addition, there is
a well-developed system of study grants and loans.3 Financial aid can be awarded for
full-time study in upper secondary education and in higher education.

Governance has been based on the principle of decentralization since the early
1990s (Sahlberg, 2011). However, before the 1990s governance was very cen-
tralized. Broad core curricular guidelines are published for the basic and upper
secondary school systems, but the local education providers (i.e., the municipalities)
are typically responsible for the local design of the curriculum. Education providers
are responsible for practical teaching arrangements as well as the effectiveness and
quality of the education provided. Local authorities also determine how much
autonomy is passed on to schools. For example, budget management, acquisitions,
and recruitment are often the responsibility of the schools. Universities and uni-
versities of applied sciences (UAS) enjoy extensive autonomy. The operations of
both UAS and universities are built on the freedom of education and research. They
organize their own administration, decide on student admission, and design the
contents of degree programs.

In the Finnish educational system, sociocultural factors—such as social capital,
ethnic homogeneity, and the high professional status of teachers—play key roles
when transferability of education policies is considered (Rinne, 2000). Teachers in
Finland are well-respected, considered experts of their profession, and issues of
classroom management and organization are less noticeable than in some other
countries. Teachers have pedagogical autonomy. The Finnish educational system
operates in collaboration with its Ministry of Education and Culture, municipalities,
and schools. It calls upon all of these entities to be part of the process, with teachers
having key roles. The national education administration is organized at two levels.
Education policy is the responsibility of the Ministry of Education and Culture and
the Finnish National Agency for Education is responsible for the implementation of
policy aims. It works with the Ministry to develop educational objectives, content,
and methods for education at all levels. Local administration is the responsibility of
local authorities. Municipalities make the decisions of allocating of funding, local
curricula, and they have autonomy to delegate decision-making power to the
schools.

Finland as a country has suffered through major famines, unprecedented
immigration, and foreign invasion (Sahlberg, 2011). As a consequence, Finland has
had a difficult history and only achieved its independence about 100 years ago in
1917. Many leaders of the Finnish revolution were teachers and viewed as heroes.
These early teacher leaders became identified with the importance of learning and
its ability to allow for autonomous self-reflective choice. With limited natural
resources, Finland’s major resource is its population, its human capital which has

3Finland has a new reform (summer 2019) extending compulsory education until age 18.
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survived these conditions, faced challenges with an inscrutable sense of “sisu”—
determination and persistence that defines a national distinctive identity
(Salmela-Aro, 2017).

9.3 Key Characteristics of the Student Population

According to the most recent data available, Finland had a relatively socioeco-
nomically advantaged population, compared to other OECD countries. In PISA
2015 and the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS)
2015 fourth grade, only about 2% of students met the definition of low-SES used in
this volume (i.e., low-parental education; their most educated parent had ISCED 2
or less), while nearly 50% of students in TIMSS and 60% of students in PISA had
high SES (parental education of ISCED 5A or more). Thus, as defined by parental
education, Finland is among the highest-SES countries considered in this volume.
As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the very high levels of educational
attainment are a recent change in Finland, reflecting rapid industrialization of the
country in the twentieth century. In the First International Mathematics Study
(FIMS) 1964, over 90% of Finnish students reported that their most educated parent
had ISCED 2 or less. Even as recently as TIMSS 1999 and PISA 2000, over 20% of
Finnish students reported low-parental education.

Among low-SES students in Finland in PISA 2015, 22% were from immigrant
backgrounds (13% first generation and 9% second generation). This is an over-
representation of students from immigrant backgrounds in the low-SES group, in a
country where immigrants constitute only about 4% of the student population
overall. As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, the traditionally low levels of
immigration in Finland have increased markedly in recent years. In TIMSS 1999
and PISA 2000, less than 2% of students reported a first- or second-generation
immigrant background. By 2015, the share of students with an immigrant back-
ground approximately doubled to nearly 4% of students in PISA 2015, and over 5%
of students in the slightly younger 4th-grade cohort of TIMSS 2015. In addition to
increasing levels of immigration, the immigrant student population in Finland has
also become relatively more socioeconomically disadvantaged (Motti-Stefanidi &
Salmela-Aro, 2018; Salmela-Aro, Read, & Rimpelä, 2018). In TIMSS 1999 and
PISA 2000, students from immigrant backgrounds actually had slightly more
educated parents than non-immigrant students. While over 20% of non-immigrant
students had parents with less than ISCED 2, the share was a couple of percentage
points lower for immigrant students. By 2015, both immigrant and non-immigrant
parents had become more educated, but immigrant parents had not kept pace with
the rapid educational upgrading of the native-born Finnish population. In PISA
2015 and TIMSS 2015 fourth grade, less than 2% of non-immigrant students had
low-parental education compared to about 10% of immigrant students.
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Among low-SES students in Finland in PISA 2012 (the most recent year
available), 36% reported living in single-parent families. This is an overrepresen-
tation of single-parent backgrounds among low-SES students, given that only about
16% of students overall come from single-parent families in Finland. The share of
single-parent families in Finland is somewhat high by international standards.
Although the rate of single-parent households did not change markedly in Finland
between PISA 2000 and 2012, the overrepresentation of single-parent households
among low-SES students increased substantially in this period, along with the
dramatic decline in the share of low-SES students. By 2012, the degree of over-
representation of single-parent households among low-SES students in Finland was
among the highest of OECD countries.

9.4 Educational Outcomes of Low-SES Children

The main aim of the present chapter was to examine trends in socioeconomic
inequality of student outcomes in Finland. In particular, we focus on SES
achievement gaps, defined as disparities in academic achievement between students
from low- and high-parental education backgrounds. In order to investigate
long-term trends covering the period of comprehensive school reforms up to the
present, we draw on data from 18 international large-scale assessments of math,
science, and/or reading: the First and Second International Mathematics Studies
(FIMS 1960 and SIMS 1980), the First and Second International Science Studies
(FISS 1970 and SISS 1984), the first international reading comprehension study
(FIRCS 1970), the Reading Literacy Study (RLS 1991), three cycles of TIMSS
(1999, 2011, and 2015), one cycle of the Progress in Reading Literacy Study
(PIRLS 2011), and six cycles of PISA (2000–2015). Although the different math,
science, and reading assessments were not designed to be fully comparable, we
standardize achievement by computing z-scores in each subject within the Finnish
sample of each study, and then pool all subjects and studies into one analysis. We
take this approach to maximize data coverage. In addition, as we have shown in
previous research, trends in SES achievement gaps estimated from different studies
(PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS) tend to be similar to one another and to trends esti-
mated from pooled data (Chmielewski, 2019).

We use parental education as our primary measure of family SES, taking the
higher value when both parents’ education is available. Parental education was
generally reported in 6-8 categories, such as (1) None, (2) Primary/ISCED 1,
(3) Lower secondary/ISCED 2, (4) Vocational upper secondary/ISCED 3B or C,
(5) Academic upper secondary/ISCED 3A, (6) Postsecondary vocational certificate/
ISCED 4, (7) Short or applied college degree/ISCED 5B, and (8) Bachelor’s
degree/ISCED 5A or more.

We impute missing parental education data in each study using multiple
imputations by iterative chained equations and creating five imputed datasets for
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each study. We use two different methods to compute parental education
achievement gaps. First, we follow the method of other chapters in this volume and
compute gaps between students with low-parental education (ISCED 2 or less) and
all other students. However, due to the rapid educational upgrading of the Finnish
population during the twentieth century, any long-term trends in SES gaps in
outcomes are likely to be confounded by changes in the distribution of the parental
education variable used as a measure of SES. Therefore, our second (and preferred)
method computes achievement gaps between the study-specific 90th and 10th
percentiles of parental education (90/10 SES achievement gaps), following
Reardon’s (2011) method for income achievement gaps. We also compute gaps
between the top and middle (90th and 50th percentiles) of the parental education
distribution and between the middle and bottom (50th and 10th percentiles) of the
parental education distribution. In order to compute 90/10, 90/50, and 50/10
achievement gaps, we retain the maximum available categories of parental educa-
tion in each year and each study. For both types of SES achievement gaps, we
adjust each gap for the estimated reliability of students’ or parents’ reports of
parental education, as well as for each test. We compute bootstrap standard errors
for each gap. (See Chmielewski (2019) for more methodological details.)

Figure 9.2 displays results from the first SES achievement gap method, the
high–low-parental education category difference. Each data point represents this
difference in the Finnish subsample of the international assessment indicated,
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meaning that higher values correspond to greater socioeconomic inequality in
achievement. The gaps are plotted against the birth year of sampled students, which
ranges from approximately 1950, corresponding to 14-year-old students tested in
FIMS 1964, to approximately 2005, corresponding to 10-year-old students tested in
TIMSS 2015. The dark gray line is a quadratic fit line estimated from all data points
in the figure, and the light gray line is a linear fit line estimated from only the
cohorts born in or after 1984. Both fit lines are weighted by the estimated inverse
sampling error variance of each gap. Figure 9.2 shows a pronounced U-shaped
trend in SES achievement gaps across the Finnish 1950–2005 cohort birth years.
SES achievement gaps declined to a low point in approximately the 1984 birth
cohort (corresponding to the PISA 2000 sample) and then increased from 1984 to
2005 birth cohort.

However, the estimated trend in Fig. 9.2 is confounded by dramatic changes in
the distribution of the parental education of children born over this 55-year period
in Finland. Over time, as the high-parental education group expands, it becomes
less positively selected and its achievement is expected to decline. Likewise, as the
low-parental education group shrinks and becomes more negatively selected, its
achievement is expected to decline as well. Thus, the achievement gaps in Fig. 9.2
may not capture well the overall level of socioeconomic inequality in achievement,
as these selection effects drive high–low-parental education gaps higher in early and
recent birth cohorts when the high- and low-parental education groups are very
unequal in size and drive gaps lower in middle cohorts when the high and low
groups are more evenly distributed.

The second method for computing SES achievement gaps avoids this issue by
computing gaps between the cohort-specific 90th and 10th percentiles of the par-
ental education distribution. This percentile-based approach relies on the assump-
tion that SES is a positional good, and that having highly educated parents confers
mainly relative rather than absolute advantages to children’s academic achievement.
In the FIMS 1964 Finnish sample, the 90th percentile of parental education falls at
only 9 years of education, the 50th percentile at 6 years of education, and the 10th
percentile at 4 years of education. In the TIMSS 2015 fourth-grade Finnish sample,
the 90th percentile of parental education falls at graduate degree (“beyond ISCED
5A first degree”), the 50th percentile at ISCED 5B, and the 10th percentile at
ISCED 3. In the PISA 2015 Finnish sample, the parental education gap is poorly
estimated because both the 90th and 50th percentiles fall at ISCED 5A. Therefore,
we also examine trends in SES achievement gaps for two other measures of SES—
parental occupation and number of books in the household, which have more
evenly distributed categories—to check the robustness of the parental education gap
trend results.

Figure 9.3 displays the results of the 90/10 SES achievement gap analysis. Here
each data point is the estimated gap between students at the 90th and 10th per-
centiles of parental education in a given study. Again, the two fit lines are derived
from weighted least squares regressions with quadratic and linear cohort terms.

Figure 9.3 shows that the U-shaped trend in Fig. 9.2 is not entirely an artifact of
the changing distribution of parental education. Using a method that captures
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inequality in achievement across the entire SES distribution, we find that gaps in
early birth cohorts do not decline as expected but in fact increase. This indicates
that, at that time, there were large differences in achievement not only between the
group whose parents had more than ISCED 2 and the rest but also among all the
lower levels of parental education below ISCED 2. As expected, gaps in middle
cohorts are larger in Fig. 9.3, reflecting that the more even distribution across the
two SES groups in Fig. 9.2 does not fully capture inequality in achievement across
the entire SES distribution. Also as expected, gaps in the most recent cohorts are
smaller in Fig. 9.3, due to the extreme negative selection at work on the
low-parental education group in these cohorts in Fig. 9.2. However, after all these
changes, the quadratic trend seen in Fig. 9.2, though less extreme, is still visible in
Fig. 9.3. A squared term for cohort birth year is significantly different from zero in
the weighted least squares regression. As in Fig. 9.2, SES achievement gaps are
smallest in the 1984 birth cohort, and the increase in gaps thereafter, though less
extreme than in Fig. 9.2, is also still present. A linear term for cohort birth year is
significantly different from zero in a weighted least squares regression for gaps from
the 1984 cohort and later. Trends in 90/10 achievement gaps for two alternative
measures of SES, parental occupation and books in the household, also displayed
very similar U-shaped patterns, with a decline until the 1984 cohort and increase
thereafter (results not shown).
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A further advantage of the percentile method is the ability to compute 90/50 and
50/10 parental education gaps. Figure 9.4 displays these results. The dark gray
region represents the gap between the 90th and 50th percentiles of parental educa-
tion, and the light gray region represents the gap between the 50th and 10th per-
centiles of parental education. It is apparent from Fig. 9.4 that there has been a
marked change in 90/50 and 50/10 gaps across the 1950–2005 birth cohorts. In the
1950 cohort, the 90/10 gap was dominated by the gap between the top and middle of
the parental education distribution; there was hardly any achievement difference
between the 50th and 10th percentiles of parental education. By the 2005 cohort, the
90/10 gap was roughly evenly split between the top and bottom of the distribution.
Therefore, the large decline in the 90/10 gap between the 1950 and 1984 birth
cohorts seen in Fig. 9.3 was entirely due to an even more dramatic decline in the
achievement gap between the top and middle of the parental education distribution.
This decline was somewhat offset by a steady increase in the gap between the middle
and bottom of the parental education distribution. Since the 1984 birth cohort, the
50/10 gap has continued to increase, while the decline in the 90/50 gap leveled off
and even increased slightly in recent years. As mentioned above, the 90/50 gap may
be underestimated in recent years of PISA due to the large number of observations in
the ISCED 5A category. However, results are very similar when removing PISA
2009-2015 from the trend. 90/50 and 50/10 trend results for gaps based on parental
occupation and household books are also similar (results not shown).
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These results suggest that major Finnish educational reforms creating compre-
hensive lower secondary schools in the 1960s and 1970s may have reduced SES
achievement gaps for subsequent cohorts, particularly gaps between the top and
middle of the SES distribution. The timing of the reform would lead us to expect a
decline in achievement gaps between the 1956 birth cohort (corresponding to FISS
1970) and the 1966 birth cohort (corresponding to SIMS 1980). That the declines
continue for two more decades after these cohorts may indicate a prolonged
implementation process and/or the effects of other equity-promoting reforms apart
from de-tracking. That the reduction in gaps was concentrated between the top and
middle of the distribution suggests that primarily only high-SES students benefitted
from the old academic track schools, while middle- and low-SES students did not
have access. The results for recent years suggest, however, that the equitable effects
of the comprehensive school may not have been sustained in the long term, namely,
that the Finnish educational environment has grown more unequal since the 1984
birth cohort (corresponding to PISA 2000). Increases in SES gaps have occurred
primarily between the middle and bottom of the SES distribution. However, the gap
between the top and middle of the distribution remains substantial, constituting
about half of the total 90/10 SES gap.

9.5 Educational Policy

Finnish educational policies can be characterized by sustainable and stable rather
than conflicting reforms and fundamental shifts in political directions. Rather than
revolutions, the Finnish educational system has experienced a gradual evolution.

Providing equal opportunities for all citizens to high-quality education and
training is a long-term objective of the Finnish education policy. The keywords in
Finnish education policy are quality, efficiency, equity, and recently also interna-
tionalization (Lonka et al., 2015; Salmela-Aro & Trautwein, 2013; Wang, Chow,
Hofkens, & Salmela-Aro, 2015). The basic right to education and culture is
recorded in the constitution. The policy is built on the principles of lifelong learning
and tuition-free education. Education is seen as a key to competitiveness and
well-being of the society (Lonka et al., 2015).

There is a widespread consensus on the main pillars of education policy, and the
policy is characterized by cooperation and continuity. Tripartite partnership among
government, trade unions, and employer organizations is an integrated part of
policymaking. Participation and consultation of a wide range of different stake-
holders play a central role in educational reform. Teachers—with the Trade Union
of Education as their representative—are key players in the development of edu-
cation. The main objectives and broad lines of the policy are defined at the central
level, but the implementation of these is the responsibility of the local level.

According to a recent international UN survey, Finnish people are the happiest
population in the world (United Nations Sustainable Development Solutions
Network, 2018), but they too are facing some of the same problems as other
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countries. The homogenous population in Finland is beginning to show some signs
of the problems associated with integrating a diverse new immigrant population.
And while the country as a whole holds its teachers in high regard and places a high
degree of social trust in their expertise to provide all of their children with an
excellent education, the teachers themselves are increasingly showing signs of
burnout—which in Finland is shown by increased stress, absenteeism, and feelings
of inability to work (Pietarinen, Pyhältö, Soini, & Salmela-Aro, 2013; Salmela-Aro,
2017).

9.6 Recent Challenges in the Finnish Education

Recently, in the interest of advancing technology, entrepreneurial activity, and
environmental sustainability, the Finns began devising core aims and objectives for
their elementary and lower secondary schools, and created the Finnish National
Core Curriculum for Upper Secondary School, effective from 2010 onwards. The
Finnish national core curriculum highlights the need for students to actively acquire
and apply science knowledge and twenty-first century or generic competencies
(attitudes, knowledge, and skills), with an emphasis on the use of technology in
learning both in and out of school. The Finnish curriculum and models of learning
and instruction emphasize the design and use of science and engineering practices
in order to support students in learning science, prepare them for understanding the
actual work of scientists, and make science careers more interesting to them. In
Finland, decisions about which scientific practices and curriculum content should
be enacted in classrooms are made with the deep involvement of professional
teachers, who have subject area expertise and empirical science research
experience.

Finnish students have traditionally performed very well in PISA, but in recent
years there is a trend of decreasing scores. In 2000, 2003, and 2006, Finland’s
academic performance in reading, mathematics, and science was ranked at or near
number one among all participating OECD countries. In 2009, 2012, and 2015,
though still near the top, Finland’s scores began to decrease slightly. A recent
concern in Finland is that the country has the largest gap in PISA achievement
between native-born and immigrant students (Motti-Stefanidi & Salmela-Aro,
2018; Salmela-Aro et al., 2018).

In Finnish comprehensive schools, there has historically been a rule of neigh-
borhood school attendance (Söderström & Uusitalo, 2005). Thus, children enter the
closest school in the area they live in. However, parental choice of schools outside
of the assigned catchment area boundary was introduced in the Basic Education Act
of 1998 (Seppänen, 2003) as a part of a larger school reform promoting freedom,
decentralization, and choice in education (Seppänen, 2003). Studies in Finland
show the influence of the distinctive school choices made by the upper social class
(Kosunen & Seppänen, 2015). Since 1998, school choice has increased in popu-
larity, as have schools with a special subject emphasis (e.g., science, arts, or sports)
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and selective admission by aptitude tests. Recent research shows that school
enrollment in a major metropolitan area in Finland is more socioeconomically
segregated than would be predicted based on assigned catchment areas, suggesting
that school choice increases socioeconomic segregation (Bernelius & Vaattovaara,
2016; Kivirauma, Klemeä, & Rinne, 2006; Kosunen, Bernelius, Seppanen, &
Porkka, 2016). The study paths of students from different socioeconomic back-
grounds are now becoming diversified, meaning that students from different
socioeconomic backgrounds tend to make different choices and end up in different
study paths in relation to the selectiveness at comprehensive school (Kosunen,
2014; Seppänen, Kalalahti, Rinne, & Simola, 2015). In addition, peers seem to
share a similar SES, educational aspirations, and educational pathways (Kiuru et al.,
2012; see also Tynkkynen, Tolvanen, & Salmela-Aro, 2012; Tynkkynen, Vuori, &
Salmela-Aro, 2012).

All of these recent policy developments, as well as our results in this chapter
showing increasing SES achievement gaps in recent cohorts, indicate that Finland’s
international reputation as an extremely egalitarian system is in peril. Finnish
education policymakers must take seriously this increasing inequality and seek to
address it in future reform efforts.
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Chapter 10
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in Canadian Schools

Alana Butler

Abstract This chapter examines how income inequality in Canada has contributed
to an “achievement gap” between students from lower and higher socioeconomic
backgrounds in Canada. The impacts of socioeconomic inequality in the preschool
and elementary years can lead to significant differences in academic achievement
between children from affluent and lower income families. The chapter surveys
existing research regarding low socioeconomic status and childhood academic
outcomes and then explores structural and sociocultural factors associated with
socioeconomic achievement gaps. Next, the chapter examines how cultural capital
deficits directly affect access to postsecondary education. In conclusion, the chapter
discusses some of the evidence-based interventions aimed at eliminating the
socioeconomic achievement gap in Canadian schools.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Canada

10.1 Introduction

The 2015 PISA results continued to highlight Canada’s high standing in terms of
educational outcomes for its youths in comparison to other international jurisdic-
tions. Since the inception of PISA in 2000, Canada has placed in the top 10 in each
cycle across all three domains: Reading, Mathematics, and Science. The most
recent results inspired the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) to call Canada
an “education superpower” (Coughlan, 2017). These high levels of overall student
performance have occurred in spite of Canada’s relatively high level of immigration
(Cheng & Yan, 2018; Klinger, Volante, & Bilgili, 2018; Volante, Klinger, Siegel,
& Bilgili, 2017). PISA results and other international comparative measures of
student achievement have each illustrated that between-school variation in student
performance is very low in Canada, reflecting a high level of educational equity
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(e.g., Coughlan, 2017; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development,
2016b). In spite of this overall relative success, the media and others have raised
concerns about the lack of educational progress based on unchanging or decreasing
PISA scores over time (e.g., Chu, 2017). Yet a review of PISA data demonstrates
that very few high-performing countries have witnessed a growth in PISA scores
over time (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2018a).
Overall, the ongoing high levels of relative performance coupled with the low
between-school variation found across PISA cycles do indeed illustrate that chil-
dren in Canada benefit from high levels of education.

In most industrialized developed countries, there exists an academic achieve-
ment gap between the wealthiest and poorest students (e.g., Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2017; Parker, Marsh, Jerrim, Guo, &
Dicke, 2018; Schmidt, Burroughs, Zoido, & Houang, 2015; UNESCO, 2014). The
Council of Education Ministers, Canada (2018) found that Canada has the second
most equitable education system with respect to socioeconomic status (SES). As an
example, evidence from the United States indicates that low SES has a significant
effect on educational achievement among children and youths (Ainsworth, 2002;
Evans, 2004; Fagan, 2017; Hoxby & Turner, 2013). Canadian studies show that the
gap between low versus high SES families is not as wide as it is in the United
States, where there are larger geographical areas with a concentration of low SES
populations (Burton, Phipps, & Zhang, 2013; Ward & Belanger, 2010). Clearly,
Canada has been able to ameliorate some of the educational impacts of socioeco-
nomic inequity observed in other highly industrialized developed countries. One
important consideration is that 6.0% of Canada’s gross domestic product (GDP) is
allocated to educational institutions, which is substantially higher than the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) average of
5.2% (Statistics Canada, 2017c). As a result, teaching in Canada is considered to be
a valued profession and teachers are well compensated.

While there may be much to celebrate in terms of educational equity in Canada
relative to many other international jurisdictions, educational inequities do indeed
exist in Canada and these are associated with economic disadvantages. PISA
results, and other measures of achievement throughout the country do highlight a
relatively high level of within-school variation in Canada (e.g., Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016b). These findings demonstrate that
in spite of the high level of overall equity in terms of schooling, substantial portions
of the student population do not equally benefit from such educational
opportunities.

These inequities can be found amongst the provinces, between communities, and
within schools, and in each instance, a fundamental difference appears to be
associated with socioeconomic factors. Achievement differences due to income
inequality have been identified in preschool and elementary children and evidence
strongly suggests these early “achievement gaps” either remain stable or increase
throughout, which contributes to differences in academic achievement in later years
(Burton et al., 2013; Caro, McDonald, & Willms, 2009; Cleveland & Krashinsky,
2003; Finnie, Childs, & Wismer, 2011).

170 A. Butler



10.2 Provincial Jurisdiction of Education and the National
Achievement Gap

In Canada, education is regulated by each province and territory, which in turn each
develops its own curricula. As a result, there are some structural differences
amongst the provinces (e.g., Klinger & Saab, 2012). Children begin formal
schooling in Kindergarten in the year they turn 5. Ontario offers Junior and Senior
Kindergarten. Students enter Grade 1 and continue their schooling until Grade 12 in
all of the provinces except Quebec, where Grade 12 is replaced by the first year of
the CEGEP (Collège dʼenseignement général et professionnel, and in English,
College of General and Vocational Education). Schooling is typically divided into
elementary and secondary components, although the grade at which the transition is
made varies across provinces and many provinces further subdivide these two
categories (e.g., primary and junior elementary, middle schools, junior and senior
secondary). This transition typically occurs between Grades 7 and 9. The transition
from primary to secondary is coupled with the shift from a single teacher to mul-
tiple subject area teachers. The vast majority of students attend publicly funded
schools across Canada. These schools are non-sectarian, although Alberta,
Saskatchewan, and Ontario provide full provincial funding for their religious-based
Separate (most often Catholic) school systems. The secondary school graduation
rate in Canada was 87% in 2015, slightly higher than the OECD average of 86%
(Statistics Canada, 2017c).

While public schooling is free to all children, approximately 6% of children
attend private schools in Canada, in which a portion or all of the student fees are
paid for by the family (Frenette & Chan, 2015). These proportions vary by pro-
vince, with the highest numbers attending private schools in Quebec, and much
lower proportions in Alberta and Ontario, most likely due to the funding differences
for Catholic education. While 94% of Canada’s children receive free public edu-
cation until the completion of secondary school, postsecondary education, while
indirectly subsidized by provincial governments, is not free to attend. In spite of the
presence of tuition fees, Canadians report a high level of postsecondary education.
The proportion of adults in Canada between the ages of 25 and 64 with postsec-
ondary education is 57%, with 28.5% having a Bachelor’s degree or more, which is
the highest among OECD countries (Statistics Canada, 2017c).

Nevertheless, these proportions vary by province, and these variations correlate
with differences in educational measures. As an example, Table 10.1 illustrates the
relationship between levels of education of adults and the PISA results of
15-year-olds for 2015. Acknowledging the error of measurement for the PISA 2015
scores varies by each province due to large differences in provincial sample sizes,
and noting that the 2015 assessment had a primary focus on Science, these data
illustrate positive correlations amongst the percentage of the provincial adult
population (aged 25–64) where 0.55 was with Mathematics (1-tailed p < 0.05),
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Table 10.1 Provincial-level PISA results and % of population with Bachelor’s degree or more

Province Pisa
math
2015

Pisa
reading
2015

PISA
science
2015

% of adults with
bachelor’s degree or
more

% of females with
bachelor’s degree or
more

British
Columbia

522 536 539 29.9 34.7

Alberta 511 533 541 28.2 30.7

Saskatchewan 484 496 496 22.5 25.9

Manitoba 489 498 499 25.2 28.4

Ontario 509 527 524 31.9 33.9

Quebec 544 532 537 25.5 28.0

New
Brunswick

493 505 506 20.2 23.1

Nova Scotia 497 517 517 25.5 28.9

Prince Edward
Is.

499 515 515 23.7 27.9

Newfoundland 486 505 506 18.3 20.9

Canada 516 527 528 28.5 30.9

Note Census data obtained from Statistics Canada (2017a, 2017b, 2017c, 2017d); Canadian PISA
data obtained from O’Grady et al. (2016)

0.72 with Reading (p < 0.01), and 0.67 with Science (p < 0.05). The correlations
were found to be slightly smaller for the percentage of the female adult population
at 0.52 with Mathematics (p < 0.05), 0.71 with Reading (p < 0.01), and 0.65 with
Science (p < 0.05). In contrast, correlations with other measures of provincial
wealth such as median income and per capita GDP have insignificant correlations
below 0.30 with PISA results.

As noted previously, Canada has shown a relatively high level of educational
equity. How does this compare to measures of economic inequity? The Gini
coefficient is a measure of inequality of income distribution or inequality of wealth
distribution. It is defined as a ratio with values between 0 and 1, in which 0 equates
to every individual in a society having the same income, and 1 representing
complete inequality (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development,
2006). Based on most recently available statistics, Canada has an after-tax Gini
Coefficient of 0.306 (Statistics Canada, 2018a). Canada ranks 7 out of 17 peer
countries for income equality (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development, 2018b). Breau (2015) found that income inequality between
Canadian provinces was highly variable because of differing policy contexts, labor
regulations, and taxation policies. Across all Canadian provinces, the highest
income inequality was found in Newfoundland and Labrador, Alberta, Ontario, and
British Columbia (Breau, 2015). Interestingly, the correlations amongst the Gini
coefficient and the PISA results were lower and insignificant in comparison to the
associations found for education levels of adults in each province. This may be
partially explained by the relatively similar Gini coefficients found across the
provinces, varying between 0.27 and 0.32. Thus, it appears that in Canada, broad
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measures of inequality are less predictive of children’s educational outcomes than
measures related to adults (parents) and families and that measures related to
education levels are the most predictive of educational outcomes. Who are these
parents and families? And what are the barriers they face or the decisions they are
making that may lead to the relatively high levels of observed within school
variability in educational outcomes?

10.3 Between- and Within-School Variation

One of the challenges of large data sets is that they can often mask small but
systematic differences. As an example, the Canadian PISA results have noted that
the between-school variation in PISA results is small in Canada. Nevertheless, these
same data have shown that 15-year-old students attending private schools attain
higher PISA scores than their peers attending publicly funded schools, scoring 8–
9% higher (Frenette & Chan, 2015). These are substantial differences (over 40
points) but the small proportion of children in private schools, and in the PISA
sample, masks this substantial between-school effect. Interestingly, this observed
inequity occurs along with a similar socioeconomic predictor. Specifically, the
families of children in private schools have higher average incomes and are much
more likely to have completed university education.

These same private school data provide an insight into the higher levels of
observed within-school variation in educational outcomes found in Canada. Private
schools tend to reflect relatively homogeneous populations in terms of social
capital. In contrast, Canada’s public schools are much more heterogeneous given
that 94% of children attend public schools. Thus, public schools across the country
largely reflect the population of the country. Overall, the Canadian population is
varied, certainly in terms of culture, as expected given the high rates of immigration
in Canada, but also, and of relevance to our work here, in the dispersion of social
and economic capital.

Which brings us back to the question of who are the parents and families who
face economic disadvantages that may impact their children’s educational
achievement and school engagement? According to the most recent Canadian
census, 4.8 million Canadians live in poverty and 1.2 million Canadians under the
age of 18 live in low-income households (Statistics Canada, 2017a). While Canada
has no official definition of poverty, Statistics Canada defines low-income cut-offs
(LICO) as income thresholds below which a family will likely devote 20 percentage
points more of its income on the necessities of shelter, food, and clothing than the
average family (Lightman & Gingrich, 2013; Satzewich & Liodakis, 2013). Hence
Statistics Canada’s LICO figures serve as a proxy for poverty in Canada.

Three subgroups of the Canadian population appear to represent the greatest
proportions of those falling below LICO thresholds. As found in other international
jurisdictions, single-parental households are a strong predictor of socioeconomic
inequality in Canada. The 19% of Canadian children living in a lone parent
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household are more than three times as likely to live in a low income household as
children living in a two parent household (Statistics Canada, 2017a). In what has
been termed the “feminization of poverty,” scholars have further noted that women
face greater risks of poverty because of the male–female wage gap (Kwok &
Wallis, 2008). Currently, there remains a gender pay gap between males and
females in the Canadian labor market. Recent estimates are that women earn 74
cents for every dollar earned by a male (Statistics Canada, 2017c). Most of the
variance in wages can be attributed to occupational sex segregation, since women
tend to occupy lower paying, part-time, temporary positions more often than do
males (Kwok & Wallis, 2008). In 2015, 18.9% of Canadian women were working
part-time versus 5.5% of Canadian men (Statistics Canada, 2018b).

Approximately 21% of the Canadian population was born outside Canada
(Statistics Canada, 2017b) and the visible minority population constitutes 22.3% of
the total Canadian population. The majority of immigrants arrive as skilled
immigrants through the federally regulated points system for immigration which
allocates “points” for education, skills, language ability, and training. Despite this,
many recent immigrants face barriers as they endeavor to enter the labor market due
to official language fluency, foreign credential devaluation, and discrimination
(Esses & Bhardwaj, 2006; Galabuzi, 2006; Lightman & Gingrich, 2013;
Oreopoulos, 2011; Reitz, 2016). As a result, recent immigrants to Canada are also
more likely to experience low SES (Picot & Hou, 2014).

Lastly, the Statistics Canada (2017b) census report indicated that the Indigenous
population was 1,673,785 or 4.9% of the total Canadian population. Indigenous
families living on reserves have the lowest standard of living in Canada (Statistics
Canada, 2011, 2013). Current reserves in Canada have poor living conditions and
many Indigenous families have low SES (Statistics Canada, 2013). Forty percent of
off-reserve Indigenous persons live in poverty. A substantial proportion of Canada’s
Indigenous population resides in “at-risk” communities. According to the 2011
National Household survey, only 9.8% of Indigenous persons held a university
degree in contrast to the Canadian average of 27% and 36% had not completed high
school (Statistics Canada, 2013). Statistics indicate that there is a large gap between
Indigenous and non-Indigenous persons for all levels of education. The 2016
Canadian census indicated that 28.5% of Canadians between the ages of 25 and 64
had a Bachelor’s degree or higher, while only 10.9% of Indigenous persons
between the ages of 25 and 64 had a Bachelor’s degree or higher (Statistics Canada,
2017d). Indigenous persons living on reserves have lower educational attainment
than those living off-reserves (Statistics Canada, 2017d).

Added to these three predominant groups facing economic disadvantages, other
sub-populations, while smaller in number, have also been shown to face economic
challenges at a much greater rate than the “averageˮ Canadian family. As an
example, and consistent with U.S. findings, Black Canadians, especially those from
low-income communities, have lower rates of high school completion and uni-
versity degree attainment (Abada, Hou, & Ram, 2009; Caldas, Bernier, & Marceau,
2009; Dei, 2008; James & Turner, 2017; Livingstone & Weinfeld, 2017). Similar
disadvantages are found for adults with disabilities.
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10.4 Low SES and Childhood Educational Outcomes

Evidence shows that Canadian children from lower socioeconomic backgrounds
tend to have higher secondary school drop-out rates, lower academic achievement
at all levels of schooling, and more emotional and behavioral problems in school
(Belley, Frenette, & Lochner, 2014; Evans, 2004; Ferguson, Bovaird, & Mueller,
2007; Portnow & Hussain, 2016; Shaker, 2014). In Canada, some of the evidence to
support these claims comes from longitudinal studies. An analysis of the most
recent cycle from Statistics Canada’s National Longitudinal Study of Children and
Youth (1994–2008) showed that children from affluent socioeconomic backgrounds
score better academically on the CAT/2 standardized math test than children from
economically disadvantaged backgrounds (Burton et al., 2013). The researchers
noted that over 50% of children from low-income Canadian households had
below-average math scores whereas 33% of children from high-income households
scored below-average (Burton et al., 2013). Caro et al. (2009) used the same
national data set to show that the academic achievement gap between low and high
SES students was stable from ages 7 through 11, but widened between the ages of
11–15. They concluded that the advantages of high SES constitute a cumulative
advantage that widens the gap over time (Caro et al., 2009).

As further evidence, Roos et al. (2006) conducted a longitudinal study using data
from the Population Health Research Data Repository located in the province of
Manitoba. The researchers studied all children born in the province in 1984 using
18 years of data that included standardized test results. They found that the standard
examination pass rates of those students living in the poorest neighborhoods were
less than half that of those living in the wealthiest neighborhoods (Roos et al.,
2006). Similar results have been found across provincial testing programs in British
Columbia and Ontario, in which associated demographic data are available. As one
example, in Ontario, students from families earning less than $30,000 per year score
20–30% lower on the Grade 3 math and literacy tests than families who earn more
than $100,000 per year (Education Quality and Accountability Office, 2017).

The previously discussed sub-populations of single parent, immigrant, and
Indigenous families provide further insights into these relationships and some of the
ongoing challenges and opportunities to address the impact of these inequities. In a
cross-national study of PISA scores among 17 countries, Garriga and
Martínez-Lucena (2018) found that growing up in a single-parent household had a
negative effect on academic achievement in most developed countries. Research
findings indicated that Canadian children who grow up in single-parent households
are more likely to have academic, behavioral, and psychological problems (Ward &
Belanger, 2010). The proportions of single-parent families vary across provinces
and perhaps surprisingly, these proportions are moderately correlated with
provincial PISA results, −0.58 with mathematics (p < 0.05), −0.65 with science
(p < 0.05), and −0.70 with reading. These values are comparable to the correlations
found between PISA results and the proportion of adults with a Bachelor’s degree
or more. The 0.68 correlation between single-parent households and adult education
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levels (0.65 for education levels of females) suggest a substantial level of shared
variance.

While PISA results are not subdivided based on indigeneity, data from
provincial assessment systems highlight the association of these socioeconomic and
educational data with Indigenous children’s educational achievement. For example,
2016–2017 data from the Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) in British Columbia
indicated that 35% of Aboriginal students failed to meet provincial standards for
fourth-grade reading comprehension. For non-Aboriginals the percentage was 18%
(British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2017). For numeracy, the percentage of
Aboriginal test takers not meeting provincial standards was 45% compared to 23%
for non-Aboriginal students (British Columbia Ministry of Education, 2017). While
not all provinces obtain Aboriginal/Indigenous status from students in relation to
their provincial testing programs, those that do highlight similar achievement gaps
(e.g., Ontario, Quebec).

Educational achievement gaps between Indigenous and non-Indigenous peoples
are recognized as a critical issue and a policy challenge in the Canadian context.
Indigenous children and their families continue to face barriers to achievement at all
levels, including access to postsecondary education. While measures highlighting
economic disadvantages may be associated with the observed achievement gaps,
they also hide much deeper issues that need to be addressed to resolve ongoing
inequities and societal challenges. For example, funding for federally run schools
for Indigenous communities is less than provincially funded schools, even when
factoring in higher Northern or remote operating costs (Blatchford, 2016; Statistics
Canada, 2013). Historical oppressions arising from colonialism have contributed to
intergenerational poverty among Canada’s Indigenous peoples. The reserve system
in the 1800s, followed by the system of forced residential schooling that separated
children from their families—the “Sixties Scoop” of forced adoptions—and other
injustices have resulted in intergenerational trauma. This history of intergenera-
tional trauma related to residential schooling has contributed to perceptions of “not
fitting in” within schools (Blue & Pinto, 2017; Cassidy, 2015; Guinan, 2016).
These findings suggest that children from Indigenous families may experience a
double disadvantage, due to economic inequity and historical injustices that con-
tinue to reverberate. Given this, efforts to reduce ongoing inequities and support
Indigenous learning will require substantial effort. As an example, some scholars
have argued for a curriculum that embeds content based on Indigenous cultures,
perspectives, and histories. This would better serve Indigenous students and foster
respect for cultural diversity among non-Indigenous students (Milne, 2016).
Timmons (2013) and Restoule et al. (2013) suggest that Indigenous students require
comprehensive cultural supports in order to succeed in non-Indigenous postsec-
ondary institutions.

In contrast to the aforementioned findings for single parent and Indigenous
families, the academic achievement of the children of Canadian immigrants is
higher than would be predicted by SES, although it varies greatly by ethnicity
(Abada et al., 2009; Clandfield et al., 2014; Glick & Hohmann-Marriott, 2007).
Klinger et al. (2018) noted that internationally, “with rare exceptions, immigrant
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students have lower levels of academic achievement than their non-immigrant
peers” (p. 199). An examination of Canada’s PISA results indicates that both first-
and second-generation students in Canada have similar results as their
Canadian-born counterparts, but there are provincial variations (Klinger et al.,
2018). Abada et al. (2009) found that most Asian immigrant children performed as
well or better than their Canadian counterparts on measures of academic achieve-
ment. The children of Filipino and Black immigrants performed less well, as did
some European immigrant groups such as the Portuguese (Abada et al., 2009).

Given the large intake of immigrants to Canada, the federal government has
implemented a series of policy initiatives to support immigrant families. The point
system used to attract highly skilled workers has attracted immigrants with high
levels of education. While these families may not be able to attain economic parity
based on their training, it is not surprising that immigrant children have high
postsecondary participation given the strength of parental education as a predictor
of children’s educational attainment (Childs, Finnie, & Martinello, 2017). The
majority of skilled immigrants to Canada in the past decade have come from Asian
and South Asian countries. Hence the point system may also serve to attract skilled
immigrants who value further education for their children.

Educational policies in Canada have also been implemented to support immi-
grant children. As Volante et al. (2017) assert, educational policies in Canada
facilitate the integration of immigrant students by focusing on language, cultural
development, and inclusion, which provides additional supports to ameliorate
potential educational disadvantages, at least for a sector of the immigrant families
who come to Canada. Similar policies are now being implemented to support the
children of refugees, along with targeted resources to address the trauma refugee
families and children often face.

10.5 Cultural Capital, SES, and Access to Postsecondary
Education

In Canada, recent provincial policy initiatives have focused on the provision of
financial support for low-income students to access postsecondary education
(Policy Horizons Canada, 2017). This includes specific efforts (e.g., scholarships) to
attract “first-generation” students who come from families with no history of
postsecondary education. Nevertheless, postsecondary participation rates for
low-income youths from “at-risk” communities have not risen significantly in spite
of these increased financial aid options (Cassidy, 2015; Higher Education Quality
Council of Ontario, 2017; Oreopoulos, Brown, & Lavecchia, 2017).

The Canadian research on barriers to postsecondary access for students from
low-income families has focused primarily on financial barriers (Belley et al., 2014;
Frempong, Ma, & Mensah, 2012; Imbeau, 2017; Jones, 2014; King, Warren, King,
Brook, & Kocher, 2009). For low-income Canadian students, community college
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and apprenticeship programs appear to be promising and lower cost, but data from
the most recently available Youth in Transition Survey (YITS) in 2009 showed that
25% of low-income students dropped out of community college and roughly 40%
of students failed to complete vocational apprenticeship training programs (Shaker,
2014). Davies, Maldonado, and Zarifa (2014) reported that in spite of the fact that
Canadian postsecondary participation rates are rising, the percentage of students
who attend from low SES backgrounds has not risen. Berger, Motte, and Parkin
(2009) found that only one-quarter of low-income 19-year-old Canadians enrolled
in university while 46% of high-income 19-year-olds enrolled in university. Davies
et al. (2014) also found that affluent youths sought to maintain their social class
status through postsecondary selection, favoring more prestigious institutions.

Ability grouping or what is more commonly known as academic streaming is
another barrier for certain low-income populations deemed “at-risk.” Most sec-
ondary school systems in Canadian provinces offer high school credit courses that
are streamed into “general” (or “applied”) and “advanced” levels. The advanced
level credit courses are required in order to gain entry to most 4-year university
programs that offer Bachelor’s degrees or higher. Students from low SES are twice
as likely to be streamed into “general” or “applied level” courses (Clandfield et al.,
2014; James & Turner, 2017; King et al., 2009; Lyon, Frohard-Dourlent, Fripp, &
Guppy, 2014). Educational sociologists argue that teachers may have lower aca-
demic expectations for students enrolled in applied or general academic streams and
that students form peer relationships within their academic streams (Parekh,
Killoran, & Crawford, 2011).

Curricular differentiation through tracking creates unequal learning experiences
in similar topic areas. In some instances, the content is designed for the vocational
workplace context. Theoretical content is not included that would adequately pre-
pare students for postsecondary content. Schmidt et al. (2015) studied tracking
internationally, and although tracking and curricular differentiation vary between
contexts, they found that tracking perpetuates socioeconomic inequality. Similar
findings were published by Chmielewski (2014), who studied the effects of
course-by-course tracking and SES by examining PISA scores. The author con-
cluded that this had the effect of segregating students by SES and recommended
that more empirical research be conducted in the area of international
course-by-course tracking (Chmielewski, 2014).

The most recently available provincial data tables on streaming were published
by Krahn and Taylor (2007) who used information from cycle 1 of Statistics
Canada’s YITS. They compared streaming by ability in Ontario, Saskatchewan,
Alberta, and British Columbia. The results showed a strong parental education
effect. Fifteen-year-old youths who were enrolled in courses that would leave their
postsecondary options open were two and half times more likely to do so if they had
at least one university-educated parent. The existing research shows a strong effect
of parental transmission. One explanation provided by researchers is that parents
are able to transmit cultural capital to their children. Cultural capital theory refers to
the accumulation of cultural knowledge that confers privilege and facilitates social
mobility in a particular society (Bourdieu, 1976, 1984; Bourdieu & Passeron,
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1977). Recent Canadian research has begun to examine cultural barriers (Cassidy,
2015; Childs et al., 2017; Childs, Finnie, & Mueller, 2018; Finnie, 2012; Finnie
et al., 2011; Guinan, 2016).

Perna (2006) found that parents transmit cultural capital to their children that
strongly influences their postsecondary decision-making. Utilizing quantitative
YITS data, recent Canadian studies have identified parental educational attainment
as the most important predictor of postsecondary participation for youths (Childs
et al., 2017, 2018; Finnie et al., 2011). Certain forms of cultural capital such as
books, attending cultural events, and other educational resources facilitated post-
secondary participation among youths. Indirect benefits were high parental
expectations to pursue postsecondary education and its related socialization. Finnie
(2012) has argued that youths must develop a “culture of postsecondary education”
that begins in early adolescence in order to increase the probability that they will
attend later on. The results of the YITS showed that 40% of students who attended
university reported that they had “always known” they would attend (Childs et al.,
2018; Finnie, 2012). The high postsecondary participation rates of certain Canadian
immigrant groups like the Chinese, Japanese, and South Asians have been attrib-
uted to parental cultural expectations that place high value on postsecondary par-
ticipation (Abada et al., 2009; Cox & Strange, 2016; Klinger et al., 2018).

10.6 Evidence-Based Solutions to Reduce
the Socioeconomic Achievement Gap in the Canadian
Context

Decades of studies have explored the academic achievement gap between different
social classes. SES differences in educational achievement remain persistent.
Systemic efforts to improve outcomes for children from low SES backgrounds must
be comprehensive and sustainable. Researchers have attributed some of these dis-
parities to a combination of structural and social factors which have a cumulative
effect on child academic and life outcomes. These factors include a multiplicity of
overlapping socioeconomic factors such as nutrition, housing, parenting styles,
household stress, the environment, and family structure (Fagan, 2017; Keeley,
2015; Thomson, Guhn, Richardson, Ark, & Shoveller, 2017). As an example, PISA
scores show that 15-year-old students whose parents often read books with them
during their first year of primary school show markedly higher PISA scores than
students whose parents read with them infrequently or not at all (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2017). The challenge for low SES
parents is that they may have irregular working hours and lack the time to devote to
such tasks or may lack basic literacy skills themselves. This is one of the reasons
why effective interventions must include the family.

Successful evidence-based interventions focus on addressing the structural and
individual level challenges faced by low-income students and their families. Many
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evidence-based interventions emphasize the importance of the early years to sup-
port school readiness. Early years intervention programs are offered in most OECD
countries (Fillis, Dunne, & McConnell, 2018; van Huizen & Plantenga, 2018).
Canada is one of 36 member countries in the OECD. Unlike many European
countries such as Sweden, Denmark, Iceland, Norway, or Finland, Canada does not
have universal access to high-quality preschool programs in all provinces
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016a). As a result,
many families cannot afford to access early childhood education and care during
critical periods of child development. Some researchers have linked international
performance on the PISA and TIMSS to countries that have made the largest
investments in early learning relative to their GDP (Merry, 2013; White, Prentice,
& Perlman, 2015).

Fillis et al. (2018) conducted a systematic review of early intervention programs
in Canada and the United States for 2- to 3-year olds. The intervention programs
studied provided a combination of family support, cognitive and emotional
development, and holistic development. The researchers failed to provide empirical
evidence to support the idea that there are effective interventions for young children
aged 24–36 months. Similarly, a meta-analysis of 30 studies published by van
Huizen and Plantenga (2018) found mixed results for early childhood intervention
programs, although they suggested that intensive, high-quality programs offered the
strongest evidence for long-term positive effects.

According to Canadian economists Cleveland and Krashinsky (2003) in their
report entitled Fact and Fantasy: Eight Myths About Early Childhood Education
and Care, early childhood education is a key factor in reducing overall poverty
rates. The researchers have determined in many studies that the social and economic
benefits of a publicly financed system for early childhood education and care
(ECEC) for children between the ages of 2 and 5 exceed the costs by a margin of
2:1 (Cleveland & Krashinsky, 2005). One early intervention program that has
gained global prominence is Head Start, which was introduced in the United States
in 1965 to target low-income, urban children. The design of the program includes
cognitive, nutritional, medical, and parental support (Deming, 2009; Koehler,
2012). The United States evidence indicated that the gains for disadvantaged groups
are short-term and diminish upon entering adolescence (Koehler, 2012).
Nevertheless, the program has proven to have long-term effectiveness in other
contexts. In Canada, the federal government invested over $170 million to intro-
duce Aboriginal Head Start programs in Canada in 1995 and the program still exists
(Health Canada & Public Health Agency of Canada, 2017).

A recent systematic program evaluation of 2000 3- to 5-year-old Aboriginal
Head Start participants found statistically significant improvements in language,
motor skills, and academic skills (Health Canada & Public Health Agency of
Canada, 2017). A longitudinal study by Laurin et al. (2015) found that children
from low socioeconomic backgrounds who received high-intensity early learning at
a daycare center had significantly higher reading and mathematics scores by age 12
than those children who did not receive high-intensity early learning and care. The
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researchers defined high-intensity as 35 or more hours per week at a quality child
care center. While the research evidence for the effectiveness of early childhood
education is mixed, the research does support the fact that early interventions may
be of most benefit to those with a low SES.

National and provincial educational policies are needed to ensure that students
succeed regardless of their SES. According to the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (2017), “A student is classified as resilient if he or
she is in the bottom quarter of the PISA index of economic, social and cultural
status (ESCS) in the country or economy of assessment and performs in the top
quarter of students among all countries and economies, after accounting for
socio-economic status” (p. 47). In Canada, about one-third of 2015 PISA test takers
from low SES backgrounds were considered resilient (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2017). In many countries, resilient students
account for about 40% of the low-income student population. The factors that
support resilience in schooling have been found to correlate with teacher quality,
opportunities for extra/tutorial support for both subject matter and language, dis-
ciplined learning environments, parenting support, and the provision of resource
support—such as food, clothing, or financial aid (Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2017).

Teacher quality is another factor that has been shown to improve outcomes for
low-income children. Many OECD countries with high rankings on international
assessments have very selective criteria for the admission of teacher candidates and
offer decent compensation (Tuovinen, 2008). Campbell (2017) has argued that
teacher development in Canada has contributed to relatively high PISA scores and
that teacher quality and professional learning will be critical for supporting low SES
children in the future. Liebenberg et al. (2016) studied 1068 Canadian youths living
in marginalized communities and found that a positive student–teacher relationship
had a direct moderating effect on risk factors. The authors noted that for many low
socioeconomic youths, school may be the only source of formal social support.
Similarly, Ingvarson and Rowley (2017) compared the processes for teacher
recruitment and selection in 17 countries and concluded that those countries with
policies that ensured teacher quality had students with higher scores on interna-
tional tests of mathematics achievement.

Many of the most successful intervention programs aimed at increasing the
participation of low-income students in postsecondary education provide extensive
cultural supports in addition to financial aid (Hoxby & Turner, 2013; Oreopoulos
et al., 2017; Pathways to Education, 2017). Dei (2008) and Ladson-Billings (2014)
argue that educational institutions should strive to affirm the cultural identities of all
students. Latif’s (2017) Canadian study of educational mobility found that public
spending on education helped to foster intergenerational social mobility. Strong
public financing of education at all levels from preschool to postsecondary with
comprehensive supports for low-income children and youths will help to reduce the
probability that SES in Canada determines one’s academic achievement.
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Overall, the Canadian achievement results and research suggest that access to
postsecondary education may be a defining predictor and issue to address ongoing
educational challenges associated with economic disparity. Admittedly, the broader
Indigenous issues and challenges described previously, coupled with the lack of
success of many of the current initiatives to increase participation rates do suggest
caution against adopting simplistic efforts to increase access to postsecondary
education. The previous policy options and interventions discussed suggest that
Canada is attempting to address the structural and sociocultural factors that con-
tribute to socioeconomic achievement gaps. Admittedly, the progress is less than
stellar and will require the ongoing commitment of the national and provincial
governments.
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Chapter 11
Socioeconomic Inequality and Student
Outcomes in Australia

Philip Parker, Jiesi Guo and Taren Sanders

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of (a) the Australian education system
(including a historical overview from 1970 to today); (b) an exploration of
socioeconomic inequality in IQ, academic achievement in high-stakes tests, and
critical non-cognitive factors from the start of school to near the end of middle
school; (c) an exploration of socioeconomic inequality in achievement in adolescent
birth cohorts from the 1960s to 2000; and (d) a reflection on how education policy
has influenced inequality and what may need to be done to redress it in the future.
We find that inequalities present at the beginning of school tend to get larger as
children age and that historical inequalities have also tended to increase over time.
While Australia has had a large number of private schools since the 1970s, we
argue that recent cultural changes have resulted in schools being seen as a market
and that this has driven up ability stratification between schools and may account
for increased inequality over time.

Keywords Student achievement � Socioeconomic status � Inequality � Australia

11.1 Introduction

The development of [school choice] arrangements such as those outlined above would
make capital more widely available and would thereby do much to make equality of
opportunity a reality, to diminish inequalities of income and wealth, and to promote the full
use of our human resources. And it would do so not by impeding competition, destroying
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incentive, and dealing with symptoms, as would result from the outright redistribution of
income, but by strengthening competition, making incentives effective, and eliminating the
causes of inequality. (Friedman, 2009, p. 107)

This stirring passage extolling the virtues of school choice was present in the 1982
edition of Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom. Reagan was President of the
United States and Margaret Thatcher the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom.
Yet it was Australia and not the UK or the US, “that has gone the furthest in
creating school markets” and has done so under near bi-partisanship agreement
between conservative and liberal governments (Campbell, Proctor, & Sherington,
2009, p. 6). As the debate rages about the role of school markets in socioeconomic
disadvantages in education, Australia’s embrace of school markets provides a
laboratory to investigate its effect on educational inequality. In this chapter, we
summarise the Australian school system, provide a descriptive analysis of academic
disadvantage in Australian schools, and investigate the effectiveness of Australia’s
endorsement of neo-liberal education policy.

11.2 The Australian Education System

There is no single “Australian” education system. Rather, the various states and
territories of Australia are primarily responsible for the delivery of education
(Gonski et al., 2011; Ledgar, 1996). Thus, education policy differs across Australia.
This includes the presence or absence of academically selective schools, the degree
of centralization, and school starting age policy. There are also notable differences
between the public, Catholic, and independent school systems (Campbell &
Proctor, 2014). There is always then some inexactitude in discussing the Australian
education experience. Nevertheless, it is true that the variation within the country is
smaller than the variation between Australia and other countries, and to this degree
it makes sense to discuss the Australian system as a whole.

Australia has a nominally comprehensive school system that runs in most states
for 13 years. Starting at age 5, students in most states undertake six years of
primary school, four years of secondary school, and two years of senior secondary
school. Most states include a single year of kindergarten within primary school and
most students need not change schools when transitioning from secondary school to
senior high-school. In 2017, 65% of students attended a government school, 20%
attended Catholic schools, and 15% attended independent schools (Australian
Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2018; Cat. No. 4221.0). By international standards, this
appears to be a remarkable number of students being educated in schools that are
not directly controlled by the government. Yet school funding complicates this
picture. All government schools are funded by the states, with parents required to
make minimal additional contributions. Private schools have considerable
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autonomy, yet both Catholic and independent school receive extensive federal
government funding and in return are subject to government regulations. Most
Catholic schools are also overseen by a Catholic Education office which oversees
large districts of schools (Campbell & Proctor, 2014).

In Australia, there is little explicit school tracking. The two largest states have
academic selective schools—but even here there are few. Nevertheless, implicit
tracking via private schooling, social stratification between school catchment areas,
and other factors mean that Australia has a moderate stratified education system
(Parker, Jerrim, Schoon, & Marsh, 2016; Parker, Marsh, Jerrim, Guo, & Dicke,
2018b). Within-school tracking—mostly via subject-by-subject tracking—is com-
mon across all school types.

The first decade of the 2000s saw notable changes to the Australian education
system. Many of the changes led to greater alignment between the various systems
of the states and territories. These changes included an increase in mandatory
school attendance rules. Previously, children were required to stay in school till the
age of 15. This has now been raised to age 17 and includes a requirement to
complete at least secondary school. This has led to an associated increase in sec-
ondary school to senior high-school retention rates in most states. As such,
Australia now has effectively no age of first selection (i.e., tracking into vocational
vs university pathway school systems) with 83 percent of children remaining in
school from Year 10 to Year 12.

The alignment of states in relation to mandatory schooling is part of a wider trend
toward consistency across the country. All states now undertake the same stan-
dardized tests in literacy and numeracy for Grades 3, 5, 7, and 9 called the National
Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). While not designed to
rank schools, the Australian government provides a website where the average
NAPLAN scores for every school can be accessed (www.myschool.edu.au). All but
one state, and all states by 2020, provide senior high-school graduating students
wishing to attend university an Australian Tertiary Admissions Rank. This score,
along with student preferences, is used by a central agency to assigns students to
university places at the end of Year 12. This is the most used pathway to higher
education.

Australia has seen an increase, if not centralization, in alignment of educational
policy among states. Yet, differentiation between states has occurred alongside this
alignment. Several states—including the largest two—have introduced “local
schools local decisions” or similar named frameworks. In direct contrast to other
changes within the education system toward more central control, these frameworks
have aimed to decentralize school processes from government control and have
provided greater autonomy to principals and/or school boards (Campbell & Proctor,
2014).

Despite the various nuances, the Australia system is consistent in structure to
that of other Anglophone educational systems (Jerrim, Parker, Katyn Chmielewski,
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& Anders, 2015; Parker et al., 2016, 2018a, b). Australia’s most notable deviation
from this group of countries is the significant amount of school choice parents have
due to a varied and large private school sector that is supported by the government
(Campbell & Proctor, 2014; Campbell et al., 2009). Associated with this is a
growing mindset that a major parenting responsibility, and one that causes parents
considerable stress, is choosing the right school for their child (Campbell et al.,
2009).

11.3 Low Socioeconomic Status Numbers

Throughout this chapter, we use a coding system for educational attainment based
on Jerrim et al. (Chap. 1 this book). Thus, the term high SES refers to children
where at least one parent attained a university level of education; moderate SES to
refer to children with at least one parent who has completed upper high-school
(Grade 12) or have completed an equivalent vocational level of education; and low
SES to refers to children whose parents did not complete high-school or vocational
education. We also provide statistics, and as a separate group in all analyses, those
with missing information on educational attainment.

Australia is an educated population. And thus many children are classified as
high SES. We cannot provide population-level information on the average educa-
tion level of parents of school-age children in Australia. However, census 2016 data
on the educational attainment of individuals aged between 25 and 50—typical age
of parents—suggests 32.6% of this population had a high level of education, 53.4%
had a moderate education level, 2.7% had a low level of education, and 11.6% did
not provide sufficient information to determine a level of education.

This chapter explores both early youth development with a single longitudinal
cohort of children; and historical change in multiple cohorts of adolescent aged
children. Against the census information above our databases are representative of
the Australian population. In the developmental data, we used to explore changes in
educational inequality from childhood to adolescence, 32.6% of parents had a high
level of education, 45.9% had a moderate level of education, 6.2% had a low level
of education, and 15.8% did not report education information. The historical
databases we used to show changes in educational inequality from the 1970s to the
2000s showed considerable change in the proportion of young people with parents
of different levels of education. Figure 11.1 shows the dramatic expansion of
education, and particularly higher education that began in the 1970s.
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11.4 Educational Outcomes

This section comprises two parts driven by the high-quality childhood and ado-
lescence datasets available in Australia. In Part 1, we will explore cognitive and
non-cognitive outcomes by SES from the ages of 4 through to 15. We will consider
differences in and trajectories of cognitive constructs: IQ and achievement in
numeracy, writing, and reading. We will also consider non-cognitive constructs that
have received increasing attention outside of their normal home in psychology since
Heckman (2006). In Part 2, we will focus on a restricted age range (with most of
each sample aged 14–16) years of age. Here we focus on historical trends rather
than developmental trends. The historical period we will consider was restricted by
data availability but covers most of the period from the 1970s to today which reflect
what can broadly be referred to as the neo-liberal era of education in Australia
(Campbell & Proctor, 2014).

Fig. 11.1 SES levels in the historical databases we use in this chapter. Based on parents’
education level
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11.5 The Datasets

Developmental Trend Data For the first part, we used the Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children (LSAC; Sanson et al., 2002). LSAC is a representative sample
of two cohorts. Cohort B is a sample of children who were 0/1 years old in 2003.
Cohort K is a sample of children who were aged 4/5 in 2003—and were thus
eligible to start kindergarten. As our focus was on the development of SES dif-
ferences across schooling, we used the older Cohort K in this chapter (the B cohort
contains fewer time waves but these show similar patterns to those we report here).
Thus, we provide estimates over the developmental period from 4/5 to 14/15 year
of age. The Australia wide NAPLAN tests were used as a measure of cognitive
ability. These tests were given to all children in years 3, 5, 7, and 9. More infor-
mation can be found at https://goo.gl/MuaS7L. Supplementing this, we included
teachers’ estimates of literacy and numeracy in the first year of school and measures
of IQ including the Peabody Picture Vocabulary test (Dunn & Dunn, 1997) and a
matrix reasoning test from the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-IV;
Petermann & Petermann, 2011).

For non-cognitive factors, we included overall conduct and peer difficulties as given
by a single estimate derived from the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire
(SDQ; Goodman, 1997). The participants’ teachers completed the SDQ. Finally, we
included parent reported persistence, reactivity, and introversion as measured by the
Short Temperament Scale for Children (Paterson & Sanson, 1999).

Historical Trend Data To explore historical trends in SES discrepancies in edu-
cation we combined a series of education databases targeting adolescence, first
collected in the 1970s. These included:

(a) The Australian Youth in Transition survey (YIT; Research, 2018) which was a
representative sample of youth born in 1961 who had taken part in the 1975
National Testing Program in math and literacy. We have also included the
second cohort (born in 1965) of this study but achievement scores for this
group were collected at age 10 rather than 14 and were the youngest group
represented in our historical data.

(b) The 1995 and 1998 cohorts of the Longitudinal Study of Australian Youth
(LSAY; Marks & Rothman, 2003). This was a two-stage probability samples of
year 9 students who completed achievement tests in literacy and numeracy.

(c) The final studies are the 2000–2015 Programme for International Student
Assessment (PISA; Ray & Margaret, 2003).

In Australia, most of the PISA samples are followed for 10 years. Collectively the
LSAY, PISA, and YIT studies have been brought together under the umbrella name
of LSAY (Marks & Rothman, 2003). The databases included in this chapter have the
school or postcode as the primary sampling unit and include standardized test scores
of achievement in mathematics and English—PISA databases also include science.
We accounted for the complex sampling procedures in all reported results.
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Before reporting on the data, we want to make a few preliminary points about
our approach. First, we decided to preference data availability over data compa-
rability. In our developmental trends, we include teacher subjective assessment of
ability at the beginning of school along with high-quality national standardized
testing. Likewise, when exploring historical trends each standardized test is dif-
ferent and, apart from the PISA databases, has not been designed to be comparable
with each other. Thus, our focus is on comparing relative magnitudes of difference
at each time wave and not on comparing absolute change in performance over
development or historical period. Where comparability is a particular concern, we
alert the reader. Second, we do not aim in this chapter to provide an empirical
assessment of the data. Our focus is purely descriptive.

11.6 Developmental Trends in Socioeconomic Disparity

Before looking at historical trends we consider how much socioeconomic disparity
is present at the beginning of schooling and how it progresses over elementary and
middle school. We consider achievement, IQ, and non-cognitive factors. All vari-
ables were within wave standardized for ease of comparison.

Achievement Changes Figure 11.2 displays the changes in achievement dispari-
ties. Consistent with similar findings in the United States (Heckman, 2006), dif-
ferences in achievement by socioeconomic status is large even at the beginning of
school at about half a standard deviation. This difference increased over time—
particularly if we assume that those with missing SES are most likely to be
members of the “low” SES group.

It is possible that the initial smaller educational inequalities are due to the fact
that teachers assess ability on a graded curve. Australian schools are implicitly
stratified by socioeconomic status. Low SES students are more likely to go to
poorer performing schools while high SES students are more likely to go to higher
performing schools. For students of equal ability, those in better performing schools
are treated more harshly by grading on curve effects than students in poorer per-
forming schools (Murphy & Weinhardt, 2018). As such, low SES students may
have a positive bias in their teacher ratings, while high SES students may have a
negative bias (Parker et al., 2018a). Thus the differences in kindergarten may be
bigger than they appear. To account for this, we also consider differences in IQ as
measured by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary test, given at ages 4, 6, and 8; and a
matrix reasoning test given at ages 6, 8, and 10. No IQ test was given at age 14.
Figure 11.3 shows the presence of large disparities that grow over time. What
causes this growing discrepancy and the degree to which differences in schooling
can account for it is not clear. There is an interesting contrast between the
achievement scores and IQ in relation to the medium SES group. This group sit
between the low and high group for achievement but is not distinguishable from the
low SES group in IQ. Taken together it may not be that there is a social gradient to
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achievement and IQ in Australia as there is a qualitative shift between children
whose parents have a university level of education and those that do not (Hancock,
Mitrou, Povey, Campbell, & Zubrick, 2018).

NAPLAN differences were large in year 3 and only grew larger as children aged.
Like IQ there appears to be a qualitative gap between students whose parents have a
university level of education and everyone else. Recent evidence on inequality in
education has suggested that the primary stratification point in Australia is between
children of parents with a postgraduate degree and everyone else (Hancock et al.,
2018; Hetherington, 2018). Stratification among children whose parents do not
have a university degree is thus small. Our evidence is consistent with this view.

Differences in Non-cognitive Factors Since Heckman’s (2006) influential article
on educational inequality, fields across the social sciences have devoted more
attention to the influence of non-cognitive factors. This is due to the role these
variables play in later life educational and occupational success. There is a general

Fig. 11.2 SES differences in achievement as measured by parents’ educational attainment. Notes
Achievement in Kindergarten (K) taken from teacher assessments. Grades 3–9 takes from
NAPLAN scores. Units are in grade specific standard deviations
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belief, stemming from Heckman and colleagues’ work that non-cognitive factors
are a prime target for intervention and have a positive cost-benefit trade-off that
intervention on cognitive skills do not (Heckman, 2006; Heckman & Rubinstein,
2001; Kautz, Heckman, Diris, Ter Weel, & Borghans, 2014). Here we look at
parents’ perspectives on a child’s overall difficulties via the strengths and diffi-
culties questionnaire (high scores equal more difficulties) and parents’ perceptions
of their child’s persistence (high scores equal more persistence), reactivity (lower
scores equal less reactivity), and introversion (higher scores equal more introver-
sion). Figure 11.4 shows that there are positive signs. In particular, differences
between introversion and reactivity are negligible—particularly by age 14.
However, there are also signs of concern. First, differences in persistence are
moderate at age 4 but grow across development. Second, differences in overall SDQ
difficulties are large at age 4. There is evidence that children of parents with low
levels of education improve over time, but by age 14 the low and high SES groups
still differ by about a quarter of a standard deviation.

Fig. 11.3 SES differences in IQ. The Peabody Picture Vocabulary test was given from age 4 to 8.
Notes The Matrix Reasoning test from the WISC-IV was given from age 6 to 10
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Taken together, the cognitive and non-cognitive results suggest that differences
by SES group appear to reflect differences between children who have a parent with
a university degree and everyone else (Hancock et al., 2018; Hetherington, 2018).

11.7 Historical Trends in Socioeconomic Status

Finally, we consider historical trends in differences in math, reading, and science
for cohorts of adolescents born between 1961 and 1999. We combine Australia’s
YIT, LSAY, and PISA databases (see above). Only the PISA databases include a
measure of science. These studies use a variety of different tests that have different
designs. For example, the LSAY studies used a representative sample of Grade 9
students. Yet PISA and the Youth in Transition is a representative sample of
particular age cohorts. Nevertheless, each uses a standardized test given to a rep-
resentative sample of Australian youth. Post-1965, discrepancies in achievement
increased over time, although the gaps have appeared to be closing in the last few
cycles of PISA (see Fig. 11.5). However, the gaps are still very large.

Fig. 11.4 SES differences in non-cognitive factors
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11.8 Educational Policy

Australia appears to have two reasons for concern. The first concern is the SES gap
in achievement present at age 4–5 appears to grow as children age. The second
concern is that the historical SES discrepancy in academic performance for similar
aged adolescents has grown over the past four decades—though with some evi-
dence that this trend has leveled off in recent times. We explore each of these and
what they mean for policy.

Child Development and Socioeconomic Gaps We show that there is a gap in
both achievement and IQ at age 4–5 in a representative sample of Australian
children. While the gap in IQ appears to be smaller and more stable—even closing
slightly for some comparisons—the gap in achievement shows a steady increase
when comparing children whose parents have a university education with everyone
else. This gap is not surprising. In his famous paper, Heckman (2006) shows a very
similar trend in the US for ages 6–12. The evidence presented by Heckman has
sobering policy implications. He argues that interventions to address this gap
declines in cost-benefit as children age—meaning interventions after school provide
little return on investment. He has also argued that, while non-cognitive skills are
also socially graded, interventions targeting them may provide better returns on
investment (Heckman, 2006; Heckman & Rubinstein, 2001). In comparison to

Fig. 11.5 SES differences in achievement for age cohorts born between 1961 and 1999
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academic achievement and IQ developmental trends in non-cognitive skills gaps
presented both reasons for optimism and pessimism. Yes, there were gaps in many
of the non-cognitive factors at age 4 but these gaps were smaller than for
achievement—sometimes negligible—and they mostly did not show an increasing
pattern over development. Yet gaps were still large for the teacher reported total
difficulties score and the amount of persistence parents observed in their children.
The gap in persistence widened as children aged.

What is the Australian government doing about socioeconomic gaps in
non-cognitive skills? Since 2008 there has been renewed a focus on educational
inequality. In particular, the Melbourne Declaration (Barr et al., 2008) focused on
inequality and promoting non-cognitive skills. Much of the focus, however, has
been on self-concept and self-worth, which we have shown elsewhere may be the
wrong non-cognitive construct to focus on. This is because academic self-concept is
an area that, all else being equal, low SES students do well in. They have signif-
icantly higher academic self-concepts than their equally able high SES peers
(Parker et al., 2018a). Rather, it is self-regulatory processes like persistence that are
more important (see Steinberg, 2014).

A more convincing intervention approach has been Australia’s adaptation of the
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports called Positive Behaviour for
Learning (PBL; Mooney et al., 2008). This is a structured approach to identifying
the right interventions for the right students with a focus on self-regulation skills.
For example, our results noted that self-regulatory processes like persistence, differ
by socioeconomic status. With government and industry funding, we are imple-
menting a program in poor schools in Australia called Check and Connect
(Anderson, Christenson, Sinclair, & Lehr, 2004). This program is focused on Tier 2
children (moderate at-risk status) under the PBL framework. This program uses a
metrics-based mentoring program—using metrics such as class attendance, grades,
and completed homework percentage—to help students clarify goals and use
feedback to persist in meeting those goals. This program has been successfully
implemented overseas and is listed on the What Works Clearing House (https://goo.
gl/1zuYZM). Whether this program works in Australia or if the effect suffices to
justify the large per student cost, is yet to be seen.

Historical Trends in Socioeconomic Gaps Above, we focused on interventions
implemented in standard school structures, aimed at a minority of students with
identifiable risks. Evaluation of historical trends, however, suggests that we must
also consider the role of the education system as a whole. In several studies (Parker
et al., 2016, 2018a, b) we have focused on the amount of achievement stratification
a country has—that is the degree to which students of similar levels of academic
achievement are schooled together. On this measure, Australia has both high
stratification and has seen this stratification grow in recent times (see Fig. 11.6).

Given the general increase of inequality over time, built on already large
socioeconomic disparities, it is tempting to suggest neo-liberal education policies in

200 P. Parker et al.

https://goo.gl/1zuYZM
https://goo.gl/1zuYZM


Australia have been a failure. And because Australia has gone further than most
countries with policies related to school choice, then this failure has implications for
neo-liberal polices everywhere. Yet, this is a simplistic view. First, early PISA and
the Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMMS) results reveal
that Australia was one of the best-performing countries in the world, with only
moderate stratification.

Australians have had considerable school choice since the 1970s. But it has only
been in the last 10–20 years that between-school stratification in achievement has
soared. We have argued elsewhere that the between-school intra-class correlation of
achievement—that is the expected correlation in achievement between two ran-
domly chosen students in the same school—provides a useful summary measure of
the amount of stratification by ability (Parker et al., 2016, 2018a, b). Further, we
have argued that higher stratification is the most likely outcome of increased school
choice (Parker et al., 2018b). Figure 11.6 shows that stratification in Australia (as
measured by the intra-class correlation in math achievement in PISA tests) has
grown at an alarming rate in Australia and has doubled in the most populous state.

The increase in stratification has co-occurred with almost exact inverse declines
in Australia’s academic performance on these tests (see Parker et al., 2018b and
Fig. 11.6). The cause of stratification growth since 2000 is not clear. If what we
have argued elsewhere is true—that increased school choice means increased
stratification—then the only conclusion is that Australia has seen a vast increase in
school choice. An initial analysis of the history of Australian schools suggests this
does not appear to be the case. Private schooling in Australia has been a central

Fig. 11.6 Changes in achievement and stratification in Australia. Notes PISA estimates from
2000–2015 in math achievement
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feature of the education system since the 1970s. Yet this simple view lacks nuance.
While school choice has been a persistent feature of the Australian system, the
nature of and importance applied to school choice has changed in the last two
decades starting with the conservative Howard government (1996–2007). The
Howard government introduced measures that effectively treated government
schools as part of the school market place and directed most funding from the
federal sources to private schools—funding these schools at a much greater level
than even its own formulas suggested was appropriate (Campbell, Proctor, &
Sherington, 2009; Forsey, Proctor, & Stacey, 2017). This raised the stakes for
parents in choosing the right school and thus may be the driving force behind
increased stratification.

Campbell et al. (2009) have claimed that Howard era policies led to the trans-
formation of Australian private schools from religious institutions to a high-stakes
school marketplace. This change has meant that choosing the right school has
become central to the Australian conception of what being a good parent means.
The increasing between-school stratification observed in the last few decades may
drive strategic choice by parents at a level that has not been present in the past.
Campbell and colleagues have noted that, in past generations, children entered
Catholic or public schools only if their parents had done so where school choice
was a function of sociocultural factors like religion. This is now less the case. So
changed are the school selection practices of Australian parents that some Catholic
educators are complaining about the decentering of religion from Catholic schools
that is being driven by the increasingly non-religious school community. This
appears to result from parents choosing Catholic schools not out of religious
conviction but perceptions of school quality.

While school choice has become a central parenting concern in Australia in the
last decade, it is also clear that there are class divides in the degree school choice
behaviors are activated. Deliberate and sustained attention and angst applied to
school choice have become a defining feature of white middle-class parenting
(Campbell et al., 2009). This is partly because schools tend to actively court
children from such backgrounds but also because parents from this group tend to
engage in more strategic planning—including deciding where to live and buy
property in order to qualify for prestigious government schools—than do other
groups of parents. Middle-class parents also have access to and actively gathered
information from a network of formal and informal networks on what schools could
be considered “good” (Campbell et al., 2009). Though it remains unclear whether
such parents receive sufficient information on which to judge what a good school is;
or are merely choosing schools with children that have the same sociodemographic
characteristics as their own (Rowe & Lubienski, 2017). This is not dissimilar to
other countries where school choice is increasingly a strategy of the middle-class as
well as a leading driving force behind the reproduction of social class positions
(Ball, 1993; Holme, 2002) and increased income inequality (Owens, 2016).

Educational inequality in Australia is large and, for much of our recent history,
on the rise. Recent trends hint that this trend may be leveling off and this may
be due to considerable bi-partisan government attention devoted to the issues

202 P. Parker et al.



(Barr et al., 2008; Bradley, Noonan, Nugent, & Scales, 2008; Gonski et al., 2011).
Behind this silver lining is a large and dark cloud. Educational inequality for both
cognitive and non-cognitive skills remains persistent over time and across chil-
dren’s development. Indeed, our developmental data suggest that children whose
parents have not attended university trail behind children whose parents did in IQ,
academic achievement, overall conduct, and peer difficulties, and persistence. These
gaps mostly grow during children’s educational careers. These gaps may very well
be driven by an increasingly stratified educational system in Australia and a
growing eagerness of middle-class parents to embrace school choice. While the
increased focus on school choice by middle-class parents has been in response to
government policy, policy alone cannot explain it. School choice is also a function
of demographic and geographic change in Australia (Campbell et al., 2009). These
latter issues will not be resolved by educational policy alone and suggest the need
for a wider social debate about what sort of society Australians wish to live in.
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Chapter 12
Cross-National Trends in Addressing
Socioeconomic Inequality in Education

Sylke V. Schnepf, Don A. Klinger, Louis Volante and John Jerrim

Abstract This chapter takes the results of all previous chapters into account and
provides a cross-national evaluation of educational policies designed to reduce
socioeconomic inequalities among pupils. By stocktaking on this Volume’s choices
for examining socioeconomic inequality and student outcomes, the chapter first
reviews the most recent trends of socioeconomic inequality in the nine countries
covered. Second, the chapter assesses which national policies appear to have been
successful for reducing disadvantaged students’ outcomes, by relating these trends
with recent and preceding education policies. In order to cover most of the edu-
cation policies featured in the single country chapters, this discussion of policies is
structured along three dimensions: (a) school autonomy versus centralization;
(b) tracking versus comprehensive schooling; and (c) instruction time and curricula.
Third, the chapter concludes by addressing existing research caveats and future
research directions from a cross-national perspective.
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12.1 Introduction

Over the last decade, no topic has attracted as much attention among social and
educational academia and policymakers than inequality. Rising income inequality
(Alvaredo, Chancel, Piketty, Saez, & Zucman, 2017; Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development, 2012), globalization, and the financial crisis have
led to people being left behind. The recent developments of inequality are pre-
carious since the combination of poverty and lack of opportunities of people living
in declining regions drives the populism (Rodriguez-Pose, 2018) that is building the
political landscape of more and more countries in Europe and beyond. Education is
often discussed as a major factor leading to overall income inequality (see Jerrim,
Volante, Klinger, & Schnepf, in this Volume; De Gregorio & Lee, 2003). As such,
education serves as a central determinant as well as a remedy for current political
and social trends in our societies that result in increased inequity. This recognition
can be observed in a key European Policy Cooperation in Education and Training
(ET 2020) benchmark: less than 15% of European 15-year-olds should have low
educational achievement in reading, math, and science by 2020 (European Union,
2009). Equitable opportunities for our children to achieve high educational
attainment are in the interest of our societies to realize social justice as well as
economic efficiency. Efforts to enhance such opportunities and thereby narrow the
education gaps decrease societies’ risks resulting from poverty and improves their
resilience to cope with economic crises.

How can we decrease the persistence of educational inequalities? Educational
achievement surveys have shown large cross-country variability in educational
inequalities even among countries with similar average achievement levels. As a
consequence, a key question is how country-specific institutions and policies
impact on educational inequalities. One way to answer this question is to investi-
gate the impacts of education reforms across countries or regions (e.g., Kerr,
Pekkarinen, & Uusitalo, 2013; Meghir & Palme, 2005). Another possibility is to
examine cross-country institutional variability with respect to similarly focused
policies (e.g., Chmielewski & Reardon, 2016; Hanushek & Woessmann, 2006).
Even though very valuable, both of these quantitative approaches first need to
summarize existing and often complex education policies into a small number of
variables that are unable to account for between-country variation in implementa-
tion strategies of different policies.

The policy conclusions that can be drawn from such quantitative cross-national
research can therefore never go beyond the very broad aggregation level of the
variables used. In contrast to the pure quantitative cross-country research, this
edited volume goes beyond by contributing to the discussion and reflection on
effective policies for closing the education gap by describing and investigating in
great detail different national policy implementations and subsequent inequality
changes across nine Western industrialized countries.

At the same time, much of the research in the field of socioeconomic inequality
and student outcomes that has traditionally utilized large-scale assessment measures

208 S. V. Schnepf et al.



such as PISA, has focused on countries within the global north. This book is no
exception. Thus, we recommend caution when trying to extrapolate findings, and
indeed policy lessons, from richer countries in the global north to poorer countries
in the global south. Drawing comparisons between such different educational
contexts has limited utility and may lead to inappropriate policy development.
Despite this limitation, collectively the countries covered in this Volume possess a
range of achievement results and successes with respect to addressing achievement
gaps for lower socioeconomic background student populations. In addition, the
authors of the chapters in this Volume have provided important summaries and
insights that now enable us to draw conclusions about those policies that are likely
to work for reducing persistent educational inequalities. While causal inferences are
difficult to achieve with this comparative approach, the in-depth cross-national
comparisons allow a detailed investigation of the association of education policies
and inequalities. The different facets of policies and their implementation demon-
strate that it is the unique combination of policies and institutional features that is
likely to mitigate or aggravate educational inequalities, yet the similarities across
countries are apparent and therefore make it possible to disentangle possible effects
of a number of educational policies.

12.2 The Context

This Volume frames the in-depth focus on country-specific education policies and
inequality patterns around a specific context which is important for the messages to
be drawn from the different chapters.

First, the countries within this Volume have reduced heterogeneity in terms of
basic economic factors like income inequality, economic growth, and poverty
incidence. All these factors are indirectly affected by but difficult to control with
educational policies. Nevertheless, the different choices of educational policies and
school system factors vary considerably across these countries. It is the focus on
these different country choices in addressing socioeconomic inequalities that pro-
vides the main contributions and cautions of our Volume. A country’s policymakers
might contemplate to implement structural education policy reforms that were
successful in another country experiencing similar demographic shifts. Finland is
often regarded as such a so-called high achieving “global reference societyˮ and
other countries might seek to borrow from its relevant policies and practices. The
comparison of strategies across countries with similar settings makes it possible to
not only learn from successful and unsuccessful cross-national policies, but also
repeat those shown to be most effective. However, we note the need for caution in
the search for the general applicability resulting from policy comparisons across
countries. Even though we focus on similar countries, we cannot exclude that
inequality patterns based on specific policies are moderated by specific national
contexts. Furthermore, countriesʼ policies (like autonomization and centralization of
schools) differ in their design, which makes them more difficult to compare. In
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addition, it can be challenging to isolate the effects of policy changes that occur in a
country if different policies are implemented at the same time and the legislative
power on education policies is held by sub-regions (like for example in Germany,
Spain, Australia, and Canada).

Second, our Volume’s examination of countries’ educational disadvantage goes
beyond examining educational achievement data deriving from surveys like PISA
or other sources (as TIMSS or PIRLS). Where possible, national longitudinal
administrative data covering the pupil population of a country were employed. This
robustness check is of importance in a research environment where the majority of
analyses are based on cross-sectional survey data. Indeed, as illustrated by Anders
and Henderson for the English chapter and by Löfstedt for the Swedish chapter,
different national data sources do not always yield the same results, perhaps due to
different measures of “skillsˮ. In addition, different data sources likely vary in their
power to reflect the influences of recent policy changes. Anders and Henderson
conclude that national GCSE scores have improved most likely due to an intro-
duction of modular education into the curriculum, while a similar “effectˮ cannot be
found with PISA data in England.

Third, the comparison of administrative and survey data sources comes with the
cost of a limited choice of socioeconomic background measures. In order to focus
on a comparable definition of the disadvantaged across countries and data sources,
we used the categorical variable of parental education as a measure of socioeco-
nomic background. As a consequence, the share of the disadvantaged differs across
countries as discussed in detail in Chap. 1, comprising around 20% of children in
Italy, Germany, and Spain while only around 5% of children in Canada, Finland,
England, and Sweden. Disadvantaged individuals (defined as having parents with
low educational attainment) in a society where most others are advantaged are
likely to have a more disadvantaged composition than disadvantaged in a society
with less privileged people. The less likely you are to be disadvantaged in a society,
the more likely it is you are highly disadvantaged if you fall into this
group. Economists referred to this problem as “selectionˮ. However, it is not only
cross-national differences in the composition of the pupils with low educated par-
ents that likely is challenging for cross-country comparisons of educational
inequality changes. Socioeconomic backgrounds changed rapidly in some countries
also over time. For example, Finland, as reported by Salmela-Aro and
Chmielewski, witnessed a rapid and substantial shift in terms of parental education
with over 90% of children having low educated parents (ISCED 2 or less) in 1964,
but only 20% in 2000 and just 2% of non-immigrant students in 2015. The pattern
is similar in the Netherlands, where this problem of increasing selection with
decreasing number of disadvantaged students could explain why the chances of
being tracked in higher school tracks recently decreased for students with low
socioeconomic background. The extent of inequalities between countries and over
time can therefore not be detached from the problem of cross-nationally varying
composition of students with low educated parents. Nevertheless, in contrast to
levels of inequalities, the changes in inequalities described in Chap. 1 are robust to
different choices of socioeconomic background measures. Similar to results
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presented in Chap. 1, but based on a continuous socioeconomic background
measure, Finland, the Netherlands, and Sweden witnessed increased inequalities,
while inequalities declined in Germany over the last decade (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016a). Since this chapter isolates
patterns of policy change and subsequent trends in educational inequality, the main
focus of this chapter is on changes in inequality in contrast to its absolute level.

12.3 Cross-National Socioeconomic Inequality
in Education

A worrying result from Chap. 1 is that the educational achievement of pupils whose
parents completed at most ISCED Level 2 has decreased or stayed similar in most
of the nine countries covered in this Volume since 2003. In the Netherlands,
Finland, Canada, Sweden, and Australia achievement of those students declined by
at least one grade of schooling (equal to 30 PISA points). Only in Germany (and
very slightly in Italy and Spain) the disadvantaged could increase their educational
achievement over time. Germany introduced a number of education reforms after
having faced the “PISA shockˮ in 2000, when results revealed that Germany was an
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) country with
much lower than expected achievement along with very large educational
inequalities. A first conclusion is that if this Volume were to feature any “global
reference societyˮ as having successfully decreased educational inequality recently,
Germany would come closest to it. Certainly, as discussed above, the decline in
achievement of the disadvantaged over time is probably related to selection, which
makes it likely that the disadvantaged of today are more disadvantaged than those in
2003 for most of the countries. Among our country groups, Germany has, together
with Spain and Italy, one of the largest proportions (around 20%) of pupils with
parents not having attained education levels higher than ISCED 2. Nevertheless, the
2015 cohort of German 15-year-olds have PISA scores approximately one grade
ahead of their similarly disadvantaged peers of 2003. In contrast, the comparable
Finnish studentsʼ scores have dropped two grades behind their similarly disad-
vantaged peers of 2003 (assuming that 30–40 PISA points are equivalent to one
grade). (For more detail, see Table 1.3 in Chap. 1 of this Volume.) It is quite
unlikely that selection in terms of educational attainment shifts of pupils’ parents
over time alone is the only explanation for the inequality changes found.

Given that the achievement of economically disadvantaged children has become
worse over time (with the exception of Germany, Italy, and Spain), it is not sur-
prising that the education gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged has
increased (as long as the advantaged do not deteriorate as well). The biggest
increase in the achievement gap appeared in Sweden, Finland, and the Netherlands.
Where the gap between the advantaged and disadvantaged decreased, it appears to
be due to the improvement of the disadvantaged in Spain and Italy, and a combi-
nation of improvement for the disadvantaged population coupled with a decline in
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achievement of the advantaged in Germany (see Table 1.3, Chap. 1). The
remaining three English speaking countries—Canada, Australia, and England—
mingle in between, with no clear direction of change of educational inequality over
time, but a decline of achievement of low socioeconomic background students
(Australia and Canada). In sum, these differing jurisdictional results indicate that
changes in achievement gaps found can clearly not be explained by changes in the
composition of the disadvantaged between countries and over time alone, and there
are likely policies that either ameliorate or exacerbate these gaps.

12.4 National Choices of Education Policies and Lessons
to Draw

This Volume’s chapters present a vast range of policy efforts to enhance student
achievement, and the varied unintended and intended consequences of these poli-
cies. These education policies also differ in the extent of their more radical or
moderate execution in specific country settings. While Strietholt, Gustafsson,
Hogrebe, Rolfe, Rosén, Steinmann, and Hansen (Chap. 2 of this Volume) com-
prehensively describe the impact of policies on educational inequalities using a
systematic literature review, single country chapters highlight policy choices during
the last decades with the greatest emphasis on currently most pressing strategies on
nations’ agendas to tackle inequalities. Summarizing these different policies and
their possible influence on educational inequalities must necessarily to some degree
be exclusive.

Three education policy continua seem most important across the majority of the
chapters. First, in line with a recent Western tendency of public management
regimes, the continua of policy choices along school autonomy versus centraliza-
tion are touched on in most chapters. This dimension covers where power on
education implementation and decision making is placed within a country. Second,
the educational policy choices of “trackingˮ versus comprehensive schooling are
the most important educational policy generally discussed to tackle inequalities, as
was concluded in Chap. 2 of this Volume. This institutional dimension impacts
student distribution across schools. Third, the dimension of curriculum and
instruction describes those strategies related to content and teaching that success-
fully support students with different backgrounds and needs.

12.4.1 School Autonomy Versus Centralization

School autonomy is intended to give local actors more freedom in how they manage
and lead schools to best support their students’ achievement of educational out-
comes. Proponents of school autonomy associate it with an improvement in public
administration, a rationalization of public spending, and possibly higher
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cooperation between teachers and citizens. In its most extreme implementation,
school autonomy can increase competition between schools creating a market of
education providers. Current literature generally agrees that school autonomy leads
to an increase in average achievement, at least in developed countries (Clark, 2005;
Hanushek, Link, & Woessmann, 2013). However, its impact on socioeconomic
inequalities is more contested, with Hanushek et al. (2013) not finding a hetero-
geneous effect. In contrast, Han (2018) and Horn (2009) demonstrated that greater
school autonomy seems to be associated with higher socioeconomic disadvantages
in educational outcomes (see also Chap. 2). Opponents of greater school autonomy
denote that it leads to a lack of coherence, clear planning frameworks, and limited
evaluability of the way schools move forward.

Results derived from the country chapters indicate that countries’ most recent
introductions of decentralization without balancing with other centralization poli-
cies might not have served the socioeconomic disadvantaged. As an example, the
formerly highly centralized Swedish school system has allocated more responsi-
bility to schools for organizing and running the primary, secondary, and adult
education since the 1990s. Municipalities held responsibilities on staffing and
budgeting. Decentralization was partly mitigated by policies on clearer performance
and more stringent qualification requirements but only since the early 2000s, when
educational inequalities started to increase. The 1990s were also the time in which
greater decentralization occurred across the education system in Finland, followed
much later (after 2010) by the establishment of greater core aims and objectives for
primary and secondary schooling.

The Dutch school system is shaped by a high degree of autonomy. The gov-
ernment only sets the legislation and determines the structure and funding for the
education system. As outlined in Chap. 7, the country currently lacks clearer central
targets on explicitly planned programs, stricter accountabilities, and better program
evaluation. Without an intermediate level of education administration, schools
enjoy great freedom leading to reforms being “bottom upˮ and reinvented at the
lowest levels over time. As a final example of strong school autonomy, Australia
(see Chap. 11) can be considered a market-driven school choice model in which
decentralization has led to student segregation between schools. Sweden, Finland,
the Netherlands, and Australia represent jurisdictions in which student inequality
increased or stayed at relatively high levels during the last two decades. And each
of these countries have a high level of decentralization, leading to a reasonable
hypothesis that this decentralization may be a factor that results in greater
inequality.

Greater school autonomy was also introduced in those countries where educa-
tional inequalities improved recently. For example, Italian schools (see Chap. 5)
received more liberties regarding the organization of the curriculum and extracur-
ricular projects at the end of the 1990s. Yet this autonomy still remains rather
limited compared to countries such as Sweden and Finland that extend autonomy to
include other practices such as teacher recruitment. Of potential importance, Italy’s
decentralization policies are paired with policies on centralization that create more
accountability of schools and hold them responsible for their performance. This is
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usually done with the introduction or continued use of central exams and some form
of school inspections or accreditation. Italy has a long history of standardized
national testing of pupils, but the release of these test results only began in 2017.
This public release of national test results is a common practice in Australia,
England, and Sweden. As a consequence, competition between Italian schools may
increase in the future as some parents begin to use this public exam information to
select the “best” schools for their children to attend. As a further public account-
ability effort, policies were introduced in 2014 requiring Italian schools to go
through a quality assessment as well. It does appear that this school accountability
is limited since there are no consequences for schools not reaching centrally set
standards.

Similar balances of centralized expectations and monitoring coupled with
decentralized school autonomy can be observed throughout Canada (Chap. 10; see
also Klinger, DeLuca, & Miller, 2008). Provincial examination results are often a
required measure for schools to use to monitor the effectiveness of self-directed
school improvement efforts or internally driven accreditation. In Canada, there are
few if any explicit policy-driven consequences associated with these examinations
or school improvement goals. Nevertheless, the public release of examination
results has led to an unofficial ranking of schools within several provinces by the
media or special interest groups. This ranking has been associated with increased
mobility of students to schools outside of neighborhood boundaries, a sign of
augmenting competition.

This combination of centralization and decentralization may have some merit to
address the challenges of inequality of educational outcomes. The observed decrease
in the achievement gap observed in Germany has occurred in a policy climate in
which decentralization in the form of school autonomy was implemented alongside
centralization policies covering standardization, monitoring, and centralization of
exams. According to Davoli and Entorf (Chap. 4), school autonomy in itself was not
seen as a component leading to efficiency, but rather as a feature necessary to equip
schools with the needed freedom for successfully implementing new education
policies. Before the German PISA shock in 2000, responsibility for school education
was attributed to the Länder. The introduction of clear national education standards
for different age groups, the creation of the new Institute for Educational and Quality
Improvement to monitor education outcomes, and the centralization of exams led to
a greater alignment of educational policies among Länder. Jürges, Schneider, and
Büchel (2010) argue that the introduction of standardized tests together with clear
education standards to be met at different ages were important determinants leading
to the unusual consistent decrease in educational disadvantages.

Definitive links between centralized exams, increased achievement, and
achievement gaps related to socioeconomics have yet to be established.
Nevertheless, Woessmann (2018) argues that central exams improve student out-
comes. This potential achievement “effectˮ of national (or jurisdictional) external
tests needs to be separated from the “effectˮ of the explicitly required use and public
release of these test results. Parental access to school-level results are found in
Sweden, the U.K., Australia, and most recently also in Italy among the countries
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highlighted in this Volume. Where these results are publicly available, this infor-
mation would mostly be considered by higher educated parents. In countries in
which parental choice of schools is given, it is not at all unreasonable to expect that
many of these parents would use this information to select schools, thus leading to
increased school segregation. A potentially important caveat to this option of choice
and selection is the unequal access to choice. Families in urban and suburban
settings have much greater access to relatively nearby schools than those families in
rural communities. Instances of this lack of school choice have also been found in
inner-city communities due to transportation issues. This caveat highlights that even
across national jurisdictions, school choice and competition among schools may
vary widely. This variability may also help to partially explain the high levels of
within-country variations observed for the achievement of disadvantaged students.

A final remark needs to be made about education expenditure. Higher expen-
diture is associated with lower inequalities, although the relationship is not linear. In
a number of countries, policymakers currently discuss the implementation of pupil
premiums, a compensatory policy that provides higher funding for those schools
with more disadvantaged students. Nevertheless, previous literature suggests little if
any success resulting from pupil premiums on dispersion of education (De Witte,
Smet, & Van Assche, 2017; Rochex, 2012). In addition, there is no evidence yet
that autonomous schools allocate these premiums effectively to disadvantaged
students.

12.4.2 Tracking Versus Comprehensive Schooling

The recent UNICEF Innocenti Report Card stipulates that decreasing segregation of
children with different family backgrounds into different schools is one key to
combat educational inequalities (Chzhen, Gromada, Rees, Cuesta, & Bruckauf,
2018). School segregation by socioeconomic background can be the result of many
institutionalized education policies. An overt form of student segregation is that of
“trackingˮ. In the presence of tracking, children are taught in different school types
or programs that follow curricula that vary in their learning targets and prestige.
Proponents of tracking stress that teaching of homogenous ability groups is more
efficient for learning and higher levels of systematic achievement and improved
educational outcomes. Opponents emphasize that lower ability students, often those
with lower socioeconomic background, will be left behind in slower learning
environments. While tracking is not explicitly intended to separate children based
on socioeconomic backgrounds, the evidence presented by the authors in this
Volume certainly highlight this as an unintended consequence. The tracking sys-
tem, therefore, leads to socioeconomic selectivity which then translates into
socioeconomic inequality of education outcomes. Strietholt et al. (Chap. 2) con-
clude that the most compelling evidence for a policy to foster socioeconomic
achievement inequality was found for early tracking of children between schools.
Contini and Scagni (2011) found that the earlier tracking takes place, the greater the
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resulting educational inequalities. The inequality associated with early tracking is
consistent with the findings reported by Löfstedt for Sweden (Chap. 8) and by
Salmela-Aro and Chmielewski for Finland (Chap. 9). In Sweden, tracking was
replaced by comprehensive schooling in the 1950s and in Finland in the 1970s.
Thereafter, socioeconomic inequalities of education outcomes declined in both
countries. The Finnish chapter states that the reduction in the gap took place mainly
between the top and middle distribution, which would suggest that mainly top
students benefited from tracking. Unfortunately, these decreases in the socioeco-
nomic achievement gap that occurred with the shift away from tracking do not help
to explain the increases in the gaps that have been observed over the last two
decades in these countries. However, on average early tracking has been associated
with a reduction in mean performance (Hanushek & Woessmann, 2006). While
several countries in this Volume do not engage in early tracking, countries such as
Germany, Italy, and the Netherlands continue to use early tracking. Of these,
Germany has the earliest tracking, occurring between the ages of 10 and 12 as
compared to age 12 in the Netherlands and age 14 in Italy.

Tracking also has consequences for future career opportunities. In Italy, uni-
versity attendance is possible with whatever school track was attended, conditional
on passing a university entry exam. In contrast, in the Netherlands and Germany
pupils with lower school track certificates cannot attend higher education. The
tracking decision is generally taken by the teacher, which is however only binding
in the Netherlands and some German Länder. Teachers’ recommendations are not
only guided by pupils’ abilities but also by socioeconomic and migration back-
ground. Certainly, this use of social and migration backgrounds is not an explicit
practice; as shown for other countries before (e.g., Jackson, 2013; Schnepf, 2002),
Scheerens, Timmermans, and van der Werf (Chap. 7) highlight that even condi-
tional on ability, low socioeconomic background students are more likely to be
recommended to lower tracks.

While absolute levels of social segregation can be explained to some degree by
tracking (Jenkins, Micklewright, & Schnepf, 2008), tracking is not the key for
understanding most recent country trends in inequalities discussed in this Volume.
Sweden, Finland, and Spain do not use tracking. The same is generally true for
English speaking countries, although many provinces in Canada provide program
options in the secondary school, typically intended to give students educational
pathways towards the workplace or further tertiary education. Nevertheless, these
are the countries (with the exception of Spain) in which educational inequalities
increased or stagnated during the last two decades. In contrast, the decreasing
inequality observed in both Germany and Italy in the presence of tracking under-
scores that the definitive link between early tracking and inequality has to be
established taking into account other mitigating national education policies.

What are the links between tracking and inequality? How can other educational
policies mitigate the often reported inequalities associated with tracking (e.g.,
Chzhen et al., 2018)? Davoli and Entorf explore this policy link within the German
context (Chap. 4). As they note, some Länder introduced policies to reduce the
potentially negative effects of early tracking by expanding comprehensive
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education until Grade 6. Second, in many Länder, the two lowest tiers, Hauptschule
and Realschule, were merged into one school type: the Regionalschule. School
segregation due to tracking was thereby mitigated by admitting pupils with greater
heterogeneity of abilities to the same schools. In addition, ability grouping between
schools was partly replaced by ability grouping within schools, the latter having no
clear effect on socioeconomic educational inequalities as argued by Strietholt et al.
(Chap. 2). The effect of these policy choices can be observed by PISA score
variation increasing within German schools while decreasing between schools
between 2006 and 2015.

While the introduction of tracking at an older age and the reduction of lower tiers
seem to have contributed to reduced social selection in schools within schools
across Germany, countries with comprehensive schooling have policies and prac-
tices that appear to have resulted in the higher social stratification of pupils.
England provides one such example (Chap. 3). The combination of school league
tables, and competing private, Catholic, and government have resulted in the
institutionalization of parental choice of schools and fee-based private schools. The
result is social segregation and school selection “by house priceˮ: only the rich can
afford houses in the catchment areas of best schools. Highly educated parents are
more likely and have more means to channel their children into schools that score
high on the annually published school performance league tables. In such an
environment, it is not at all surprising that increased social segregation and edu-
cational inequalities arise.

Similarly, Salmela-Aro, Chmielewski, and Löfstedt argue that the new policy of
parental choice introduced in Finland and Sweden in the 1990s likely increased
school segregation during the 2000s (Chaps. 8 and 9). The availability of school
performance league tables is also assumed to have shaped decisions and choices
differently for higher and lower educated parents in Sweden. In contrast, Parker,
Guo and Sanders discuss that school choice has been a long-standing feature in the
Australian education system and is therefore unlikely to have impacted on the
recent increase in between school segregation (Chap. 11). They consider unequal
government funding and the school system being similar to a marketplace to be the
culprit for higher educational inequalities. School choice is much more complex in
Canada due to the provincial control of education and the resulting provincial
differences with respect to access to private schools, Catholic schools, and student
access to schools outside of neighborhood catchment areas. Yet even within
Canada, differential school selection is observed through specialty programs such as
French Immersion or specialty programs in middle and secondary schools (e.g.,
International Bacclaureate, Fine Arts Programs, Challenge Programs). These pro-
grams are intended to meet the diverse learning needs of children in a community;
however, the location of these schools creates barriers to access that are more
pronounced for disadvantaged and rural families.

Social segregation in education is a result of differential access. Also, the
Spanish school system is divided into public, private but publicly funded, and
private independent schools that are socially segregated. However, Choi and Calero
(Chap. 6) state that the main achievement gap found between schools can be
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entirely explained by different socioeconomic composition of children in schools
indicating that children’s streaming into different school types does not further
increase educational inequalities in Spain.

A considerable number of this Volume’s chapters highlight the importance of
social segregation into schools by immigrant background. Countries such as Italy,
Spain, Germany, and Sweden have witnessed substantial increases in migration
during the last two decades. Given that immigrants generally have a lower
socioeconomic background, they constitute almost half of pupils with low parental
education in the Netherlands, which explains why Scheerens et al. discuss
inequalities of migrants separately throughout their Dutch chapter.

As a consequence, recent changes in educational inequality indicate that early
tracking and comprehensive schooling cannot be viewed in isolation in order to
explain educational inequalities. A variety of different policies can mitigate seg-
regation deriving from tracking as well as aggravate segregation even if compre-
hensive schooling is in place. The combination of different policies and the
educational context within a country shape the trajectories of socioeconomic
inequalities in educational outcomes. The “effectˮ of these educational policies
alone and in combination cannot be measured in any systematic quantiative
cross-country model since the number of countries is usually too small (Contini &
Cugnata, 2018).

12.4.3 Instruction Time and Curricula

While the dimensions of school segregation and comprehensive schooling focus on
the institutional components for distributing students into school, this last dimen-
sion of instruction time and curricula describes how policies on content and
teaching can reduce educational inequalities by being inclusive and meeting chil-
dren’s differing needs within schools. Strietholt et al. (Chap. 2) conclude that any
kind of increase in instruction time of children decreases the socioeconomic gap in
educational achievement. Three main different policies for increasing instruction
time were regularly discussed through this Volume’s chapters: expanding the
coverage of pre-schooling, longer instruction time in schools, and expansion of
compulsory school age.

Children with different socioeconomic background differ already in basic cog-
nitive and non-cognitive skills before school starts (Bradbury, Corak, Waldfogel, &
Washbrook, 2015), showing that these inequalities are generated at home whereby
genetics and varying parental interaction, stimulus, and time investment into chil-
dren’s development play important roles. Existing research shows that high-quality
universal preschool programs can intervene to lessen social inequalities (e.g.,
Blossfeld, Kulic, Skopek, & Triventi, 2017; Bradbury et al., 2015). Certainly, it is
most efficient to combat inequality early, and the countries covered in this Volume
provide publicly funded preschools in order to lessen educational inequalities (see
also Heckman, 2006). With the exception of Australia and Canada, these countries
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have more than 90% of 3- to 5-year-olds enrolled into preschool (Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development, 2016b). In Denmark, the Netherlands,
Sweden, and Portugal, even 50% of 0- to 2-year-olds attend formal child care
(Chzhen et al., 2018). There is variation in the responsibilities and expectations of
such childcare. As an example, Sweden and Finland provide universal public
childcare compared to less formalized childcare programs in Germany, Italy, and
the U.K. Recently, Germany and England have started to explore policies that
expand access to public preschool to children below age 3, with the intent to
decrease existing inequalities before entering school. While preschool has different
impact on inequality trajectories in different countries (Blossfeld et al., 2017), it
remains to be seen how further expansions implemented will help to reduce
socioeconomic inequalities.

If earlier access to education results in reduced inequalities, it would seem
reasonable that increased instructional time would similarly combat inequalities.
Two policy practices to achieve this are increasing the number of years of com-
pulsory schooling and expanding instructional time in schools. During the last two
decades, countries such as Australia and Italy have raised their compulsory school
age, a policy acknowledged to decrease school dropout rates (De Witte et al., 2017)
and consequently also inequality in educational attainment. By comparison,
Germany—where especially younger pupils attended school only in the morning—
has introduced the “Ganztagsschuleˮ, a school that extends teaching time also to
afternoon hours.

Lastly, we cannot underestimate the power of more inclusive school curricula to
reduce educational inequalities, even though the effect of curricula changes is
difficult to measure as Strietholt et al. discuss in Chap. 2. A reduction of the
curricula to basic and factual content has the potential to provide teachers with more
freedom to adapt their teaching to pupils’ needs. While the intentions of such
curricula reform may enable teachers to better meet their students’ needs, there
currently is a lack of research and policy recommendations related to curricula
content and educational inequalities. Some scholars have argued that narrowed
curricula have only served to exacerbate social inequalities, enabling high achieving
pupils and those in advantaged communities’ greater access to varied curricula,
while narrowing the curricula presented to pupils in disadvantaged communities.
Approximately half of the country chapters in this Volume describe recently
introduced curricula change. For example, the English curricula was slimmed down
alongside a greater focus on scientific knowledge. Germany introduced more
Anglo-American literacy content, while Sweden integrated clearer learning goals
and performance and qualification requirements into the definition of its educational
content. Most recently, Australia launched a metrics-based mentoring program that
aims to help students clarify their learning goals. Pensiero, Giancola and Barone
explain that the recent exclusion of the previously compulsory subjects Latin and
Philosophy from the Italian higher-track curriculum is probably a main reason for
socioeconomic disadvantaged pupils’ increasing access to higher academic tracks.
These curricula changes highlight national efforts to provide more universal
access or more effectively engage learners, independent of their background.
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Nevertheless, the variety in the approaches described serves to further illustrate the
current lack of research to inform such policy decisions. We suspect the collective
set of authors within this Volume would agree that this is a critical area of research
moving forward.

12.5 Conclusions and Future Directions

Efforts to reduce the socioeconomic inequality that result in unequal educational
outcomes for our children are central to policy reforms across national jurisdictions.
The authors of this Volume have highlighted the challenges and opportunities
associated with the implementation of such policies, along with some of the broader
observations of their impact on student outcomes. Missing from our Volume is an
in-depth review and analysis of teachers, and the efforts needed to best support their
practices. The enactment of policy requires teachers who have the skills to translate
curricula into successful teaching practices and materials that meet the varied needs
of children with diverse socioeconomic backgrounds. This is a considerably diffi-
cult task which is not equally valued across countries. The recognition of the
teaching profession is rather low in Spain while Finnish teachers enjoy high respect
within their society. Other countries lie in between. With this limitation acknowl-
edged, this edited Volume examined the association of education policies with
recent developments of socioeconomic inequalities across a selection of Western
countries similar in their macroeconomic conditions: England, Finland, Germany,
Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden, Canada, and Australia.

The different contributions in this Volume discussed each country’s education
system and linked recently implemented education policies with subsequent trends
in socioeconomic differences in education outcomes, thereby employing not only
survey but also national administrative data sources where available. Chap. 1
provided a comparison of trends in educational inequalities among the nine
countries covered and Chap. 2 gave an in-depth review and supplied the framework
for reading the country chapters. Based on the summary of this material, this
chapter demonstrates that it is possible to identify similarities across countries and
therefore disentangle possible effects of educational policies on inequalities
focusing on the three dimensions of school autonomy versus centralization,
“trackingˮ versus comprehensive schooling, and curriculum and instruction.
Where possible, the collection of this Volume’s contributions makes it also clear
that it is the unique combination of national policies and institutional features that
are likely to mitigate or aggravate educational inequalities. Only in this light can we
understand the most recent trend of declining educational inequalities in Germany,
a country with early tracking, and the increasing inequalities in Finland, a country
embracing comprehensive schooling and access to free early years preschool.

The landscape of implemented policies seems to have become more complex
recently. There is not one clear policy package that could be measured with a single
set of variables in a cross-national data set quantitatively. Policies on autonomy are
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merged with policies on centralization. Tracking policies go together with elements
of comprehensive schooling, often within the same country. This raises the hurdle
of policy evaluation even higher than previously perceived. However, as
Scheerens et al. state (Chap. 7), the evaluation of policy effectiveness is key to
tackle future educational inequalities. Our future success of answering the question
on which policies work to decrease educational inequalities will depend on the
availability of data, the evaluation spirit of policymakers, and the methodological
tools of researchers.

The three most extensive and budget intensive cross-national educational
achievement surveys (PISA, TIMSS, and PIRLS) have created immense opportu-
nities to investigate educational inequalities cross-nationally. Unfortunately, these
surveys do not enable subsequent access to the cohort of students to explore
inequality trajectories of these students. Recently, methodological work has been
done on how to overcome these problems and estimate such trajectories of edu-
cational inequalities (Contini & Cugnata, 2018; Cordero, Cristóbal, & Santin,
2017). However, such models still rely on data assumptions, and if given the
choice, researchers would certainly prefer a cross-national longitudinal survey that
follows students over time rather than three that do not.

A second data challenge is related to the presence of national data. Longitudinal
national data are of a huge advantage for analyzing effects of education policies,
since they tend to cover the entire population of students. However, administrative
data are generally limited since their access to researchers is not always granted due
to disclosure control and a restricted coverage of research variables. Where pos-
sible, the authors used these national administrative data to inform their review of
social inequality and student outcomes. Yet even with national efforts to obtain data
beyond administrative data, the ability to combine these data with cross-national
surveys also remains limited due to protocols that prevent data linkages. These
linkages are needed to enable the use of more sophisticated and trustworthy
modeling.

Our comments here highlight the importance of an evaluation spirit required of
policymakers, stakeholders, and researchers. The design of any policy should have
its evaluation already in focus. This requires a clear planning of the kinds of data to
be collected and the collection methods to be used during the policy implementation
phase. National administrative data collection could be extended, further capturing
information necessary for evaluating new education policies. Policymakers and
researchers need to collaborate early in the process and work together to investigate
policy effects systematically. Such an approach could overcome the reinvention of
the wheel of “bottom-upˮ policies, as described for the Netherlands. Within such a
context, this evaluation spirit would be very well placed, especially since admin-
istrative data generation is increasing and econometric and statistical methods have
developed further (Crato & Paruolo, 2019). Collectively, we see the need for greater
research, across a variety of educational contexts, to examine the complex inter-
action of factors that ameliorate the effects of SES on student outcomes. A greater
collaboration between and mutual understanding of stakeholders, policymakers,
and researchers for data and research generation could eventually foster a way into
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more evidence on the complex field of education policies and inequalities. This
eventually could reshape future education policy design and, with that, decrease
socioeconomic inequalities of education outcomes.
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