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I n t r o d u c t i o n

International comparisons have taken on a very important place in the 
public debate on education today.
It is the sign of a larger opening of each system vis-à-vis foreign 
educational systems, but also the mark of a desire to compete with 
these same systems.
Initial studies have, first and foremost, enabled a better understanding 
of the complexity of this comparison in a field of significant diversity. 
This was a vital stage before attempting to measure this diversity.
To do this, we have developed a range of international comparison 
indicators.
This is when we clearly realised that creating ‘comparable’ indicators 
was not a simple task: Unesco (in the ‘70s), the OECD (“INES” project 
on educational systems indicators), since the early 90s, Eurostat with 
the support of Eurydice more recently have all led numerous studies on 
this comparability but despite significant progress, more research is 
still required.
It is, however, very interesting to show the progress made through 
these comparative analyses and equally to trace a few suggestions for 
improvement. 
With this in mind, the DEPP1 has organised a conference, in the 
context of France’s EU Presidency, on the theme of “International 
Comparison of Educational Systems: A European Model?” (November 
13-14, 2008).

Once the challenges of these comparisons have been outlined, this 
conference will address five key themes: Evaluation of student 
achievement in compulsory education, teachers and the 
organisation of the educational system, equality-effectiveness-
efficiency: what comparisons should be made?, the typology 
and ratings of higher education establishments, indicators for 
professional training and education.

International comparisons
Claude Sauvageot

Head of the International and European Relations Mission 
DEPP 
Organiser of the European Conference on International Comparisons  
and Coordinator of this special edition
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On this occasion, to illustrate these key themes, we would like 
to distribute several studies in this special edition of our review: 
Éducation & formations (Education and Training). Hence this edition 
addresses the themes selected for the conference in the order of the 
workshops that undertake them.
After a presentation by Norberto Bottani2 on the challenges of these 
comparisons and the use of indicators to measure the quality of 
education, two articles present two different angles: one gives a 
global view of the situation in France in terms of the comparison 
indicators (Nadine Dalsheimer and Claude Sauvageot), the other 
makes a highly detailed analysis of expenditure in education in the 
various OECD countries (Christine Ragoucy).
On the theme of evaluating student achievement, it seemed interesting 
to show what the results of a comparative analysis on an ever-
controversial subject, such as repeating a school year (Thierry Rocher), 
might provide. But are we sure of what we are measuring? Does not 
the methodology employed result in a definition of the concepts and 
not, as desired, the contrary?
This is the question that Pierre Vrignaud asks in relation to the 
methodology employed in the PISA. The measuring of skill for adults 
is equally topical. After having strongly criticised the first survey of 
this kind for its considerable biases, France has developed its own 
expertise in this domain, which enables it to make a certain number 
of suggestions just as a major new skill assessment project is being 
developed (PIAAC3). Fabrice Murat addresses this matter.

Another important field of the evaluation is that of foreign language 
skills. A unique and interesting experiment has been led in seven EU 
countries.
Paul Caffrey is making a report on this experiment just as a European 
project is being developed on this subject. 
Across the various countries of the Union, teachers work in very 
diverse situations. Sweden had implemented a totally decentralised 
teacher management system. Also, it was interesting to compare the 
situation of Swedish teachers (Sten Söderberg, Gunnar Iselau and 
Daniel Gustafsson) with that of French teachers (Nadine Esquieu). 
Moreover, are we employing the right indicators to measure the size of 
the groups that teachers have to teach, for example?
Paola Serries attempts to answer this question.

Equality is a major preoccupation in numerous European countries 
of the EC. But do all countries have the same notion of equality? All 
evidence suggests they do not. So how can this be measured? Marc 
Demeuse and Ariane Baye attempt to provide the answers, factoring in 
various view points.

The rating of higher education establishments is certainly the most 
debated issue today.
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Nadine Dalsheimer and Denis Despréaux address every rating 
awarded since 2002 and outline a few perspectives for a more 
European-centred project.
By addressing professional education and training and the professional 
integration of young people, we encounter several problem subjects in 
different European countries: early school leavers and how to measure 
their number (Pascale Poulet-Coulibando), how the skills of higher 
education graduates are validated depending on whether they are 
male or female (Christine Guégnard, Jean-François Giret and Jean-
Jacques Paul), and the highly varying combinations of training and 
employment (Pascale Poulet-Coulibando) from one country to another. 
All of this affects the quality and the value of the indicators used by 
the European Commission.

Finally, none of these comparative measurements can be made without 
international classifications and namely an international classification 
of educational activities.
Constructing it will be hard work, but also an adventure in which rigour 
must be combined with diplomacy as, in the end, an international 
classification is an international agreement. It was interesting to 
demonstrate how the current version of CITE-ISCED 1995-1997 (Claude 
Sauvageot) was constructed, in order to encourage participation in the 
discussions on its development.

In order to compare ourselves better, we need to know each other 
better. We also need to use the tools we have at our disposal and 
endeavour to improve them. In short, we need to further develop a 
culture of comparison, at the very least in EU countries. Our aim is to 
provide our modest contribution to this significant project through this 
publication.

1. Directorate for Evaluation, Prospective and Performance.

2. Norberto Bottani worked for CERI (Centre for International research and Study) during the ‘80s and the early ‘90s. That is when he launched the 
“INES” CERI-OECD project.

3. Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies led by the OECD, which should result in a 
measurement of these competencies in the participating countries, in 2011.





W
e therefore need to spe-
cify the nature of the 
relationship between 
indicators, assessments 
and quality of education 

before determining under which 
conditions indicators may be used as 
a tool for assessment in education to 
evaluate its quality. If assessment of 
an education system is acknowled-
ged as a rational, public examination 
of its performance, implying the use 
exogenous reference frameworks 
recognisable by the social groups 
concerned (given the status of edu-
cation in democratic societies), then 
we should consider that this exami-
nation can only be carried out on the 
basis of convincing arguments which 
can be validated or invalidated using 
scientific procedures. If this is the 
case, indicators can be part of the 
toolbox used to collect documented 
proof on the state of education and 
become an element of assessment. 
However, this issue cannot be tackled 
on the basis of a doctrinal prejudice 
which right from the start, invests in-
dicators with a very specific function 
in a specific type of assessment i.e. 
that of education systems. This issue 
must be dealt with using a scientific 
approach, mindful of both the theo-

retical and methodological aspects. 
In short, we must first determine if 
correlations exist between specific 
elements differing as widely as the 
quality of education, indicators and 
assessment programmes; then we 
need to check whether these corre-
lations are, or are not, causal; and 
thirdly, we need to build a theory to 
explain how the causal relationship 
works and test it in real-life situa-
tions. The first step therefore consists 
in determining if there are any corre-
lations between these three parame-
ters; the second, in establishing the 
nature of these correlations (causal or 
not), and finally, we need to develop 
a theory of education indicators to 
serve assessment. My hypothesis is 
that there are no causal relationships 
between education indicators and 
assessment of an education system 
and that the device for elaborating 
these indicators is not in itself a 
constitutive element of a theory for 
assessing education systems, but I 
am unable here to back up this hypo-
thesis with proof. This presupposes 
lengthy research in addition to which, 
the information required to make this 
demonstration is still sparse. In this 
article I will therefore keep to paving 
the way for future research.

The oil level, the engine and the car; the 
stakes involved in assessing the quality 
of education on the basis of indicators
Published in Éducation et Société, no 18, INRP, 2006/2.

Norberto Bottani 
Consultant   

What exactly is at stake 
in assessing the quality of 
education on the basis of 

indicators? This may seem 
a strange question since it 

establishes a link between 
three elements whose range and 

definition are not clearly defined: 
assessment of education, quality 

of education and education 
indicators. The latter are a tool 
for analysing the performance 

of a system; assessment is, 
broadly speaking, a procedure 
for the rational examination of 

performance resulting in the 
formulation of an appreciation on 
which to base a decision; quality, 

a state of education (product 
and/or approach) with respect to 

a pre-established, conventional 
or arbitrary threshold of 

appreciation. These three 
elements are not complementary 

per se and do not naturally 
combine to make a consistent 

whole. Their characteristics and 
configurations have varied over 

time. Combining them in a single 
equation is thus no easy matter.

11
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The situation

To clarify the issue, the scope of 
education assessment needs to be 
clearly defined since education is 
such a vast subject: teaching in class? 
Teaching of a discipline? Developing a 
skill? Teaching at school? In counties? 
Regions? Countries? Given the referen-
ce framework surrounding the meeting 
which sparked off this research1, we 
will concentrate on the assessment 
of education systems since this is the 
principle objective of education poli-
cies2. We therefore need to agree on 
a definition of the concept “education 
system”, if we accept that there is an 
analogy between education policy and 
education system assessment. Edu-
cation systems can be differentiated 
by scope, dimensions, configuration, 
distribution of decision-making cen-
tres, responsibility allocated to each 
level of decision-making and decision- 
making procedures, resources and last 
but not least, aims. A class is itself a 
complex education system; a History 
or Geography class is an education 
system. I would say that in these 
examples, we are faced with educa-
tion micro-systems. We know that it is 
possible to design, develop and hone 
indicators both for schools (a school 
being an education micro-system) and 
for macro-systems, such as the set of 
indicators used in the French publica-
tion “L’état de l’École” (the state of 
education). In this article, the assess-
ment of education policies we will be 
dealing with concerns only education 
macro-systems and the sets of indica-
tors to which we will refer will concern 
only the sets of indicators developed 
for these systems, such as the French 

education system, that of a German 
Land like Bavaria or of a Swiss canton 
like Lucerne.

Assessment with or 
without indicators

Historically, assessment of educa-
tion systems has anticipated the deve-
lopment of a set of indicators for edu-
cation. For instance, teachers, schools 
and departments have been assessed 
by school inspectors for years without 
using indicators and this is probably 
still the case where inspections are 
still carried out. Here we have a case 
of assessment without indicators. The 
inspectors give an appreciation (hence, 
they assess) based on criteria or pa-
rameters specific to the corporation 
of inspectors and which are founded 
on an established interpretation of 
what constitutes a good school. The 
inspectors know, or believe or claim 
to know, what a good school is. Their 
appreciation is based on a pre-exis-
tent knowledge of what constitutes a 
school’s quality: they know this quality 
in great detail, they have, or believe 
they have, a holistic perception of the 
quality of an education micro-system 
such as a class or a school and also 
of a macro-system in cases such as 
general or national school inspection 
departments. Of course, there is no-
thing to prevent inspectors from using 
indicators to formulate an appreciation 
or assess a system but an approach of 
this sort implies radical changes in the 
school inspection system.

Another kind of assessment which 
is usually done without indicators is 
self-assessment, although self-as-
sessment processes combined with 
indicators, or leading to the creation 
of indicators, do exist (Berger, 2005; 
McBeath, 1999 and 2000). Thus for 

many years, assessments of educa-
tion, in education and for education 
have been carried out without indi-
cators. And so if assessments have 
been made without indicators, this 
means that indicators are not crucial to 
carrying out assessments. An assess-
ment of education policies with respect 
to education systems can be achieved 
without indicators. For many years, the 
idea of assessing education systems 
never even occurred to us and nor did 
anybody feel the need to develop sets 
of indicators for these systems in or-
der to steer, monitor or assess them. 
The development and creation of sets 

The educaTion 
macro-sysTem

NOTES

1. The international congress on asses-
sment of education and training policies 
organised by Association internationale 
de sociologues de langue française (the 
international association of French-spea-
king sociologists) and the joint education 
and politics research unit (Unité mixte 
de recherche Éducation & Politiques) 
at the Institut National de Recherche 
Pédagogique (INRP, French National 
Institute for Pedagogical Research ), held 
in Lyon from 12-13 September 2005.

2. Education systems in the strictest sense 
of the term are not the sole target of edu-
cation policies. The latter may, for exam-
ple, deal with a number of matters which 
are merely components of the education 
system set, such as the decision-making 
process underlying policies, the procedu-
res for making decisions concerning edu-
cation, the level at which decisions are 
made, parliamentary procedures regarding 
education in democratic parliamentary 
systems, the organisational structure of 
school administration, its composition, 
role and the influence of teachers’ unions, 
but also children’s health, the level of 
parental education, housing policy, and 
therefore, policy regarding cultural faci-
lities, freedom of choice with respect to 
schools, etc. Including these aspects in 
education policy and therefore in the as-
sessment of education systems depends 
on the purpose of a system, the goals of 
education or the objectives a community 
recognises for it.
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of education system indicators are 
relatively recent occurrences3 which 
infiltrate the assessment processes in 
various forms.

A priori, there is no direct re-
lationship between indicators and 
assessment even if the two are fre-
quently lumped together. How is it 
that this confusion occurs, reducing 
the assessment of education policies 
to the production of education sys-
tem indicators or investing indicators 
with an assessment role which they 
theoretically do not have? To answer 
this question, we need to clarify the 
concept of indicator. And to do so, I 
would like to use the dashboard me-
taphor and an anecdote.

Not so long ago, I bought a new 
car but after a few thousand kilome-
tres (the car was still under guaran-
tee), I was intrigued by the repeated 
blinking of a warning light on the 
dashboard. After checking the user 
manual to find out first of all what 
it was all about (the warning light 
was for the oil level in the engine), 
I applied the procedure indicated in 
the guide to deal with this particular 
case. However, some hundred kilo-
metres further on, the warning was 
reiterated. I once more carried out the 

operations indicated in the manual. 
Given that the engine was new, the 
lack of oil indicated by the warning 
light could be considered a normal 
occurrence, according to the manual. 
I therefore topped up the oil for the 
second time and everything seemed 
to return to normal. Unfortunately, the 
warning light began blinking again 
soon after. If the same thing happens 
again, the manual invites the driver to 
return the car to an accredited garage 
immediately. After a quick check, the 
mechanic decided to put seals on the 
engine along with calibrated referen-
ce points using a finer scale than that 
of the oil gauge to monitor the engi-
ne’s oil consumption more precisely. I 
had barely gone another hundred or 
so kilometres when the warning light 
alerted me again. I returned to the ga-
rage where I was compelled to leave 
the car: no question of leaving before 
discovering the problem causing the 
malfunction indicated by the warning 
light. The story ends with an engine 
replacement.

If I summarise this story, we may 
observe the following: 
- the dashboard warning light did its 
job perfectly by alerting the driver to 
the fact that something untoward was 
going on;
- the driver understood the light’s 
message and followed the procedu-
res described in the vehicle’s user 
manual;
- as for the mechanic, he sought out 
the cause of the fault indicated by the 
warning light. He therefore interpre-
ted the signal;
- and finally, the company which had 
manufactured the car and was there-
fore responsible for the engine sys-
tem, made the appropriate decision 
and replaced the engine at is own 
expense.

Right through this story, nobody 
passed judgement on the quality of 
the engine or the vehicle. The warning 
light drew attention to a malfunction, 
which happened to be real and se-
rious, but this failure did not give rise 
to a negative assessment of either the 
engine, the vehicle or the brand. For it 
is a fact that an engine, a vehicle or a 
brand are evaluated using parameters 
other than dashboard warning lights.

In this story, everything hinges on 
the oil level beneath which the war-
ning light is triggered, i.e. the danger 
level determined by the manufac-
turer. The indicator only measures 
the amount of oil in the engine and 
only lights up when this goes down 
beneath the threshold determined  
by the manufacturer, which is when 
the engine runs the risk of seizure.  
And so it is the manufacturer who 
determines where to place the dan-
ger level constituting the indicator’s 
reference system. Responsibility for 
manufacturing indicators lies only 
with those in charge of the system 
(in this case, the brand’s engine and 
more specifically those who develo-
ped, designed and tested the engine). 
The quality of an indicator on the  
dashboard is the sole responsibility of 
engineers in the development team 
but their technical competence in 
manufacturing dashboard indicators 
should not be confused with responsi-
bility for the quality of the car system 
as a whole. The quality of the vehicle 
or the brand is not their problem4.  
A good indicator, i.e. a well-built,  
robust, reliable, clear indicator no 
doubt plays a role in determining a 
system’s quality and is one element 
in the assessment of a system but it 
does not constitute, and does not as 
such carry out, an assess-ment of the 
system.

The oil level,  
The engine, The car

NOTES

3. It is only over the past fourty years that 
we have begun to use indicators to assess 
education systems, since some time in the 
Sixties in the 20th century (Bottani, 2005).

4. Concerning the factors playing a role 
in determining an indicator’s quality, see 
Desmond Nuttal : Choosing Indicators. 
In: Making Education Count. Developing 
and using international Indicators. OECD, 
Paris 1994.
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To better understand the links 
between indicators and assessment, 
a look at the history of indicators in 
education will prove a useful exercise. 
It will show that elaborating education 
indicators was not a matter of linear 
development; on the contrary, at least 
four distinct phases can be observed, 
with different players being involved 
in both the worlds of research in edu-
cation and education policy. We will 
also discover that this history is not 
involved with that of assessments 
on a large scale until its final phase. 
For many decades, discussion on 
indicators and indicator production 
was independent of performance 
assessments concerning pupils’ skill 
acquisitions. 

The ‘70s: the role of 
social sciences

The first attempt to build a set of 
indicators for education was made at 
the beginning of the ‘70s by the OECD 
which in 1973 published a document 
whose title announced the initiative’s 
intentions: A system of education indi-
cators to guide public policy decisions. 
To provide decision-makers with the 
information required to make the ri-
ght decisions regarding education, it 
was necessary to produce indicators 
measuring the influence of education 
on social well-being. What factors 
should be considered in doing this?  
Internal or subjective consequences, 
i.e. consequences at the level of the 
individual or external consequences at 
the macro level, measured against so-
cial benefits such as economic growth, 

the integration of social groups, sha-
ring common values, increased well-
being? The working group believed 
that internal and external consequen-
ces could not be disconnected from 
education, while admitting that edu-
cation has consequences both on the 
individual and beyond him, what we 
know as externatilities.  In both cases, 
the consequences depend on the sys-
tem of social variables shaping edu-
cation systems such as a community’s 
aspirations or collective objectives 
and therefore, the educational values 
a society wishes to promote. With this 
in mind, building an education system 
distinguishing between internal and 
external aspects of education was an 
absurdity�. All indicators are defined 
by their “belonging to a social systems 
model, either as a parameter or a va-
riable” (Land, 1970). Therefore, if the 
distinction between inputs and out-
puts is not only problematic but worse 
still, totally without significance (the 
very terms of the report), the logical 
conclusion is that we should develop 
an organisational framework for a set 
of indicators on the consequences 
of education which is not based on 
measuring the internal and external 
efficiency of education systems.

What is more, the report raises a 
problematic issue in developing edu-
cation indicators, namely, that when 
a set of system indicators is created, 
they have an indirect impact on the 
performance of education systems 
and the behaviour of their players: “it 
should be remembered that the very 
fact of making measurements intro-
duces a special kind of uncertainty: 
for those who are aware of being 
assessed modify their behaviour and 
this shift is difficult to identify and 
even more, to measure”. Formulated 
as they were at the very beginning 

of education indicator history, these 
considerations show that from the 
outset, there was a general aware-
ness of the stakes and issues to be 
confronted when building these indi-
cators.

The group of experts responsible 
for drawing up this first OECD report 
on education indicators concluded 
by deciding to adopt a methodologi-
cal approach which was unusual in 
scientific circles of the time, abando-
ning as it did the idea of developing 
a theoretical model of the education 
system. This type of approach would 
not have enabled the swift develop-
ment of a set of education indicators. 
When policy-makers adopt an enli-
ghtened approach and wish to make 
informed decisions concerning educa-
tion instead of the usual on-the-spot 
decisions, they need a tool providing 
instant information on the efficiency 
of the education policies they imple-
ment or guide. There was therefore 
great political pressure on the group 
of experts to deliver an operational 
set of indicators. The group realised 
that it could not initiate lengthy pre-
liminary discussions on a universal 
model of education system because 
an agreement would probably never 
be reached and so it opted for an em-
pirical approach based on the study 
of national education-policy objecti-
ves. This led to developing a set of 
46 indicators but these were never 
calculated, given that the project’s 
fundamental scientific ambition was 

NOTE

�. Nevertheless, in education circles we 
still regularly come across an interpreta-
tion based on this distinction contesting 
the pertinence of indicators, even though 
specialists in the field of education have 
long since set it aside.

Building a seT of 
educaTion sysTem 
indicaTors: an 
incompleTe approach
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inconsistent with the available means 
and the interests of the government 
authorities which would have had to 
fund the initiative. And so the social 
science specialists were unable to see 
their project through to its conclusion. 
It was a failure.

The 80’s: teachers and 
“education specialists” 
in action

The second phase took place in 
the years following the publication in 
the United States of the report entitled 
A Nation at Risk in 1983, concerning 
the state of primary and secondary 
education in the United States. This 
report gave rise to a large amount of 
discussion in countries around the 
world, or at least, in countries where 
education systems are the most de-
veloped, on the quality of education 
and how to measure it as objectively 
as possible.  In such a context, it was 
necessary to provide highly reliable 
reference points to confirm or refute 
the existence of a crisis in the quality 
of education. The world of education 
was divided on this point; to a certain 
extent, it also found itself with its 
back up against the wall. The crea-
tion of a set of indicators was both 
a focus and a rallying point for part 
of the scientific community concerned 
with education issues and aspiring to 
determine the real state of health of 
education systems. It is worth noting 
that interest was no longer focused 

on the same approaches as a decade 
earlier i.e. it no longer concerned the 
impact of education on social well-
being. At this point, subsequent to 
the crisis arising from the discussion 
on quality of education, the issue was 
of another nature, namely, identifica-
tion of the information essential to 
understanding the performance or 
malfunction of education systems and 
their results.

A leading report of this period was 
«Education Indicators. A guide for Po-
licymakers”, published in 1986 in the 
United States and written by Jeannie 
Oakes for the Center For Policy Re-
search in Education�. The aim of the 
report was to help decision-makers 
to “understand the legitimate role 
(word for word) indicators might play 
in monitoring the condition of the edu-
cation system, tracking changes over 
time, and anticipating future change”. 
Oakes gives a definition of education 
indicators which was subsequently 
widely used; she also explains the 
main applications of indicators in 
detail, describes their most obvious 
limits and briefly reports on progress 
in the theory of indicators.

Oakes believes that there is a 
direct link between indicators and 
policy: education indicators mean  
something if they are useful in the po-
litical context. Which is why it must 
be explained how indicators are cho-
sen and developed and how they can 
be used. It should be observed that 
Oakes does not associate indicators 
and assessment. However, she too 
draws attention to the political pres-
sure which can build up around pro-
ducing a set of indicators: “It should 
be clear from the start that indicator 
systems are not neutral, they are not 
technological information systems 
impervious to political pressure. The 

choice of indicators to be developed, 
the aims they should serve, the type 
of data to be collected, the compari-
sons to be made – the stakes are not 
only technical, they are also political. 
We cannot be unaware of the politi-
cal pressure resulting from the mere 
existence of a set of indicators”. It is 
understandable that a declaration of 
this kind should upset the education 
statisticians of the time and turn 
some of these specialists against 
indicators.

Looking ahead to the subsequent 
phase, I feel that it is important to revi-
sit Oakes’ examples of pressure which 
publishing indicators can bring to bear: 
“The greatest pressure brought about 
by indicators is felt by members of the 
teaching community, laying them open 
to public criticism as has never been 
done before by providing a surplus of 
information over which teachers have 
absolutely no control. It is therefore 
logical that they should react by exer-
ting pressures to influence indicator 
selection and the level of data ag-
gregation and analysis and to shapes 
the methods of data interpretation, 
presentation and publication. Once 
indicators are in place, teachers will 
be constantly on the alert and do their 
best to influence data in their favour 
and in favour of schools. This tendency 
will be all the greater if teachers have 
the impression that they have no say 
in the indicator development process 
or if information produced by the indi-
cators is of little use to them. We can 
already observe this type of behaviour. 
For instance, in certain states [author’s 
note: of the United States] which re-
gularly collect indicators on education 
processes, we have found evidence 
of school officials prompting pupils to 
“exaggerate” their answers, particu-
larly with respect to their educational 

NOTE

�. This centre is a research consortium for 
education policy to improve education, fun-
ded by the U.S. Department of Education, 
and combining Rutgers University, the 
Rand Corporation and the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison.
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experience. Regarding other issues, in-
formal teacher networks have spread 
the word among colleagues prompting 
them to underestimate data concer-
ning salaries and overestimate infor-
mation concerning workload in order 
to obtain more favourable policies in 
these two matters. These pressures 
would undoubtedly be proportional 
what to individuals feel they have to 
gain or lose with indicators“7.

In the same vein, we could quote 
the report published in 1988 by the 
IEES (Improving the Efficiency of Edu-
cation systems) consortium concerning 
teaching efficiency and effectiveness 
prepared by Douglas Windham8. The 
interest of this document, sponsored 
by the American agency for Internatio-
nal Development (AID), lies in the fact 
that it was designed for developing 
nations. The proposed tool, a set of in-
dicators, was intended to strengthen 
the education management, planning 
and research capacities in developing 
countries with the aim of improving 
the performance of their education 
systems. Two aspects call for em-
phasis here: first, the design of a set 
of indicators focused on education 
efficiency and effectiveness; and se-

condly, the use of the indicator tool 
in little-developed education systems. 
The first of these two aspects is to 
play a role in the subsequent phase of 
education indicator implementation, 
focusing on the internal efficiency of 
education systems and the second, in 
the fourth phase when OECD launches 
the World Education Indicators (WEI) 
programme, designed for developing 
countries, together with UNESCO and 
the World Bank�.

The ‘�0s: the goal of 
policy-makers

In the third phase, the players 
change; they are no longer the spe-
cialists in social or education scien-
ces but the policy-makers themselves, 
those with the responsibility of ma-
nagement and change in education 
systems. Their appearance on the 
indicator scene takes place between 
1987 and 1992 following the crisis and 
uncertainty surrounding the quality of 
teaching and education systems. Two 
countries play a decisive role here: 
the United States and France. Their 
OECD delegates succeeded in invol-
ving a substantial group of member 
countries in compelling OECD, whose 
education specialists resisted such 
a demand, to design and produce a 
set of education indicators capable of 
providing information on the quality of 
education systems.

Getting OECD to produce a set 
of international education indicators 
in 1992 was not an easy task. As fo-
recasted by Jeannie Oakes who was 
one of the experts consulted by OECD, 
there were many sources of pressure 
aiming to stifle or modify the project 
right from the start. In the coalition 
of opponents, we find the following: 
education statisticians with scientific 

claims condemning the indicators’ im-
precision and the biased view of edu-
cation they convey; representatives 
of teacher associations with political 
arguments contesting the existence 
of the education quality crisis, par-
ticularly in the public sector; a wide 
range of teachers or specialists in the 
education sciences engaged in peda-
gogical innovations and progressive 
educational movements, invoking 
ethical arguments condemning the 
governments’ intent to introduce 
new forms of education standards 
based on new public administration 
techniques, public sector governance 
and administration performance ma-
nagement. In spite of this opposition, 
OECD managed to publish the first set 
of international indicators for educa-
tion systems in 1992. Its aim was to 
provide decision-makers with robust, 
comparable information on the state 
of education systems in the broadest 
sense of the term (and therefore inclu-
ding the private sector). Comparable 
data on student attainment was not 
the main purpose. In the first version 
of Education at a Glance, presented 
in 1991 in the form of an unpublished 
report and discussed at an internatio-
nal meeting of indicator creators and 
decision-makers organised in Lugano 
in September 1991, there were no 
indicators on student attainment and 
results in terms of knowledge. It was 
following an intense discussion op-
posing policy-makers and scientists 
during the Lugano plenary sessions 
that the member countries mandated 
OECD with revising the prototype set 
of indicators to include a section on 
student attainment, using the very 
patchy data available on the interna-
tional scene at that time10.

There are two important points of 
reference for our subject in this third 

NOTES

7. In the United Kingdom, the teachers’ 
unions invited their members to boycott 
tests and participation in the PISA 2003 
survey. This operation was a success be-
cause the British sample’s response rate 
during this survey was lower than the level 
set by the OECD and for this reason, re-
sults from the United Kingdom were not 
taken into consideration for  international 
comparisons.

8. This consortium is made up of the Florida 
State University, Howard University, the 
Institute for International Research and 
the New York State University at Albany.

�. Countries participating in the program-
me are referred to as WEI countries.



phase. First of all, there was absolu-
tely no question of associating the 
creation of indicators with assessing 
the quality of education. The principal 
concern was to provide reliable infor-
mation concerning crucial subjects for 
policy-makers who needed to manage 
the repercussions of the debate on the 
education quality crisis and the drop in 
the level of education along with the 
consequences for the budget of aus-
tere economic policies and the control 
of public expenditure. Assessment as 
such of education systems was simply 
not on the order of the day11.

The most significant innovation in 
the OECD indicator programme was 
the importance given to the procedure 
for elaborating the indicators. Contrary 
to what is customary in international 
intergovernmental organisations like 
OECD, the working method adopted 
was both participative and democra-
tic, based on systematic discussion 
with data producers so as to come 
to an agreement on the indicators to 
publish. The importance given to dis-
cussion had an indirect consequence 
of some significance: within a fairly 
short time, a worldwide network of 

specialists engaged in the production 
of indicators was set up, a fact which 
became apparent during the General 
Assemblies (a completely heterodox 
term in OECD jargon) concerning the 
project for international education in-
dicators12. Thus, the first four editions 
of Education at a Glance13 (1992, 1993, 
1995 and 1996) were the product 
of an intense cooperation between 
hundreds of specialists in different 
disciplines, acting at multiple levels 
of education systems.

The 2000 decade: 
obsession with 
performance indicators 
and the triumph 
of comparative 
psychometry

The fourth and final phase, at least 
for the time being, goes from 1997 to 
the present day and is characterised 
by three milestones:
- a considerable improvement in the 
quality of data, which can be largely 
ascribed to statisticians taking on res-
ponsibility for indicators14;
- the modification in 2002 of the 

theoretical framework used to guide 
the composition and organisation of 
OECD’s set of indicators and;
- the launch by OECD of the PISA pro-
gramme for periodic assessment of 
skills in the 15-year old age-group.

These three points have deeply 
modified the international scene 
with respect to education indica-
tors, enabling new analyses and also 
breaching the dams which previously 
guarded against the fear of indicators 
being distorted and misused.

The most striking result of this pha-
se is the increased importance given 
to performance indicators. There were 
9 of them in the 2001 edition where 
a distinction was still made between 
a section dealing with «performance 
at individual and social levels, and on 
the labour market“ (5 indicators) and 
student attainment (4); in the 2002 
edition, they increased to 14; 15 in 
2003; and 12 in 2004. With the 2002 
edition, the section concerning the set 
of “performance” indicators which 
was the last item in the Education at a 
Glance index for some ten years, was 
moved up to take position as the first 
item. This change is not without signi-

NOTES

10. It was essentially a case of making the most of two wide-scale international assessments providing comparable data on the performance 
of pupils in different education systems: the second IEA survey on mathematics and the sciences (SIMSS, 1982-1984) and the IAEP II survey 
by ETS, in 1991.

11. Proof of this can be found in the collection of contributions from consultants mandated by OECD to moderate discussions during the Lugano 
conference in September 1991 where the decision was made to produce a set of international education indicators after realising that this was 
possible. See: Making Education Counts: Developing and Using International Indicators. Nobody mentions assessment.

12. Between 1989 and 1995, the INES (International Indicators of Education Systems) project organised three General Assemblies with the 
participation of practically all those concerned worldwide by the production of a set of international education indicators. The last of these 
events was held in 1995 at Lahti (Finland). Since then there have been no more General Assemblies concerning the international education-
indicator project. From the formal point of view, this remark is not strictly speaking exact, since OECD organised a fourth General Assembly 
of the INES project in Tokyo in 2000, but this meeting was a General Assembly in name only, for participation per country was reduced to 
limited delegations and the indicator producers no longer participated. And so it was an intergovernmental conference by OECD standards 
which took place in Tokyo rather than a General Assembly.

13. This is the title of the collection of education indicators produced by OECD.

14. Among the technical factors contributing to the improvement of data, we observe UNESCO’s adoption in 1997 of the ISCED (International 
Standard Classification of Education) revision, increased usage of ISCED in processing education statistics at the national level and the 
implementation of a statistics questionnaire common to OECD, UNESCO and Eurostat in 1995.
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ficance: it demonstrates a deliberate 
effort to emphasise performance in-
dicators and highlight the information 
regarding student attainment which 
OECD collected during a survey car-
ried out in spring 2000 as part of the 
PISA programme. This change is a key 
turning point in the recent history of 
indicators. Since 1995, this had been 
the aim behind OECD’s whole strategy 
regarding education. In an OECD docu-
ment explaining the new organisation 
of indicators, the strategic manage-
ment group had justified this change 
of focus by stating that “it was now 
implicitly acknowledged that several 
important aspects of the development, 
performance and impact of education 
systems could only be assessed if we 
understood both the outcomes of lear-
ning and its relationship with inputs 
and processes at the individual and 
institutional level”1� It was following 
this innovation that the conceptual 
framework and organisation of educa-
tion indicators was changed in 2002, 
without any truly democratic debate 
on the subject. All of a sudden, a de-
cade after the publication of the first 
set of international education indica-
tors which, after much hesitation and 
precaution, included five performance 
indicators labelled “experimental and 
temporary”1�, at the heart of the most 
renowned set of education indicators 
in the world, we find performance 
indicators based on data collected 
during a mass assessement program-
me designed to serve the cause and 
processed using specific psychometric 
methodologies imposed by an influen-
tial scientific community. In the intro-
duction to Education at a Glance 2002, 
which is the first version of a set of 
OECD indicators to include indicators 
from the international PISA survey, 
the intention is explicit:

“OECD Programme for Internatio-
nal Student Assessment (PISA), which 
governments launched to monitor stu-
dent attainment regularly within an 
internationally agreed framework17, 
now provides comparable informa-
tion on the outcomes of education 
and learning as well as on key factors 
shaping these outcomes. Such infor-
mation has long been a critical gap in 
the indicator set. PISA aims to provide 
a new basis for policy dialogue such 
that countries can work together to 
define educational goals that are both 
innovative and realistic, and that re-
flect judgements concerning the skills 
that are relevant to adult life. PISA is 
part of a shift in focus from education 
inputs and institutions to outcomes. 
The shift is designed to support po-
licy-makers as they attempt to im-
prove schooling that prepares young 
people for adult life during an era of 
rapid change and increasing global 
interdependence”.

In combining in the same concep-
tual framework and in a single set, in-
dicators designed to monitor shifts in 
education systems, indicators relative 
to training institutes and educational 
service suppliers, indicators relative to 
curricula and the educational context 
in training institutes plus indicators on 
education performance at the level of 
the individual which OECD defines as 
indicators on individual participants in 
learning activities (this terminology is 
not without significance)18, OECD falls 
into a trap of its own making, that of 
confusion between indicators and as-
sessment. In doing so moreover, OECD 
is conditioned by its own production of 
data concerning student skills, inclu-
ding adult literacy, the other vast in-
ternational survey managed by OECD 
between 1994 and 1998 together with 
Statistics Canada1�.

There are two issues here: the 
first, which was apparent from the 
beginning, concerns training the lea-
ders and policy-makers to understand, 
interpret and use education indicators 
and statistics; the second relates to 
the existence of data of different 

NOTES

1�. See unpublished internal document 
DEELSA/INES/SMG(2001)12: Indicators 
of Education Systems: Scope of INES 
Activities.

1�. These five indicators were developed 
using data from theIAEP (International 
Assessment of Educational Progress) sur-
vey of the ETS carried out in 1991 and 
the second IEA survey on the teaching of 
mathematics (SIMS survey) carried out 
between 1980 and 1982, which is more 
over a good indicator of the aridity of 
similar information available regarding 
education performance.

17. No indication is given concerning the 
procedure used to reach this international 
consensus.

18. See unpublished internal docu-
ment: Indicators of Education Systems: 
Scope of INES Activities, DEELSA/INES/
SMG(2001)12, prepared by the PISA pro-
ject strategic management group.

1�. In autumn 1995, OECD presented the 
results of the first ever survey concer-
ning assessment of adults’ literacy skills 
(IALS survey: International Adult Literacy 
Survey). The survey was published as a joint 
Statistics Canada and OECD initiative. It 
concerned the level of adult literacy in un-
derstanding written texts. It continued some 
previous research done in the ‘90s in the 
United States, but contained several inno-
vative aspects, in particular, in interviewing 
the sample adult population at home in 
their personal environment. Subsequently 
to the first survey in which nine countries 
participated, two more studies were carried 
out in following years (1996 and 1998). The 
survey’s final report gives the results for 
23 countries (see OECD/Statistics Canada, 
1999: Literacy in the information age. Paris). 
In addition, OECD continued to use IEA sur-
veys and more specifically, the TIMSS and 
PIRLS (Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study) surveys to develop its per-
formance indicators.
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natures within a same set of indica-
tors, i.e. data on individual skills and 
knowledge alongside systemic data.

Concerning policy-maker training, 
realising that the volume of indicators 
had become unmanageable for deci-
sion-makers20, in 1996 OECD decided 
to launch a separate set of indicators 
known as “Education Policy Analysis” 
, with the purpose of providing policy-
makers with a straightforward, ma-
nageable system for interpreting and 

deciphering indicators. The initiative 
met with only partial success, for this 
set of indicators, which was supposed 
to be a tool for understanding, turned 
into a learned academic exercise 
providing indicator producers with 
the opportunity to compile scientific 
essays on their data22. Nevertheless, 
this exercise alone would never have 
helped decision-makers to understand 
indicators and use them correctly, as 
was subsequently demonstrated by 
the way political entities in several 
countries exploited PISA data with 
the complicity of those in charge of 
the programme23.

With respect to the second issue 
concerning the way data of different 
natures and multiple units of analy-
sis are lumped together, as stated by 
OECD, it is obvious that “policy-ma-
kers wish to be informed about the 
knowledge and skills achieved by 
pupils in their country and know how 
this compares with their counterparts 
in other countries” (internal docu-
ment DEELSA/ED/CERI/CD(97)24. And 
yet the link between the test scores 
obtained in international surveys on 
pupils knowledge and the performan-
ce of education systems is far from 
obvious. For instance, matching tests 
to education programmes has always 
been a stumbling block for IEA (Inter-
national Association for Evaluation 
of Educational Achievement) which 
has never managed to solve the is-
sue, while OECD preferred to decide 
once and for all that tests would not 
be developed to reflect the content 
of teaching programmes. An OECD 
working group in the international 
indicators project (the A network) 
spent four years investigating the 
stakes involved but rather than ana-
lysing the relationships between pupil  
assessment and teaching program-

mes, it studied a strategy for the regu-
lar, fast and reliable collection of data 
regarding pupils’ skills. The report de-
livered in April 1997 is the founding 
document of the OECD Programme 
for International Student Assessment 
(PISA). It details the structure and or-
ganisation of the means to assess 
knowledge, skills and qualifications 
of the 15-year old age-group, with no 
discussion of what this information on 
student literacy means with respect 
to education system performance. 
Even if we consider that the tests are 
unequivocal and unambiguous (which 
they are not), even if we accept that 
in the various education systems, they 
are conducted according to strict pro-
cedures and so are comparable (which 
is questionable), we cannot consider 
their outcomes to be perfectly compa-
rable or that they truly reflect the qua-
lity of an education systems. These 
are currently perhaps the best possi-
ble results at the international level, 
with its funding mechanisms and in-
ternational organisations where these 
assessment initiatives are decided, 
but they are not perfect and should be 
treated with great precaution. Howe-
ver, this begs a question: what are 
these tests supposed to reflect? What 
do these outcomes represent? What 
conclusions can we draw from them? 
These questions suggest that it is not 
sufficient to build a knowledge base, 
however reliable, to produce indica-
tors to integrate in a system supposed 
to monitor the state of, and changes 
in, education systems. The database 
in itself is not the issue here (provided 
that recognised technical standards of 
quality in the area are guaranteed2�) 
but rather, the automatic passage 
from the skills and competence data-
base to indicators for integration in 
a device providing information on the 

NOTES

20. The first set of international education 
indicators produced by OECD in 1992 is a 
150-page bilingual volume; the second, 
produced in 1993, also bilingual, contains 
300 pages; the third, published in 1995, 
is monolingual (a French version and an 
English one) and each volume contains 
370 pages.

21. The publication’s title has been sli-
ghtly modified, but the concept has basi-
cally remained stable in that the aim is to 
produce a document analysing education 
policy based on indicators.

22. In the first 1996 version, the chapters 
refer directly to the corresponding edition 
of Education at a Glance, referring to them 
by name. This practice was subsequently 
abandoned.

23. The structure of the PISA test and the 
way OECD presented the scores facilita-
ted a simplistic exploitation of data. See 
the criticisms on this subject in Bottani 
N. et Vrignaud P., 2005: La France et les 
évaluations internationales (France and 
international assessments). Haut Conseil 
de l’évaluation de l’école, Paris.

24. The terminology in this quote is spe-
cific to OECD which considers education 
systems as mere national institutions. In 
its studies, OECD often implicitly reduces 
education systems to State-controlled 
education measures.

2�. See for instance the list of criteria 
proposed by Neville Postlethwaite in 
“Monitoring Educational Achievement”, 
UNESCO, Paris 2004, report no 81 in the 
IIEP (International Institute for Educational 
Planning) series Fundamentals of educa-
tional planning.
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management, organisation and per-
formance of education systems.

This amalgamation raises three 
issues :
- the first concerns the mutual compa-
tibility of these data and the validity of 
including them in a single set;
- the second is related to the validity 
of the inferences suggested by mat-
ching data;
- the third concerns evaluating the 
system (the equivalent of branding 
in the commercial context), i.e. its 
efficiency, its effectiveness, whether 
its performance meets its objectives, 
the way it works compared to its size 
and resources with indicators of indi-
vidual skills weighed against multiple 
factors on the basis of suppositions or 
precarious hypotheses.

This does not question either the 
pertinence of the usefulness of indi-
cators per se, only the way they are 
interpreted and used.

So far, I have concentrated on the 
international indicators produced by 
OECD as this set is emblematic: it was 
the first to be developed, it is one of 
the most famous and the statistical 
quality of the data used to build the 
indicators is remarkable. On the in-
ternational level, there are neverthe-
less approaches which lead or could 
lead to alternative sets of education 
indicators, based on different value 
systems, on definitions other than the 
quality of education and which do not 
hide behind the cloak of technical and 
statistical perfectionism in their claim 
to neutrality. Along these lines, we 
could mention the indicators of human 
development worldwide published by 
UNDP since 1990 with its succession 

of economic, social and environmen-
tal indicators. The UNPD method has 
been widely discussed in specialist 
circles2� for the framework of UNDP 
indicators is very different from the 
one adopted by OECD.

Another alternative set of educa-
tion system indicators is proposed by 
EGREES (European Group of Research 
on Equity of Education Systems) on the 
equity of education systems as part of 
a project supported by the European 
Commission Directorate-General for 
Education and Culture27. This group 
not only elaborated a conceptual 
framework inspired by different theo-
ries of equity in education but also 
validated it by calculating a set of 
29 indicators and proposing original 
approaches with a view to building 
education indicators based on an or-
der of social values to demonstrate 
the impact of government systems on 
social equity28.

Over the past fifteen years, dif-
ferent countries e.g. Canada, the 
United States, France, Switzerland, 
Belgium (Dutch-speaking community) 
have produced sets of education indi-
cators designed for the steering and 
management (monitoring) of educa-
tion systems. Certain federal political 
systems have also begun to produce 
sets of indicators at the regional le-
vel2�. These sets are neither copies 
nor reproductions of the OECD set. 
The differences with the OECD model 
are sometimes considerable since 
these systems have been developed 
on the basis of other theoretical fra-
meworks and designed according to 
either the education system’s organi-
sational structure (e.g. in France), or 
the priorities taken into consideration 
to organise the way it works (e.g. in 
Geneva), or according to the specific 
objectives of the education system 

(e.g. Tessin). Generally speaking, the-
se systems have not been developed 
to assess education systems.

To round off this panorama, a 
few words on L’état de l’École (the 
state of education), the set of indica-
tors produced annually by the French 
Ministry of Education since 1991 
comprising thirty indicators based 
on the organisational structure of 
the French education system. In an 
article on l’état de l’École, Meuret 
discusses the impact of indicators on 
the debate surrounding education in 
France and observes that “it is easy 
to see that for 10 years now, the de-
bate on education in France concerns 
subjects which are not dealt with in 
this publication”30. We are compel-
led to recognise that producing sets 
of indicators per se gives rise to no 
changes in education policy. There 
is no predictable outcome which can 

indicaTors in acTion

NOTES

2�. See for instance the list of criteria 
proposed by Neville Postlethwaite in 
“Monitoring Educational Achievement”, 
UNESCO, Paris 2004, report no 81 in the 
IIEP (International Institute for Educational 
Planning) series Fundamentals of educa-
tional planning.

2�. See Jean Gadrey and Florence Jany-
Catrice, 2005: Les nouveaux indicateurs 
de richesse (The new indicators of riches), 
Éditions La Découverte, Paris.

27. Socrates Projet SO2-610BGE.

28. See: EGREES, 2005: Equity in European 
Education Systems. A set of indicators. 
Department of theoretical and experimen-
tal pedagogy, University of Liège.

2�. See the case of the Cantons of Geneva 
or Tessin in Switzerland and in a particular 
political context, the case of Italy where 
there are regions in the throes of produ-
cing their own sets of education indicators 
in association with a process of devolution 
and decentralisation of responsibilities in 
education matters in a system which was 
formerly ultra-centralised.



be laid down to greater transparency 
regarding the nature and performance 
of the education system, a plentiful 
production of data or improvement in 
the quality of information. The system 
may remain totally impervious to any 
changes or efforts, as Meuret obser-
ves. We should therefore have no il-
lusions about the value of indicators 
and the importance they are given in 
education policy. It is policy which 
uses indicators and assessments and 
not indicators or assessments which 
shape or determine policy. Sometimes 
interests coincide but this coincidence 
is due more to chance or political pres-
sure than to a democratically determi-
ned strategy aiming to improve educa-
tion systems. A better knowledge of 
the system is not in itself an avatar of 
change. This will only occur if other 

ingredients are present. According to 
Meuret, what is lacking in France is 
«a debate on education in which the 
users and more generally speaking, 
citizens would be allowed to partici-
pate“. The content and design of the 
set of indicators also partly explain 
this failure: the lack of certain data 
(“for instance on the quality of school-
life” says the author, “considered irre-
levant in the discussion on education 
among professionals“) might explain 
the feeble impact of efforts to clarify 
and improve information.

At least at the education system 
level, the deciding factor for obtaining 
results with indicators appears to be 
their production and more specifically, 
the education networks’ acceptance 
of the conceptual framework deter-
mining the selection criteria for in-

dicators, the underlying hypotheses 
regarding changes in education and 
to cap it all, the indicators themsel-
ves. Given the circumstances, it would 
be difficult to reduce the production 
of indicators to an operation of the 
powers-that-be, or to turn it into an 
act of intellectual terrorism forcing the 
system users to adopt a foreign edu-
cational model with no regard for their 
preoccupations or aspirations31.



The issue raised in questioning 
the role of indicators in education po-
licy is confused by all that is at stake 
in performance assessment, and in-
volves a crucial concern in education 
research: this science’s freedom to ac-
complish its task. As it is, developing 
education indicators, whether at the 
international, national or even regio-
nal level, means coming to terms with 
the issues related to the use and ob-
jectives of this tool. Hans Jonas32 sug-
gests distinguishing between science, 
“dedicated essentially to knowing our 
environment”, and “non-science, i.e. 
techniques, dedicated on the contrary 
to modifying reality”. Can we really 
maintain that the use of indicators 
consitutes a neutral cognitive ap-
proach which does not aim to modify 
education systems? Do they belong to 
the realm of science or non-science as 
defined by Jonas? Is it not rather naive 
to claim that indicators are mere tools 
for acquiring knowledge with no inci-
dence on the realities of education, on 
how the education system performs? 
Is the fact of producing a set of indi-
cators, supported and encouraged by 
educational authorities, completely 
neutral?

The dichotomy suggested by Jo-
nas cannot be justified. For the fun-

NOTES

30. Denis Meuret, 2001: “Regarding the contribution of indicators to the debate on education. 
A case study: L’état de l’École”, In: Education and training policies. International analyses and 
comparisons, no 3, Ed. De Boeck, Brussels.

31. A paradoxical example of such interference is to be found in Switzerland where the 
federal office of statistics (Office fédéral de la statistique - OFS) published at the beginning 
of August 2005 a report comparing education performance in Switzerland with the objectives 
adopted by the European Union concerning education in the context of the Lisbon strategy 
(see the European Commission’s report “Progress Towards the Lisbon Objectives in Education 
and Training. 2005 Report”.

Dear Sir/Madam,
For your information, we are enclosing the press release to be published by the Office fédéral 
de la statistique presenting the report entitled “The Swiss education system compared to the 
rest of Europe”. (We do not have the report itself.)
If the media contact you concerning questions of rank, rating or any other sort of winners-list, 
we recommend that you do not respond. These questions are of no interest for this study and 
are difficult to understand on the mere basis of a press release. 
On the other hand, we believe that it is important for the Swiss education system
a) to be assessed on the basis of objectives set in the framework of the Lisbon strategy 
adopted by the EU, 
b) to be compared to the Euroepan average, and
c) to be measured against certain other European countries in particular.
This report shows that Switzerland’s performance in all the areas mentioned by the press 
release is higher than the European average and that Switzerland has already reached or even 
exceeded the benchmarks set by the EU for 2010. It is obvious that in certain areas, some 
countries perform better than Switzerland and it is also quite clear that Switzerland should 
pursue its efforts to improve its education system. 

32. Hans Jonas (1903-1993), German philosopher, pupil of Heidegger, delved deeper into this 
distinction in his work and more specifically in The Imperative of Responsibility: In Search of 
Ethics for the Technological Age (1979).
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damental characteristic of physical 
reality, not only that in which we are 
immersed but also that of which we 
are created or which we create, lies in 
the fact that it can only be known if it 
can be modified. This is the theoreti-
cal principle we have inherited thanks 
to 20th-century progress in science. 
We also know that the principle ap-
plies to the humanities and thus, to 
our knowledge of education systems.  
Supposing we consider the following 
axiom to be valid: that no cognitive 
approach leaves the subject of its 
observation, measurement, analysis, 
comparison, deciphering, completely 
unscathed. There is no clear onto-
logical divide between science and 
techniques, between cognitive reality 
and its modification. It is therefore im-
possible to attribute a distinct ethical 
status to each of these two elements 
and consider that we have unlimited 
freedom when it comes to cognitive 

processes and a different, limited res-
ponsibility when we apply knowledge 
to processes or acts aiming to modify 
reality. Indicators produce knowledge 
of education systems and the moment 
we design, implement or produce in-
dicators, they modify systems. We 
could say the same of assessment. 
This astonishing situation does not 
however mean there is any similarity 
between indicator development and 
assessment programmes.

Unfortunately, our knowledge of 
how indicator development impacts 
changes in education systems is limi-
ted and vague. We have to concede 
that it does, that the consequences 
are probably many and varied but 
also that for the time being, we can 
go no further in our inferences and 
suppositions. The borderline between 
developing and building a set of indi-
cators on the one hand and changes 
in education systems on the other 
is not impenetrable. It would be 
wrong to say that indicators do not 
influence education policies and the 
controllability of education systems 
or that there are no repercussions on 
this score. A set of indicators is not 
merely the fruit of a given education 
policy but nor is it completely beyond 
the scope of politics and therefore, 

of processes aiming to change the 
ortganisation and performance of 
education systems and administra-
tion techniques. Nevertheless, it is 
not easy to establish a direct link 
between developing sets of indica-
tors and assessment of the quality 
of education. These are two different 
elements. They are not grafted in the 
same way on the trunk of education 
policy and reform. They do not serve 
the same purpose. Nonetheless, both 
elements (indicator production and 
assessment) have an impact on the 
performance of education systems 
without necessarily resulting from 
the same education policy. Neither 
can we exclude the possibility that 
there are affinities between these 
two factors and that one exploits or 
uses the other. The necessary stra-
tegies for extrapolating appropriate 
data for success indicators based 
on wide-scale assessments are 
complex, all the more so given that 
these assessments also raise signifi-
cant reliability issues which are only 
partly resolved. For this reason, the 
link between wide-scale assessment 
of student attainment and the deve-
lopment of sets of indicators is not 
obvious and should be tackled with 
great caution33. 

NOTE

33. On this subject, see the report prepared 
under the leadership of Andrew Porter and 
Adam Gamoran for the National Research 
Council: Methodological Advances in 
Cross-National Surveys of Educational 
Achievement. National Academy Press, 
Washington D.C. 2002.
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There are positive points in the 
assessment of the French educational 
system based on a set of international 

indicators of comparable data, such 
as pre-school development, and 

other more negative ones such as 
an insufficient budget dedicated 

to higher education. Some are 
common knowledge, others are less 

obvious. The current selection (some 
thirty indicators) is based on three 

publications - «Education at a glance» 
published by the OECD, various «Key 

data» published by Eurydice and 
Eurostat and the annual report on 
monitoring of the Lisbon Strategy.

Some of the selected indicators 
are used in the European Union as 

benchmarks and are included in the 
objectives to achieve by 2010. They 

show an average situation in France 
concerning those leaving the education 

system with no qualifications, poor 
results regarding adult training and 

better than average results for reading 
skills in 15-year-olds (PISA evaluation), 
the percentage of students completing 

secondary education and the number 
of graduates in the maths, science and 

technology disciplines.

T
his article concerns the state of 
education in France in compari-
son to other European Union or 
OECD countries, based on the 
indicators for education to be 

found in the OECD publication “Edu-
cation at a glance” or in the various 
“Key Data” published by Eurydice 
and Eurostat and annual reports on 
monitoring of the Lisbon Strategy. 
The latter has moreover defined five 
benchmarks.

Data comparability is not always 
guaranteed or possible, which occa-
sionally complicates the task. In ad-
dition to which, each system demons-
trates strong points in one area and 
weak ones elsewhere, thus making it 
difficult to give a summary.

The first section deals with indi-
cators for which it is difficult to deter-
mine whether they concern strong or 
weak points but which reveal general 
information which should be remem-
bered when conducting research. The 
second section takes a look at our 
country’s strong points: those which 
are “common knowledge” and those 
which are less obvious.

In the third section, weak points 
are reviewed, once again distin-
guishing between those which are 
“common knowledge” and those 
which are not.

The final section deal with the 
results of the latest PISA survey and 
those of previous international eva-
luations such as PIRLS and TIMSS (for 
all these terms, refer to box “Interna-
tional indicators in education”).

At the Lisbon European Council 
in the Spring of 2000, the European 
Union determined strategic objectives 
for improving European education and 
training systems. This is known as 
the Lisbon Strategy. This resulted in 
the member States agreeing to work 
together to establish common goals 
for achievement by 2010. Five bench-
marks were thus established as the 
basis for improving education and 
training in Europe. The box “Indica-
tors and benchmarks for monitoring 
the Lisbon objectives in education and 
training” gives detailed information 
on this point. Progress by European 
education and training systems in 
meeting these objectives has so far 
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some general daTa

NOTES

1. For more details about analysis of 
expenditure on education, see “OECD 
indicators of expenditure on education in 
2005: trends from comparing education 
spending in France” (C. Ragoucy), in this 
publication.

2. The national currencies are divided by 
the purchasing power parity (PPP) index 
to convert them into Amercian dollar 
equivalents. The PPP exchange rate gives 
the amount in national currency which 
would finance the same range of mer-
chandise and services in a given country 
as those purchased in dollars in the United 
States.

been considered insufficient. This is 
the main conclusion of the Commis-
sion’s 2006 annual report.

The 2008 edition of The state of 
education gives figures for three of 
these:
- early school-leavers and individuals 
leaving without a secondary cycle di-
ploma (2006) as indicated in the third 
part of this article;
- the proportion of 15-year-olds 
showing weak reading skills (PISA), 
2003 status and 2000-2003 compari-
son, with the results appearing in the 
fourth part of this article.
- adults having followed an education 
or training programme during the pre-
vious month, in keeping with the level 
of their diploma (2005) as indicated in 
the third part of this article.

Two other reference criteria are 
illustrated in the second part of the 
article: the percentage of individuals 
completing the second stage of se-
condary education, which should 
reach at least 85% of youngsters in 
2010 and the percentage of “scientific 
graduates”.

Comparative studies should be 
based on international nomenclature. 
In the present case, the ISCED (1997 
revised version) is used (see box “Le-
vels in education”).

In this same box, information is 
given on how statistical and infor-
mation indicators in the two publi-
cations Education at a glance (OECD) 
and Key data (Eurydice-Eurostat)  
are developed, their sources and  
working methods. In the case of 
France, different DEPP groups are 
involved, either by providing data or 
through participation in the develop-
ment and decision-making processes. 
It is the quality and scale of this team 
work that has made this assessment 
possible.

Expenditure per student1

In analysing expenditure per stu-
dent, considerable differences in the 
French context are revealed depen-
ding on the level of education.

With an expenditure per primary 
school student of $ 5,365 (dollar value 
determined on the basis of purchasing 
power parity-PPP)2 in 2005, France is 
below the OECD ($ 6,252) and Euro-
pean Union ($ 6,055) averages. France 
spends far less than the United States 
($ 9,156), Japan ($ 6,744) and Italy ($ 
6,835), but more than Spain ($ 5,502). 
Just Germany comes after the France 
($ 5014).

Regarding secondary education on 
the other hand, France is well above 
the OECD average ($ 7,804) with an 
expenditure of $ 8,927 per student. 
Our country spends more than Ger-
many ($ m), the United Kingdom ($ 
7,167), Spain ($ 7,211) or Japan ($ 
7,908) but less than the United Sta-
tes ($ 10,390).

In the case of higher education, 
expenditure per student in France ($ 
10,995) is below the OECD average 
($ 11,512) and far below the United 
States ($ 24,370) if expenditure linked 
to research is taken into account. It 
is higher than the European Union 
average ($ 10,474). This is including 
expenditure on research carried out 
by the major research organisations 
(CNRS, INSERM). If research is ex-
cluded, expenditure per student puts 
France below the OECD average ($ 
7,673 versus $ 8,101) but above the 
European Union average ($ 6,990).

International comparisons for ove-
rall expenditure per student over the 
average period of higher education 

are also available: once again, Fran-
ce’s performance is below the average 
($ 44,202 for an overall average of $ 
46,178) and still further behind coun-
tries like Sweden ($ 74,629) or the 
United Kingdom ($ 58,654).

Some subsidies however, both 
direct and indirect, granted by the 
French state to students or their fa-
milies are not taken into account in 
expenditure for higher education, such 
as tax benefits (increase in the family 
income splitting) or expenditure not 
directly linked to the student status 
(housing subsidies). Comparing public 
subsidies for students on an interna-
tional scale is extremely tricky since 
the actual spending supported by 
students or their families to finance 
higher education varies widely from 
one country to another.

The differences and specifici-
ties of the French context regarding 
unit costs according to the level of 
education are borne out by another 
resource indicator comparing natio-
nal supervisory levels. The “student/
teacher” ratio appears fairly high in 
France for the primary grades (19.3 
in 2006 against an OECD average of 
16.2 and 14.5 in the EU) and for hi-



Graph 1: Level of tuition fees and other contributions, expressed in EUR-SPA. 
Full-time students seeking an initial qualification in day courses. Public or 
subsidised private sector (ISCED 5), 2005-2006
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Source: Extracts from figure C10 of “Key data on higher education in Europe – 2007 edition”.

Additional remarks - Czech Republic: higher education institutions (ISCED 5) collect pre-registration 
fees (around 30 EUR-SPA), however, pre-registration is not necessarily followed by definitive 
enrolment. Spain: The level of fees varies from one autonomous community to another and within 
these, according to the programmes. The figures mentioned here for tuition fees (ISCED 5 
programmes) are estimates based on the same amount of 60 credits but for two different types 
of programme (experimental or not) and in two distinct autonomous communities. France: only 
programmes coming under the authority of the Ministry for Higher Education and Research are 
taken into consideration. Institutions linked to other ministries are not included. In addition to fees 
determined at national level, each university can charge specific fees voted by the Board of Trustees 
(between 9 and 28 EUR SPA) to cover sports activities, the services of the SUMPPS (University 
Preventive Medicine and Health Promotion Service) and the SUIO (University Information and 
Orientation Service). Italy: the students must pay an additional residence tax, the amount of which 
is determined at regional level. United Kingdom (ENG/WLS/NIR): since 2006/2007 (in England and 
Northern Ireland) or 2007-2008 (in Wales), institutions are free to determine the level of tuition fees 
within the limits of the authorised maximum of 4,031 EUR SPA. United Kingdom (SCT): once they have 
graduated, most students having benefited from the support of the SAAS government agency 
reimburse a fixed amount of 2,977 EUR SPA (for those who began their studies in 2005/2006) 
before April of the year following graduation.
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gher education (17.0 against 15.3 and 
16.0). The reverse is true in secondary 
education: 11.9 students per teacher 
in France against an OECD average 
of 13.2 and equal to the EU average 
of 11.8.

Number of teaching 
hours

The number of teaching hours per 
teacher also varies widely. A primary 
school teacher in France does more 
teaching hours than on average in 
OECD or European Union countries 
(910 against 812 and 806). Only in 
the United States, the Netherlands 
and Ireland do they do more.

At college (or lower secondary 
in international terminology), the si-
tuation is reversed: 634 hrs. in France 
compared to 717 on average in OECD 
countries and 672 in the European 
Union, far behind the United States 
(1,080). 

The situation is the same for the 
lycée (or upper secondary in interna-
tional terminology): 616 hrs. in France 
compared to 667 on average in OECD 
countries and 634 in the European 
Union

The cumulative number 
of hours of instruction 
for 7 to 14 year-old 
students in public 
education

Together with the Netherlands, 
Australia and Italy, France is one of 
the countries with the highest cumu-
lative number of hours of instruction 
(7,368 compared to 6,657 on average 
in OECD countries). This number is 
lowest in the Scandinavian countries 
(less than 6,000 hours), the situation 
in Germany being very similar.
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Source : figure ES of Key data in higher education in Europe - 2007 edition.

Graph 2 - Percentage of higher education students (ISCED 5-6 and ISCED 6) bearing the nationality of a member state 
(EU-27), a candidate country or an AELE/EEE country, 2003-2004

Additional information - Belgium: independent private institutions and the German-speaking community are not included. Ireland: only full-time foreign 
students are included. The Netherlands: foreign students at level ISCED 6 are not included. Austria: foreign students at level ISCED B are not included.

Explanation The indicator includes all higher education students of member states, candidate countries or an AELE/EEE country other than those of the 
country providing the information. The denominator includes all students who are nationals in addition to all those holding the nationality of an EU-27 
member state, candidate or AELE/EEE countries, studying in the country. The data concerning foreign students are based on nationality for most countries 
except Estonia, Ireland, Latvia, Romania and the United Kingdom who register foreign/mobile students according to resident or home country and not 
according to their nationality. Member states are the EU-27 countries, candidate countries are Croatia and Turkey. AELE/EEE countries are Island, 
Liechtenstein and Norway. Foreign students’ numbers are available at http://www.eurydice.org 

Teachers’  
salaries

By comparing teachers’ gross sa-
laries at the beginning of their career, 
after fifteen years of seniority and at 
the top of the scale, we obtain infor-
mation on the career paths in diffe-
rent countries. Whereas teachers in 
the first stage of secondary education 
reach the top of the salary scale af-
ter 24 years of seniority on average 
in OECD countries, the same is true 
after 34 years of teaching in Austria 
and France and 38 years or more in 
Spain and Hungary. In France, novice 
primary and secondary teachers earn 
slightly less than the average ear-
nings in OECD countries. On the other 
hand, their maximum salary is near 
of the average in OECD countries and 

equivalent to slightly less than twice 
a beginner’s salary.

Registration fees in 
higher education

The situation in EU countries re-
garding registration fees for higher 
education varies very widely. 

Concerning the initial years of 
5A programmes, we thus observe 
that they are free of charge in Scot-
land and the Czech Republic whereas 
fees in the Netherlands and other 
United Kingdom countries are in the 
neighbourhood of 1,500 EUR-SPA. In 
France as in Italy, they are relatively 
moderate at 146 EUR-SPA except for 
certain health professions (such as 
psychomotricians where numbers are 
nevertheless limited).

The relatively large 
proportion of foreign 
nationality students in 
France, particularly in 
doctoral studies

The mobility of European students 
can be attributed to the harmonisation 
of programmes and courses but also 
bears witness to differences between 
countries in terms of educational offer. 
Some countries host proportionately 
more European students than others. 
In a given country, we can begin by 
comparing the foreign student popu-
lation from a European Union country 
with the total number of host country 
students from European Union coun-
tries, including nationals of the host 
country. In these circumstances, Bel-
gium (7.1%), Germany (5.7%), Austria 
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Graph 3: Percentage of higher education students (ISCED 5-6 ) pursuing studies in a member state (EU-27), a candidate 
country or an AELE/EEE country, 2003-2004

Belgium: data for independent private institutions is not included. Germany, Slovenia: ISCED 6 level is not included. Ireland: only full-time foreign students 
are included. The Netherlands: foreign students at level ISCED 6 are not included. Austria: foreign students at level ISCED B are not included. 

Explanation: The number of students abroad is equal to the sum of the numbers provided by each host country for each nationality. This number is then 
divided by the total number of students for each nationality (including students resident in the country). The lack of data concerning the distribution of 
students by nationality in some countries leads to underestimating numbers. Thus data for foreign students are based on the nationality criterion for most 
countries. This means that students resident in a country who hold a foreign nationality are considered as foreign students when statistical data is 
collected. Estonia, Ireland, Romania and the United Kingdom register foreign/mobile students according to resident or home country and not according to 
their nationality. Candidate countries are Croatia and Turkey. AELE/EEE countries are Island, Liechtenstein and Norway.

(12.4%) and the United Kingdom (5%) 
are the countries which hosted the lar-
gest proportion of foreign students in 
higher education (ISCED 5 and 6) in 
2004.

At the other end of the scale, Li-
thuania, Poland, Romania and Turkey 
are countries which hosted less than 
0.5% of European students (ISCED 5 
and 6).

At level ISCED 6 (doctorate), Bel-
gium, Austria and the United Kingdom 
boast more than 15% of foreign Eu-
ropean students. Compared to their 
total student population, these three 
countries attract the most students 
pursuing the course of research. If we 
consider the number of students, the 
picture changes. In this case, Belgium 
numbers some thousand students 
coming from EU-25, from candidate 
or from AELE/EEE countries, Austria 
hosts twice that amount and the 
United Kingdom more than 15,000. 

The countries’ demographic weight 
in terms of students enrolled in level 
ISCED 6 programmes has an impact 
on the ratio.

Spain, France and Sweden, where 
the proportion is less impressive, ne-
vertheless number between 2,069 
(Sweden) and around 9,500 (France) 
foreign students enrolled at level  
ISCED 6.

Not many French 
students study in 
another EU country

Student mobility is a major chal-
lenge in creating a European Higher 
Education Area. While demonstra-
ting students’ eagerness to make the 
most of all opportunities available  
in European higher education, it 
depends partly on the conditions of 
mobility, particularly financial, offered 
to students by the different education 

systems. 
In 2004, 2.1% of the European 

student population, i.e. 370,208 stu-
dents, studied for at least a year in  
a European country of which they 
were not a national. But student mobi-
lity is overestimated here. In applying 
the nationality criterion, we regard 
permanent residents of foreign na-
tionality as mobile students and they 
are therefore included in the present 
data even though their presence is  
not directly linked to their student  
status.

In most other European countries, 
less than 3% of students were abroad 
in 2004. Spanish, Polish and British 
students are the least mobile: they 
were less than 1.2% to go abroad. 
At the other end of the scale, Greek, 
Irish, Maltese, Slovak and Bulgarian 
students are more mobile: they are 
between 7 and 10% to pursue their 
studies in another European country.
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Graph 4 - Expenditure on educational institutions as a percentage of GDP, 
by level of education (2005)
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Source : OECD, EAG 2008 - B2.2.

The sTrong poinTs

NOTES

3. This indicator does not take into consideration expenditure on initial education. If conti-
nuing education is included, the internal expenditure on education in 2005 is greater than 
6.9% of the GDP in France (metropolitan France and DOM [overseas departments]).

4. The unit cost for a given level of education is calculated by dividing total expenditure at 
this level by the corresponding number of full-time equivalent staff.

�. School expectancy is based on the sum of enrolment rates for each age group in a given 
year. The number of years children actually attend school in systems where access to 
education is on the rise is therefore underestimated.

�. The rate of graduation from second-stage secondary education (ISCED 3) corresponds to 
the proportion of a given age group claiming to be graduates at this level. The successful 
completion of the second stage does not necessarily involve a final exam. In France, this is 
the equivalent of education and qualifications such as CAP, BEP, baccalauréat.

The relative weight of 
school age youngsters

France conforms to the average 
for OECD countries, 19% of its popu-
lation being aged between 5 and 19 
years old. On the contrary, in Germany, 
Spain, Italy and Japan, the proportion 
is lower (around 15%). This fact needs 
to be taken into consideration when 
analysing a country’s education ex-
penditure in terms of percentage of 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP).

Strong points which are 
“common knowledge”

In france, the resources 
dedicated to education are 
quite considerable

In 2005, OECD countries dedica-
ted on average 5.8% of their GNP to 
initial education. France is among the 
countries spending relatively more, 
with 6.0% of its GNP given over to 
education3. This is significantly more 
than Japan (4.9%), Italy (4.7%) and 
Spain (4.6%). On the other hand, this 
is less than the United States (7.1%) 

and North European countries like 
Sweden (6.4%).

Measuring a country’s financial ef-
fort based on this type of ratio should 
be put into perspective using various 
other criteria: a more or less high ratio 
can be explained by the size of the 
school-age population, the proportion 
enrolled, the accepted expenditure per 
pupil or student4.

full-time education school 
expectancy

The proportion of enrolment is 
often given based on a synthetic in-
dicator known as school expectancy�. 
France is in a good position here 
if only full-time education is taken 
into consideration: 16.7 years on 

average, compared to 16.2 years in 
OECD countries in general. Full-time 
school expectancy is particularly high 
in Denmark (18.2 years) and Finland 
(18.8 years) and lower in the United 
Kingdom (14.9 years) and the United 
States (15.2 years) where part-time 
education is more developed.

Total pre-school enrolment at 
3, 4 and 5 years of age

In France, Belgium, Spain and 
Italy, the entire 4-year-old population 
is enrolled in school.

In South Korea, Switzerland, in the 
Netherlands and Finland and United 
States, less than 50% are enrolled.

Germany is at 96,8%, the United 
Kingdom is at 90, 1% and Japan at 
83,4%.

Significant increase in 
numbers completing the 
second stage of secondary 
education

Today, completion of secondary 
education is considered to be the mi-
nimum requisite for access to profes-
sional life. The proportion of students 
completing or graduating from the 
second stage of secondary education� 
has increased significantly in France. 
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Graph 5 - Overall school enrolment of 3 – 4 year-olds, 2006

Source: OECD (Table A4.1, EAG 2008) and for France: DEPP survey on Baccalaureate graduates.
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Graph 6 - Percentage of those entering higher education obtaining a diploma 
at this level (2006)
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This is clearly demonstrated by compa-
ring the proportion of young individuals 
aged 25 to 34 to the 55 to 64-year age-
group: we find a 30-point progression 
(82% against 52% in 2006).

France is therefore among the 
countries where there has been the 
biggest increase in second-stage se-
condary education graduates. If we 
compare the proportion of the 25-34 
year-old graduates with the propor-
tion in the 55-64 year age group, the 
former is 1.6 higher than the latter. 
The average for OECD countries is 
1.42.

The rate in France is therefore 

appreciably higher than in Germany, 
the United States and the United Kin-
gdom. Spain, Italy and Korea do better 
but their initial situation was conside-
rably worse than in France.

So after trailing behind in this res-
pect, France is now catching up with 
the more developed countries (the 
United States and North European 
countries). 

Duration of higher education 
after the age of 17

The average number of years 
spent in tertiary education provides a 

synthetic indicator of rate of access to 
and enrolment in this education cycle. 
Generally speaking, in OECD countries 
17 year-olds can hope to spend 2.4 
years in tertiary education, as students 
or not, with a higher average in France 
(2.7), this also being above the average 
of European Union countries (2,5).

Lesser known strong 
points

A large proportion of those 
entering higher education 
obtains diploma

In France, 79 % of those enrolling 
in a higher education cycle complete 
it with a diploma. This percentage is 
considerably higher than the average 
in OECD (69%). France does better in 
this respect than Spain, Germany and 
the United Kingdom.

The high percentage of 
“scientific graduates” in the 
25-34 year age group

In spite of fears that scientific 
studies are becoming unpopular, 
France, along with South Korea, is 
the country with the highest number 
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Graph 8 - Percentage of graduates in short-cycle higher education, 2006
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Source: OECD (table A3.1, EAG 2008).
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Graph 7 - Science graduates, by gender (2006) - Per 100 000 25-to-34-year-olds that are in employment

of scientific graduates in the 25-34 
year age group.

A high level of graduates in 
short-cycle higher education

This cycle is named Tertiary 5B 
in international terminology (cf. box 
“ISCED presentation” below).

Along with Japan, New Zealand 
and Ireland, France is among the 
countries where graduation with a 
short-cycle higher education diploma 
is the most developed (19.3% of a ge-

neration in 2005 (no data for 2006)), 
far more so than in countries like the 
United States, Germany or Italy.

Advantages of a diploma in 
terms of employment and 
salary: substantial for men 
who are higher education 
graduates

There is a definite link between 
level of education and professional 
status, particularly in terms of salary. 
In many countries, education beyond 

the second stage of the secondary 
cycle secures particularly significant 
wage advantages. In all countries, 
graduates holding a higher education 
diploma earn considerably more than 
those with a diploma obtained at the 
end of the secondary cycle. Regar-
ding countries where data on gross 
revenue are available, the wage ad-
vantage linked to studies at university 
level compared to secondary level va-
ries from around 26% in Spain to 60% 
in the United States for the 30-44 year 
age group. In France, this advantage is 
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France 8,5 %

Other partners 
countries 10,7 % 

United States 20,0 %

United Kingdom 11,3 %

Germany 8,9 %

Australia 6,3 %

Japan 4,4 %

Other OECD 
countries 6,3 %

Netherlands 1,2 %

Canada 5,1 %

Russian Federation 2,6 %
New-Zealand 2,3 %
South Africa 1,8 %

Spain 1,7 %
Italy 1,7 %

Austria 1,3 %
Switzerland  1,3 %

Malaysia 1,4 %
Sweden 1,4 % Belgium 1,6 %

Source : OECD (Chart C3.2, EAG 2008).

Graphique 9 - Distribution of foreign students in tertiary education, by country 
of destination (2006)

substantial (33%) and is more marked 
for men than for women (42% against 
35% in 2006).

A slight increase in 
attractiveness for foreign 
students

The following information comple-
tes the assessment in the paragraph 
dedicated essentially to analysing the 
condition of European Union students. 

In this instance, all countries and all 
foreign students are concerned.

In 2006, there were more than 
2.9 million students pursuing their 
education in countries of which they 
were not nationals. 2.4 million were 
in an OECD country. These numbers 
increased very rapidly between 2000 
and 2006. In OECD countries, there 
was a 54% increase. This is quite 
substantial and demonstrates signi-
ficant progress in student mobility. 

However, it should be noted that the 
data currently available does not in 
actual fact reflect student mobility, 
since it does not distinguish students 
coming to a host country to pursue 
education from foreign students resi-
dent in the country. Work is underway 
to improve tools for quantifying the 
number of «mobile» students.

 If we analyse the total number 
of students in every country in the 
world, the percentage of foreign 
students in France increased slightly 
between 2000 and 2006, rising from 
7.5 to 8.6%. This is nevertheless way 
below the United States (20.0%) and 
the United Kingdom (11.3%) and Ger-
many (8.9%). However, percentages in 
the United States and the United Kin-
gdom dropped considerably between 
2000 and 2006 (respectively 26.1% to 
20.0% and 12.3% to 11.3%).

If Asian students are generally 
speaking by far the most numerous 
(45%) compared to European students 
(26%) in OECD countries, in 2005 in 
France, half the foreign students come 
from African countries, only 20% co-
ming from Asia and 15.5% from the 
European Union.

Graph 10 - Expenditure on educational institutions in percentage of GDP (2006)
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Graph 11 - Average yearly expenditure per student, including research and 
development activities (in thousands dollar-equivalent) (2005)
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Sources: OECD (table B1.1a, EAG 2008) and The state of higher Education and Research in France, 2008.

The weak poinTs

“Common knowledge” 
weak points

Very average expenditure for 
higher education

France spends a share of its 
wealth, measured in terms of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), which is 
close to the OECD average for higher 
education (1.3%) but far less than the 
United States, Canada and South Ko-
rea, less than Finland and equal to the 
United Kingdom (and Germany = no 
data for 2006).

Low expenditure per student

Although this information is pre-
sented in the general data, it can also 
be considered as a weak point. France 
spends a little less than the OECD ave-
rage per student, more than Spain but 
considerably less than the United Sta-
tes and Sweden.

However, our country is around 
average if we consider the cumulative 
expenditure over the average duration 
of higher education since this is above 
average (cf. below).

A relatively high student/
teacher ratio

The level of supervisory staff 
(student/academic staff ratio) is an 
indicator of the amount of resources, 
in terms of academics, made available 
to students in higher education. It the-
refore gives an overview of resources 
made over to supervising students in 
a country but this information should 
not be confused with the size of clas-
ses. The number of teaching hours 
provided by each category of teaching 
staff, the number of teaching hours set 
aside for students, the different types 
of studies, options and even courses 
etc. are just some of the factors which 
influence the student/academic staff 
ratio and the size of groups. The wei-
ghted average in the European Union 
is of 15.6 students per teacher. Howe-
ver, the proportion of supervisory 
staff may vary by a factor of 1-3 from 
country to country. Countries with 
ratios lower than 12 are rare (Spain, 
Slovakia and Sweden). At the other 
end of the scale, in Greece, Italy, La-
tvia, Slovenia and Romania, the ratio 
is more than 20 students per teacher. 
All the other countries for which data 
are available are close to the Euro-
pean Union weighted average.

A barely average situation 
regarding distribution by 
level of education for 25-64 
year-olds

In spite of the considerable in-
crease in enrolment and completion 
of secondary education mentioned 
above, France is still only just within 
the OECD average when we look at 
the situation of 25-64 year-olds. So 
the considerable increase in the level 
of diplomas observed from 1985 to 
1995 means that France has merely 
achieved the average. Stabilisation of 
numbers continuing to baccalaureate 
level since 1995 will not improve the 
situation.

The impact of repeating a 
year

France is the country with the 
highest proportion of 15-year-old stu-
dents having repeated a year at least 
once (38%). In certain countries, it is 
not possible to repeat a year (Japan, 
Norway) or the proportion of repeats 
is very low (other Scandinavian coun-
tries, the United Kingdom).

More difficult entry to the 
job market than elsewhere, 
particularly for the poorly 
qualified (25-29 year-olds)

The proportion of the unemployed7 
among the younger generations is re-
latively high in France, whatever the 
level of education, but rises sharply 
among the more poorly qualified. In 
2006, this meant that around 11.0% 
of French youngsters between 20 and 
24 were both non-schooled and unem-
ployed, against an average of 7.3% in 
OECD countries. The proportion of 
unemployed is less among the 25-29 
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NOTE

7. The proportion of unemployed is the ratio 
of the unemployed in a given age group 
against the total number of individuals 
comprising this age group. This is a more 
pertinent indicator than the unemployment 
rate, which may be very high for a given age 
group where the number of unemployed is 
shown against the number of employed, 
whereas, in actual fact, only a small per-
centage of an age group is concerned by 
unemployement since a large number of 
youngsters are still at school.

year-olds who have achieved second-
stage secondary or higher education, 
9.3% and 4.9% respectively for French 
youngsters but this is still slightly 
above the OECD averages (6.3% and 
4.9% respectively). However, among 
youngsters who have not reached se-
cond-stage secondary education, the 
non-schooled and unemployed are 
considerably more numerous in France 
with a percentage of 16.1%, whereas 
it is only 12.5% in OECD countries as 
a whole.

A detailed analysis of the tran-
sition from school to employment 
reveals a fairly clear distinction 
between two groups. In some North 
European (Denmark, the Netherlands) 
or Anglo-Saxon countries (Australia, 
Canada, the United States, the United 
Kingdom), there is a large percentage 
of 15 to 19-year-olds both enrolled in 
school and with employment on the 
one hand, and a low percentage of 
non-schooled, unemployed among 
20-24 year-olds on the other. The si-

Graph 12 - Student/academic staff ratio in higher education (ISCED 5-6). Combined public and private sector, 2003-2004
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Additional information - UE-27: the information provided is an estimate. Denmark, Luxemburg and level ISCED 6 students from Germany and Slovenia are 
not included in the calculation. Belgium, Sweden, Norway: see figure C13. Germany, Slovenia: ISCED 6 level students are not included.

Explanation - The student/academic staff ratio is calculated by dividing the number of full-time equivalent students at level ISCED 5 and 6 by the number 
of full-time equivalent academic staff at the same levels. These data include staff whose main responsibility is teaching or research, and those whose job 
title designates professor, associate professor, instructor, lecturer or equivalent. Staff with other titles (e.g. dean, director, department head, etc) whose 
main task is teaching or research is included. Students who teach or who are teaching assistants are not included. Data concerning full-time equivalent 
students are provided by each country. In some countries all students are considered to be full-time since no part-time programmes exist.

Source: Figure C15 of  “Key data on higher education in Europe – 2007 edition”.

Graph 13 - Proportion of repeats among 15-year-olds, 2003
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tuation is rather the reverse in other 
countries, often Latin, such as Spain, 
France, Italy, Greece or Belgium.

Early school-leavers 
and individuals leaving 
without graduating from 
the secondary cycle (2007) 
(source: The state of School, 
Lisbon strategy objectives for 
Europe)

In France, 13% of 18 to 24 year-
olds as a whole do not pursue their 
education, have neither CAP (vocatio-
nal training certificate), BEP (technical 
school certificate), nor baccalaureate 
and are “early school-leavers”. In the 
same vein, 17% of 20 to 24 year-olds 
have neither CAP, BEP, nor baccalau-
reate whether they continue their 
education or not (with the 83% of se-
cond-stage secondary cycle graduates 
in France, this comes to 100). In their 
parents’ generation (born between 
1947 and 1956), 4 out of 10 individuals 
are in this situation.

Adults having followed 
an education or training 
programme during the 
previous month, according 
to the level of their diploma 
(2003)

In order for the population as 
a whole to enhance and update its 
knowledge, the objective of the Lisbon 
summit is to increase the proportion of 
adults between 25 and 64 following 
courses or training during the month 
preceding their questioning to 12.5% 
by 2010, whereas in 2005, it is at 
10.8%.

In France, this proportion is 7.6%, 
combining all levels, but only 3.3% for 
poorly qualified individuals (without 
CAP, BEP or baccalaureate).

The Scandinavian countries, Great 
Britain and the Netherlands have the 
highest proportion of adults, parti-
cularly poorly qualified individuals, 
benefiting from such training pro-
grammes.

Less well-known weak 
points

The low percentage of 
doctors

The mean average of doctors per 
generation is lower in France (1.2%) 
than the OECD (1.4%) and the Euro-
pean Union (1.6%).

A fairly weak increase 
in enrolment in higher-
education

Following a sharp increase in the 
higher education headcount along 
with a significant rise in access to the 
baccalaureate and higher education 
between 1985 and 1995, numbers at 
this education level have risen very 
little since. Along with Canada and 
Germany, France is the country whe-
re they have risen the least, France’s 
demographics hovering somewhere 
between Canada’s (stability of the 
20-24 year-old population) and Ger-
many’s (significant decrease in this 
population).

Graph 14 - Early school-leavers and individuals leaving without graduating from the secondary cycle (2007) 

Interpretation: in France, 13% % of 18 to 24 year-olds who do not continue their education or vocational training have neither CAP, BEP, nor baccalaureate 
and are early school-leavers. In the same vein, 18% of youngsters between 20 and 24 have neither CAP, BEP nor baccalaureate, whether they continue 
their education or not (together with the benchmark of 82 % of second-stage secondary cycle graduates, this comes to 2006). In their parents’ generation 
(born between 1947 and 1956), 4 out of 10 individuals are in this situation. 
NB: not all member states could be represented on this graph.
Source: Eurostat figures based on community surveys on workforces (provisional data) 
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Countries like Sweden, Finland 
and the United Kingdom where the 
number of school-goers is high have 
progressed considerably more than 
France.

Low success rate in 
graduating from long-cycle 
higher education

In France, long-cycle higher edu-
cation (tertiary 5A in international ter-
minology) embraces all university, en-
gineering and business school (large 
and small) programmes. It should be 
noted that a large number of youngs-

ters enrolling in a long cycle (15%) 
and who fail these long programmes, 
graduate with a short-cycle higher 
education diploma. Therefore, not  
all individuals who do not graduate 
with a long-cycle higher education 
diploma can be considered to have 
failed.

France (64%) is in an extremely 
bad position with respect to this in-
dicator as it shows that our country is 
well below the OECD (69%) and well 
behind the United Kingdom (79%) and 
Spain (75%). It is on a par with Swe-
den (69%) and precedes the United 
States (56%).

Young French people, 
who have an average 
level in mathematics, 
reading and sciences, 
are weaker in English 
with a worrying trend of 
reduced performance in 
mathematics and reading

Graph 15 - Adults having followed an education or training programme during the previous month (2006)

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35 %

Swed
en

Den
mark

Unit
ed

 King
do

m

Fin
lan

d

Neth
erl

an
ds

Slov
en

ia
Aust

ria
Spa

in
UE 2

7

Germ
an

y

Ire
lan

d
Fra

nce

Belg
ium

Let
ton

ia

Est
on

ia
Ita

ly

Czec
h R

ep
.

Lit
hu

an
ia

Po
lan

d

Po
rtu

ga
l

Slov
ak 

Rep
.

Hun
ga

ry

Gree
ce

Bulg
ari

a

Rom
an

ia

Interpretation: in 2006 in France, 7.5 % of individuals between 25 and 64 followed courses or a training programme during the previous month, all education 
levels combined (yearly average).
NB: not all member states could be represented on this graph.
Source: Eurostat figures based on community surveys on workforces

Graph 16 - Variation in enrolment ratios 20-29 years from 1995 to 2006
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While the results in terms of 
education levels attained and quali-
fications obtained are a credit to the 
education system, they remain rela-
tive insofar as they sometimes de-
pend on the degree of willingness of 
the educational policy. Therefore the 
idea is to complete this initial data by 
the results, now regularly available, 
of the international comparisons of 
the knowledge and skills of pupils 
who have reached education levels 
regarded as equivalent.

It is however important to point 
out the specific characteristic of inter-
national evaluations, whose purposes 
differ from those of national evalua-
tions.

The former evaluate objectives 
common to the different countries, 
which is considered a necessity for 
the future citizen (the purpose being 
the integration of a young person at 
the end of compulsory education) 
while the latter are primarily based 
on programmes.

Thus, international evaluations do 
not directly assess the level of achie-
vement of the programmes’ objectives 
but provide information in addition to 
the evaluations of pupils’ knowledge 
carried out at national level, notably 

by highlighting the strengths and 
weaknesses of our pupils in an inter-
national context.

In 1991, children’s reading li-
teracy was the object of a survey in 
approximately thirty OECD countries. 
For the 9- to 10-year-old population, 
France ranked among the top coun-
tries, alongside Italy and New Zea-
land, just behind Finland, the USA 
and Sweden. For the 14 to 15 year-
old pupils, France was second behind 
Finland.

In June 2001, the PIRLS survey 
(Progress in International Reading 
Literacy Study) evaluated the ability 
of young children from approxima-
tely thirty countries to “understand 
and use the written language forms 
required by society or valued by the in-
dividual”. The score of the CM1 pupils 
evaluated in France was significantly 
higher than the international average 
but in a median rank amongst compa-
rable countries.

Renewed in 2006, this survey 
involved 45 countries including 21 
European countries.

While France is above average for 
all the countries, it is now significantly 
below average amongst European 
countries.

In 2000, the OECD implemented 
the programme for international stu-
dent assessment (PISA), aimed at eva-
luating to what extent 15-year-olds 
are “prepared to meet the challenges 
of today’s knowledge society”. Contra-
ry to other international surveys, the 
PISA evaluation is not directly related 
to school programmes. Carried out 
every 3 years, it covers three domains: 
reading literacy, mathematical literacy 
and scientific literacy.

In May 2000, the entire genera-
tion of 15-year-olds was subject to a 
first cycle of evaluations, initially fo-
cused on reading literacy: the ability 
to acquire, interpret and react to diffe-
rent texts. France’s score was slightly 
above international average, with a 
marked advantage for pupils already 
in lycée (higher secondary education). 
This situation was confirmed by the 
2003 PISA survey. However, in 2006, 
a significant decrease in the perfor-
mance of young French people was 
observed.

This worrying evolution, observed 
in reading skills in particular, is in line 
with that observed in French surveys.

Mathematical literacy and 
scientific literacy.

Graph 17 - Percentage of those entering long-cycle higher education graduating with a diploma of this type, 2005

Source: OECD (Table A.4.1, EAG 2008) and for France, DEPP survey on Baccalaureate graduates.
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The results of different surveys 
carried out since 1990 can be used.

In 2000, the results of the PISA 
survey showed that the knowledge of 
young French people was considerably 
higher than average in mathematical 
literacy but not in scientific literacy. 
During the evaluation carried out 
in 2003, which put a stronger focus 
on mathematics, 15-year-old French 
people performed well in this domain, 
with a level similar to that of 2000. In 
2006, a significant drop was observed 
in the performance of young French 
people, who are now among the 
OECD average. This trend is worrying 
because it is observed on all evalua-
tion items and is mainly due to the 

increasing percentage of pupils in the 
lowest levels and the correlative de-
crease in the percentage of top-level 
pupils.

The 2000-2003 period marked a 
progress in their performance and 
ranking in terms of scientific literacy, 
which was maybe due to the fact that 
the scientific literacy test presented 
new exercises in 2003, the content 
and form of which seemed closer to 
the French norm and therefore more 
familiar to our pupils. This progress 
was not confirmed in 2006, the perfor-
mance of young French people being 
on a par with the OECD average.

The 2006 PISA survey, like the pre-
vious ones, also confirmed the quality 

of the performance of young people 
from Finland and Asian countries (see 
chart).

In mathematics and science, the 
1995 TIMSS survey had made it pos-
sible to compare the results of pupils 
from 41 countries. In cinquième or 
equivalent classes (second year of 
secondary education) 10 countries 
had a score in mathematics higher 
than that of France. In quatrième or 
equivalent classes (third year of se-
condary education), France came 7th 
in rank while Asian countries largely 
topped the list. In science however, 
the results were substantially poorer. 
The same applied at the end of secon-
dary education, with our pupils faring 
better in abstract or complex domains 
than in the knowledge of physical and 
natural facts.

With regard to the English skills 
of 15- and 16-year-olds, the “European 
network of policy makers for the eva-
luation of education systems” carried 
out an evaluation in 7 countries in 
2002, using the protocol already ap-
plied by 3 of these countries in 1996. 
Young French people performed worse 
in 2002 than in 1996 and were rela-
tively mediocre, in particular in oral 
comprehension and written expres-
sion, which seems to demonstrate 
that education in France should focus 
more on communication situations 
than on grammatical precision.

Proportion of 1�-year-
olds with poor reading 
skills (PISA), 200� 
situation and 2000-200� 
comparison  
(source: “The State of Education”, 

annual report on the Lisbon process)

According to the literacy tests of 
the 2006 survey, 8.5% of French 15-
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Graph 18 - Proportion of 15 year-olds demonstrating poor reading skills (PISA).
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year-olds are very poor readers and 
13.3% are poor readers, i.e. a total of 
21.7%, compared with 15.2% in 2000 
and 17.5% in 2003. 

The objective, at European level, 
is a 20% decrease in the proportion 
of the poorest readers between 2000 
and 2010, i.e. 15.5% of 15-year-olds 
at the lowest performance levels in 
the tests of the PISA survey. Contrary 
to the European Union’s objective, the 
situation deteriorated between 2000 

and 2006 in many European countries, 
including France. The proportion of 
poor readers in the European Union 
therefore increased from 21.3% in 
2000 to 24.1% in 2006.

Country ranking in the 
three domains evaluated 
by PISA 200�

European and international com-
parisons in the education domain 

have expanded significantly. However, 
one should always keep in mind that 
comparability problems remain, due 
to the varying quality of measurement 
tools, even though considerable pro-
gress has been made in the past few 
years. Furthermore, although rankings 
and lists generate a great deal of en-
thusiasm, they are not the most inte-
resting aspects of these comparisons. 
They should be used to shed light on 
France’s situation and performance so 

Graph 19 - Ranking of countries in the three areas assessed by PISA 2006
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Levels of education - International Standard Classification  
of Education (ISCED)

Level 0: pre-primary education.
Level 1: primary education, first step of basic education.
Level 2: lower secondary education, second stage of basic education.
Level 3: (upper) secondary education which can be adjusted according to subse-
quent programme orientation:
- ISCED 3A for access to type A tertiary education,
- ISCED 3B for access to type B tertiary education,
- ISCED 3C for direct entry on the job market.
Level 4: post-secondary, non-tertiary education, recently introduced in the ISCED 97 
classification to differentiate programmes on the borderline between two levels, 3 
and 5. In France, this would be the national diploma providing access to university 
studies (DAEU)
Level �: first stage of tertiary education which, here again, may be adjusted accor-
ding to subsequent programme orientation:
- ISCED 5A: theoretical content, 3 years’ minimum theoretical duration,
- ISCED 5B: acquisition of practical, technical and professional qualifications lea-
ding directly to the job market This is the equivalent of tertiary technical institutes 
(IUT), tertiary level technical and vocational training (STS) and a certain number of 
education programmes in the health and social sectors in France.
Level �: Second stage of tertiary education (leading to an advanced research qua-
lification). This is equivalent to the French “3rd cycle”.

International indicators in education

There are three publications describing the international indicators related to education. They are:
• Education at a Glance published by the OECD every year since 1992,
• The Lisbon strategy annual report: the European Commission’s standing group on indicators and benchmarks produces a yearly 
document describing the indicators and benchmarks selected for monitoring the Lisbon strategy,
• Key data on education in Europe, published jointly by the European Union’s Eurydice and Eurostat, the latest edition dating from 
2005 and the next due in 2008, with a “Key data on higher education“ being announced in 2007.
These publications have a wide readership in all the participating countries.
The way these indicators are designed, the sources providing all the information and figures, the organisations and working groups 
set in motion, the status of these information and statistical tools are often little known.
The purpose of this box is to give a few details on the subject.

Organisations and working groups

In the European Union (EU)
Eurostat, the statistical office of the European communities and competent authority for all member states’ economic and social 
activity is the recipient of all statistical data collected by UOE (UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat) concerning education, and also assembles 
any other data specific to language teaching and to distribution at the national level of data collected by UOE.
The standing group on indicators and benchmarks: set up to advise the European Commission when the Lisbon strategy 
was implemented, this group has been working since 2002. It has recommended 5 European benchmarks to monitor education 
systems and is dedicated more specifically to improving the quality of current assessment tools.
Eurydice, which uses a network of national units, is the main EU tool providing information on the structures, systems, national 
and community systems and developments in the field of education.
Eurydice mainly prepares and publishes monographs on the organisation of education systems which can be compared and are regu-
larly updated, comparative studies on specific topics of interest to the community and indicators in partnership with Eurostat.
There are also several working groups which, on behalf of the Commission, follow up the implementation and development of 
various surveys on subjects such as languages, or “Learning to Learn” and “Civility and Citizenship”.

as to fuel the debate on our education 
system by broadening the perspective. 
In this respect, the use of PISA results 
is a good example.

Standard indicator profiles seem 
very difficult to achieve. However, it 
is important to consider this diversity 
first and foremost as an asset. By res-
tricting oneself to certain well-known 
characteristics such as the importance 
of pre-schooling, repeats or the dif-
ficult integration of young people, it 
is possible to compare Northern and 
Southern European countries. Conver-
sely, for other characteristics, it is al-
most impossible to outline conclusive 
similarities.

The improvement of our education 
system requires the continued enhan-
cement of the quality and pertinence 
of international indicators and the de-
velopment of our knowledge of other 
education systems.
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International indicators in education (suite)

In the OEcD
As part of the INES project (Indicators of Educational Systems), for over 15 years the OECD has been collecting and publishing 
comparative data on the operation and impact of the education systems of the thirty member states it currently comprises. These 
elements are available in the publication entitled Education at a Glance which is based on data collected via the UOE question-
naires (UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat) in addition to that produced by the three INES networks (see below).
The project as a whole is organised around three working groups. Structural modifications will be implemented during 2007 but 
up until now, these working groups were organised as follows:
1) A group of national coordinators responsible for coordinating the different tasks of INES, discussing the content of the Education 
at a Glance publication, checking the coherence of the various indicators and suggesting changes in the published indicators.
2) A technical group comprising representatives from each member state, during meetings organised by OECD with the repre-
sentatives of Eurostat, Eurydice and UNESCO (two meetings per year). The main tasks of this working group are to suggest and 
validate methods and instructions leading to improvement in the reliability and comparability of the indicators proposed, to advise 
on upcoming OECD publications, to participate in specific methodological studies (on the comparability of investments in higher 
education, for example) and to validate the values of these indicators in concrete terms prior to publication.
3) Three working groups known as “networks”: “network A” handling education results (the PISA project is one of its outcomes), 
“network B” dealing with entry to the job market and the relationship between training and employment, and “network C” working 
on the characteristics of institutions and education systems.
Since 2000, the PISA project (Programme for International Student Assessment) has been assessing the skills of 15 year-olds 
every three years, using tools based on internationally defined standards. In 2000, 2003 and 2006, the three areas assessed 
were reading and understanding written language, mathematical and scientific literacy. The 2003 survey also included tests on 
problem-solving abilities. 80 countries now participate in this programme.
A large international project for assessing adult skills, PIAAC, is currently under preparation and should give rise to a survey 
around 2011. The European Union is part of this project.

In the IEA (International Association for the Evaluation of educational Achievement)
Other international surveys have been carried out:
• PIRLS (Progress in International Reading Literacy Study), a study implemented by the IEA, investigates and evaluates the 
reading skills of young children (9-10 year-olds) in addition to their family and social environments; the first evaluation took 
place in 2001. 40 countries participated in the 2006 study.
• The TIMSS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study) survey was also devised and organised by IEA. The 1995 
survey was a vast operation involving some 500,000 students and including 9 year-olds (Year 4 & 5), 13 year-olds (Year 8 & 9) 
and students in the final year of post-compulsory secondary education (Year 13).

Sources of statistics and more general information
By collecting data, the two organisations build databases which are used to calculate the Education at a Glance (OECD) and Key data 
indicators in addition to those selected for Lisbon strategy monitoring.
It should be noted here that the UOE (UNESCO-OECD-Eurostat) data collection is of fundamental importance since it assembles all 
the data provided by the three organisations in question.
In France, the DEPP is responsible for contributing to the various organisations described above and provides most of the statistical 
data for the UOE collection and the INES networks:
• the subdirectorate for statistical synthesis;
• the subdirectorate for performance in education;
• the subdirectorate for performance in higher education, research and innovation.
The French Eurydice unit, which handles numerous data collection initiatives relating to the national education system and its 
regulations, is also part of the European and international relations department of the DEPP.

The content and use of international indicators
The available OECD publications mainly concern statistical indicators for international comparisons whereas EU publications 
(Eurydice or Eurydice in partnership with Eurostat) make available both statistical indicators and information indicators comparing 
national structures and regulations.

To begin with, these publications were intended to increase knowledge of educational systems by comparing them but they 
have often become governance tools. This change was confirmed when the indicators linked to the Lisbon strategy were defined 
and values assigned to them. The state of School, 30 indicators on the French education system, which publishes international 
indicators every year, gives the values of these indicators in its latest 2008 edition (see pages 40 and 41).
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Indicators and benchmarks for monitoring the Lisbon objectives in education and training

The monitoring framework, comprising 2� indicators and � benchmarks, was used to monitor progress in achieving 13 de-
tailed objectives over the period 2004-2006. It was constantly modified both to improve its quality and to account for changes 
in strategy. A new list of 20 indicators was adopted (see list at end of box).

List of the 2� indicators used to monitor achievements in Education and training up until now (2003-200�)

(The indicators used to assess the five benchmarks on the performance of education are in bold type and are reformulated at 
the end of this list).

1. Age of teachers (percentage of teachers over 50 in primary and secondary education).

2. Number of young people.

3. Student/teacher ratio.

4. Completion of second-stage secondary education.

�. Percentage of students with poor results in reading (PISA).

�. Results in reading among 15-year-olds (PISA).

7. Results in maths among 15 year-olds (PISA).

8. Results in science among 15 year-olds (PISA).

�. Participation of individuals with low initial qualifications in education and training programmes.

10. Number of students enrolled in maths, science and technology disciplines in proportion to the total number of students.

11. Number of graduates in maths, science and technology disciplines in proportion to the total number of graduates.

12. Total number of university graduates in maths, science and technology disciplines (growth).

13. Number of graduates in maths, science and technology disciplines per thousand inhabitants.

14. Public expenditure on education.

1�. Private expenditure dedicated to educational institutions.

1�. Corporate expenditure in continuous professional development.

17. Total expenditure dedicated to educational institutions, per student, in SPA.

18. Total expenditure dedicated to educational institutions, per student, in comparison to GDP.

1�. Participation in lifelong education and training programmes, 2� to �4 age group, everyone, low-qualification 
individuals.

20. Participation in continuing professional development, all companies.

21. Participation in continuing professional development, companies providing training.

22. Level of participation in education, students aged 15 to 24.

23. Proportion of early school-leavers in the 18 to 24 year-old age group.

24. Distribution of students according to the number of foreign languages learnt.

2�. Average number of foreign languages learnt per student.

2�. Entry/exit mobility of teachers and trainers, Erasmus + Leonardo.

27. Entry/exit mobility of Erasmus students and Leonardo trainees.

28. Foreign university students compared to the total number of students enrolled, by nationality

2�. Percentage of students (nationals) enrolled abroad.

The five benchmarks in education and training

1. Limiting the proportion of early school-leavers to 10% (indicator 23).

2. Reducing the proportion of students with poor reading performance by at least 20% (indicator 5).

3. Reaching the goal of 85% of youngsters completing second-stage secondary education (indicator 4).

4. Increasing the number of graduates in the maths, science and technology disciplines by at least 15% with a simultaneous 
reduction in the imbalance between men and women (indicator 12).

�. Level of participation in lifelong education and training programmes, 12,5% of the adult population (indicator 19).
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International indicators in education (suite)

The 13 detailed objectives

• Increase the quality of education and training systems
1. Improve education and training of teachers and trainers.
2. Develop the skills necessary for life in a knowledge society.
(- Improve reading, writing and arithmetic skills. - Update the definition of basic skills required in a knowledge-based society. 
- Sustain the ability to learn).
3. Give everyone access to ICT
(- Fit out schools, education and training centres. - Encourage teachers and trainers to participate. - Use networks and resour-
ces.)
4. Increase enrolment in science and technology disciplines.
5. Optimise use of resources
(- Offer better quality assurance. - Guarantee an efficient use of resources).
• Facilitate access for all to education and training
�. Create a propitious learning environment.
7. Make education and training more attractive.
8. Foster active citizenship, equal opportunities and social cohesion.
• Create links between education and training and the world around us
�. Promote links with the professional environment, research and society in general.
10. Develop entrepreneurship.
11. Improve foreign language teaching.
12. Increase mobility and exchanges.
13. Promote European cooperation.

The 20 core indicators for monitoring progress in achieving the Lisbon objectives in Education and Training 
(new list ratified in 2007)
1. Participation in pre-school education.
2. Special needs education.
3. Early school-leavers.
4. Literacy in reading, mathematics and science.
�. Language skills.
�. ICT literacy.
7. Civic skills.
8. Learning to learn skills.
�. Upper secondary education completion rates of young people.
10. School management.
11. Schools as multi-purpose learning centres.
12. Professional development of teachers and trainers.
13. Stratification of education and training systems.
14. Higher education graduates.
1�. Cross-national mobility of students in higher education.
1�. Participation of adults in lifelong learning.
17. Adults skills.
18. Educational attainment of the population.
1�. Investment in education and training.
20. Returns on education and training.
Nine core indicators – (1), (3), (4) (9), (14), (15), (16), (18) and (19) – already existed and were used in monitoring the follow-up 
of the Lisbon objectives in education and training. The remaining eleven indicators refer to areas where developmental work 
is on-going.
Sources:
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/site/fr/com/2007/com2007_0061fr01.pdf
http://register.consilium.eu.int/pdf/fr/01/st05/05980f1.pdf
http://www.europa.eu/scadplus/leg/fr/cha/c11086.htm



The indicator of education spen-
ding published by OECD is slightly 
different than the indicator of domes-
tic education spending used in France 
with the education satellite account. 
The OECD indicator tracks “expendi-
ture on educational institutions“ and 
– unlike France’s indicator – includes 
neither spending on continuing educa-
tion nor money spent by households 
outside of educational institutions, 
even if this private spending on goods 
and services related to education and/
or living costs is publicly subsidised. 
The complex task of extending the 
OECD indicator’s scope to include 
education expenses that take place 
outside educational institutions is cur-
rently under study by UOE (UNESCO-
OECD-Eurostat) work groups. It is 
also receiving special attention from 
Eurostat as part of its efforts to find 
compatibility between UOE statistics 
and national accounting.

Finally, the OECD indicator of 
education spending includes a broa-

der research scope for tertiary educa-
tion than the indicator used with the 
French education satellite account.

Expenditure on 
educational institutions 
as a percentage of GDP

Education spending as a percen-
tage of the gross domestic product 
(GDP) is the indicator providing the 
most global evaluation of the effort 
which national authorities actually de-
dicate to their education system. For 
each country, it measures the propor-
tion of national revenue that authori-
ties decide to allocate to education.

On average in OECD countries2 
in 2005, the proportion of GDP spent 
on education within the institutional 
scope was 5.8%.

The starting point for this study 
is a compilation of indicators on 
the financial resources invested 
in education, published by OECD 

in Education at a Glance. The 
present document highlights 

some of the trends emerging from 
a comparative look at education 

spending in France and offers 
various explanations. The trends 

are based on comparing the group 
of 19 countries for which national 

wealth, measured by GDP per 
capita, equals or exceeds  

the OECD average.
All data are for 2005. They were 

taken from Education at a Glance 
2008, soon to be published by OECD.

NOTE

1. For the most part, this article is an upda-
ted version, based on the OECD indicators 
to be published in Education at a Glance 
2007, of the article “Comparaisons inter-
nationales des dépenses d’éducation pour 
l’année 2000 : indicateurs de l’OCDE et po-
sition de la France“ published in Éducation 
& formations, no. 68 (May 2004).

expendiTure on 
educaTion in The 
oecd indicaTors
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If we compare the percentage of 
GDP spent on education with national 
wealth (here GDP per capita) (Graph 
1), we do not see a strong relationship 
between these two indicators.

It should be noted that the coun-
tries at the two extremes in terms of 
GDP per capita – Luxembourg (69,984 
USD/PPP) and Turkey (7,786 USD/PPP) 
– are not shown on the graph, as we 
do not have data on their education 
spending as a percentage of GDP. As 
a result, on GDP per capita the coun-
tries range from 11,299 USD/PPP for 
Mexico to 47,620 USD/PPP for Norway 
(i.e. ratio of 1 to 4.2); on education ex-
penditure as a percentage of GDP they 
range from 4.2% for Greece to 8.0% 
for Iceland (1 to 1.9).

Among the six countries that de-
vote the highest percentage of their 
GDP to education, three have a GDP 
per capita markedly higher than the 
OECD average – Iceland (8%), Den-
mark (7.4%) and the United States 
(7.1%) – and three have a GDP per 
capita markedly lower than the OECD 

average: South Korea (7.2%), New 
Zealand (6.7%) and Mexico (6.5%). In 
addition to these last three countries, 
Poland has a GDP per capita below 
the average, but its proportion of edu-
cation spending (5.9%) is above the 
OECD average.

For the seven other countries with 
a below-average GDP per capita, edu-
cation spending as a percentage of 
GDP is also below the OECD Average 
(5.8%), ranging from 5.7% for Portugal 
to 4.2% for Greece.

France is in the average range: 
very close to the average for GDP per 
capita with 29,644 USD/PPP, but above 
average for the share of GDP it spends 
on education, or 6%.

Among the 19 countries (Graph 
2) whose GDP per capita is above (or 
slightly below) the OECD average, in 
a range of 27,270 USD/PPP (Spain) to 
47,620 USD/PPP (Norway), 11 devote 
a proportion of their GDP to education 
that exceeds the OECD average.

In this group of countries, France 
ranks eighth together with Belgium and 

Finland (11th when all the countries 
are considered, and 17th in terms of 
GDP per capita). In other words, France 
is tied with Belgium and Finland. Aside 
from Korea, New Zealand and Mexico, 
which we did not include in the group 
of 19 countries, France is positioned 
behind three Scandinavian countries 
– Iceland (8.0%), Denmark (7.4%) and 

NOTE

2. The «OECD Average» used in the tables 
and graphs of this article is generally the 
average published by OECD in Education at 
a Glance; otherwise, it is our own average 
calculated from the results of all the coun-
tries that responded to OECD for the indi-
cator considered. We made an exception 
in calculating the OECD Average for GDP 
per capita in Graphs 1 and 13, calculating 
the average GDP per capita for 28 OECD 
countries, hence excluding Luxembourg 
and Turkey, for which we did not have the 
other indicator: education expenditure as 
a percentage of GDP. Note that for GDP per 
capita, the average of the 30 OECD coun-
tries is 29,659 USD/PPP; GDP per capita 
in France is 29,644 USD/PPP, very close to 
the OECD average but slightly below it.

Graph 1 –  Expenditure on educational institutions as a percentage of GDP and GDP per capita (2005)
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Sweden (6.4%) – and behind the two 
North American countries – the Uni-
ted States (7.1%) and Canada (6.2%). 
With regard to comparable countries 
in terms of economics and demogra-
phics, France is positioned behind the 
United Kingdom (6.2%) but ahead of 
Germany (5.1%) and Italy (4.7%), the 
latter two having a percentage below 
the OECD average.

The rest of our study is focused on 
this group of 19 countries (17 coun-
tries with a GDP per capita above the 
OECD Average, to which we have ad-
ded Italy and Spain).

Annual expenditure per 
student by major level of 
education

We will start by describing Fran-
ce’s position on the global indicator of 
average annual expenditure per stu-
dent for all levels of education (spe-
cifically, from primary to tertiary and 
excluding pre-primary). Then we will 
compare the amount spent annually 
per student in the different countries, 
for each of the major education levels: 
pre-primary, primary, secondary and 
tertiary.

Average annual expenditure 
per student in primary 
through tertiary education 
(Graph 3)

In general with regard to this in-
dicator, only Spain (7,134 USD/PPP) 
and Ireland (7,108 USD/PPP), i.e. two 
of the 18 countries (Canada did not 
respond for this indicator), have an 
average expenditure per student for 
all education levels that is below the 
OECD Average.

With an average annual expen-
diture per student of 8,101 USD/PPP, 

France spends, per student, 1.1 times 
the average for all the OECD countries 
and ranks 11th among the 18 countries 
observed. The United States holds the 
number one position (12,788 USD/
PPP), spending on average 1.6 times 
more than France per student. Swit-
zerland (12,195 USD/PPP) and Austria 
(10,407 USD/PPP) are also well ahead 
of France, as are the three Scandina-
vian countries: Norway (10,980 USD/
PPP), Denmark (10,108 USD/PPP) and 
Sweden (9156 USD/PPP).

France is very close to the Nether-
lands (8147 USD/PPP) and Belgium 

(8034 USD/PPP) and is ahead of six EU 
countries: Germany (7872 USD/PPP), 
the United Kingdom (7,741 USD/PPP), 
Finland (7711 USD/PPP), Italy (7540 
USD/PPP) and also Spain and Ireland, 
but by a maximum lead – relative to 
Ireland – of only 14%.

For nearly all the countries, and 
particularly for France, this distribution 
of average annual expenditure covers 
a wide range of situations, which 
depend on the major education level 
considered. The countries differ in their 
specific profiles for annual expenditure 
per student by education level.

Graph 2 – Total expenditure on educational institutions as a percentage of 
GDP (2005)
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Graph 3 – Average annual expenditure per student, for primary through tertiary 
education, in USD/PPP (2005)
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Annual expenditure per 
student in pre-primary 
education (graph 4)

The previous indicator does not 
include the pre-primary level of edu-
cation. There are a number of diffe-
rences between the countries in the 
organisation of this level; the organi-
sational structures vary widely, ma-
king it difficult to compare their costs. 
The international methodology for this 
level includes spending on instruction, 
but not on childcare.

France, Belgium and Italy are the 

only three OECD countries that pro-
vide schooling to nearly 100% of the 
age set starting at age 3. Of the other 
countries observed here, Denmark, 
Japan, the Netherlands, Spain and the 
United Kingdom provide schooling to 
between 90% and 100% of the age 
set starting at age 4.

France ranks 13th among the 17 
countries observed (no data were 
available for Australia or Canada). Its 
expenditure per student at this edu-
cation level (4817 USD/PPP) is close 
to the OECD average (4888 USD/PPP), 
and is also close to the level of spen-

ding it allocates per primary student 
(5365 USD/PPP). Italy, in fifth place, 
has an annual expenditure per pre-
primary student (6139 USD/PPP) ex-
ceeding that of France but also relati-
vely close to the amount it allocates 
per primary student (6835 USD/PPP). 
Belgium (14th place) is in a different 
situation since its annual pre-primary 
expenditure is equivalent to that of 
France (4816 USD/PPP) while being 
well below the amount it allocates per 
primary student (6648 USD/PPP).

Annual expenditure per 
student in primary education 
(Graph 5)

For this level of education, six 
countries have an annual expenditure 
below the OECD Average. France 
is situated in the lower part of the 
distribution, in second-to-last place, 
with an annual expenditure of 5365 
USD/PPP, well below (by 14%) the 
OECD Average (6252 USD/PPP). Only 
Germany (5014 USD/PPP), in last 
place among the 18 countries shown, 
spends less annually per student at 
the primary level. 

Iceland (9254 USD/PPP), the 
United States (9156 USD/PPP) and 
Norway (9001 USD/PPP) are at the 
top of the distribution, with expen-
diture per student representing 1.7 
times that of France and – for Ireland 
and the United States – 1.5 times the 
OECD Average. 

The seven countries holding the 
top positions include the three Scan-
dinavian countries: Norway, Denmark 
(8513 USD/PPP) and Sweden (7532 
USD/PPP). This group also includes 
Switzerland (8469 USD/PPP) and 
Austria (8259 USD/PPP), which are 
equally among the leading countries 
for their expenditure per student on 

Graph 4 – Annual expenditure per student for pre-primary education, in 
USD/PPP (2005)
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Graph 5 – Annual expenditure per student for primary education, in USD/PPP 
(2005) (18 countries)
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secondary and tertiary education. 
Italy is in eighth place, with an an-
nual expenditure per student of 6835 
USD/PPP, which is 1.3 times that of 
France; the United Kingdom (6361 
USD/PPP) is in tenth place with an 
expenditure equivalent to 1.2 times 
that of France. By contrast, Finland’s 
expenditure (5557 USD/PPP) is very 
close to that of France.

Annual expenditure per 
student in secondary 
education (Graph 6)

Switzerland holds first place, with 
an expenditure per student of 12,861 

USD/PPP, which is 1.8 times the ave-
rage expenditure of the country at the 
bottom of the distribution – the United 
Kingdom (7167 USD/PPP) – and 1.4 ti-
mes France’s expenditure.

Results from 13 of the 19 countries 
shown form a cluster, their expendi-
ture per student lying in an interval of 
plus or minus 10% around the OECD 
Average (7804 USD/PPP).

France is positioned just above 
this interval, with an average ex-
penditure of 8927 USD/PPP, which 
exceeds the OECD average by 14%. 
In sixth place for this education level, 
France is behind not only Switzerland, 
but also two Scandinavian countries 

– Norway (10,995 USD/PPP) and Den-
mark (9407 USD/PPP) – as well as the 
United States (10,390 USD/PPP) and 
Austria (9751 USD/PPP).

Italy (7648 USD/PPP) and Germany 
(7636 USD/PPP) respectively hold 14th 
and 15th place, positioned slightly be-
low the OECD Average. Ranking 19th, 
the United Kingdom is in last place 
with an average expenditure of 7167 
USD/PPP.

Annual expenditure per 
student in tertiary education 
(Graph 7)

For this level of education, France 
spends an average of 10,995 USD/PPP 
per student, slightly less than the ave-
rage for all the OECD countries (11,512 
USD/PPP). It ranks 14th among the 18 
countries observed.

The top two countries – the United 
States (24,370 USD/PPP) and Switzer-
land (21,734 USD/PPP) – have a subs-
tantial lead over the other countries, 
with an average expenditure respecti-
vely 53% and 36% higher than that of 
the third place country, Sweden, and 
roughly twice the OECD Average. The 
ratio between the extreme positions 
for annual expenditure per student in 
tertiary education (3.0) is markedly 
greater than in primary education (1.8) 
and in secondary education (1.8), and 
also exceeds the ratio for the primary, 
secondary and tertiary levels taken to-
gether (1.8).

The three Scandinavian countries 
– Sweden (15,946 USD/PPP), Norway 
(15,552 USD/PPP) and Denmark 
(14,959 USD/PPP) – rank third, fourth 
and fifth with expenditures ranging 
from 1.4 to 1.3 times the OECD Ave-
rage.

For this level of expenditure, the 
United Kingdom (13,506 USD/PPP) 

Graph 6 – Annual expenditure per student for secondary education, in
USD/PPP (2005)
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Graph 7 – Annual expenditure per student for tertiary education, in USD/PPP 
(2005)
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and Germany (12,446 USD/PPP) are 
positioned above the OECD Average, 
occupying ninth and tenth place. Italy 
ranks last in 18th position, with an 
annual expenditure of 8026 USD/PPP 
per student, 0.7 times lower than the 
OECD Average.

Annual expenditure per 
student in tertiary education, 
excluding research (Graph 8)

The indicator of annual expendi-
ture per student at the tertiary level 
– unlike the indicators at the other 
levels – includes spending on two 
main activities: teaching on one hand, 
and research related to teaching on 
the other. The previous graph showed 
the total tertiary expenditure, i.e. in-
cluding research expenses. The graph 
below breaks down tertiary spending 
according to the two activities: tea-
ching and the related research. This 
breakdown is available for 16 of the 
19 countries (excluding Denmark, 
Iceland and Japan; data is however 
available on Canada – for 2004 and for 
public educational institutions).

For the 12 countries at the bottom 
of the 16-country distribution, the re-
search portion of the total education 
expenditure per student lies in a range 
from 29% to 38%. In addition, these 
countries have the same ranking rela-
tive to each other on this indicator as 
on the indicator of annual education 
expenditure including research.

However, for the four countries at 
the top of the distribution, the percen-
tage of research spending relative to 
the total education expenditure varies 
considerably. The United States and 
Canada, spending respectively 11% 
and 26% on research, are below the 
above-mentioned range; by contrast, 
Switzerland and Sweden, spending 

respectively 40% and 48%, are above 
it.

One consequence is that the an-
nual expenditure per student exclu-
ding research in the United States is 
an outlier, largely exceeding that of 
the other OECD countries for all edu-
cation spending, except research, per 
student. Another consequence is that 
the ratio between the distribution’s 
extremes is even greater than for 
the indicator of total expenditure: a 
factor of 4 separates the United Sta-
tes (21,588 USD/PPP) and Italy (5314 
USD/PPP).

For both the indicator of tertiary 
education expenditure per student ex-
cluding research (7673 USD/PPP) and 
the indicator of total expenditure (in-
cluding research), France has a similar 
ranking (13th among 16) and a similar 
ratio (0.95) to the corresponding OECD 
Average.

The share of research spending 
in the indicator of annual expenditure 
per student, as evaluated by OECD, 
is calculated from the amount spent 
on research in education-related sec-
tors, and this amount is divided by 
the number of students in the tertiary 
education system. The global evalua-

tion of spending on education-related 
research is based on the “Frascati 
Manual“ method and is published by 
OECD in Main Science and Technology 
Indicators.

It should be noted that in France, 
around 45% of this expenditure (re-
search lecturer salaries, current ex-
penditure, investment), although cha-
racterised in this indicator as research 
spending in accordance with the 
Frascati method, counts as education 
spending in the methodology of the 
French education satellite account.

Hierarchies of annual 
expenditure per student by 
level of education (Graph 9)

Letting the annual expenditure per 
student equal 100 for primary edu-
cation in all countries, we will now 
compare the relative spending index 
numbers for the other levels of edu-
cation in the various countries. 

On average in the OECD countries 
(those which responded for each ex-
penditure level shown here), expen-
diture per student increases with the 
level of education. If we set the ex-
penditure per student for primary edu-

Graph 8 – Comparison of annual expenditure per tertiary student on educational 
activities excluding research, and on research activities, 2005
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cation equal to 100, the expenditure 
per student is 78 at the pre-primary 
level, 125 at the secondary level and 
184 at the tertiary level. Therefore, on 
average for the OECD countries, spen-
ding per secondary student is 1.3 ti-
mes higher than spending per primary 
student, and spending per tertiary stu-
dent is 1.5 times higher than spending 
per secondary student.

The general hierarchy profile – hi-
gher annual expenditure per student 
at the tertiary than at the secondary 
level, and higher annual expenditure 
per student at the secondary than at 
the primary level – holds true in 15 of 
the 18 countries observed. However, 
these countries exhibit different de-
grees of variation depending on the 
level of education.

For pre-primary education, the 
average covers a wide range of na-
tional situations in the existing edu-
cation systems. Only two countries 
spend slightly more per student at the 
pre-primary level than at the primary 
level: Germany (110) and the United 
Kingdom (101). For the other coun-
tries, the pre-primary spending index 
number ranges from 45 for Switzer-
land to 94 for the Netherlands. With 

an index number of 90, France is one 
of the few countries (along with Italy, 
Ireland, Spain, the Netherlands and 
the United States) for which spending 
per student in pre-primary education, 
while remaining less than that obser-
ved for primary education, is nonethe-
less close to the same level.

For all the countries considered 
– except Iceland – the secondary 
education index (base 100 for primary 
spending per student) varies between 
109 for Sweden and 166 for France. 
This gives France the maximum ratio 
between the secondary and primary 
levels for average spending per stu-
dent. Germany and Switzerland, 
with an index number of 152, have 
relative positions quite close to that 
of France. But France’s position must 
be put into perspective by recalling 
that expenditure per primary student 
– the denominator of the index – is 
lowest in France, and second-lowest 
in Germany, of the 17 countries shown 
in this graph.

The index numbers for expendi-
ture per student in tertiary education 
range from 102 for Iceland to 266 for 
the United States, with 117 for Italy. 
This means that the ratio of the ter-

tiary relative to the primary level is 
2.3 times greater in the United States 
than in Italy. With an index number of 
205, France is 21 points above the in-
dex number calculated from the OECD 
Averages (184 for tertiary education).

If we now divide the index num-
bers for annual spending per student 
at the tertiary level by the index num-
bers at the secondary level, the results 
are 1.5 for the OECD Average and from 
1.0 for Italy to 2.4 for the United Sta-
tes, with 1.1 for Iceland, 1.2 for France 
and a range of 1.4–1.9 for the other 
countries shown.

Thus France, which begins with 
a level of spending per student in 
primary education that is well below 
the OECD Average, has the following 
profile for expenditure per student: 
high between primary and secondary 
education, low between secondary 
and tertiary education, and above the 
OECD Average between primary and 
tertiary education.

By showing the profile of spen-
ding per student by education level 
and country, this indicator provides 
initial insight into the wide range of 
strategic national priorities set within 
the different education systems.

Graph 9 – Annual expenditure per student by level of education (2005)
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Expenditure per student 
over the duration of 
studies, by level of 
education

Rather than the annual expendi-
ture per student by level in the various 
countries, we will now consider the 
cumulative expenditure over the ave-
rage durations of study in the different 
countries – i.e. the average theoretical 
durations of primary and secondary 
studies and the average calculated 
duration of tertiary studies. Spending 
over the duration of studies, in the 
various countries and for each major 
level of education was calculated by 
multiplying the annual expenditure 
per student by the average duration 
in number of years.

Despite its limitations, this indi-
cator offers an additional coordinate 
for comparing education spending 
between countries: the duration of 
studies, which takes into account 
the specific organisation of each na-
tional education system. It therefore 
provides a logical complement to the 
insight gained from the previous in-
dicator. We will examine it in three 

steps, looking first at primary and 
secondary education, then at tertiary 
education and finally, at the hierarchy 
by education level for this expenditure 
in the various countries.

comparison of expenditure 
per student for the 
theoretical duration of 
primary and secondary 
studies (Graph 10)

This graph shows the separated 
costs of primary and secondary stu-
dies on one hand, and the combined 
“primary + secondary“ costs on the 
other. The combined “primary + secon-
dary“ duration largely corresponds to 
compulsory schooling in the different 
countries. Of the 19 countries selec-
ted, only Canada did not provide data 
for this indicator.

The duration of “primary + secon-
dary“ studies ranges from 11 years in 
the Netherlands to 14 years in Iceland. 
The duration in France is 12 years, but 
note that pre-primary education is not 
taken into account. In two thirds of the 
countries shown, the combined dura-
tion is more or less equally divided 

between the primary and secondary 
levels: 6 years in each for the United 
States, Sweden, Japan, Belgium, Fin-
land, Spain, etc. In a few countries, 
there is a marked difference, for 
example in Germany (4 years at the 
primary level and 9 at the secondary 
level), Austria (respectively 4 and 8 
years) and Italy (5 and 8 years), and 
to a lesser degree in France (5 and 7 
years).

The cost of “primary + secondary“ 
studies ranges from 75,604 USD/PPP 
in the Netherlands to 136,664 USD/
PPP in Switzerland, corresponding 
to a ratio of 1.8, with an average of 
87,720 USD/PPP for the OECD coun-
tries that responded on this indicator. 
Six countries stand out at the top of 
the distribution, exceeding the OECD 
Average by nearly 30% to nearly 60%. 
France, which ranks tenth among the 
18 countries that responded, spends 
89,280 USD/PPP, more than Germany 
(88,100 USD/PPP) by a small margin 
and slightly above the OECD Average 
(87,720 USD/PPP).

Examining expenditure over the 
duration of primary and secondary 
studies separately, we find that the 

Graph 10 – Expenditure per student for the duration of primary studies and the duration of secondary studies, and 
for the combined duration of primary + secondary studies (2005)
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results are more contrasted between 
countries due to the differences in 
duration of studies combined with 
the differences in annual expenditure 
per student. Thus, primary spending 
ranges from 20,055 USD/PPP in Ger-
many to 64,778 USD/PPP in Iceland, 
corresponding to a ratio of 3.2; se-
condary spending ranges from 38,005 
USD/PPP in the Netherlands to 78,132 
USD/PPP in Austria, corresponding to 
a ratio of 2.3.

France, with an expenditure of 
26,824 USD/PPP per student over an 
average theoretical duration of pri-
mary studies lasting 5 years – 25% 
lower than the OECD Average (36,112 
USD/PPP) – is at the bottom of the 
distribution, ranking 17th among the 
18 countries. But with an expenditure 
of 62,456 USD/PPP per student over 
an average theoretical duration of se-
condary studies lasting 7 years – 22% 
higher than the OECD Average (51,374 
USD/PPP) – France is in the second 
third of the secondary education dis-
tribution, in seventh position.

comparison of expenditure 
per student for the average 
duration of tertiary studies 
(Graph 11)

We now look at the OECD graph 
showing the total expenditure per 
student over the duration of tertiary 
studies as the sum of annual expendi-
tures (for a given country, each section 
represents a year of tertiary studies, 
evaluated according to annual expen-
diture).

We immediately notice that data 
are missing for four of the 19 countries 
we selected: Canada and Australia as 
well as Norway and the United States, 
the latter two ranking first and fourth, 

respectively, for annual expenditure 
per student. Without these high-ran-
king countries, the value of the OECD 
Average has little meaning.

The duration of studies ranges 
from 3 years in Belgium to 5.4 years in 
Germany; France holds an intermedia-
ry position with an average duration 
of 4 years. Even when the absence of 
Norway and the United States is ta-
ken into account, the variation in the 
duration of studies redistributes the 
positioning compared to the annual 
expenditure ranking. Switzerland, gi-
ven its very high annual expenditure 
and despite a rather brief duration (3.6 
years), is at the top of the distribution. 
By contrast, Austria spends 78,308 
USD/PPP due to its long duration 
(5.3 years) and is ahead of Sweden 
(74,629 USD/PPP over 4.7 years) and 
far ahead of Denmark, which ranks 
eighth with a cost of 55,348 USD/PPP 
over a duration of 3.7 years. Similarly, 
the Netherlands and Germany, with 
their long durations of study (respec-
tively 5.2 and 5.4 years), have moved 
to fourth and fifth place. France, with 
a cost of 44,202 USD/PPP, ranks 11th 

among 15, surrounded by the same 
countries as for annual expenditure 
per student, well behind the United 
Kingdom (58,654 USD/PPP) and Ger-
many.

The lack of data for the United 
States, Canada and Norway makes 
it difficult to comparatively analyse 
tertiary education spending in the 
various countries; the results would 
change considerably depending on 
the average duration of tertiary stu-
dies in these three countries, where 
annual expenditure per student is 
high. If the duration of tertiary studies 
in the United States was at the lower 
end of the observed range (3 years), 
based on current data the indicator of 
expenditure over the average duration 
of tertiary studies would still position 
the United States, with 73,110 USD/
PPP, at the top of the distribution, but 
closer to Sweden and the Nether-
lands. If on the contrary, the duration 
was at the upper end of the range (5.4 
years), the United States would spend 
131,598 USD/PPP, clearly making it 
an outlier relative to the other OECD 
countries.

Graph 11 – Cumulative expenditure per student over the average duration 
of tertiary studies (2005)
(number of sections corresponds to the number of years studied)
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Hierarchy of expenditure 
per student over the average 
duration of studies, by level 
of education and by country 
(Graph 12)

Similar to the approach used for 
annual expenditurein Graph 9, the 
expenditure per student over an ave-
rage theoretical duration of primary 
studies was set to 100 for all countries 
in order to compare the relative spen-
ding index numbers for duration at the 
other education levels. This graph only 
takes into account the same 15 coun-
tries as the previous graph. 

The graph shows that in 13 of the 
15 countries – not including Ireland (90) 
or Iceland (91) – the expenditure per 
student for the duration of secondary 
studies is greater than for the duration 
of primary studies. The index numbers 
for the expenditure per student over 
the duration of secondary studies 
thus range from 90 (Ireland) to 339 
for Germany, representing a ratio of 1 
to 3.8. With an index number of 233, 
France ranks third of the 15 countries, 
far behind Germany and after Austria 
(233). This puts into perspective its 
position at the top of the distribution 
for the ratio of annual expenditure per 

student at the secondary level relative 
to the primary level.

Similarly, spending per student 
over the duration of tertiary studies, 
for the 12 countries excluding Iceland 
(54), Ireland (74) and Belgium (90), is 
greater than spending per student 
over the duration of primary studies. 
The index numbers for the duration 
of tertiary studies thus range from 54 
(Iceland) to 333 for Germany; here the 
ratio is 1 to 6.2. With an index num-
ber of 165, France ties for fifth place 
with Sweden, far behind Germany 
(333) – Germany also starts with a 
low annual expenditure per student 
in primary education – and far behind 
Austria (237), and behind the Nether-
lands (193) and Finland (179). 

If we now divide the index num-
bers for spending per student over the 
duration of tertiary studies by those 
for spending per student over the du-
ration of secondary studies, the results 
range from 0.6 for Iceland to 1.9 for 
the Netherlands. For seven of the 15 
countries shown, this ratio is less than 
1, which means that the annual ex-
penditure per student for the duration 
of tertiary studies is less than for the 
duration of secondary studies. This is 
the case for France, which has a ratio 

of 0.7 and ranks 13th among the 15 
countries, at the same level as Italy 
and ahead of Iceland. Both Germany 
and Austria have a ratio equal to 1, 
and thus an annual expenditure for the 
duration of tertiary studies that equals 
their spending for the duration of se-
condary studies, whereas they have 
an even greater ratio than France for 
spending over the duration of secon-
dary studies relative to spending over 
the duration of primary studies. What 
distinguishes France in its profile of 
expenditure per student over the du-
ration of studies by education level is 
less a matter of high secondary spen-
ding, which is even more pronounced 
in Germany and Austria, and more a 
matter of low primary spending – a 
trend also shared by Germany – as 
well as relatively low spending per 
student over the duration of tertiary 
studies.

The observations on the previous 
indicators relate to spending on edu-
cational institutions regardless of the 
funding source. Whether funding is 

Graph 12 – Expenditure over the theoretical duration of studies by level (2005).
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public (national government, regional 
and local authorities, other public ad-
ministrations) or private (households, 
businesses, etc.) is a structural aspect 
of the education system that plays an 
important role in its economic and 
social impact: is the community’s in-
vestment in education assumed by all 
members regardless of the beneficia-
ries, or is it assumed individually by 
the concerned beneficiaries?

Public expenditure on 
educational institutions 
as a percentage of GDP

If we re-create the map in Graph 
1, this time comparing public expen-
diture on educational institutions as 
a percentage of GDP and national 
wealth as measured by GDP per capita 
(Graph 13), we obtain a map in which 
the countries are as dispersed as in 
Graph 1 but have changed considera-
bly in their relative positioning.

The OECD average for public ex-
penditure on educational institutions 
as a percentage of GDP is 5.0% (rather 
than 5.8% for the total expenditure).

For public expenditure on educa-
tional institutions as a percentage of 
GDP, five of the 11 countries with a 
GDP per capita below the OECD ave-
rage – Poland, Mexico, Portugal, New 
Zealand and Hungary – dedicate a sli-
ghtly greater percentage of their GDP 
to public spending on education than 
the OECD average, in a range of 5.4% 
to 5.1%. The six other countries of this 
group, including Italy and Spain, are 
well below the average and lie in an 
interval from 4.3% for Italy and Korea 
to 3.7% for the Slovak Republic. Ko-
rea, which funds a very large propor-
tion of its education spending through 
private sources, ranks third in Graph 1, 
its total education expenditure repre-
senting 7.2% of its GDP, but on this 
indicator, South Korea is far below the 
OECD average, in 19th position among 
the 28 countries with available data.

The situation has also changed for 
the 17 countries whose GDP per ca-
pita is higher than the OECD average. 
Eleven allocate a higher percentage 
of their GDP to public expenditure 
on educational institutions than the 
OECD average. Not counting Belgium 

(5.8%), the top six countries include 
the five Northern European nations: 
Iceland (7.2%), Denmark (6.8%), Swe-
den (6.3%), Finland (5.9%) and Norway 
(5.7%), with France and Switzerland 
tied for sixth place (5.7%).

The countries for which the per-
centage of public expenditure on 
education is considerably below the 
percentage of total expenditure on 
education, relative to GDP, and which 
are below the average for this indi-
cator, are the United States (4.8%) 
which drops from third to 11th place; 
Canada (4.7%) which drops from fifth 
to 14th place; Australia (4.3%) which 
finds itself 16th; and Japan (3.4%) 
which falls to last place.

Italy, Germany and Spain form a 
cluster, far from France, with 4.3%, 
4.2% and 4.1% respectively, whe-
reas the United Kingdom is right at 
the OECD average with 5.0%.

As stated previously, this aggre-
gate of public expenditure on educa-
tional institutions includes all direct 
public spending on the institutions, 
together with a proportion of another 
public expenditure aggregate, that of 

The different indicators of public spending

Currently, the levels of public spending used in the OECD indicators are as follows:

• public expenditure on educational institutions. This is the scope of public spending used in the aggregate «Expenditure on 
educational institutions as a percentage of GDP». In addition to the direct public spending explained below, this scope includes 
the share of public subsidies for education paid to households which households then use to pay tuition fees at educational 
institutions, as well as fees for ancillary services that are at the expense of households. In most countries, household subsidies 
are generally not highlighted, making it necessary to use a more or less realistic criterion to divide all the public subsidies for 
students and households into those used for educational institutions and those used for education-related expenses outside 
educational institutions. This indicator represents initial public funding for educational institutions;

• direct public expenditure on educational institutions. This indicator, offering solid measurement, equals the sum of 
public funds allocated directly to educational institutions for the three areas of educational activity: instruction and related 
activities, research and development, and ancillary services (e.g. housing and meals). This indicator represents final public 
funding for educational institutions;

• total public expenditure. This indicator equals the sum of direct public expenditure on educational institutions and all public 
subsidies for students and households, regardless of whether these subsidies are used for education-related expenses within 
educational institutions (tuition or fees for ancillary services) or outside educational institutions (related goods and services 
such as textbooks and supplies, individual tutoring, school transport and certain living expenses, etc.). This indicator represents 
total initial public funding for education..
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public subsidies for students and hou-
seholds. The proportion corresponds 
to the share of public subsidies used 
by households to pay the various fees 
at institutions.

Respective proportions 
of public and private 
expenditure on 
educational institutions 
by level of education

This approach involves dividing 
public expenditure on educational 
institutions between direct public 
funding and private funding (by final 
funding entities, i.e. after transfers), 
for primary and secondary education 
(Graph 14) and also for tertiary educa-
tion (Graph 15).

It should be noted that spending 
on educational institutions is the only 
level of education expenditure for 
which data is currently available on 
the distribution of public and private 
funding.

Overall, the proportion of final 
public funding for the primary and 

secondary levels – which encompass 
compulsory education in all the coun-
tries – is on average higher (91.5% of 
the total expenditure) than for tertiary 
education (73.1%). We also observe 
greater uniformity in the proportion 
of public funding across the various 
countries, given that the distribution 
lies between 99.9% for Sweden and 
81.8% for Germany, resulting in a ratio 
of 1.2. In contrast, national differen-
ces are more pronounced in tertiary 
education, with considerable variation 
in the proportion of private funding, 

i.e. education spending by private 
entities, primarily students and their 
families. At this level of education, the 
relative share of public funding ranges 
from 96.7% for Denmark to 33.7% for 
Japan, resulting in a ratio of 2.9.

Specific characteristics of the 
national strategies of public funding 
can be seen according to the level of 
education. Scandinavian countries 
have a high level of public funding for 
tertiary as well as primary and secon-
dary education (note that we do not 
have Norway’s data). For primary and 

Graph 13 – Public expenditure on educational institutions as a percentage of GDP and GDP per capita (2005)
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Initial funding, final funding

Initial funding is the funding before the current transfers between the various 
economic agents are taken into account. It thus represents the real costs assumed 
by each agent.

For example, public subsidies for households (e.g. scholarships/grants) constitute 
a transfer by the national government and local authorities to households. If these 
subsidies are allocated to the national government and to the local authorities 
which transfer them as part of the real costs assumed by public agents, and if the 
expenditure of households is evaluated before the transfers, i.e. before receipt of 
public subsidies, then the subsidies are considered initial funding.

If, on the other hand, public subsidies for households are included in the expendi-
ture of households, and subtracted from the expenditure of public agents, they are 
considered final funding.
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secondary education, Sweden ranks 
first with public funds accounting for 
a relative proportion of 99.9%, Finland 
ranks second (99.2%), Denmark fourth 
(97.9%) and Iceland sixth (96.6%). 
Scandinavian countries lead on tertia-
ry education as well; Denmark ranks 
first with a public funding proportion of 
96.7%, Finland ranks second (96.1%), 
Iceland fourth (91.2%) and Sweden 
sixth (88.2%). Thus, for primary and 
secondary as well as tertiary educa-
tion, the contribution of households to 
spending on educational institutions 
is very low to non-existent.

For tertiary education, Japan and 
the United States have a higher pro-
portion of final private funding (res-
pectively 66.3% and 65.3%) than the 
corresponding proportion of public fun-
ding (respectively 33.7% and 34.7%), 
despite the fact that for primary and 
secondary education, the relative 
proportion of their private funding 
(respectively 9.0% and 9.9%) differs 
little from the OECD average (7.2%). 
A higher share of private funding than 
the OECD average is also observed for 
Italy, the United Kingdom, Canada and 
Australia – in increasing order. In all 

four countries, the increase in tuition 
fees borne by households is a current 
issue. For three of these five countries 
(Canada, Australia and the United Sta-
tes), we do not have data for the ave-
rage duration of tertiary studies and 
therefore lack the corresponding cost 
data as well (cf. Graphs 11 and 12).

For all countries with a relative 
proportion of private funding for ter-
tiary education which exceeds the 
OECD average (26.9%), the proportion 
of private funding at the tertiary level 
also exceeds that for primary and se-
condary education, even when there 
is considerable private funding at the 
primary and secondary levels, as is the 
case in Australia.

Only Germany has a lower share 
of private funding in tertiary education 
(14.7%) than in primary and secondary 
education (18.2%) due to the impor-
tant role of businesses in funding the 
secondary education system.

In France, the proportion of public 
funding is only slightly higher than 
the OECD average for primary and 
secondary education (92.5% versus 
91.5%), while it is higher than the 
OECD average for tertiary education 
(83.6% versus 73.1%).

Total public expenditure 
and public subsidies for 
the private sector

As stated above, the indicator of 
total public expenditure represents all 
public spending related to educational 
activities. It therefore equals the di-
rect public expenditure on educational 
institutions, added to the subsidies 
paid to households which they then 
use for expenses within educational 
institutions or for education-related 
expenses outside educational institu-
tions. OECD does not currently publish 

Graph 15 – Relative proportions of public and private funding allocated to 
educational institutions, 2005
Tertiary education
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Graph 14 – Relative proportions of public and private funding allocated to 
educational institutions, 2005
Primary, secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education
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an indicator for the amount of private 
spending on education by households 
outside educational institutions, which 
could be used to develop a comparable 
indicator of total private spending on 
education. Based on current available 
data, the various breakdown methods 
for total public expenditure only make 
it possible to characterise the internal 
structure of national mechanisms for 
public spending, in particular the pro-
portions of direct public spending and 
public subsidies for households.

International comparison of the 
financial aid provided by public autho-
rities to students or their families for 
education expenses is not very useful 
for developing a synthetic indicator.

To start with, a comparative eva-
luation of subsidy systems must take 
into account how national education 
systems are organised and funded. 
The proportion already covered by 
public spending which goes towards 
the education system itself, whether 
it funds education expenses (tuition, 
etc.) or expenses related to education 
or student living costs (free or redu-
ced-price meals, housing, in some 
cases textbooks, etc.), considerably 
modifies the expenditure borne by 
students and their families.

Furthermore, public subsidy 
measures targeting students vary wi-
dely, are specific to each country and 
are not all considered in the same 
manner in international statistics. 
Thus, the various national mecha-
nisms for household subsidies are 
difficult to cover equally in financial 
indicators. OECD work groups are 
currently working on this issue, and 
initial versions of new indicators have 
already been published.

Therefore, what OECD includes 
as public subsidies for households 
can be broken down into two major 

categories: 1) scholarships/grants 
and other benefits, and 2) loans. 
These two categories are conside-
red by major level of education: pri-
mary and secondary education on 
one hand, and tertiary education on 
the other. As stated above, the scho-
larships/grants and loans addressed 
by this indicator include all public 
subsidies for households, regard- 
less of whether these subsidies are 
spent on education within or outside 
educational institutions.

Public subsidies for the 
private sector in primary  
and secondary education 
(Graph 16)

At the level of primary and secon-
dary education, nearly all the public 
subsidies for families consist of scho-
larships or benefits rather than loans. 
The proportion of scholarships in the 
total public expenditure on education 
is very small, given that the OECD 
average is 3.2% for scholarships and 
extremely small for loans (0.5%). In 
general, public funding for the primary 
and secondary level mostly consists of 
direct public expenditure on educatio-
nal institutions (cf. Graph 14). But in 
addition, a share of spending which 
varies according to country is dedica-
ted to education-related goods and 
services (textbooks, work clothing, 
school transport, etc.).

Among the countries where direct 
public expenditure is accompanied by 
a public subsidy system for house-
holds in which scholarships constitute 
a considerable percentage of public 
spending on education, we find the 
three Scandinavian countries, already 
among the countries with the largest 
proportion of public expenditure on 
educational institutions (cf. Graph 

14). Denmark offers a system of scho-
larships representing 11% of its total 
public spending on education. Norway 
offers considerable financial aid for 
students as well, but distributes it 
equally between scholarships (3.6%) 
and loans (3.5%). Finally, Sweden’s 
system primarily involves scholarships 
(4.9%), but also a small percentage of 
loans (0.9%).

Ireland offers its primary and 
secondary students considerable fi-
nancial aid, exclusively in the form 
of scholarships (9.4%), even though 
the relative share of public spending 

Public subsidies for students 
and households taken into 

account in the UOE (UNESCO-
OECD-Eurostat) statistics

Included:

• scholarships/grants in their enti-
rety, whatever their purpose.

• loans in their entirety, but on a 
gross basis, i.e. without subtracting 
or netting out any repayments made. 
This practice introduces accounting 
distortion when subsidies granted by 
countries whose subsidy system is 
mainly based on scholarships/grants 
are compared with those granted by 
countries whose subsidy system is 
mainly based on loans. The result is a 
relative over-estimation of subsidies 
in countries that mainly offer loans.

• amount of family benefits, provi-
ded that allocation is contingent on 
student status and not on age alone.

• Specific financial aid (housing, 
meals, transport, etc.), provided that 
allocation is contingent on student 
status.
Not included:

• no fiscal measures are taken 
into account, regardless of the cor-
responding mechanism and even if 
contingent on student status.

• various benefits (housing subsi-
dies for example) primarily aimed at 
students, unless their allocation is 
contingent on student status.
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on educational institutions is high in 
Ireland (96.8%, cf. Graph 14).

Finally, although Germany and the 
United Kingdom both have a lower 
proportion of public expenditure on 
educational institutions than the 
OECD Average (respectively 83.0% 
and 81.8%, cf. Graph 14), they have 
very different positions on financial aid 
for primary and secondary students. 
With its system of scholarships/sub-
sidies accounting for 0.9% of public 
expenditure on education, the United 

Kingdom spends 0.09% of its GDP on 
financial aid for primary and secon-
dary students, whereas Germany, 
with a system of scholarships/subsi-
dies accounting for 4.8% of its public 
spending on education, spends 0.14% 
of its GDP on this type of aid. 

France is slightly above the OECD 
average, with 3.3% of its public 
spending on education dedicated to 
scholarships and subsidies for hou-
seholds (particularly the allocation de 
rentrée scolaire, or school expense 

allowance). These scholarships and 
subsidies account for 0.13% of its 
GDP, a proportion nearly identical to 
that of Germany.

The United States does not have 
public subsidies for households at this 
level of education; primary and secon-
dary schools receive 91% of their fun-
ding from public sources.

Public subsidies for the 
private sector in tertiary 
education (Graph 17)

For tertiary education and despite 
the narrow scope of public subsidies 
for households taken into account in 
the OECD indicators, Graph 17 shows 
the relative importance of this funding 
mechanism as a percentage of the to-
tal public expenditure; in eight of the 
19 countries, these subsidies together 
represent more than 25% of total pu-
blic spending on education.

If we consider only scholarships/
grants and benefits, i.e. non-reimbur-
sable aid, they constitute the sole 
component in the subsidy mecha-
nism for eight of the 19 countries 
considered, including Austria, Italy, 

Graph 16 – Scholarships and Loans to students as a percentage of total public 
expenditure on education
Primary, secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education, 2000
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Graph 17 – Scholarships/Grants and Loans to students as a percentage of total public expenditure on education
Tertiary education, 2005
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Finland and Belgium, for which they 
represent more than 15% of total 
education spending. For Denmark, 
they alone exceed one quarter of the 
total public expenditure (25.8%); for 
eight other countries, they range from 
14.1% (Germany) to 16.8% (Italy and 
Austria).

Only six of the 19 countries, in-
cluding France (7.9%), are below the 
OECD Average (10.4%). France does 
not offer public subsidies to students 
in the form of loans. However, beyond 
scholarships/grants, financial aid 
to students and their families inclu-
des two types of housing subsidies 
– allocations de logement social and  
allocations personnalisées au loge-
ment – which concern one third of  
students and correspond to around 
90% of the amount of scholarships/
grants. Financial aid in France also 
includes tax benefits for families with 
children enrolled in tertiary education 
(fixed benefits and extension of the 

increase in family income splitting), 
which represent on average around 
70% of the amount of scholarships/
grants. If these subsidies were taken 
into account, the financial aid for  
families as a percentage of public 
spending on education in France would 
increase from 7.9% to around 17.5%.

For certain countries, student 
loans are an important component of 
the subsidies shown in this indicator. 
These loans are reimbursed at a later 
time under conditions which vary from 
one country to another. In four of the 
19 countries, loans account for one 
fifth or more of total public spending 
on education at the tertiary level.

Norway has the highest pro-
portion (31.7%), combining loans 
with scholarships/grants (10.9%). 
The next highest-ranking countries 
are Iceland and Japan, where loans 
represent respectively 23.1% and 
20.9% of public spending on educa-
tion. Iceland does not have a system 

of scholarships/grants, and in Japan, 
scholarships/grants are almost non-
existent (0.7%). 

In the United Kingdom, loans re-
present 19.1% of public spending on 
education and scholarships/grants, 
6.7%. 

This combined system of loans 
and scholarships/grants is also found 
in varying proportions in Australia 
(respectively 17.7% and 14.7%), 
Sweden (16.8% and 10.3%) and the 
Netherlands (15.5% and 12.3%); the 
proportion of loans is lower in the 
United States (8.6% and 14.9%), Ger-
many (5.1% and 14.1%) and Denmark 
(5.0% and 25.8%).

As stated above, the OECD in-
dicators always use the gross value 
of loans, without taking into account 
the subsequent repayments. Howe-
ver, work is currently underway to 
incorporate these repayments in the 
indicators published in Education at 
a Glance. 
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I
n France year-repeating has been 
an integral part of the education 
system for many years but the use 
of year repeating remains today an 
issue that “divides”. For those di-

rectly affected, the pupils who repea-
ted a year, the subjective experience 
of doing this varies but, objectively, it 
makes for a stigmatising event which 
disadvantages them over their school 
career (Cosnefroy & Rocher, 2004). 
This use of year repeating also divi-
des the teaching profession which, 
while being objectively aware of the 
educational limitations of the practice, 
shows an undiminished conviction in 
its fundamental usefulness (Crahay, 
1996). It is researchers, alone, who 
seem to be unanimous that it is si-
multaneously ineffective, expensive 
and, at the least, of uncertain impact 
(Holmes & Mathews, 1984; Sheppard 
& Smith, 1990; Jimerson, 2001).

However, in spite of the many re-
search studies pointing in the same 
direction, for many, year repeating 
remains a practice which is, even if 
not effective then at least necessary. 
Effective for the pupils having difficul-
ties because it would provide a means 
for remedying their weaknesses. Ne-
cessary for teachers because it would 
reduce the diversity of level of per-

formance of the pupils and so would 
make teaching more manageable. Fi-
nally, it appears that for some, it can 
be an incentive for the less motivated 
pupils. Yet there are countries where 
year repeating is exceptional, indeed 
not allowed, and where automatic pro-
gression to the next year is favoured 
(ie automatic promotion). This is the 
case for example in the UK, Ireland, 
the Nordic countries (Norway, Swe-
den, Finland, Denmark, Iceland) and 
Japan. Do pupils in these countries 
perform less well and have a higher 
spread of scores?

The PISA international attainment 
study is used in different ways to pro-
vide some evidence on the question 
of grade retention (OECD, 2004)1. In 
the first section, global results ~ per-
formance and equity ~ are shown in 
relation with the grade retention po-
licy. The second section is concerned 
more specifically with looking at the 
range of French pupils’ scores: the 
performance of pupils “on time”2 and 

What do international assessments show 
about education systems’ functioning?

An illustration with the question of grade retention
Thierry Rocher 
Bureau des évaluations et des outils pour le pilotage pédagogique

Since several years, there has 
been a wide spread of the results 

from international students’ 
assessments, such as PISA or 

PIRLS. However, for media and 
politics, attention is generally 
focused on the league tables, 

whereas these rankings of 
countries on a single and common 

dimension do not provide very 
instructive information. The 

enlightenment of the data of the 
international assessments implies 

a more detailed comparative 
approach than a simple ranking 
of countries. This article aims to 

use and to interpret the results 
from the international assessment 

in order to study a policy on 
education: in this case, the grade 

retention.

NOTE

1. PISA 2003 data are analyzed here 
because PISA 2006 data do not give 
sufficient information about students’ 
careers.
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“late” are compared on the interna-
tional scale. Then, in the final section, 
a comparison of results from UK and 
France looks in more detail at the per-
formance differences between two 
countries with contrasting policies on 
pupil progression.

Figure 1 plots OECD countries’ 
positions according two dimensions: 
the level of performance, with the 
PISA 2003 mean maths score, and the 
level of equity, with percentage of va-
riance in maths scores attributable to 
students’ socioeconomic backgrounds. 
The countries’ position on this “map” 
is interesting in itself and shows well-

known results: for example, Finland, 
situated in the north-west area, suc-
ceeds in combine performance and 
equity; at the opposite, Germany or 
Hungary, situated in the south-east 
area, have poor mean performance and 
high level of scores’ disparities accor-
ding the socioeconomic background.

An additional information is given 
on the map: the countries are distin-
guished according the percentage of 
“late” pupils at age 15. It can be seen 
that countries which have automatic 
progression generally have better re-
sults ~ in terms of performance and 
equity ~ than countries which use year 
repeating. Of course, this is a global 
pattern and not a deterministic link. 
Just because Finland or Japan have 
better scores and more equitable 

in mathematics in PISA and that, in 
contrast, Germany and France are be-
low on this two aspects is not enough 
to condemn year repeating: many 
factors influence the average attain-
ment of pupils and the equity level in 
a country (economic, social, cultural, 
etc). Furthermore, a policy like the 
practice of automatic progression is 
part of a larger whole. It implies, in 
fact, a different organisation of the 
school system, an organisation which 
itself can markedly differ between two 
countries accustomed to automatic 
progression, as for example, Finland 
and Japan. So, it is impossible to say 
that the attainment of Finish pupils 
would be lower if some of them had 
repeated a year. Equally, it is not pos-
sible to work out the change in French 
pupils’ performance if year repeating 
were immediately suppressed.

These studies do, however, allow 
us to say ~ and this is an important 
result ~ that year repeating is not the 
answer to academic failure. To those 
who think that it is better to keep 
back a child rather than to “let them 
sink” in the next class up where their 
problems might get worse, there is an 
“alternative” model available to them 
from countries which favour automa-
tic progression and in which we do 
not see a higher proportion of pupils 
in difficulty than elsewhere, indeed 
there are fewer. The results from fi-
gure 1 also show that year repeating 
is not the best way of dealing with 
pupils’ socioeconomic diversity. If we 
take the percentage of variance of the 

inTernaTional 
comparisons

NOTE

2. The term “on time” refers to pupils who 
have never repeated a year and the term 
“late” to pupils having repeated a year at 
least once during their school career.

Figure 1 - Mathematics performance and variance in maths scores attributable 
to socioeconomic status, by prevalence of grade retention in OECD countries
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PISA score attributable to the socioe-
conomic background, we see similar or 
lower levels in the countries that have 
automatic progression.

In France, whatever the stage in 
their schooling, pupils who are “late” 
have, on average, markedly worse re-
sults than pupils “on time” (cf: Cosne-
foy & Rocher, 2004). This difference 
appears even more starkly in the PISA 
study. Indeed, the PISA study has the 
specific aim of assessing pupils of the 
same age, in this case, 15 whatever 
grade they are in. In France, at age 15, 
pupils “on time” are mainly in the first 
year of the academic lycée (49.6%) as 
well as in the vocational lycée (7.4%). 
Pupils who are “late” are still in the 
final year of collège (34.5%), some 
even in the second to final year (5.2%) 
if they have repeated two years. Note 
that a small proportion of pupils in this 
age group are ahead of time, that is in 
the second year of the lycée (2.2%) and 
that a tiny minority are very behind or 
are on a special course (1.1%).

Table 1 shows the ranking of French 
pupils in the international league table 
for mathematics by the school grade 
they are in at age 15. Overall, France, 
scoring 511, comes slightly above the 
average of the countries taking part. 
It is striking to see the differences in 
performance by school grade: French 
pupils “on time” at age 15 in the first 
year of the academic lycée get excel-
lent results, better even than the Finns. 
In contrast, pupils who had repeated 
one year are at the bottom of the table, 
just above Greece. Pupils still in the pe-
nultimate year of collège (repeated two 
years) are at the level of Mexico, one 

of the poorest performing countries in 
the study. Pupils in the first year of the 
vocational lycée are a distinct group: 
they are not representative of pupils 
in that year as the great majority of 
those in this year group are generally 
at least one year behind. These pupils 
score below the international average 
and are fairly close to pupils who have 

repeated a year.
The international ranking of French 

pupils by whether they have repeated 
a year enables us to see the size of the 
differences in performance between 
these groups of pupils. More than one 
standard deviation separates pupils 
on time and one year late. Just on its 
own, the variable “lateness” explains 

posiTion of french 
pupils on The 
inTernaTional ranking

Table 1 - French students on the PISA 2003 mathematics’ scale

1st year lycée, academic on time (age 1�) ��4

Finland 544

South Korea 542

Last year collège on time (age 14) �40

Netherlands 538

Japan 534

Canada 532

Belgium 529

Switzerland 527

Australia 524

New Zealand 523

Czech Republic 516

Iceland 515

Denmark 514

France (age 1�)  �11

Sweden 509

United Kingdom 508

Austria 506

Germany 503

Ireland 503

OECD Average �00

Slovak Republic 498

Norway 495

Luxemburg 493

Poland 490

Hungary 490

1st year lycée, vocational on time (age 1�) 48�

Spain 485

United States 483

Portugal 466

Italy 466

Final year of collège 1 year late (age 1�) 4�4

Greece 445

Turkey 423

Second to final year of collège 2 years late (age 1�) 401

Mexico 385



close to 40% of the overall variation 
in performance of French pupils3. 
That leads, furthermore, to questions 
about what significance to give to the 
overall French average so great is the 
difference in scores between these 
sub-groups of pupils.

It is, however, important to note 
that the differences by whether a pu-
pil has repeated a year are magnified 
since pupils in the final year of collège 
have not gone through the curriculum 
for the first year of the general lycée. 
So, part of the significant gap which 
separates these two groups can be 
explained by the education provided 
in the first year of the lycée. In order 
to quantify this effect, an additional 
sample had been selected, represen-
tative of the pupils from the final year 
of collège, whatever their birth year. 
These pupils participated to the PISA 
study as well. It can be seen that the 
gap between the “on time” pupils 
from the final year of college, age 14, 
and the “on time” pupils from the first 
year of lycée, age 15, is weak com-
pared to the gap between “on time” 

and “late” pupils, age 15 (24 points 
on 110). This result shows that year 
repeating is not a “solution” to acade-
mic difficulties because the majority 
of one year repeaters will not be able 
to get back to the average attainment 
level of their schoolfellows.

In France, pupils aged 15 fall into 
two very different groups: the first 
consists of pupils who have never 
repeated a year, who do excellently; 
the other consists of pupils who have 
repeated at least one year during their 
schooling and who perform poorly.

The comparison of two education 
systems where pupil pathways were 
organised in different ways is difficult 
to establish in a proper way (Gold-
stein, 2004) but it gives interesting 
results. We will limit ourselves here 
to the analysis of the results from two 
systems which differ markedly on the 
use of year repeating during schoo-
ling, England and France.

So, in France, pupils start the 
first year of primary in September of 
the year when they are aged 6. Over 
the following years, some will end 
up repeating a year, others will not. 
This is why we see, for the same age, 
pupils educated to different levels 
of schooling. In England, there is no 
year repeating and yet pupils born in 

the same year are also to be found 
at different education stages. This is 
because entry to school depends on 
pupils’ month of birth. So, for a given 
year of birth, pupils born in January 
to August start school in September 
and pupils born in between Septem-
ber and December start school in the 
following year, one year later.

Furthermore, French pupils born in 
the same year have spent the same 
number of years in compulsory schoo-
ling. In contrast, in UK, pupils aged 15, 
for example, are taught in two school 
grades and have not spent the same 
number of years in compulsory schoo-
ling. In addition to this, most British 
pupils start compulsory school in their 
fifth year.

Thus, PISA 2003 shows that, 
37.8% of English pupils aged 15 are 
in Year 10 and 62.2% in Year 11 (table 
2). In France, we find, as noted above, 
34.5% of pupils in Year 9 (final year of 
collège) and 57% in year 10 (first year 
of the academic or vocational lycée).

In line with what has been said 
earlier, in France the difference in 
score between grade 9 (final year of 
collège) and grade 10 (first year of 
the academic or vocational lycée) is 
very high (553 compared to 454). In 
England, on the other hand, there is 
a slight difference in mathematics 
between one year and the other. This 
result might seem surprising but it cer-
tainly does not mean that education in 
Year 11 brings no benefit to pupils. In 
fact this has to be seen as the logical 

NOTE

3. This phenomenon is not specific to 
France. The same analysis had been 
conducted in two countries with high le-
vel of grade retention rate: in Spain (Box, 
2003) and in French community of Belgium 
(Lafontaine et al., 2003). Score differences 
between pupils “on time” and one year 
late pupils is also about one standard de-
viation in these two countries.

Table 2 - Distribution and score (average and standard deviation, PISA 2003) of pupils  aged 1� in UK and France by 
year of schooling

England France

School year Percentage
Score in 

mathematics
Number of years 

of school Percentage
Score in 

mathematics
Number of years   

of school 

Grade 9 34,5 % 454 (72) 10

Grade 10 37,8 % 499 (91) 10 57,0 % 553 (73) 10

Grade 11 62,2 % 514 (93) 11

comparison of Two 
differenT educaTion 
sysTems as regards 
year repeaTing
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consequence of the choices made in 
the design of PISA which relates to 
“real-life situations” and not to school 
curricula. This finding is in accordance 
with comments made above on the 
learning gain from an extra year’s 
education which, compared with other 
variables, is very small.

As regards the overall spread of 
scores for 15 years old pupils, the 
two countries are similar (standard 
deviation of 93 in UK and 91 in Fran-
ce). However, this dispersion is not 
made up in the same way in the each 
country. In France, results for pupils 
in grade 9 (final year of collège) tend 

to be low and narrowly spread (stan-
dard deviation of 72) and they are high 
and narrowly spread for grade 10 (first 
year of lycée, standard deviation of 
73). The position in UK is different: 
average scores of pupils in grades 10 
and 11 are similar and, within each 
grade, widely spread (standard devia-
tion of around 90 for both grades).

Generalising from these results 
would point to the following conclu-
sions. In UK, it is as if the variability 
in pupil performance was a “natural” 
feature of the system: from one edu-
cation level to the other there are very 
high and very low attainers in the same 

group. In France, diversity of pupil sco-
res does not seem to be handled in the 
same way: the use of year repeating 
means that the lowest attaining pupils 
make up a homogenous group and are 
educated to a lower level of schooling 
than the highest attaining pupils who 
do very well, amongst the “best in the 
world”.

Comparing two countries having 
different ways of arranging education 
pathways sheds new light on the use 
of year repeating. Though, from the 
local viewpoint, year repeating is 
understood as a practice aiming at 
reducing pupil academic difficulty, at 

Mean score in 
mathematics

Standard
deviation

Percentage of 1�-
year olds who have 

repeated at least once*

Total variance in maths 
scores attributable to 
differences in ESCS

Iceland 515 90 0,0 6,5
Norway 495 92 0,0 14,1
Japan 534 101 0,0 11,6
South Korea 542 92 0,5 14,2
United Kingdom 508 93 2,1 18,4
Slovak Republic 498 93 2,5 22,3
Czech Republic 516 96 2,6 19,5
Finland 544 84 2,8 10,9
Sweden 509 95 3,4 15,3
Denmark 514 91 3,4 17,6
Poland 490 90 3,6 16,7
New Zealand 523 98 4,5 16,8
Greece 445 94 7,0 15,9
Australia 524 95 9,0 13,7
Hungary 490 94 9,5 27,0
Austria 506 93 9,6 16,0
Canada 532 87 9,7 10,5
United States 483 95 11,3 19,0
Ireland 503 85 13,8 16,3
Italy 466 96 15,0 13,6
Turkey 423 105 17,3 22,3
Germany 503 103 20,3 22,8
Switzerland 527 98 21,6 16,8
Mexico 385 85 28,4 17,1
Netherlands 538 93 28,4 18,6
Spain 485 88 28,6 14,0
Portugal 466 88 29,5 17,5
Belgium 529 110 29,5 24,1
Luxemburg 493 92 37,9 17,1
France 511 92 38,3 19,6

Source : OECD, PISA 2003..

* Note: Countries are presented in ascending order according to the retention rate at age 15. The percentage of 15-year old students who 
have repeated at least once is based on students’ responses to the PISA background questionnaire. Because these numbers are based on 
self-reports, they are a proxy for the countries’ retention policies. ESCS is a composite index of the socio-economic backgrounds.
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the global scale, it offers a very dif-
ferent picture of the workings of the 
education system. At the same age, 
there are two major groups of pupils: 
those who have repeated a year, sco-
ring very poorly, and pupils who have 
not repeated and forming an acade-
mic “elite”. Given this, French schools 
seem to be organised around a series 
of selective tracks whereas the French 
system is organised on the basis of a 
single, common route up to age 15.



Recent international studies of 
attainment show that countries that 
use automatic promotion generally 
get good results and that the dis-
persion of their results is no higher 
than elsewhere. These findings do 
not support year repeating but do not  
allow a direct conclusion that it does 
not work. More specifically, the per-
formances of pupils held behind are 
very markedly below those of pupils 

“on time”. The gain provided by the 
education of one grade is weak in 
comparison of this gap. Finally, a de-
tailed study of the results for UK and 
France shows that at the system level 
year repeating seems to play the role 
of a means for introducing “tracking” 
into the education system. Crossing 
these different points of view – from 
systemic to detailed analysis – gives 
much more interesting results than 
the rankings. 
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T
he international student and 
adult assessment surveys, and 
among them, the PISA survey, 
testify to the profound concep-
tual changes that have modified 

the purpose of these surveys during 
the last decade. Unlike the interna-
tional surveys led over fifty years by 
the IEA2, mainly based on the achieve-
ments defined on curricula, IALS and 
then PISA (OECD, 1999) have introdu-
ced the idea that it is more pertinent 
to evaluate skills suited to working 
and living in a post-industrial society; 
skills considered to be the product, the 
output of educational systems (Bot-
tani & Vrignaud, 2005). This choice 
fits perfectly within the logic of Ame-
rican surveys on this theme (NAEP, 
YALS, NALS3, cf. Johnson, 1992) and 
of the first international literacy sur-
vey (IALS3; Murray, Kirsch & Jenkins, 
1998). Focusing on skills, rather than 
achievements, seems like the Colum-
bus’s Egg of international surveys. It 
has enabled the difficulties presented 
by the construction of a “meta-curri-
culum” (an indispensable operation 
for the first surveys implemented by 
the IEA from the 1950s onward) to 
be avoided, by broadening teaching 
content to include a wider range of 

skills in the consideration that every 
school systems’ objective is to teach 
it.

From this viewpoint, we argue 
the interest of international surveys 
in general and the PISA survey in par-
ticular by the fact that they provide 
information about the very general, 
-transversal- skills that are required 
in most situations in everyday life and 
more particularly in professional life. 
Such as they are presented, these 
skills may be considered as interfa-
ces between the initial training of 
which they are the product and the 
professional world where they are 
implemented. These skills carry mea-
ning for various users, as much for re-
searchers (economists, psychologists, 
sociologists and educational sciences) 
as for the decision makers of educa-
tional policies and the media. While 
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the answer, but what was the question?
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The objective of this article1 is to 
show the interaction between the 

methodological aspects and the manner 
in which literacy is conceptualised 

and defined in the interantional survey. 
First, to introduce the theme, we discuss 

the conceptual changes behind the 
international student assessment surveys, 

from the first IEA surveys to the IALS and 
PISA survey. Subsequently, we present 

the measurement model used in the IALS 
and PISA, which belong to the family of 

Item Response Modeling (IRM). PISA has 
privileged the so-called Rasch model, we 
discuss the consequences of this choice. 

Then we address an often overlooked 
technical point: that of the algorithm used 

to estimate the parameters. The procedure 
implemented results in an estimation, not 
of a value per subject, but a construction 

of the distribution of compentency in each 
subject; we focus on the consequences 
this approach has on the way in which 

the results are analysed. We then discuss 
the truly unidimensional character of the 
variable from the point of view of content 
and from a methodological point of view. 
We question the apparent contradiction 

that exists in terms of simultaneously 
considering the sub-levels and the global 

level. In conclusion, we come back to 
the way in which we interpret literacy 

such as it is measured in the PISA by 
comparing it with other surveys that aim 

to evaluate the same type of skills.

Descriptor (European Education Thesaurus):
Keywords:  Literacy, international comparissons, psychometrics, IRM

NOTES

1. A longer French version of this article was 
already published in La Revue Française de 
Pédagogie, INRP no 157 in 2006.

2. International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement.

3. National Survey of Education in Progress, 
Young Adult Literacy Survey, National 
Adult Literacy Survey, International Adult 
Literacy Survey.
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the advantage of this approach is that 
it presents a significant “ecological” 
validity through the broad spectrum 
of its use, its main drawback is the 
danger of reification to which this skill 
may give rise. In the context of psycho-
metric evaluation, i.e. these surveys, 
the skills are, above all, constructs and 
cannot be separated from the way in 
which they have been made operatio-
nal. To lose sight of this characteristic 
is to leave the door open for abusive 
generalisations or indeed extrapola-
tions that do not really support the 
interpretation of the results.

This danger has long been identi-
fied and is well-known in psychology 
from problems linked to measuring in-
telligence. First to be criticised were 
intellectual aptitude tests for their 
simplistic character (a rather academic 
way of measuring intelligence) and 
for being socially biased (in particular, 
debates surrounding the possibility of 
composing “culture free” or “culture 
fair” tests; on this point see Vrignaud, 
2002). Then, contributions from cogni-
tive psychology showed that the unita-
ry approach to intelligence, conveyed 
by the employment of a unique score 
(IQ for example), did not reflect, or at 
least did not entirely reflect the sub-
jects’ psychological functioning as has 
been widely demonstrated since the 
seminal works of Hunt and Sternberg 
(Huteau & Lautrey, 1999 for a review 
in French). The plurality of the proces-
ses and strategies implemented by 
the subjects to resolve the problems 
presented was not taken into account 
in the overall score. The variabilities, 
both inter and intra-individual, strongly 
compromised the pertinence of the in-
terpretation of a unique score.

These criticisms and debates so-
metimes make us forget that compo-
sing tests has enabled the development 

of methods and concepts upon which 
the measurement of human sciences, 
and psychometry in particular, are 
based. The touchstone of evaluation 
in psychology and education is to dis-
tinguish between a proficiency and a 
competence. We observe a proficiency 
of a subject during an examination and 
we infer on the competence (Mislevy, 
1994). Far from the naive represen-
tations that the idea of calculating a 
score might convey, we are seeking to 
estimate the competence of the sub-
jects. It involves a process that calls 
upon numerous psychometric concepts 
and the estimation of competence ob-
tained is as far from the simple cal-
culation of a score by summation of 
the correct answers as the first studies 
in current research on cerebral locali-
sations, which benefit from the most 
recent advances in cerebral imagery 
techniques, can be.

From the beginning, international 
surveys have been a laboratory of trial 
and development of the most sophis-
ticated psychometric methodologies 
(a comprehensive presentation -in 
French- of international survey metho-
dology can be found in Rocher 2003). 
It must be said that, in addition to the 
participants’ desire to provide their 
users with the results that offer the 
best guarantees of reliability, these 
surveys presented worrisome metho-
dological problems, such as providing 
an equivalence of the measurement 
in multiple linguistic and national 
contexts. As one can observe on rea-
ding the PISA Technical Manual (Wu & 
Adams, 2002), the methods employed 
are extremely sophisticated.

In fact, the PISA survey is a device 
for measuring literacy, and its results 
should be interpreted while bearing 
in mind the manner in which this skill 
has been constructed. Therefore, to 

explain what is and is not evaluated 
as a skill in PISA, it is useful to give 
and to discuss the methodological 
elements that construct and ensure 
this passage between the proficiency 
at a selection of tests and the compe-
tence of the populations of numerous 
countries. The objective of this article 
is to show important methodological 
advances that have been integrated 
to PISA to construct a solid measu-
ring device and, at the same time, 
to show that the emphasis placed on 
the measuring device has perhaps left 
other questions surrounding the nature 
and measurement of skill in the dark.

Evidently, this presentation is 
technical, but it is precisely one of the 
crucial problems of these surveys that 
understanding the result, and their li-
mits in particular, is linked to complex 
methodological questions. It’s a chal-
lenge to present these methodological 
issues in a so short paper addressed to 
a large readers’ community. We are ta-
king the risk to appear confused for the 
statistical laymen and oversimplistic 
to the statistical experts. We apolo-
gize for these both defects.

The main methods used in inter-
national student assessment surveys 
were developed in psychology or 
rather, psychometry. Today, we talk 
about “edumetry” to define a field 
equivalent to that of psychometry in 
the evaluation of education sector. 
However, this distinction remains at 
surface value, to the extent that the 
methods and concepts are very similar 
and, very often, the researchers who 
work and are published in one of the 
two fields, will equally work and be 
published in the other.

The iTem response 
modeling (irm) 
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The measurement 
models

To introduce this presentation of 
the basic concepts of psychometry, we 
might underline that measurement, 
that is to say assigning magnitude 
to objects while respecting certain of 
their properties, has presented parti-
cular problems in psychology, which 
have led to the development of ori-
ginal solutions within this discipline. 
These methods have been grouped 
together in psychometry, which de-
fines which methods to implement, 
from data collecting devices to the 
definition of reliability standards. 
The three, most generally-used 
measurement models are the classic 
approach (Lord & Novick, 1969), the 
Item Response Modeling (IRM) and 
the structural equation modeling. 
In treating the data of international 
surveys such as PISA, IRM is most 
frequently used. 

Presentation of IRM

These models, grouped together 
under the generic term of Item 
Response Modeling (IRM)4 – were 
created some fifty years ago (for a 

presentation see Hambleton & Swa-
minathan, 1985 or, in French, Dickes 
et al., 1994; Vrignaud, 1996). It is im-
portant to point out that they were 
“invented” almost simultaneously 
and independently of each other: in 
Denmark by the mathematician Georg 
Rasch (1960) who was researching a 
model that would make it possible to 
compare the reading skills of students 
several years apart; in the United Sta-
tes, by the statistician Allan Birnbaum 
(1959, quoted in Birnbaum, 1968) who 
sought to improve the measurement 
models in psychometry. These models 
profoundly renewed the psychometric 
approach because on the one hand 
they offer a unitary framework in 
which to consider all psychometric 
concepts (presented above in re-
lation to the classic model) and on 
the other hand, they offer a new 
framework in which to interpret the 
test results by situating the subjects 
proficiency in relation to the tasks 
and not in relation to the proficiency 
of other subjects. These models, are 
probabilistics.

IRM is based on the research of 
a mathematic model of the item’s 
functioning, enabling the relationship 
between the difficulty of the item and 
the skill of the subject to be represen-
ted. In general, the logistic function is 
used. The more general model compri-
ses three parameters that model the 
item’s functioning: “bi” the difficulty of 
the item, “ai” the slope (discriminatory 
value of the item), “ci” the “random” 
response parameter usually called 
guessing.

The explanation of the item’s dif-
ficulty and of the subject’s skill by a 
same latent variable explicitly justifies 
the comparison between items and 
subjects. The parameters of difficulty 
will make it possible to compare the 

items among themselves. The parame-
ters of skill enable the comparison of 
subjects and groups of subjects. Thus, 
all operations to compose tests and to 
interpret the results, which require the 
items and tests to be equivalent, or to 
compare different populations, will be 
facilitated.

How many parameters 
should be used to model 
skill?

The issue of the model’s number 
of parameters has often been dis-
cussed. With the options retained 
having consequences on the statis-
tics’ validity and the presentation 
of the results, these choices have 
repercussions on the treatment of 
international surveys. Thus, in the 
treatment of the PISA survey, ACER 
(Australian Council for Educational 
Research) � employs a model derived 
from the Rasch model implanted in 
its CONQUEST software. To explain 
the functioning of the item, this mo-
del only comprises the parameter of 
difficulty while the ETS (Educational 
Testing Service) draws on a model 
with two parameters (difficulty and 
discriminatory value) or even three 
(the guessing parameter) by using 
algorithms of estimation implanted 
in its BILOG software (Zimowski, Mu-
raki, Mislevy, & Bock, 1996) – for an 
example of the treatment of the IALS 
survey, see Yamamoto, 1998). This 
difference in choice of the number 
of models’ parameter can be explai-
ned by at least four reasons. First, 
historical reasons, work on IRM was 
introduced to the ETS following the 
studies of Birnbaum (1968) resumed 
and developed by Lord (1980) who, 
from the start, introduced a model 
with two and then three parameters 

NOTES

4. In English, the term: Item Response 
Theory (IRT) is more widely used. However, 
the term “model” seems more appropriate 
in that, it is a matter of considering the 
behaviour of a subject answering an item 
rather than constructing a psychological 
theory of the subject’s behaviour, as H. 
Goldstein & R. Wood (1989) remark.

�. ACER, the main organisation at the head 
of the consortium that oversees PISA, ETS 
has been the organisation overseeing the 
treatment of data from American surveys 
(NAEP, etc.) as well as several internatio-
nal enquiries, IALS, in particular.
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Differential Item 
Functioning

Finally, one of the essential pha-
ses in the study of equivalence in 
terms of the different linguistic and/or 
national versions is the identification 
of differential item functioning, or 
“DIF” for short (for a presentation in 
French, see Vrignaud, 2002 or Rocher, 
2003, in the context of international 
surveys). The DIF is a difference in 
how well two groups of comparable 
subjects do in relation to an item re-
garding the construct measured by 
the test. Thus, DIF is a nuisance as 
it’s revealing biases bound to the use 
of a measurement device in different 
cultural and/or linguistic contexts. The 
DIF� may focus on every characteristic 
of an item: 1) its difficulty, 2) its discri-
minatory value. Recourse to a model 
with a single parameter simplifies 
the approach to this question. But 
two issues lack explicit answers. The 
first one is the validity of DIF studies 
applied to translated items. The pro-
cedure to identify DIF have been ela-
borated and validated in the context 
of national DIF studies. The aim of 
these studies was to compare the 
proficiency of different groups (e.g. 

gender, ethnicity,…) against a main 
dominant group in favour of which it 
could be hypothetized that the test 
was biased. The test scrutinized for 
DIF is the same for all the group stu-
died. That is not the case when we 
study translated tests. As is pointed 
out by Sireci (1997), it’s not possible to 
ensure that procedures to identify DIF 
are effective when dealing with diffe-
rent linguistic versions of a test. The 
second one is the number of groups 
involved in the DIF study. The original 
procedures to flag items suspect of 
DIF was developed in the context of 
gender or ethnic bias that implied to 
compare the proficiency of two groups 
(the favoured vs the disadvantaged) or 
at most less than ten groups. In inter-
national survey there are ten or more 
groups implied. The consequences of 
appliying DIF procedures in such a 
multiple comparisons procedure on 
the sensibility and the robustness of 
the detection of flawed items has not 
been completely drawn.

Conditional 
independence

In IRM, the estimation of the 
value of the parameters of difficulty 
is performed under the hypothesis 
of conditional independence. Condi-
tional independence is reflected in 
the assumption according to which 

issues of measuremenT 
Bound To liTeracy 
survey

NOTE

�. While the difference of success of an item is, in the same way, in favour or disfavour 
of the same group across all of the subject grades, the DIF is said to be “uniform”. The 
uniform DIF focuses only on the difficulty of the item. There is a difference in favour of 
the same group at every level of skill. While the difference in success changes according 
to the subjects’ proficiency level (for example, the difference is in favour of a group for 
the weakly performing grades and in disfavour of the same group for the strongly per-
forming grades) we speak of “crossed” DIF. Crossed DIF focuses on the discriminatory 
value of the item, which is more discriminating in one group than in another. While we 
can easily visualize the psychological significance of a uniform DIF, that of a crossed DIF 
may be more tricky.

while the studies of ACER followed 
the Rasch approach, as the software 
constructed by this organisation 
shows (Titan then Quest: Adams & 
Khoo, 1994). Next, reasons linked to 
the items’ format, PISA comprises 
polytomous items (The answers may 
be subject to coding according to the 
levels of success). This item format 
is easy to treat with the Rasch model 
(the parameter of difficulty is splitted 
into two parts: one representing the 
general difficulty of the item and the 
other representing the passage from 
one level of difficulty to another) whe-
reas estimating of the parameters of 
difficulty of such items is not so easy 
using the model with two parameters. 
The choice of the number of parame-
ter has a several consequences on the 
rest of the treatments. The procedure 
of ordering the items in terms of  
their difficulty is simpler and more 
coherent if the discriminatory va-
lue of the items is identical which 
is the case in the Rasch model. On 
the other hand, the use of the Rasch  
model requires an additional con-
dition of validity: the assumption 
of equal discriminatory value of the 
items. This condition is generally ve-
rified a posteriori if the test fits with 
to the Rasch model, this supports the 
assumption that there is no need to 
introduce an additional parameter to 
take into account the discriminatory 
value of the items. The test of this 
assumption of equal items’ discrimi-
nation would be worth of deeper de-
velopment in the PISA manual. When 
using a two parameter model, the 
existence of differences in discrimi-
natory value between the items could 
render this grading less univocal. This 
point will be discussed more deeply 
in regard to the interpretation of the 
scale.
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a subject’s answer does not depend 
on his/her answers to other items in 
the test. The success of a subject in 
relation to an item depends only on 
their skill over the latent trait measu-
red by the item and nothing else (and 
especially not their answers to the 
previous items). It is often difficult 
to test the assumption of conditional 
independence.

However, numerous test situa-
tions where, by construction, the 
condition of conditional independence 
is not respected can be identified (Vri-
gnaud, 2003). Thus, in the evaluation 
of literacy, it’s often demanded that 
several questions be answered on a 
same text. This manner of proceeding 
is justified by the fact that the sub-
ject’s investment, both cognitive and 
temporal, in appropriating the complex 
object -in this instance, a text-, must 
be executed as effectively as possible. 
In English, the term “testlet” is used 
to refer to such exercises including 
several items. Generally, we do not 
take into account the bias inferred by 
this dependence in the treatment of 
international literacy survey results 
(Dickes & Vrignaud, 1995). Although, 
these bias do have non-negligible 
effects as the research on ‘testlets’ 
has shown (for example, Wainer & 
Thissen, 1996). If we cannot retain 
the hypothesis of conditional inde-
pendence, then we must introduce a 
specific parameter representing the 
conditional dependence between the 
items involved as the particular pro-
bability of success relating to these 
items; their interaction, as suggested 
by Harvey Goldstein (Goldstein, 1980). 
Recently, H. Wainer, E.T. Bradlow, and 
H.L. Wang (2007) have proposed an 
approach for testlets and develop a 
Bayesian algorithm for the estima-
tion of the parameters of this model 

that is implemented in the software 
SCORIGHT (Wang, Wainer & Bradlow, 
2005).

IRM was presented by its advoca-
tes as a renewal of the measurement 
theory. G. Rasch argued that the esti-
mation of the items’ difficulty and of 
the subjects’ skill were independent, 
which according to him was the basis 
of the concept of specific objectivity 
(Rasch, 1977). Whatever the item sat 
by the subject, one would obtain a 
same estimation of their skill. Wha-
tever the groups of subjects to which 
the item was administered, one 
would obtain a same estimation of 
its difficulty. This idea has often been 
considered as not very “realistic” and 
furthermore, seems to have hindered 
numerous studies as we may observe 
in a summary of the developments of 
the Rasch Model (Fischer & Molenaar, 
1995).

IRM defines the skill of the sub-
ject as their probability to resolve 
items of a given difficulty. The skill is 
therefore defined in relation to tasks 
and not in relation to other subjects. 
The parameter of the subject’s skill 
defines their zone of competence, 
which could be associated with the 
items’ parameters of difficulty: a sub-
ject demonstrates a high probability 
to succeed to all the items in his/her 
zone of competence. The definition 
of the zone of competence requires 
that a decision be made concerning 
the threshold of probability selected, 
in order to consider that the subject is 
clearly mastering the task embodied 
in the item. Might we consider that a 
threshold above 50% is a sign that the 
item may be resolved by the subject 

or would it be better to consider that 
only a threshold of close to 100% can 
reflect a real understanding on the 
subjects’ part? For example, in edu-
cational evaluations in the United Sta-
tes, the threshold of 80% is generally 
retained (Kirsch, 1995). This threshold 
has the advantage of guaranteeing a 
quasi certain probability of success, 
but its severity may be deceiving in 
terms of the subjects’ actual success. 
Indeed, the probabilities are high that 
the subjects succeed other items of 
a greater difficulty that those inclu-
ded in their zone of skill. A second 
problem is that of the definition of 
skill in terms of the items’ content. 
To say that one subject is capable of 
answering all of the items of a given 
difficulty is to refer to the operatio-
nal definition of these items. This 
definition might appear simple when 
the content of the items lends itself 
to it: for example, the complexity of 
arithmetic operations, the number 
of inferences to perform to conduct 
an analysis. Nevertheless, this type 
of analysis often appears simplifying 
with regard to the models of resolu-
tion proposed by cognitive psychology 
(Rémond, 2006).

The construction of the scale of 
skill in the surveys that use the IRM is 
essentially based on the regrouping of 
items by their indicators of difficulty. 
Thus, in most international surveys, 
several levels (usually five) of skill are 
defined. The interpretation of each of 
these levels is then developed by the 
cognitive analysis of the items graded 
at this level. This system of definition 
of a skill essentially psychometric, 
even if it comes in the guise of co-
gnitive psychology. Such a system has 
been particularly developed by Kirsch 
and colleagues in the NAEP then IALS 
and PISA surveys (see, for example, 

assessing skill in 
The conTexT of irm
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Kirsch, Jungeblut & Mosenthal, 1998). 
This approach presents two major 
drawbacks.

The first is to be partially tauto-
logical: this item is easy because a 
large number of subjects answered it 
correctly and therefore it corresponds 
to operations of a weak level.

A second drawback is the difficul-
ty of determining the level to which 
an item belongs. Indeed, we take the 
parameter of difficulty into account, 
not by itself, but by researching what 
level of skill is required to understand 
an item of this level of difficulty.

Therefore, an item will be graded 
in the category that corresponds to the 
level of skill making it possible to ob-
tain a 75 or 80% (in general) likelihood 
of success. However, the subjects that 
have an inferior level of skill, still 
have a high probability of succeeding 
if their skills are close to the divide 
separating the grades. The quality of 
this separation may be assessed by 
the discriminatory value of the items. 
Hence the importance of the issue of 
the number of models’parameter dis-
cussed supra. If all the item presents 
the same high discriminatory power 
then the slope of the items are steep  
and a small increase in competence is 
associated to an important increase in 
the probability of succeeding the item 
in their difficulty zone. Such items can 
be reliably affected to a skill level. If 
the discriminatory indexes present a 
wide range of variation, then the allo-
cation of the items is function of their 
discrimation power. The weak one 
cannot be reliably allocated.

Bytheway the information pro-
vided by these levels appears to be 
relatively vague and imprecise in that 
the divides are arbitrary by nature: the 
fact of being graded in a level of skill 

does not in any way mean that the 
subject is not capable of functioning 
at different, higher levels of skill. 
Interpreting the levels is not always 
easy because sometimes, some of the 
levels consist of few items (generally 
the higher levels). And, in particular, 
the interpretation in terms of cogni-
tive functioning is not founded on the 
analysis of tasks and processes, but 
rather appears as a derivative of the 
psychometric measurement model.

In PISA, the different levels of skill 
have been defined in such a way that 
the subjects whose parameter of skill 
has a value close to the inferior mar-
ker have a 50% likelihood of succee-
ding in the items at this level; those 
whose parameter of skill has a value 
close to the higher marker, have an 
80% likelihood of succeeding in these 
same items. By construction, it is the-
refore certain that a subject does not 
only succeed in items that correspond 
to their level and – at least for the 
subjects close to the higher marker – 
they have a non-negligible likelihood 
of succeeding in those of the higher 
level. Again, it is not a question of lis-
ting the method’s deficits without re-
cognizing the benefits; to begin with, 
those that define the skill in relation to 
the tasks and not in relation with other 
subjects as in the classic psychome-
tric approach. It is also important to 
underline the care with which these 
operations have been performed and 
the clarity with which they are explai-
ned in the technical manual (Turner, 
2002). However, we cannot ignore the 
risk of arriving at a reification of the 
notion of the levels of skill, which, ac-
cording to the user’s who did not have 
access to all of the technical sources, 
may appear to be more objective than 
they are in reality.

The estimation of IRM parameters 
is a significant operation (an excellent 
and exhaustive presentation of this 
matter can be found in Baker, 1992). 
Assessment of fit of the model to the 
data is performed at various stages 
during the estimation of the items’ 
parameters of difficulty and the sub-
jects’ skill. Upstream, the IRM models 
depend on numerous conditions of va-
lidity: unidimensionality, conditional 
independence of the items, and, for 
the Rasch model, equal discriminatory 
value of the items. These conditions 
are sometimes difficult to ascertain 
and verify. Thus R.K. Hambleton, H. 
Swaminathan & H.J. Rogers (1991) 
list some twenty procedures to as-
certain the possibility of applying 
the model to the data. Also, we can 
quote the research led by Stout’s team 
(Bolt & Stout, 1996, Shealy & Stout, 
1993, Nandakumar, 1994) at the Uni-
versity of Chicago, which has made 
it possible to find the most effective 
conceptual contexts for testing these 
hypotheses (unidimensionality, condi-
tional independence, differential item 
functioning). It is regretful that this 
team’s work is absent in the treatment 
of international surveys.

The algorithm of estimation used 
in PISA is the result of the American 
statistician D. Rubin’s work on the 
so-called “EM” algorithm (Expecta-
tion-Maximization; Dempster, Laird 
& Rubin, 1977; Rubin, 1987 & 1991). 
Rubin operates a reversal of pers-
pective concerning the estimation of 
the subjects’ skill. Rubin considers 
that the position of the subject over 
the latent variable is fundamentally 
a missing value. Indeed, skill is only 

esTimaTing The 
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known conditionally in the subject’s 
answers to a reduced number of 
questions: those included in the test 
that they have sat for and including 
the case where they have answered 
all of the questions on the test. In the 
context of IRM, this formula has led 
to the algorithm of parameter esti-
mation being re-thought by using the 
EM algorithm (Bock & Aitkin, 1981), 
a procedure implanted in the BILOG 
software designed for IRM parame-
ter estimation (Mislevy & Bock, 1990; 
Zimowski et al., 1996). R.J. Mislevy 
and his colleagues (Mislevy, 1987, 
Sheehan & Mislevy, 1990, Mislevy 
et al., 1992) perfected this approach 
by introducing descriptive data about 
the subject’s context (background va-
riables) to the estimation algorithm 
in order to render the estimation of 
the subjects’ parameter of skill more 
robust. It is a matter of estimating 
the subjects’ skill conditionally in 
relation to the answers they have 
given to the items they have answe-
red (therefore, without including the 
missing items by construction of the 
booklets and the terminal omissions) 
and conditionally in relation to the va-
riables describing the subjects’ cha-
racteristics. It is important to specify 
that the score of a subject’s skill is 
conceptually a non-observable value 
and that its estimation refers not to a 
single parameter but to a distribution. 
Conditionally, we infer -with a varyin-
gly strong guarantee-, the distribution 
of a subject’s parameter of skill with 
these characteristics and this pattern 
of response to the items from the 
subjects’ answers and characteristics. 
We do not know the true value of the 
parameter of skill, but its distribution. 
To reinforce the strength of this esti-
mation, several draw in this distribu-

tion of so-called plausible values are 
carried out, the average of which will 
be a better estimation of the subject’s 
skill. This procedure is presented in 
more details in the technical manual 
(Adams, 2002).

This approach suggests several 
commentaries. First of all, it is cer-
tain that it takes theoretical concepts 
of psychometry seriously and even 
that it takes them –in a particularly 
elegant manner-, to the extreme. At a 
theoretic level, it is also certain that 
these procedures make it possible 
to ensure a stronger and more rapid 
estimation (accelerated convergence) 
of the subject’s parameters of skill. It 
has also being demonstrated that it 
enabled a more accurate estimation 
of the countries’ averages in the case 
of international surveys. The strong 
points of this algorithm are also the 
source of its weak points: the distribu-
tion of parameters depending on more 
prolific information, this introduces 
new sources of bias in the estimation 
(for example, the subjects’ characte-
ristics). It will be necessary to ensure 
accuracy of information concerning 
the subjects’ characteristics and their 
equivalences in the different national 
contexts. Equally, it multiplies the 
conditions of validity. Last but not 
least, this estimation procedure ends 
in a selection (five in PISA) of plausi-
ble values for each subject. According 
to publications on this approach, the 
theory is a major asset to psychome-
tric thought and the procedures seem 
to give strong results for the estima-
tion of IRM parameters. Moreover, it 
should be noted that this procedure, 
developed by the ETS researchers 
for American surveys such as NALS 
and YALS (and adding procedures 
specific to the BILOG MG software) 

then for international surveys (see, 
for example, IALS: Yamamoto, 1998) 
has been implanted in the CONQUEST 
software edited by ACER (Wu, Adams 
& Wilson, 1997) while this group was 
responsible for the treatment of PISA 
data. The recourse to the distribution 
of plausible values is now genera-
lised in international surveys (see, for 
example PIRLS: Gonzalez, 2001).

The fact of estimating the skill of 
a subject using five plausible values 
and not a unique score has significant 
implications on the way in which the 
analyses are conducted. The dispersal 
of these plausible values is as impor-
tant as their average. The statistical 
analysis, therefore, should be entirely 
developed from different plausible va-
lues and not from a single value or a 
summative of the values. For example, 
if we want to calculate the correla-
tion between a variable of context 
(the student’s parents’ profession 
and their social category, or “SES”) 
and skill, we must calculate this cor-
relation for each of the five plausible 
values provided for each subject and 
then create an aggregate of the five 
values obtained for the correlation. 
The dispersal of the indicator’s values 
should be used for the significance 
tests. We will find descriptions of the 
procedures enabling this aggregate in 
the publications addressing multiple 
imputation methods (see Schafer & 
Graham, 2002 for a recent review). 
We cannot be sure that the resear-
chers performing secondary analyses 
from the PISA data have completely 
integrated these procedures to their 
analyses to obtain the estimations 
that are unbiased by the indicators 
altough these elements are presen-
ted very explicitly and clearly in the 
technical manual (Adams, 2002).
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IRM has been the subject of nume-
rous criticisms. The most fundamental 
being based on its realistic capacity to 
represent the functioning of the sub-
jects who answer the items. Thus, 
Reuchlin (1996) contests the conti-
nual character of the model, which 
presumes that a subject can always 
succeed in an item. An item’s answer 
is discreet in character. Answering a 
difficult item correctly is not unlikely 
for a subject of weak skill, it is simply 
impossible. A less radical challenge 
focuses on some of its properties, es-
pecially unidimensionality.

Unidimensionality of the latent 
variable leads us to assume that 
the interindividual differences are 
only differences in force and that the 
differences in the difficulty between 
items are only quantitative. Thus IRM 
substantiates the idea that whatever 
the subject’s level of competence may 
be, he/she uses similar processes and 
strategies to answer the items. This 
criticism has already been brought 
against the scores, the global charac-
ter of which does not provide informa-
tion on the underlying processes and 
strategies (Huteau & Lautrey, 1999).

The most essential issue is the 
consideration of different dimen-
sions and consequently of several 
skills explaining the proficiency of 
the subjects in relation to the items. 
If we consider three scales, the re-
lationship between their scores may 
be situated between two extremes: 
1) there is no relationship between 
them, 2) the relationship between 
the dimensions is such that there is 
no need to distinguish them: they are 
measuring the same skill.  In case 

no. 1, the dimensions are orthogonal 
(the correlations are null), the results 
of each scale must be presented and 
interpreted separately. In case no. 2, 
the correlations are close to 1, there 
is no cause to interpret the dimen-
sions separately, the skills measured 
are completely redundant and if we 
had to distinguish between them it 
would be by a semantic artefact that 
would consist in naming them dif-
ferently. Most of the time, the data 
sits between these two poles. The 
question then is to decide from what 
point the relationship between the di-
mensions might be estimated as being 
sufficiently weak to consider that the 
dimensions measured correspond 
to different skills. This question has 
been at the heart of most debates on 
psychological aptitude models since 
Spearman and then Thurstone. The di-
mensionality of skill in literacy is part 
of such a debate. We seek to know if 
the results can be presented on one 
or several scales. However, the perti-
nence of a discussion appears, in the 
case of international literacy surveys, 
distorted, for reasons pertaining to the 
reliability of the measurement, IRM 
hangs on to the fact that the tests are 
strongly unidimensional. Unidimensio-
nality is both the structure sought and 
the condition of validity (assumption) 
of IRM. Indeed, the basic IRM require 
the condition of unidimensionality: we 
must explain relationships between 
items (estimated by their parameters), 
those between the subjects, as well 
as the relationships between the 
items and the subjects with one single 
latent variable.

The solution retained for the in-
terpretation of PISA is to consider 
five scales: three literacy scales, one 
mathematics and one science. We are 
only interested in the scales of lite-

racy. According to the report’s authors, 
these three scales are distinguished 
by the operations to which appeal (on 
this point see Rémond, 2006): 1) find 
the information, 2) develop an inter-
pretation, 3) reflect upon the texts’ 
content. The distinction between 
these three scales and the allocation 
of items to each of them is the result 
of expert judgment and the results of 
the data analysis. The values of the 
correlations between the scales, pu-
blished for the three literacy scales 
in PISA 2000, are very high (> .89 ; 
cf. Adams & Caspersen, 2002) and, in 
many of the cases, would be consi-
dered as sufficient to incorporate the 
three scales into one. Such is, further-
more, the case, as certain results are 
estimated on a global scale, which 
is itself considered by hypothesis as 
unidimensional because it matches 
the Rasch model well. Therefore, we 
can legitimately question the validity 
of distinguishing three scales since a 
model comprising a single scale per-
fectly takes the data into account (ac-
cording to the decisions taken by the 
statisticians on the fit between the 
measurement model and the data).

This general review of the measu-
rement model in international surveys 
in general, and in the PISA in parti-
cular, highlights several points. First, 
the sophistication of the methods 
used, the care taken to resolve the 
sensitive problems that psychome-
tric evaluation presents. Although 
all of these elements are presented 
in the technical manual (Adams & 
Wu, 2002), we might question the 
reality of their accessibility to poten-
tial PISA users, in that psychometry, 

The unidimensionaliTy 
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at least at this level of complexity, is 
not necessarily part of the common 
foundation of knowledge of the en-
tire community of users. This might 
cause certain users to wrongly use the 
data, as underlined in relation to the 
consideration of plausible values in 
secondary analyses.

 A second point is that, despite the 
care taken to address these methodo-
logical issues, certain solutions remain 
unsatisfactory with regard to the so-
phistication of the rest of the structure. 
Among the most technical aspects, we 
have pointed out the violation of the 
condition of conditional independence. 
The question of dimensionality appears 
to be more central and therefore more 
troubling in that it is directly related to 
the nature of the construct and to the 
presentation and interpretation of the 
results. This leads to a more general 
interrogation about the conceptual 
nature of the skill evaluated. On this 
matter, it is important to point out that 
Goldstein and colleagues (Goldstein, 
2004; Goldstein, Bonnet & Rocher, 
2007) have shown, by applying the 
structural equation models to English 
and French PISA data that they were 
not unidimensional, but at the very 
least they were bidimensional. The 
gap to unidimensionality is a sign that 
there are flaws in the measurement 
device and its consequences on the 
definition of skill should be taken into 
consideration.

If the hypothesis of unidimensio-
nality is kept, then the skill is certainly 
a broadly transversal one and the 
varying levels of its comprehension 
may be considered as the product of 
the educational systems. However, is 
not such a de-contextualised variable 
(since it should not factor in the diffe-
rent linguistic and cultural contexts) 
a sort of general protean success 

factor liable to be interpreted and 
expressed many ways? The results 
of a study conducted on the compa-
rison between a prior literacy survey 
performed on adults, IALS and PISA, 
also drive one to question the nature 
of the PISA scales. The IALS survey 
comprised three scales defined accor-
ding to the content of the document 
(prose, document and quantitative li-
teracy). Several of items (15) of IALS’ 
‘Prose’ scale were integrated to PISA. 
It was, therefore, possible to compare 
the two types of approach to literacy: 
that of IALS and that of PISA. This 
comparative study was conducted by 
Yamamoto (2002). Despite the nume-
rous bias making comparison between 
the two scales difficult, Yamamoto 
came to the conclusion that the corre-
lation between IALS’and PISA’s prose 
literacy scales is .83. This more or less 
corresponds to the order of magnitude 
of the correlations between IALS’ or 
PISA’s sub-scales. We can conclude 
that these two surveys, although they 
consist of differently interpreted sub-
scales, globally measure the same 
skill. 

 Equally, we might question the 
fact that this factor may, to a large 
extent, have similarities with intellec-
tual aptitude-type variables, namely 
verbal reasoning. In another survey, 
conducted in the context of a European 
project (Vrignaud, 2001), we observe 
a close correlation of “.70” between 
a vocabulary test (WISC III vocabulary 
subtest) and a national reading eva-
luation test for two countries (England 
and Italy). Although the intensity of 
these correlations is not sufficiently 
important to assimilate the skills eva-
luated by the two types of tests, it is 
nevertheless sufficiently elevated to 
draw the hypothesis that a relatively 
significant part of the reading skill 

(almost half of the variance) is explai-
ned by a vocabulary test. Vocabulary 
tests are the best indicators of ver-
bal reasoning and even of reasoning 
in general (elevated correlation with 
the overall IQ score). These reading 
tests, therefore, also measure a very 
general verbal skill. At least for the 
higher PISA levels, which, according 
to their definition, require that the 
subjects perform operations of infer-
ence, we might question the fact that 
verbal capacity to reason is measured 
just as much as the capacity to extract 
information from a written text.

The second question focuses on 
the unidimensionality of the construct 
measured. The recourse to three di-
mensions, even if it is interesting from 
a conceptual point of view, does not 
appear fully convincing from a psy-
chometric point of view. The aggre-
gation of all of the items in a single 
latent variable is a point that does 
not exactly plead in favour of using 
several sub-scales. The constraints 
of the measurement model are such 
that they lead to the elimination of all 
of the eventual causes of differences 
in unidimensionality, which would be 
in violation with the use of IRM. We 
might consider that this reduction will 
take effect from the moment the items 
are selected. Consequently, the world 
of items runs the risk of eliminating 
the information that tells of qualita-
tive differences supporting other as-
pects and not just the quantitative dif-
ferences that consist of arranging the 
countries averages on an axis. We can 
also question the pertinence of explai-
ning the differences between subjects 
in a uniquely quantitative manner for 
subjects of low skill for whom the 
situation is better qualified by the 
term “illiteracy” than by that of “low 
literacy level”. It is more heuristic to 
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seek to qualify these situations of illi-
teracy by identifying their causes ra-
ther than quantifying them. The survey 
on the literacy skills of French adults: 
“Information et Vie Quotidienne” (In-
formation and Everyday Life) (Murat, 
2005) comprised a specific module for 
the subjects identified as being in a 
situation of illiteracy and aiming to 
diagnose the causes of this illiteracy.

PISA’s chosen method of skill eva-
luation is not exempt from scientific 
and ideological questioning. Indeed, 
we remember the debates on measu-
ring intelligence and the Binet’s wit. 
We run the risk of declaring: “Lite-
racy? That is what our test measu-
res!”. How can we be certain that 
the items (the task) are sampled in a 
way that truly covers the field? Are 
we not running the risk, as in the in-
telligence tests, of over representing 
or indeed only representing the tasks 
that relate to school learning and the 
dominating cultural environment as 
they are conceived and validated in 
some countries and of assisting the 
terrible drift that has occurred in ap-
titude testing with part of the work 
of Terman, as raised by Blum and 
Guérin-Pace (2000)? There is a risk of 
ideological drift in considering these 
skills as autonomous and objective 
when they are strictly dependant on 
a measurement model.

If we choose an approach to skills, 
then it is necessary to define the skills 
in terms of their respective fields; this 
is the only way to validate the inter-
pretation of psychometric measure-
ment because it enables us to verify 
the extent to which the field of skill is 

covered by the tests constructed. This 
approach has been the subject of an 
international survey conducted by the 
OECD: the DESECO programme (1999). 
It involved asking different experts: 
philosophers (Canto-Sperber & Dupuy, 
1999), ethnologist (Goody, 1999), psy-
chologist (Haste, 1999), economists 
(Levy & Murnane, 1999), specialists 
in educational science (Perrenoud, 
1999), how we might define the ne-
cessary skills required to live and suc-
ceed in the modern world. This type of 
work could make it possible to define 
the skills evaluated on theoretical not 
only psychometric bases. The validity 
of the construct and its interpretation 
would be further validated. Unfortuna-
tely, it would appear that the results of 
the DESECO have not been integrated 
to the thoughts on international as-
sessment surveys.

The drawbacks of IRM are partially 
recognized but its advocate argue that 
it’s the best approach in regard to the 
state of art. This is only partially true. 
We reminded in this paper that IRM 
are fifty years old, that the algorithm 
EM used to estimate the parameters 
is thirty years old and that the whole 
approach used has been elaborated 
about twenty years ago. In psychome-
trics like in other sciences, this time 
is a very long one in terms of new 
developments. We pointed at the use 
of Bayesian algorithm to estimate the 
IRM parameter for testlets. Bayesian 
algorithms are now widely used in 
different fields needing estimation of 
statistical parameters (Gelman, Car-
lin, Stern, & Rubin, 2004). One argu-
ment to keep the old IRM approach for 

the data treatment is the aim of time 
comparisons (for example between 
the PISA rounds) and that it is simpler 
to treat the new data using the same 
approach than the preceding one. 
This drawback can be easily avoided 
as previous data have been carefully 
archived and can be treated using a 
new approach. If we pursue this line of 
reasoning this we lead to imagine that 
in half of a century we shall always 
use the same methodology even if it 
has been proven that it is obsolete. 
Bytheway, we put the emphasis on 
the simplistic representation of skill 
carried on by unidimensionality. Other 
models are widely used in psychome-
trics for example Structural Equation 
Modelling (SEM) or Hierarchical Linear 
Modelling (HLM). These models can 
throw new lights on the internatio-
nal comparison of skill. For example, 
these approaches allow for multidi-
mensionality and they offer a diffe-
rent frame to consider the between 
countries variability. It’s worth noting 
that SEM and HLM have already in-
troduced Bayesian algorithm for the 
estimation of the model parameter 
(see for example Arbuckle, 2007 for 
SEM and Browne, 2005 for HLM).

To take in consideration new de-
velopments in the measurement field, 
to open to different measurement mo-
del giving new insights in the data, 
to operationalize the skill in a way 
avoiding reification, will help to keep 
results of student and adult interna-
tional surveys at a high standard of 
quality that can be expected for an es-
sential tool used to pilot educational 
systems in numerous countries. 
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Adult skill assessment: 
emerging methods
Fabrice Murat 
Bureau des études statistiques sur l’enseignement scolaire

The assessment of adults is a 
complex area, whose emergence 

is fairly recent. An adult is not 
assessed at home as a student 

in his classroom. The first large-
scale assessment of adults in 

France a certain extent has shown 
the difficulties that could meet: 
according to this survey (IALS), 

40% of adults 18-65 years in France 
were facing great difficulty in 

literacy in 1994. Methodological 
expertises have questioned the 

reliability of the survey, justifying the 
withdrawal of France for the survey. 

This article presents one of these 
works, showing the importance 
of conditions of data-collection: 

using best-suited procedures, the 
proportion of people in difficulty 

falls to 15%. This shows the need to 
build a protocol that maintains the 
motivation of respondents, limiting 
the length of the test and adapting 

the difficulty of exercises at the 
person’s ability, for example. These 

results are particularly important 
in view of the development of the 

survey PIAAC, provided by the OECD 
in 2011.

A
ssessing pupils’ skills for sta-
tistical purposes is a wides-
pread and ancient practice. 
The DEPP has organised this 
kind of survey for many years 

at different levels of the education 
system. International organisations 
such as the IEA (International Associa-
tion for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement) or OECD (Organisation 
for Economic Cooperation and Develo-
pment) have launched multiple evalua-
tions to compare the results of pupils 
between the different countries. This 
practice is less common for adult as-
sessments but this domain is currently 
undergoing significant development. 
Thus, in 1994, Statistique Canada and 
ETS (Educational Testing Service) or-
ganised the international IALS survey 

(International Adult Literacy Survey) 
on adult literacy1 skills, subsequent to 
similar operations in the USA and Ca-
nada. Other countries were involved 
in this survey in 1996 and 1998, the 
results of which were published by the 
OECD (OECD 2000). In 2003, the ALLS 
survey (Adult Literacy and Life Skills) 
was carried out in several countries, 
based on the main principles of IALS. 
Since then, the OECD has launched 
the PIAAC programme (Programme for 
the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies), which should result in 
the implementation of a survey in se-
veral dozen countries by 2011. France 
is of course encouraged to take part 
in this process.

Although France was one of the 
first countries to participate in IALS, 

NOTES

1. The French neologism littératie derived from the English “literacy” refers to the ability to 
understand and use written information in daily life, in the workplace and in society with a 
view to attaining personal goals and extending one’s knowledge and abilities.

2. The IVQ survey we are about to discuss is the result of a collaboration between several 
organisations: ANLCI (French Agency against Illiteracy), CGP (National Economic Planning 
Agency), CREST (Centre for research in economics and statistics), DARES (Research and 
social studies Directorate of the French Ministry of labour), DEPP (Evaluation, Forecasting and 
Performance Directorate of the Ministry of national education), DGEFP (General Delegation 
for Employment and Vocational Training), DGLFLF (General Delegation for the French language 
and the languages of France of the Ministry of Culture) DIV (Inter-ministerial Delegation for 
Urban Affairs), INED (French Institute of demographic studies), INETOP (French Institute of 
work and vocational guidance studies), INSEE (French Institute for statistics and economic 
studies), ONPES (French Observatory of Poverty and Social Exclusion). Several academic 
research teams were also involved in designing the assessment tests.
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in 1994, French results have raised a 
lot of questions: France’s international 
ranking was very poor and newspa-
pers have published leaks alleging 
that 40% of French people are illi-
terate. A number of methodological 
problems emerged during audits, 
justifying France’s withdrawal from 
this survey and the ALLS survey. This 
is why the authorities concerned by 
the subject2 decided in 2000 to focus 
on a national approach to develop our 
knowledge in this very particular do-
main. A specific survey (Information 
et Vie Quotidienne, Information and 
Daily Life) was designed and first 
conducted in the field at the end of 
2002. With a primarily methodologi-
cal purpose, this initial collection de-
monstrated the feasibility of this type 
of survey and was followed by a lar-
ger-scale operation at the end of 2004. 
The IVQ survey should be renewed in 
2010, which will be an opportunity to 
measure skill evolution.

The proximity of the IVQ 2010 and 
PIAAC 2011 operations raises ques-
tions about possible convergences. 
The PIAAC survey is in line with IALS, 
with certain countries who took part 
in IALS wanting the 2011 results to 
shed light on the evolution of their 
population’s skills. The IVQ process 
was partly designed to analyse the 
shortcomings of the IALS survey in 
terms of assessment and collection 
methodology, detected during the 
many audits conducted. What is the 
impact of methodological choices on 
the results? To what extent can the 
lessons learnt from IVQ be transposed 
at international level and help develop 
PIAAC? How to combine two French 
operations so close timewise and rela-
ting to approximately the same theme 
but with perspectives and methodolo-
gical choices that will probably remain 

slightly different? All these questions 
lead us to review the differences 
between the two processes and revise 
our analysis of a specific protocol of 
the 2002 IVQ survey, enabling us to 
bridge the gap with IALS.

Despite France’s withdrawal from 
the IALS survey, several newspapers 
published an alleged result from this 
survey: 40% of the people living in 
France are illiterate. In fact, this was 
the result of one of the three scales 
of the survey, i.e. the understanding 
of Continuous Texts or Prose, the 
results of the Schematic Texts and 
Quantitative Texts scales being sli-
ghtly better. In addition, the OECD’s 
definition of people in difficulty only 
partially corresponds with the notion 
of illiteracy and is based on the more 
complex notion of skill scale, based 
on item response models and which 
we will introduce subsequently. The 
questions are ranked by difficulty on 
a scale ranging from 0 to 5003. The 
easiest of these questions are isola-
ted, i.e. those with a difficulty para-
meter lower than 225, described as 
“level 1”; the upper threshold of level 
2 questions is 275; level 3 is 275 to 
325, etc. A person’s score is the level 
of difficulty of a task he or she has 
an 80% chance of successfully perfor-
ming. Thus, a person with a 250 score 
has an 80% chance of successfully 
performing a task of this difficulty; he 
has considerably more than an 80% 
chance of successfully performing a 
level 1 task; however, he has signi-
ficantly less than an 80% chance of 
successfully performing a level 3 task. 
This person will be considered “level 

2”. Thus, “level 1” people are those 
with an 80% chance of successfully 
performing a task at this level, i.e. 
among the easiest ones of the ques-
tionnaires. There are therefore mar-
ked differences within this population, 
between those who generally succes-
sfully perform the most difficult level 1 
tasks (but far less often those ranked 
at level 2) and those who hardly mana-
ge to successfully perform the easiest 
tasks. However, as the OECD wording 
focuses on the great difficulties afflic-
ting these people, their very low skill 
level may explain the use of the term 
“illiterate”. Furthermore, France was 
markedly behind most other countries 
who took part in the first wave of the 
survey: the proportion of people in dif-
ficulty on the Prose scale was 21% in 
the USA, 14% in Germany, 13% in the 
Netherlands, for example. These ra-
ther surprising results led to a number 
of studies, which justified France’s wi-
thdrawal from the survey (Dickes and 
Vrignaud 1995, Blum and Guérin-Pace 
1999, Blum and Guérin-Pace 2000, 
ONS 2000, Vrignaud 2001). The main 
lessons learnt from these studies will 
be reiterated hereafter, after which 
those that were used for the creation 
of the IVQ survey will be examined in 
more detail.

ials audiT

NOTE

3. It should be pointed out that, in the item 
response models, the values are in fact 
partially arbitrary and can be changed by 
any linear transformation. In practice, the 
scale is defined unequivocally by setting 
the average and standard deviation of 
the distribution (for example, in the case 
of PISA or TIMSS which use this type 
of method, the international average is 
500 and standard deviation 100). Thus, 
the 0 value has no particular significance 
and of course does not correspond with 
the easiest item or with the least skilled 
person…
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The sampling was based on the 
list of telephone numbers and route 
sampling to solve the problem of un-
listed numbers: the telephone number 
referred to an address and, by fol-
lowing specific instructions (i.e. take 
the second street Northwards on the 
right, then the second building on the 
left, etc.); the surveyor determined 
the house or flat to be surveyed. The 
surveyor could replace the house or 
flat in case of failure to contact the 
household after several attempts. The 
response rate of the survey poses a 
problem: 45% of the households re-
fused to respond. In addition, signifi-
cant bias within the sample, notably in 
terms of qualification, is insufficiently 
corrected by the sampling weight ca-
libration carried out. The treatment of 
people with a poor command of the 
French language is also rather vague 
and this is even truer in certain other 
countries such as Germany, where all 
those surveyed spoke German. In the 
case of IVQ, the use of INSEE’s mas-
ter sample, derived from the census, 
guarantees a better representation of 
the sample obtained.

IALS was a fairly long survey: the 
booklet proposed to the person sur-
veyed included fifteen tasks. The test 
could take up to two hours. In these 
conditions, it was difficult to main-
tain the attention and motivation of 
the person surveyed throughout the 
questionnaire. Furthermore, the sur-
veyor’s situation was somewhat un-
comfortable as he had nothing to do, 
which increased the stress in those 
surveyed and their feeling that they 
only had limited time to complete 
the tests, even though the instruc-
tions stated otherwise. The use of a 
computer-aided personal interviewing 
technique (CAPI) in IVQ ensures more 
natural interaction between surveyors 

and those surveyed. In addition, as the 
tests are taken one after the other, on 
separate sheets, it is possible to stop 
the survey before fatigue affects the 
person’s responses. Above all, com-
prehensive information was collected 
on each test, as opposed to the limita-
tions of the IALS data.

The presentation of the survey was 
also very important. The reference to 
the Ministry of National Education on 
the booklets seems to have triggered 
unpleasant memories for many people 
and contributed to giving the survey 
an academic aspect unlikely to sustain 
the motivation of those surveyed. As a 
result, IVQ defined an approach proto-
col as neutral as possible, avoiding as 
much as possible describing the exact 
content of the survey. Specific situa-
tional questions were also introduced 
in the guidance module to make the 
assessment process more easily ac-
ceptable to people in difficulty.

A correction grid had been desi-
gned for the tests but it was subject 
to a lot of criticism. Admittedly, it was 
very crude: there are generally only 
three possible codes in the file: right 
answer, wrong answer, no answer. 
However, the examination of the data 
and questionnaire feedback showed 
that there is a fairly significant am-
biguity in the correction and that a 
re-examination of the responses for 
more detailed analysis was someti-
mes useful. The tests were often very 
ambiguous and it seemed possible 
in many cases to give a right answer 
other than that determined in the 
instructions. It is also possible that 
the alternation of simple and difficult 
questions may have led to the feeling 
that there were trick questions among 
the most obvious exercises, resulting 
in more subtle responses than antici-
pated. This is why it seemed impor-

tant for IVQ to collect responses as 
detailed as possible, the use of CAPI 
making it possible to immediately 
transcribe them. A coding operation 
was then carried out while the use 
of the original responses was still 
possible.

Certain confusion was also ob-
served between the wrong answer 
and no answer. It seems that people 
skipped certain tests relating to the-
mes which did not interest them. Even 
more frequently, the persons inter-
viewed interrupted the survey before 
the end, because of the duration and 
commitment required. The coding and 
processing are therefore fairly vague: 
in some cases, “no answer” will be 
regarded as a failure while in others 
an actual lack of information, although 
the distinction is not always pertinent 
and coherent from one person sur-
veyed to the next.

Alain Blum and France Guérin-
Pace, as well as Pierre Vrignaud did 
a lot of research on the international 
comparability of the survey. They hi-
ghlighted many translation problems 
which may often have made the 
French version questions more diffi-
cult. However, beyond the quality of 
the translation, they call into question 
the possibility of designing a single-
dimensional measurement enabling 
comparisons between countries. Many 
factors can trigger what we shall refer 
to as cultural bias and make a spe-
cific question more difficult from one 
country to the next, while the opposite 
will apply on another test. Statistical 
techniques can detect these discre-
pancies but the treatment required is 
not obvious: remove the “problem” 
items (but what divergence threshold 
should be tolerated?) or recognition 
of the multi-dimensional nature of 
the domain under examination. These 
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questions, crucial in the context of an 
international survey, will not be de-
veloped hereafter, because IVQ is not 
designed for outside of France for the 
moment.

The OECD carried out a study 
which can be used indirectly as an 
audit of the IALS results (OECD 2002). 
In 2000, representative samples of 
the 15 year old pupil population in 32 
countries took reading assessment 
tests (PISA survey). These tests inclu-
ded a number of items derived from 
the IALS survey (however the items 
proposed were sometimes signifi-
cantly different from the version pro-
posed in France in 1994, as the Swiss 
version was used). Using these items, 
a psychometric anchoring of PISA data 
was carried out on the IALS scale4 (Ya-
mamoto 2002).

The averages by country obtai-
ned for 15 years old pupils in 2000 
do not closely match those obtained 
by young people under 26 in the IALS 
survey. Sweden in particular, the num-
ber one country according to the IALS 
survey, appears at mid-table for PISA, 

while Germany, which performed well 
under IALS, obtained poor results in 
the assessment of 15 years old pupils. 
France appears among the average of 
the PISA survey and the table above 
is a reminder of how much the IALS 
results are different. While 41% of the 
French population was at the lowest 
literacy level according to the IALS 
survey (27% for those under 26: we 
will tackle this discrepancy later), this 
figure dropped to 13% of 15 year old 
pupils in the PISA survey. Unless one 
assumes our education system has 
improved exponentially, in particular 
from 1994 to 2000, this gap raises 
questions on at least one of these 
two results.

The IVQ survey is a result of the 
collaboration of institutions concerned 
by adult skill assessment and acade-
mic research teams. Two tests were 
organised at the end of 2000 and mid 
2002 to check, after the setbacks of 
the IALS survey, that this type of in-
terview was possible. Work document 
no. 0202 of Insee’s Collection Metho-
dology series “Information and Daily 
Life Methodological Survey Tome 1: 
test 1 assessment” presents in grea-
ter detail the context of the survey 
and the studies carried out on the first 
test. On this test as well as the second 
one, an address was made during a 

conference on statistical methodology 
in 2002 (Adult performance in reading 
tests: how to separate motivation and 
skills?). At the end of 2002, the survey 
was launched on an initial sample of 
4,000 households.

One of the key principles of the 
survey is the adaptation of the tests 
to the individual. Thus, a person is 
selected amongst 18 to 65 year-olds 
living in the household. If the person 
immediately claims to be illiterate, the 
surveyor insists and mentions the ver-
bal comprehension test; if the person 
does not speak French, he or she will 
only be asked biographical questions. 
Otherwise, he or she will be issued 
with a guidance module with simple 
word reading and comprehension 
questions on a short text. If the per-
son’s results are insufficient, he or she 
will take the tests of the ANLCI modu-
le; otherwise, he or she will be offered 
the test of the Upper module, followed 
by numeracy questions, aimed at as-
sessing basic arithmetic and logical 
reasoning skills (once again, the level 
of test difficulty is adapted according 
to the answers to a few simple ques-
tions integrated into the guidance 
module). Subsequently, information 
is collected on the family, the educa-
tional and professional history of the 
person surveyed, their reading habits 
and possible difficulties in performing 
certain tasks of daily life, for those 
with a mediocre test performance. 
The surveyor has the possibility at 
any time of changing the module, 

Table 1 - Breakdown of 1� year-olds and entire population according to the IALS skill level in France

Ligne Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Levels 4 and �

1 15 year-olds, PISA 13 40 38 9

2 Entire population, IALS 41 34 22 3

3 Over 26s, IALS 27 35 32 6

4 26-45 year-olds, IALS 35 37 25 3

5 Over 45s, IALS 59 28 11 2

Sources: OECD 2002 (line 1), National Centre for Educational Statistics (line 2), INSEE (lines 3 to 5).
Interpretation: 13% of the 15 year-olds in France, according to PISA 2000, are at the lowest skills end of the Prose scale.

NOTE

4. More specifically, the Prose scale of 
IALS, relating to continuous texts (as op-
posed to the tables/charts or quantitative 
data dealt with by the other two scales).

The ivQ survey

ials and pisa
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if the survey is not going well (time 
restriction, tests too easy or difficult 
etc.). Due to a computer problem, this 
possibility has had harmful conse-
quences: the data from the abandoned 
module has been irretrievably lost and 
it is therefore difficult, for example, 
to make sure that the person was in 
difficulty on the Upper module at the 
time of the reorientation.

The guidance module and the 
ANLCI module were developed by 
J.M. Besse’s PsyEf team (University 
of Lyon II). The EVA team (University 
of Rennes and Ste Anne Hospital) of 
C. Charon and C. Meljac created the 
numeracy module (and the final ques-
tions of the guidance module) while C. 
Chabrol (University of Paris III) and P. 
Vrignaud (INETOP) designed some of 
the Upper module tests. All the mem-
bers of the steering committee were 
also involved in this design process.
• The guidance module is limited to 
a TV programme page but includes 
several stages. Initially, rather vague 
but non academic situational ques-
tions are proposed (difficult to encode, 
they are not taken into account in the 
guidance score), which facilitates the 
person’s acceptance of the assess-
ment principle (What is it? What is its 
purpose?), followed by word identifi-
cation questions (names of TV shows 
or guest) and a comprehension test on 
the evening film.
• Numeracy questions are problems 
made up of one or two sentences, 

posed verbally so as not to cause any 
interference with literacy. The reading 
of two numbers and three short exer-
cises are integrated into the guidance 
module and condition the passing of 
the test itself, made up of 13 ques-
tions ranked by difficulty: those who 
only succeed in one question at the 
most start with the chain of questions 
from the beginning, while those who 
succeed in at least two questions go 
directly to question 8. After three mis-
takes, the questions stop. The taking 
of this module is independent of the 
reading results.
• The lower module, called ANLCI 
module due to the collaboration with 
this organisation, starts by a verbal 
comprehension test, after which the 
person is given a “dictation” (this very 
academic term is of course not used, 
instead it is referred to as a shopping 
list) and word identification and text 
comprehension questions based on a 
support from daily life (music CD).
• For the Upper module, 5 texts have 
been selected in addition to the ver-
bal comprehension test in common 
with the ANLCI module. It specifi-
cally relates to various supports: an 
extract from an article on reconstitu-
ted families, a page from the Guide 
du Routard travel guide, a text on the 
death penalty by Victor Hugo, tables 
and charts on road accidents and a 
story on a football game (this text 
was only used if there was enough 
time). Furthermore, one third of the 

sample was proposed a series of six 
exercises derived form the 1994 IALS 
survey, which should make it possible 
to compare the results with different 
collection protocols in this article.

It should be noted that as much 
effort was focused on the creation of 
a reliable collection protocol as the 
development of tests adapted to the 
general public. The CAPI treatment 
of the questionnaire facilitated the 
collection of information and enabled 
more natural relationships between 
the surveyors and those surveyed. In 
addition, the responses are precisely 
identified and above all it is possible 
to collect two types of information in 
order to assess the level of motivation 
of the person interviewed: the time he 
or she devoted to answering the ques-
tions (time measurement is compute-
rised) and a behaviour observation 
grid completed by the surveyor (was 
the person stressed? Angry? Was he 
or she helped? etc.).

The biographical module included 
information on:
- the person’s social background (pa-
rents’ qualification and profession),
- the education career, mother tongue 
and reading language,
- events from the person’s youth 
(death, illness, financial situation 
etc.),
- the professional status and use of 
written materials in the workplace,
- reading habits (books, newspapers),
- strategies used to get round difficul-
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ties in everyday life for the persons 
who have taken the ANLCI module.

The analysis of this first survey, 
with a primarily methodological 
purpose, was satisfactory (Murat, 
2004). A decision was made to quic-
kly repeat it at the end of 2004, on 
a larger sample in order to refine the 
analysis. Several modifications were 
made to the protocol to take into 
account the problems encountered 
during the analysis. In particular, the 
difficulty in classifying those whose 
skills are around the illiteracy thres-
hold resulted in the development of 
an intermediate module between the 
Upper module and the ANLCI module, 
designed for those with average re-
sults in the guidance test. This modifi-
cation undoubtedly improved the skill 
measurement process but makes the 
results of the 2004 survey difficult to 
compare with those of 2002 (Murat, 
2005). This experience illustrates the 
importance of the observation proto-
col: a fairly minor change can have a 
major impact on the results.

A fairly accurate comparison 
between the IALS and IVQ methodo-
logies was made possible in the 2002 
survey, by the use of identical tests 
derived from the IALS survey. It is 
therefore possible to measure the im-

pact of the changes made to the data 
collection process, assuming that the 
dimension measured is fixed. More 
specifically, 6 tests made up of 16 
questions were repeated, using tests 
already selected for the PISA survey. 
Conversely, the 1994 formulations 
were retained to improve comparabi-
lity, even though analyses cast serious 
doubt over their quality (although PISA 
opted for a corrected version). In addi-
tion, out of the 16 items, only 13 were 
part of IALS’s Prose scale (the other 
three belonging to one of the other 
two literacy aspects: Schematic texts 
or Quantitative texts). Even though it 
would probably be possible to develop 
a scale common to the 16 items, as 
strong correlations exist between suc-
cesses in the different questions, we 
were forced to eliminate these items 
to apply the 1994 methodology.

However, the fact that the tests 
were repeated identically is not suffi-
cient to guarantee result comparabi-
lity. The translation problems highligh-
ted by the audit did not disappear and 
doubt remains over the international 
comparability of the data. Further-
more, the modification of the way the 
tests are taken can result in a change 
in the nature of the task required�. For 
example, the IALS survey used written 
methods to collect information whe-
reas in IVQ the person answers ver-
bally. This difference is important and, 
depending on the question, does not 
have exactly the same consequences. 
The impact will probably be limited if 
the expected answer is short; conver-
sely, for a long answer, the use of the 
oral language focuses the assessment 
on comprehension and removes part 
of the problems caused by potential 
expression problems, which are more 
obvious in written tests. It is therefore 
important to ensure test comparabi-

lity, which will facilitate the measure-
ment of the effects of change on the 
collection protocol.

To what extent is the IVQ collec-
tion protocol different from that of 
IALS? Several points have been im-
proved, notably to take into account 
the impact of the subjects’ motivation 
on the results.
- Guidance procedure: in the IALS sur-
vey, part of those surveyed (less than 
5% in France) ended the assessment 
test after the preliminary booklet: they 
successfully answered a maximum of 
one out of the six questions proposed, 
which put an end to the test. These 
subjects are of course classified at the 
lowest level of the skill scale. In IVQ, 
there is also a guidance process which 
orients the person towards a module 
adapted to persons in difficulty (ANLCI 
module) or towards the proper IALS 
tests (or the original test that we have 
designed but which will not be exa-
mined herewith). Certain assumptions 
will be necessary to integrate the 
persons oriented towards the ANLCI 
module into the IALS scale.
- Shortening of the tests: instead of 
15 exercises, only 6 were proposed. 
As the tests are restricted to only one 
of the three scales measured in IALS, 
this choice has little impact on the 
reliability of the results. However, it 
lightens the test procedure and ensu-
res that the person interviewed does 
not switch off.
- Test segmentation: each exercise is 
proposed successively, not with all the 
others in the form of an exercise book. 
The attention of the person surveyed 
is therefore focused each time on the 
questions asked, thereby avoiding the 
risk that the interviewee may go from 
one exercise to the next in order to 
choose those he or she likes. Unlike 
IALS, in IVQ partial “no answers” are 

ials-ivQ comparison

NOTE

�. The form of the tests is a key element 
to be taken into account when interpreting 
the results, particularly as part of inter-
national surveys: for example, contrary to 
public belief, the results of French pupils 
are generally better on MCQs than on open 
questions, compared with other countries 
(DPD 2002).
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negligible. It is also possible to inter-
rupt the test�.
- Coding of the answers: the answers 
provided on the IALS exercise book 
were then summarily encoded in 
the form of: “No answer” / “Right 
answer” / “Wrong answer”. In light 
of the ambiguity of certain questions, 
greater detail, in particular for wrong 
answers, would have been prefera-
ble. This is why, in the IVQ survey, 
the surveyors were asked to clearly 
encode the answer of the person sur-
veyed (some answers were however 
pre-encoded). It is therefore possible 
to apply several types of correction7. 
This note focuses on that which cor-
responds with the 1994 IALS instruc-
tions. These instructions were gene-
rally deemed overly strict in light of 
the ambiguity observed on certain 
questions.
- Interactions between surveyor and 
the person surveyed: the use of CAPI 
and segmentation give the test a sli-
ghtly less artificial aspect. Thus, the 
surveyor can hold the concentration 
of the person interviewed and remind 
them of the instructions when they 
have not been clearly understood. 
Training sessions however empha-
sised that these interactions should 
be in keeping with the strictest neu-
trality so as not to directly or indirectly 
influence the answers of the person 
surveyed.
- Motivation indicators: two types of 
indicators on the way the test is taken 
have been selected. On the one hand, 
the time spent by each person on each 
exercise, which will provide an indica-
tion of the person’s commitment. On 
the other hand, an observation grid is 
also filled in by the surveyor for each 
exercise, indicating the reactions of 
the person interviewed. These indica-
tors have not been used in this note, 

due to their incompatibility with the 
IALS methodology.

Out of the 2,086 people who res-
ponded to the IVQ survey8, 682 were 
supposed to take the IALS tests�. 
Out of these 682, 25 did not take the 
test. Special difficulties were pointed 
out for 6 of them (they claimed they 
could not read or speak French): wrong 
answers will be allocated to all IALS 
tests (in accordance with the proce-
dure followed in 1994), which will na-
turally result in their classification at 
level 1 of the scale. For the 19 others, 
the reason invoked for refusing the 
tests does not seem associated with 
reading problems (time constraint, 
wary of surveys etc.): these people 
will be temporarily ignored and allo-
cated a score according to their so-
cio-demographic characteristics10 at 
the end of the procedure (once again, 
similar to the 1994 procedures).

Of the remaining 663 people, 63 
were oriented towards the ANLCI 
module (and therefore did not take 
any of the IALS items; this group also 
includes the 6 previously mentioned 

people who claimed they could not 
read). Among the 600 who took the 
IALS tests, 53 interrupted the test and, 
due to a computer problem (see note 
6), only their answers to the guidance 
test remain. In the end, 547 people 
took all the IALS tests.

The results we are presenting are 
sensitive to the assumptions made for 
those who did not take the IALS items. 
The choice of classifying them directly 
under level 1 (or allocating them with 
wrong answers across the board) can 
be justified for those oriented to-
wards the ANCLI module, as they had 
difficulty with the guidance test. This 
choice may seem too harsh for those 
who interrupted the test: these people 
do not perform quite as well on the 
guidance test as those who completed 
the tests (they average 16.7 out of 19 
on the comprehension test compared 
with 17.7) but they are situated above 
those oriented towards the ANLCI mo-
dule (who average 8.7 out of 19).

A variation was therefore crea-
ted by allocating them with answers 
to the IALS tests. Out of the 547 who 

NOTES

�. Test interruption therefore results in missing final values. This problem is generally re-
solved by restricting oneself to the questions answered, taking their difficulty into account. 
Unfortunately, an unforeseen computer glitch caused the loss of all answers to IALS exercises 
as soon as the interruption occurred: this affects approximately 8% of the people, for whom 
only the answers to the guidance test and socio-demographic characteristics remain.

7. The coding of the answers to IALS questions was carried out by three independent 
teams: a team from INSEE-CREST (F. Bulot, L.-A. Vallet and D. Verger), a team from DARES 
(P. Zamora) and a team from DEPP (T. Rocher), before the pooling of and discussion on the 
proposed coding.

8. The file includes 4,011 households. In 951 cases, the survey could not be conducted for 
“objectively neutral” reasons (vacant house or flat, no person within the scope of the survey, 
physical unfitness, and long-term absence). Out of the 3,060 remaining households, 974 
refused the survey or cannot be contacted (which is often the same thing): the “refusal” rate 
is therefore 32%. A calibration is used to correct the bias induced by these refusals.

�. The rule was as follows: if the household identification number (random) + 1 can be divided 
by 3, the person interviewed will take the IALS tests if he or she successfully completes the 
guidance test (otherwise, he or she takes the ANLCI module).

10. The level of education and qualifications were used, predicting 29% of the variance of 
the IALS score for the respondents.
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took the IALS test, success in each 
item was modelled (via logistic re-
gressions) according to the compre-
hension score on the guidance test. 
This model was then used to allocate 
answers to the IALS module for those 
who did not take it, i.e. both for those 
who dropped out during the test and 
those who took the ANLCI module. 
For the latter, this allocation is very 
fragile and the assumption that they 
should be directly classified under le-
vel 1 will be privileged. It should be 
pointed out that, for those who did 
not complete the IALS test, the alloca-
tions are determined according to two 
types of logic: for the questions that 
the people have effectively answered 
but for whom these answers have 
“disappeared” due to a computer 
problem, the allocation is a mere com-
pensation; for the questions after the 
interruption, the allocation is a little 
less justified and another assumption 
could be selected, such as failure in all 
these questions if the person surveyed 
claims the interruption is due to the 
tests being too difficult.

Prior to assessing individual skills, 
the items must be verified and adjus-
ted to ensure that the dimensions 

measured in 1994 and 2002 can be 
compared. The initial purpose was to 
try and compare the 2002 item suc-
cess order with what was observed 
in France and abroad in 1994. The ta-
ble above presents all available data 
(NCES 1998).

If all items are considered, hierar-
chies do not match very closely: the 
linear correlation between the series 
of IVQ success rates (in fact the 547 
respondents to the IALS modules) and 
the series of success rates in the other 
countries in 1994 is only 0.48; the cor-
relation is 0.35 with that of France. 
Item m10 in particular poses a pro-
blem: its 2000 success rate is 90.8% 
although the 1994 success rate is 
40.0% in France and 53% in the other 
countries, i.e. far more significant 
gaps than for the other items11. Two 
other items seem problematic: those 
of exercise 1. Considerable progress is 
observed on the other items between 
the French results in IALS and IVQ, 
which is not reflected in these particu-
lar items12. If we exclude these three 
items from the comparison scope, the 
coherence is much more apparent: the 
correlation between the IVQ series and 
that of foreign success rates is 0.84; 

correlation with French rates remains 
unsatisfactory (0.5). Furthermore, the 
removal of these 3 items does not 
benefit any population in particular 
(which could have been the case if 
only the questions very difficult for 
one population category but easy for 
another had been removed: the first 
category would have had the advan-
tage). Before removing these items, 
the average success rate in the 13 
questions is 70% for the respondents 
to the IALS module of IVQ and 64% 
for the countries which participated in 
IALS in 1994 (except for France). Af-
ter removal, the success rate in the 10 
questions is 69% for the respondents 
to the IALS module of IVQ and 64% 
for the countries which participated 
in IALS in 1994 (except for France). 
This removal only slightly affects the 
IVQ sample, as the average success 
rate drops 1 point, whereas it remains 
identical for the IALS sample.

Table 2 - Success in IALS-derived items in IVQ and IALS (in %)

IVQ (1) IVQ (2) IALS �4 France IALS �4 Other countries
m1 56,1 49,6 55 77 
m2 48,6 44,3 38 62 
m4 74,7 67,6 57 77 
m5 59,3 53,6 54 65 
m6 82,7 78,5 43 69 
m7 69,0 66,1 43 60 
m9 68,9 63,3 54 60 
m10 90,8 87,0 40 53 
m11 86,0 78,6 40 73 
m12 63,0 58,8 20 55 
m13 42,9 38,1 22 27 
m14 74,2 67,7 55 70 
m16 80,5 75,1 71 87 

Note: 13 items were selected as part of the Prose scale. The second column indicates the success rate for the 
547 people who took the IALS items in IVQ. The third column broadens the scope to all 663 people who took the 
tests, with allocations based on the results in the guidance tests. The fourth column provides the 1994 success 
rate in France, while the final column indicates the average 1994 success rate in 7 countries/linguistic regions 
(Germany, English-speaking Canada, French-speaking Canada, USA, Sweden, German-speaking Switzerland, 
and French-speaking Switzerland).

NOTE

11. There may be two explanations for this 
difference: on the one hand, confusion in 
the 1994 correction instructions (or in the 
French version at least) which may have 
excluded some of the right answers; on 
the other hand, this item epitomises the 
difficulties in switching from written to 
oral expression. The question is: “Using 
the information provided in the brochure, 
formulate in your own way the difference 
between jury interview and group inter-
view”. This item therefore explicitly re-
quires an expression effort, which hasn’t 
got the same degree of difficulty in writing 
or orally.

12. Once again, detailed examination of 
the items confirms the doubt. These two 
items relate to film reviews and the same 
trend is observed as in 1994: the answers 
given are affected by the knowledge of 
those surveyed. The first item requires lis-
ting comedies and many people in 2000 
mention Monsieur Hire, because they re-
cognised Michel Blanc, an actor famous in 
France for his comedy roles. This is not as 
obvious abroad.
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This comparison therefore indi-
cates imperfect coherence between 
IVQ data and IALS data in the item 
hierarchy. It seems however that, by 
excluding the three most problema-
tic items, it can be assumed that the 
scales are equivalent. Pending a more 
detailed examination, the ten remai-
ning items were used to establish a 
score comparable with that of IALS. 
However, in light of the low number 
of items, the results should be approa-
ched with caution.

In 1994, the people in charge 
of the IALS survey decided to use a 
two-parameter IRM model (item res-
ponse model) for the data. One of the 
benefits of this type of methodology 
is that it enables reliable comparisons 
between surveys using partially dif-
ferent assessment protocols. It was 
important to obtain results which 
could be compared with those of the 
previous US surveys when new tests 
had been created to take into account 
the cultural diversity of participating 
countries. 

The IRM model summarises a 
matrix of success indicators, with 

the items in columns and individuals 
in lines: the (j, i) box indicates 1 if 
individual j passed item i; 0 if he or 
she failed. The idea is to model the 
presence of a 1 according to individual 
parameters (skill) and item parame-
ters (item difficulty, item discrimina-
tion, i.e. level of coherence with the 
dimension measured). Thus, the pro-
bability that individual j passes item i 
is calculated as follows: 

with ai being the discrimination 
coefficient of question i, D a factor 
enabling the switch to the normal 
ogive link function (constant equal to 
1,7), θj the skill of the person surveyed 
and bi the item difficulty. 

All the parameters are usually 
assessed by searching for the values 
which best account for the data: the 
abovementioned function must be 
high when there are 1s and low when 
there are 0s. Many techniques can be 
used for this assessment, such as the 
likelihood maximisation technique 
(D’Haultfoeuille et al., 2002). In this 
case, to ensure that the two surveys 

can be compared, parameters ai and 
bi for the 10 items selected are set 
at their 1994 value and only _j values 
are assessed for the individuals of 
the IVQ sample. The score obtained 
is therefore on the 1994 IALS scale 
and enables the comparison between 
the two surveys.

It is therefore possible to obtain 
the breakdown of the French popula-
tion by IALS skill level as per the IVQ 
survey. The results are presented in 
table 3 according to the assumption 
made for those who did not respond 
to the items.

As previously indicated, the most 
likely assumption consists of alloca-
ting answers to those who failed to 
complete the IALS test (and those 
whose given answers to the ques-
tions were lost) and ranking at level 1 
those in difficulty in the guidance mo-
dule and oriented towards the ANLCI 
module (consequently, with the first 
assumption, 55% are already ranked 
at level 1, most of the others being 
situated at level 2). 

The difference with the IALS re-
sults presented in table 1 is striking: 
even with the strictest assumption 
it is far from the 41% of level 1. The 
breakdown is closer to what is obser-
ved in the PISA survey but appears 
more dispersed in IVQ: the proportions 
at extreme levels are higher.

In addition, one of the key results 
of the IALS survey, which appears 
in table 1, is the strong correlation 
between the person’s skill level and 
age: 59% of people over 45 are ran-
ked at level 1 compared with 27% of 
those under 2613. The linear correlation 
between age and IALS score is -0.32.

Graph 1 - Comparison of the success in IALS items between the overall IVQ 
sample and the other countries which participated in IALS in 1994
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This correlation is not as clear 
for the IVQ survey. Even though the 
proportion of people ranked at level 
1 is lower for those under 26 than for 
those over 45 (8.3% compared with 
20.3%), the link is not as strong: the 
correlation between score and age 
is only -0.24. This correlation is also 
sensitive to the test used because it 
is only -0.13 for those who did not 
take IALS but the original test desi-
gned for IVQ. Furthermore, with the 
two tests, this correlation is no longer 
significant when the qualification and 
education level are integrated into the 
analysis14. Conversely, on IALS data, it 
is not affected by the introduction of 
these variables even if the multiplying 
factor associated with age is still divi-
ded by three (from -1.42 per additional 
year to -0.47).

Skill assessment is difficult, par-
ticularly in an international context 
(Murat & Rocher 2004). The situation 
is even more complex in the case of 
adult assessment because the refe-

rence framework is far less specific 
to determine what needs assessing 
(there are no school programmes) and 
it is far more difficult to control collec-
tion conditions than for pupils in an 
education institution. This is not about 
the standard precautions relating to 
details. The comparison between IALS 
and PISA and that between IALS and 
IVQ show how sensitive results are to 
the method used to obtain them. The 
comparison between IVQ and IALS is 
particularly relevant because it relates 
to the same population. The change 
in protocol reduces the proportion of 
people in difficulty in France from 41% 
to 15%. This difference can be explai-
ned by the improved collection condi-
tions and a less demanding and more 
user-friendly protocol. The IALS survey 
was probably too long, presented in a 
fairly off-putting form (a thick exercise 
booklet instead of successive leaflets 
for IVQ). IVQ’s guidance process seems 
crucial for maintaining the motivation 
of those surveyed, by offering them 
exercises adapted to their level. It is 
also possible that the nature of the di-
mension assessed in both surveys is a 
little different, due to the fact that the 

answers are collected verbally in IVQ 
whereas they were in written form 
in IALS. In these conditions, the IVQ 
approach seems preferable because 
the purpose of this type of survey is 
to measure the comprehension of 
supports as opposed to expression 
ability. If the use of a written medium 
introduces a specific difficulty, the as-
sessment of the comprehension will 
be affected. Obviously, these factors 
probably affected the results of the 
other countries which participated in 
IALS but it is impossible to evaluate 
their impact outside of France1� and 
determine to what extent the French 
ranking would have been modified.

These results are particularly im-
portant in the perspective of future 

Table 4 - Breakdown of the French population into IALS skill levels in IVQ  
by age

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 ou �

Under 26 8,3 11,5 56,9 23,3

26 to 45 14,2 23,9 45,2 16,7

Over 45 20,3 34,7 35,1 10,0

Note: in this table, the second assumption was selected, as presented in table 3.

Table 3 - Breakdown of the French population into IALS skill levels 
according to IVQ

Level 
1

Level 
 2

Level 
 3

Level 4 
or �

Response allocation for all those who did not take 
the IALS test 10,0 29,6 44,7 15,6

Allocation for those who failed to complete the IALS 
test + level 1 for those oriented towards the ANLCI 
module 15,4 25,6 43,6 15,4

NOTES

13. The ironic paradox of the survey 
should be noted: although the results 
may indicate a sharp improvement in the 
population’s skill level and indirectly in 
its education system (if of course the li-
fecycle effect is unwisely ignored due to 
the remoteness of the education system), 
the newspapers mostly used IALS data 
to denounce the failure of school, which 
has “become a machine to produce unem-
ployed and illiterate individuals”.

14. Therefore the population’s average skill 
level could be entirely explained by the 
increase in the education level, with each 
level still associated with the same skill le-
vel. This result is reminiscent of what was 
observed during the 3-day tests (Baudelot 
and Establet 1988) but should be treated 
with caution because it does not take into 
account any potential lifecycle effects and 
may be sensitive to the tests used. 15. In 
addition, international comparison pro-
blems, in particular due to cultural bias in 
the tests, are only mentioned briefly via the 
work of Blum, Gérin-Pace and Vrignaud. 

1�. In addition, international comparison 
problems, in particular due to cultural 
bias in the tests, are only mentioned brie-
fly via the work of Blum, Gérin-Pace and 
Vrignaud.

lessons for 
fuTure surveys
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surveys. The 2010 IVQ survey will natu-
rally be in line with those of 2002 and 
2004. Modifications will probably be 
made but they will most likely be mi-
nor: the difficult comparison between 
IVQ 2002 and IVQ 2004 demonstrates 
in its own way how sensitive results 
are to the protocol selected. The PIAAC 

survey will be the result of more com-
plex arbitrations between the different 
participating countries. What type of 
exercise will be selected? How long 
will the survey take? What response 
collection method will be used? Is 
comparability with IALS a necessity 
for the countries that participate in this 

survey and, in this case, should be pro-
tocol be improved? New questionnaire 
or collection method tests, comparing 
the different choices, will probably be 
necessary to answer these questions, 
with a view to implementing a quality 
survey, meeting the expectations of all 
its participants. 
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This paper outlines the background, 
development and outcomes of the 
EFLUSL international cooperative 
project, which set out to develop 
a set of quality indicators for the 

evaluation of the teaching and 
learning of foreign languages at 

upper secondary level. The project 
was launched in 2003 by the 

European Network of Policy Makers 
for the Evaluation of Educational 

Systems and was led by a steering 
group in the Irish Department of 

Education and Science. Seven 
countries participated in the 

project. An evaluation framework 
was drafted by the steering group, 

discussed and agreed by the 
participants and then tested in two 

phases by inspectors or evaluators in 
upper secondary schools throughout 
the participating countries. The main 

outcome of the project is a set of 
quality indicators with illustrations 
of practice. These indicators, with 

accompanying booklets and a 
reporting template, are now available 

for use by national systems, by 
researchers, and by schools engaged 

in self-evaluation. The published 
project report also contains case 
studies of good practice adopted 

from school reports written during 
the testing of the instruments, and 
an analysis of aspects of practice 

described in the reports.

The Background: 
currenT developmenTs 
in evaluaTion pracTice
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Cooperative Evaluation Project
Paul Caffrey
Senior Inspector, Department of Education and Science, Dublin

The European Network of Policy 
Makers for the Evaluation of Educatio-
nal Systems decided to initiate a pro-
ject which would develop a set of qua-
lity indicators for the evaluation of the 
teaching and learning of foreign lan-
guages at upper secondary level. This 
decision was taken against a back- 
ground of important developments 
in the area of school evaluation in 
general and, more specifically, in 
the area of language education and  
assessment.

In recent years there has been 
a definite movement towards grea-
ter professionalisation of evaluation 
practice by many who are involved 
in the evaluation of schools and tea-
ching, whether members of national 
inspectorates, academic researchers 
or other evaluators, such as teacher 
trainers. This professionalisation 
has involved a move away from an 
evaluation practice based largely 
on subjective, impressionistic judg-
ments towards an approach which is 
more research-based. It has involved 
the development and application of 
robust, transparent criteria for the 
evaluation of teaching and learning 
activities and outcomes. In addition 

to developing criteria, evaluators have 
begun to place a greater emphasis on 
gathering reliable evidence as part 
of the evaluation process. The syste-
matic gathering of objective, depen-
dable, high-quality data as the basis 
for making evaluative judgments has 
become a priority for professionals in 
the area. National inspectorates in a 
number of countries have developed 
systems to ensure greater consistency 
in evaluation practice, to improve the 
validity of evaluation findings and to 
ensure greater transparency in the 
whole evaluation process.

Transparency in the evaluation 
process has acquired greater impor-
tance also in the light of developments 
in the area of school self-evaluation. 
The literature on school improvement 
emphasises the development of defi-
nite criteria by which schools can eva-
luate their own performance and set 
goals for improvement. National mi-
nistries have published guidelines for 
school self-evaluation which include 
such criteria. Two well-known exam-
ples are Scotland’s How Good Is Our 
School? and Ireland’s Looking at Our 
School1. With the growing realisation 

NOTE

1. Available, respectively, on the websites 
www.hmie.gov.uk and www.education.ie.
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NOTES

2. Council of Europe, Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, 
teaching, assessment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).

3. Dr Seán Devitt, Senior Lecturer in Education at the University of Dublin, Trinity College.

4. ESRU was set up under the leadership of Gearóid Ó Conluain, who is the Irish representative 
in the European Network..

The genesis of The 
eflusl projecT

that school self-evaluation and exter-
nal evaluation by inspectors or other 
professionals can complement each 
other, it is only natural that the crite-
ria being used by external evaluators 
should be made available to school 
communities also. Apart altogether 
from the question of school self-eva-
luation, school communities have 
increasingly demanded professional 
standards and greater transparency 
from inspectors and other evaluators, 
and therefore it seems reasonable 
that their evaluation criteria should 
be made available to schools. This 
demand in turn has served as a fur-
ther impetus for evaluators to develop 
clear, robust criteria and evaluation 
procedures which would stand up to 
scrutiny by those who were the sub-
jects of the evaluation process.

In the area of language education, 
too, there have been significant deve-
lopments which have affected assess-
ment and evaluation of learning out-
comes. The publication by the Council 
of Europe in 2001 of the Common 
European Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEFR)2 meant that the 
landscape would never be the same 
again for learners and teachers of lan-
guages or for those responsible for the 
evaluation of language teaching and 
learning. The CEFR, which was the 
culmination of a process of research 
and development stretching back over 
thirty years, has provided a basis for 
European consensus on standards of  
quality and transparency in the area 
of language teaching, learning and 

assessment. Undoubtedly the most 
popular and most widely-used fea-
ture of the Framework are the self-
assessment grids which describe lan-
guage competences in the five main 
language skills at six levels from A1 
to C2 in simple “can-do” statements. 
When the European ministers for edu-
cation decided in Barcelona in 2002 
that an indicator of language com-
petence should be developed for use 
in the Member States, the decision 
was taken to base the new indicator 
(the European Indicator of Language 
Competence, currently being deve-
loped) on the CEFR descriptors. The 
Framework has been widely adopted 
also by examining authorities and 
by government ministries and other 
bodies responsible for developing 
syllabuses. It is, therefore, a tool 
which evaluators of the teaching and 
learning of languages are adopting as 
part of their professional apparatus. 
Here, again, we recognise a move 
away from impressionistic evaluation 
towards criteria-based evaluation.

Against this background, in 2003 
the European Network circulated a 
proposal for an international coope-
rative project whose main objective 
would be to develop a common set of 
quality indicators for the evaluation of 
the teaching and learning of foreign 
languages at upper secondary level 
and invited members to participate. A 

steering group was set up, comprising 
members of the Irish Inspectorate and 
an academic advisor3. Ireland’s inte-
rest in leading the project was partly 
due to the fact that the Irish Inspecto-
rate had already been active in deve-
loping its own evaluation criteria and 
systems. It had established an internal 
Evaluation Support and Research Unit 
(ESRU) in 1998 to underpin its statuto-
ry inspection activities4. Furthermore, 
the Irish inspectors of modern foreign 
languages had been working for some 
time to develop evaluation criteria 
specifically for use in the evaluation 
of language teaching and learning in 
second-level schools.

In addition to Ireland, five other 
member countries from the European 
Network opted to participate in the 
project: Belgium (Flemish Commu-
nity), France, Norway, Sweden and 
Switzerland. Luxembourg joined 
later, bringing the number of partici-
pant countries to seven. The project 
adopted the somewhat unwieldy title 
of “Evaluation of Foreign Languages 
at Upper Secondary Level”, with the 
acronym EFLUSL. The EFLUSL project 
objectives were:
- to develop, test and refine an eva-
luation framework for teaching and 
learning of foreign languages,
- to exchange information on best 
practice in the area of foreign lan-
guage teaching and learning,
- to compare elements of quality and 
practice in different education sys-
tems, with particular emphasis on the 
impact of national and international 
language initiatives,
- to agree and report on best practice 
observed when using the evaluation 
instruments across countries, drafting 
a number of case studies of best prac-
tice for inclusion in the final report,
- to prepare for publication a short 
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The main phases 
of The projecT

inter-country report on the outcomes 
of the project.

A number of key principles were 
established from the outset. The first 
of these was a shared understanding 
among participants that effective eva-
luation and reporting can enhance the 
richness of the teaching and learning 
process. EFLUSL participants were 
conscious that, although written tes-
ting and examinations are used widely 
at upper secondary level, such written 
assessment provides limited informa-
tion on the effectiveness of language 
teaching and learning. Participants 
agreed that when evaluators observe 
and interact with teachers and lear-
ners in schools, the result is a much 
more complete form of evaluation.

Secondly, although the EFLUSL 
project was primarily concerned with 
the development of a framework for 
use in external evaluation, it was re-
cognised that self-review and external 
evaluation could complement each 
other in promoting quality assurance 
in schools. Therefore, the quality indi-
cators which the project would deve-
lop for external evaluation could also 
be used in schools for self-review.

Thirdly, it was agreed that the 
project would draw on the Common 
European Framework of Reference for 
Languages in developing its evalua-
tion instruments. The CEFR provided 
an essential theoretical backdrop to 
the work of the project, both in rela-
tion to levels of linguistic competence 
and its use of “can-do” descriptors 
and illustrations.

Finally, the EFLUSL project would 
have respect for diversity as a gui-
ding principle: diversity in education 
systems, in curricula and in methodo-
logies. This respect for diversity was 
essential, given that schools included 
in the EFLUSL project would be drawn 

from the national education systems 
of the seven participating countries 
and would include different school 
types within those systems.

At the beginning of the project, 
each participating country was as-
ked to prepare a country statement 
according to a template provided, 
describing the types of upper secon-
dary schooling present in the national 
system; the place of languages in the 
education system; the language curri-
cula; the arrangements for school and 
teacher self-review; and the arrange-
ments for external evaluation of tea-
chers and schools. These country sta-
tements were collated and analysed 
by the Irish steering group and this 
analysis provided the starting point 
for the development of the evalua-
tion instruments. The steering group 
developed a draft framework of qua-
lity indicators, a set of accompanying 
templates to facilitate the gathering 
of evidence, and a set of guidelines 
for testing the evaluation instruments. 
At an initial plenary meeting held in 
Ireland in May 2004, the results of 
this preliminary work were presented 
to the project participants. During the 
course of the meeting, the drafts were 
discussed and extensively revised. 
This meeting resulted in agreement on 
the form and content of the evaluation 
instruments, which were to be tested 
in three schools in each of the seven 
participating countries during the ini-
tial trial phase. The arrangements for 
testing the evaluation instruments 
were also discussed and agreed.

The schools selected reflected the 
different school types: academically 
oriented, vocationally oriented and 

comprehensive. The student groups 
selected for observation were stu-
dying the target languages through 
various types of curricula, were stu-
dying the language as a second or 
third language and they included a 
range of student ability. It was also 
stipulated that male and female 
students should be included. For the 
purposes of the project, upper secon-
dary was defined to mean students 
more than sixteen years of age. The 
number of schools inspected and 
the number of classroom visits were 
broadly similar in each of the parti-
cipating countries. A total of twenty-
one schools and forty-four teachers 
took part in the evaluation during the 
initial trial phase. Among the forty-
four language teachers, there were 
teachers of English, French, German 
and Spanish. To ensure the collection 
of a comprehensive evidence base, 
a range of evaluation activities was 
undertaken at a whole-school level, 
at an individual teacher level and at a 
classroom level.

Towards the end of the initial trial 
phase, questionnaires were circulated 
to participating evaluators to assess 
the effectiveness of the evaluation 
instruments. Participants indicated 
their satisfaction with the quality indi-
cators and suggested certain amend-
ments and additions. Participants also 
indicated their satisfaction in relation 
to the evidence gathering schedules, 
the reporting mechanisms and the 
evaluation activities themselves. The 
completed questionnaires were ana-
lysed by the steering group, together 
with the school evaluation reports. 
The academic advisor also carried out 
a detailed analysis of the school eva-
luation reports. The results of these 
analyses were presented at an interim 
plenary meeting of the representati-
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EFLUSL Quality Indicators

• Student engagement 
 in learning

• Student ability to assess own progress 
 and to reflect on learning 

• Student communicative use of language 
 and level of linguistic competence

• General learning environment
• Lesson content
• Methodology
• Use of target language
• Monitoring and assessment of student progress

• Pedagogical, linguistic and cultural competence
• Familiar ity with the curriculum and awareness 
 of relationship of the lesson to the curriculum

• Awareness of learning processes and teaching 

• Whole-school planning for the subject
• Whole-school planning and provision of resources
• The teacher's long term planning 
• The teacher's short term planning 

Area: Readiness 
/ preparedness 

for teaching 

Area: Planning 
and preparation

Area: Management 
of classroom 

learning

Area: Student 
learning and 
achievement
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ves from the participating countries 
in Luxembourg in June 2005.

During and after the interim ple-
nary meeting, revisions were made to 
the evaluation instruments in prepa-
ration for the main trial phase of the 
project. The illustrations of practice 
which accompanied the quality indica-
tors were revised in line with feedback 
from participants, and enriched with 
examples taken from the school eva-
luation reports. A significant addition 
to the instruments at this stage was 
the development of a student ques-
tionnaire. This was done in response 
to a concern on the part of participants 
to include the voice of the learner in 
the evaluation process and also to 
broaden and strengthen the evidence 
base. Other revisions centred around 
making the evaluation instruments 
easier to use, by reducing the number 

of evidence templates to be comple-
ted, removing possible overlaps and 
ensuring clarity and flexibility in use.

The main trial phase of the pro-
ject took place in the period November 
2005 to April 2006. Each participating 
country carried out an evaluation of the 
teaching and learning of foreign lan-
guages in the upper secondary cycle 
in three schools, and most countries 
succeeded in completing evaluations 
in at least two schools. Six countries, 
sixteen schools, and thirty-eight tea-
chers of English, French, German, Spa-
nish and Italian took part in this phase 
of the evaluation.

Based on the experiences of the 
participating evaluators and the ana-
lysis of the evaluation reports, the 
Irish steering group finalised the eva-
luation instruments, which were then 
presented as part of the final project 

report, published by the Department 
of Education and Science and made 
available for use throughout the mem-
ber states of the Network.

The EFLUSL quality indicators 
are the heart of the project, and are 
presented in the form of a diagram, 
consisting of four conjoined ellipses. 
In all, there are fifteen indicators, 
grouped into four broad areas: Readi-
ness/preparedness for teaching, plan-
ning and preparation, management of 
classroom learning, and student lear-
ning and achievement.

The diagrammatic representation 
places the student at the centre of 
the teaching and learning process. 
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It places the other key player in that 
process—the teacher—in the outer-
most of the ellipses. The indicators 
of readiness for teaching are given 
prominence because the teacher’s 
pedagogical, linguistic and cultural 
competences are essential ingredients 
in the teaching process and the lan-
guage-learning process. Between the 
learner and the teacher, the diagram 
represents processes of planning and 
preparation, and the management of 
classroom learning.

The teacher and the learner inte-
ract in a whole-school context, and 
the quality of that environment is an 
important factor in determining lear-
ning outcomes. The indicators reflect 
the importance of whole-school plan-
ning and provision, as well as indivi-
dual teacher planning. The diagram 
shows that the area which impacts 
most directly on the learner and his 
or her acquisition of linguistic, com-
municative and cultural competence 
is the management of classroom lear-
ning, which in turn is a function of the 
teacher’s professional preparedness 
and of the planning and preparation 
processes.

The EFLUSL quality indicators are 
supplemented by illustrations of prac-
tice at two of four possible levels: “op-
timum practice” (level 4) and “scope 
for development” (level 2). The other 
two levels might be termed “compe-
tent practice” (level 3) and “requiring 
urgent attention” (level 1). In the 
course of the project, the illustrations 
were expanded and supplemented by 
examples based on actual practice 
described in the evaluation reports.

During the evaluations, the eva-
luators assign ratings at one of the 
four possible levels to each area 
within the framework, using the illus-
trations as benchmarks. These ratings 

are used to assist evaluators when 
making judgements about the overall 
quality of each aspect of the teaching 
and learning of the target language 
in the school. The application of the 
ratings assists in identifying key areas 
of strength and areas for further deve-
lopment within the school.

In order to gather a reliable evi-
dence base on which to make judg-
ments, the EFLUSL project envisages 
a variety of evaluation activities du-
ring the course of the school visit: a 
structured interview with the school 
principal or the head of the language 
department; a structured interview 
—part of which is conducted in the 
target language— with each teacher 
whose teaching is to be observed; a 
review of planning documentation; a 
review of students’ written work and 
of students’ assessment records; di-
rect observation of lessons; the admi-
nistration of a student questionnaire. 
In order to facilitate the systematic 
gathering and recording of evidence, 
the EFLUSL instruments include two 
record of evidence booklets, a set of 
guidelines for evaluators, a student 
questionnaire and a reporting tem-
plate.

The main objective of the EFLUSL 
project was to develop, test and re-
fine an evaluation framework for 
the teaching and learning of foreign 
languages. The European Network’s 
identification of the need for a set of 
agreed standards in foreign language 
teaching and learning against which 
schools’ performance can be bench- 
marked was both timely and cor-
rect. At the beginning of the project, 
participant countries were asked to 

submit as part of their country sta-
tement any evaluation criteria which 
had been developed, or were in the 
process of being developed. It was 
surprising that, in the main, countries 
did not have agreed criteria for their 
evaluations. This fact, which could 
have been perceived as a disadvan-
tage, proved to be an advantage. The 
steering group began with what was 
almost a blank sheet, and each parti-
cipating country was able to make its 
own contribution to the development 
of the framework.

One of the challenges facing the 
participants was to devise quality in-
dicators which would be at the same 
time rigorous and flexible. The seven 
participating countries and the variety 
of participating schools within those 
national systems provided ample 
scope to test both the validity and the 
flexibility of the instruments. Feed- 
back from project participants indica-
ted a high level of satisfaction with 
the effectiveness of the instruments 
in meeting the needs of evaluators 
in differing contexts. Thanks to the 
project, inspectors, evaluators and 
researchers throughout Europe now 
have at their disposal a set of quality 
indicators developed specifically for 
the evaluation of the teaching and 
learning of foreign languages.

The EFLUSL project also aimed to 
identify, describe and compare aspects 
of good practice in the teaching and 
learning of foreign languages in diffe-
rent education systems. From the ear-
liest stages of the project, the steering 
group and all the project participants 
were faced with the question: What 
is best practice in language teaching 
and learning? To agree on quality indi-
cators is already to agree in principle 
on what constitutes good practice, 
and the work involved in drafting the 
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preliminary descriptors of practice at 
two levels, “optimum” and “scope for 
development”, involved identifying 
and describing elements of excellent 
and fair practice commonly encounte-
red in language classrooms. The draft 
indicators and illustrations presented 
at the initial plenary meeting were 
analysed and discussed at length by 
the participants before agreement 
was reached on the indicators and il-
lustrations to be used during the first 
trial phase. The decision to use the 
CEFR as a constant reference point at 
this stage certainly assisted the parti-
cipants in reaching consensus.

When the evaluators throughout 
the seven countries carried out their 
in-school evaluations during the first 
trial phase of the project, they obser-
ved teaching and learning through 
the lenses of the agreed indicators 
and illustrations of practice. What is 
interesting in reading their reports is 
that, notwithstanding the differences 
in context from one country to another 
and the diversity of reporting styles, 
the similarities in practice which 
emerge are far greater than the diffe-
rences. The final report of the EFLUSL 
project includes two chapters which 
describe and analyse the practice 
described by evaluators. The first of 
these chapters consists of three case 
studies of good practice, which are 
simply school reports, slightly edited, 
from three different countries. The 
second chapter presents a thematic 
analysis of the range of practice des-
cribed in the school reports. These 
two chapters show how the evalua-
tion instruments served to draw out 
the characteristics of effective and 
less effective practice throughout 
the participating countries, and to 
contribute to a shared understanding 
of what constitutes good practice in 

language teaching and learning.
A novel feature of the EFLUSL 

quality indicators is the inclusion of 
three specific indicators for the readi-
ness or preparedness for teaching of 
the individual language teacher. The-
se indicators centre on the teacher’s 
linguistic, cultural and pedagogical 
competences. Traditionally, evaluators 
have tended to focus on the teacher’s 
planning and pedagogical input as ob-
served during lessons. But the three 
EFLUSL indicators in the area of tea-
cher readiness shift the focus to the 
teacher as a professional who brings 
certain qualities and competences to 
the task of language teaching.

The structured interview with 
the teacher and the observation 
schedules are intended to assist the 
evaluator in forming a judgement on 
the teacher’s professional capacity, ra-
ther than on how he or she performs 
in the classroom on a given day. The 
fact that part of the structured inter-
view is conducted through the target 
language and asks about the teacher’s 
recent engagement in continuous pro-
fessional development enables the 
evaluator to form a judgement on the 
teacher’s linguistic competence and 
the extent to which the teacher has 
maintained contact with the culture 
of the target language. This empha-
sis fits very well with the idea of the 
teacher as a reflective practitioner, 
who has an awareness of what ma-
kes a good language teacher, and who 
continues to develop his or her own 
professional profile throughout a life-
time in teaching. School management 
has a role to play in this regard also.

One of the illustrations of opti-
mum practice in the area of whole-
school planning states that “planning 
addresses the continuing professio-
nal development needs of teachers”. 

A significant aspect of the EFLUSL 
project was the level of involvement 
of school communities, and not just 
individual teachers, in the evaluation 
process. A guide for participating 
schools was prepared, and in some 
countries briefing sessions were held 
for school principals and language 
teachers prior to the evaluation visits. 
Some countries elicited the view of 
the school management and of tea-
chers on the evaluation instruments 
and on the evaluation process itself 
during and after the evaluation. An im-
portant part of the EFLUSL evaluation 
process in schools was the interview 
with the principal, which investigated 
the extent to which there is whole-
school planning for language teaching 
and learning and for the provision of 
suitable resources. Again, this repre-
sents a shift of emphasis from the tra-
ditional notion that languages are a 
matter for the language teachers and 
that the wider school context is not 
particularly relevant in the evaluation 
of language teaching an learning. It 
recognises that the quality of teaching 
and learning of languages depends to 
a significant extent on whole-school 
factors which are the responsibility of 
school management.

The EFLUSL indicators affirm 
the importance of the whole-school 
dimension and the impact of school 
leadership on what happens in the 
language classroom. There is anec-
dotal evidence that participation in 
the project contributed to a heighte-
ned awareness of what constitutes 
good practice at a whole-school level 
regarding provision for languages 
and whole-school planning. While 
the main focus of the EFLUSL pro-
ject was external evaluation, there 
is no doubt that making the evalua-
tion instruments available to schools 



could enhance the capacity of school 
communities as a whole to engage in 
self-evaluation and self-review. 

Finally, the EFLUSL project has 
made some contribution to the deve-
lopment of a greater understanding of 
the importance of learner autonomy. 
Each of the four areas of the quality 
indicators makes some reference to 
learner reflection and the ability of 
learners to take responsibility for 
their own language learning. For 
example, in the area of planning and 
preparation, one of the illustrations 
of optimum practice is that the tea-
cher’s long-term plan provides for the 
communication of learning outcomes 
and modes of assessment to students, 
and supports the development of stu-
dent autonomy and responsibility for 

learning. In reading the evaluation 
reports, however, there is little evi-
dence of the development of learner 
autonomy in the schools evaluated, no 
matter which country. Nevertheless, it 
is true that language teachers are be-
ginning to become more aware of its 
importance as the result of research 
projects in the area and the use of 
the European Language Portfolio with 
their classes�. Similarly learners, es-
pecially through using the Portfolio, 
will become increasingly more aware 
of their own learning and begin to take 
responsibility for it.

The inclusion of a student ques-
tionnaire among the EFLUSL evalua-
tion instruments further served to 
underline the importance of learner 
autonomy. This questionnaire was an 
optional element, added after the first 
trial phase of the project in response 
to a need expressed by some of the 
participants to include the voice of the 
learner. However, the questionnaire 
was not widely used in the main trial 
phase, and the reports do not reflect 
the student point of view to any si-
gnificant extent. This fact suggests 
that the concept of learner autonomy 
is still a new one for most language 
teachers and learners�.



With the publication of the final 
report of the EFLUSL project7, the full 
suite of evaluation instruments has 
been made available for use by na-
tional systems, by individual resear-
chers and evaluators, and by schools 
engaged in self-evaluation. A CD ROM 
containing the quality indicators, the 

record of evidence booklets, the guide-
lines for evaluators, the student ques-
tionnaire and the reporting template 
in electronic format accompanies the 
report, and should facilitate the use of 
the instruments during school evalua-
tions throughout Europe.

In addition to their usefulness to 
evaluators in the field, it is hoped that 
the EFLUSL instruments will promote 
research into the effectiveness of 
language teaching and learning. For 
example, the ratings assigned on a 
scale of one to four in the course of 
school evaluations could be used to 
assist national agencies in compiling 
data on the general areas of strength 
and areas for further development 
that are common throughout schools 
in an education system. In compiling 
a composite national report on lan-
guage teaching, it would be possible 
to state the proportion of schools that 
show “optimum practice” in the ma-
nagement of classroom learning or 
to identify the areas that need to be 
addressed in teacher education and 
continuous professional development 
programmes8.

In presenting the results of the 
EFLUSL project, the Irish steering 
group is certainly not claiming to have 
produced a perfect set of evaluation 
instruments or to have said the last 
word on evaluating language learning 
and teaching at upper secondary level. 
There is no doubt that, as evaluators 
make their own of the instruments 
and as researchers continue their 
enquiries, the professional dialogue 
will continue in the same spirit of col-
laboration which marked every stage 
of the project. 

NOTES

�. The European Language Portfolio (ELP) 
is an instrument developed by the Council 
of Europe and based on the CEFR. It aims 
to promote plurilingualism and learner 
autonomy. See www.coe.int/portfolio

�. See Little, Ridley and Ushioda, Towards 
greater learner autonomy in the foreign 
language classroom, (Dublin, Authentik, 
2001) for an account of an Irish research 
and development project whose purpose 
was to explore ways of making second- 
level language learners more autonomous.

7. Evaluating Languages: Report of the 
Evaluation of Foreign Languages at Upper 
Secondary Level (EFLUSL) Project, (Dublin, 
Department of Education and Science, 
2008). 

8. For an example of a national compo-
site report on the teaching and learning of 
foreign languages, based on an analysis 
of a number of individual school reports, 
see: Inspection of Modern Languages: 
Observations and Issues,  (Dublin, 
Department of Education and Science, 
2004), available on www.education.ie
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In this article is presented a study 
based on data from the national 

evaluation of the compulsory 
school in Sweden (NU 03), 

conducted by the Swedish National 
Agency for Education (NAE). The 
focus of the study is the issue of 

teacher competence – in a broad 
sense – and the impact this has 

on students’ learning environment 
and results. This means that the 

spotlight is on the performance of 
teachers in compulsory school, 

rather than the students and 
their achievements. The study 

analyses data from comprehensive 
questionnaires for teachers, 

students and head teachers in a 
huge, nationally representative, 
sample of Swedish compulsory 

schools (Year 9), and relates 
these data to performance tests 

and grades from the students 
in the same sample. Thus, a 

distinguishing feature of the study 
is that the database has provided 

a unique opportunity to collate 
questionnaire data from students, 

teachers and head teachers, 
along with data on students’ 

results (tests and marking data), 
at the individual level. This has 

not been possible with most 
other studies in this important 

area. For this purpose, a range of 
advanced statistical analyses has 

been used, including multi-level 
analysis. These factors ensure 

that the correlations found can be 
considered both comparatively 

reliable and quite unique. Some 
of the most important findings 

are these: The issue of whether 
the teacher has teacher training 

and education in the subject 
which she/he is teaching, has a 
significant impact on students’ 

learning. The higher the teacher 
grades his/her methodological 

and didactic competence and the 
more fun the teacher describes 

teaching his/her subject – i.e., the 
higher the teacher´s “professional 

self-esteem” – also provides 
significantly better the conditions 
for students to learn. Furthermore, 

boys’ assessment of who is a 
good teacher is highly affected 

by whether the teacher is male or 
female, while girls’ assessment of 
who is a good teacher is affected 

by whether the teacher is younger 
or older. Finally, the opportunities 

for skills development are 
perceived by more teachers to have 

reduced than increased. A third 
of teachers do not feel they have 
sufficient competence to be able 

to identify and support students 
in need of special support, and 

to be able to work with students 
from different social and cultural 

backgrounds.

The origin of this study is the na-
tional evaluation of the compulsory 
school (NU 03) carried out by the Na-
tional Agency for Education in 2003, 
which reported and published summa-
ries of its main findings during the pe-
riod October to December 20042. The 
relatively unique methodology of the 
national evaluation is described in the 
following section of this paper. The col-
lated data from NU 03 included com-
prehensive questionnaire data from a 
huge nationally representative sample 
of participating students, teachers, 
parents and head teachers in grades 
5 and 9. With NU 03 completed, the 
National Agency for Education stated 
in a missive to the Ministry of Edu-

NOTES

1. This article is a slightly revised and 
updated version of a paper originally 
presented at the ECER 2007 Conference 
of the European Educational Research 
Association (EERA), 19-22 September 
2007, Ghent, Belgium.

2. Skolverket (National Agency for 
Education; 2004).
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cation that “the spread of knowledge 
within the student group is so great 
that questions must be asked about 
the effects of the schools’ input”. 
Against this background, a number of 
in-depth analyses were subsequently 
performed using the NU 03 data base 
in order to possibly find explanations 
for the observed variations in student 
performance. One of these analyses 
concerns the the issue of compulsory 
school teacher competence – in a 
broad sense – and the impact this has 
on students’ learning environment and 
results3. Thus, the spotlight is on the 
performance of teachers in compul-
sory school, rather than the students 
and their achievements.

The focus of the study has been 
guided by a deeply felt need on the 
national (state) level, for more reliable 
information regarding the situation 
and importance of teachers. One point 
of departure was a review of research 
initiated by the National Agency for 
Education entitled “The impact of 
financial resources on educational 
results”, whose main conclusion was 
that “the expertise of the teacher is 
the type of resource which has most 
impact on students’ results”4. A recent 
study by the Swedish Agency for Pu-
blic Management from 2007� showed 
that of all teachers in grades 6-9, only 
42 percent had both teacher training 
aimed at these grades, and education 
in the subject they were teaching. A 
further 19 percent had teacher edu-
cation and subject education, but not 
aimed at these grades. With this in 
mind, the study focuses on the im-
portance of teachers for students’ 
learning situation and knowledge 
development.

However, it would be unproduc-
tive to focus on the importance of 
teachers without at the same time 

highlighting the conditions teachers 
have for carrying out their duties. Stu-
dies show deficiencies in this respect, 
in terms of both the basic conditions 
for the school’s activities and the tea-
cher’s own conditions. The National 
Agency for Education, along with the 
Swedish National Audit Office and 
the teaching unions in Sweden, has 
concluded that many teachers do not 
have the training which the teaching 
requires. The National Agency for 
Education’s Educational Inspectorate 
has identified major variations within 
and between schools in terms of tea-
ching delivery and teachers’ assess-
ment of students’ knowledge�. This 
picture of the teaching situation is not 
unique to Sweden. The OECD project 
“Attracting, developing and retaining 
effective teachers” highlighted defi-
ciencies common to all the countries 
which took part in the study, including 
difficulties attracting people into the 
profession, teacher competence be-
low required levels and not valuing 
the teaching profession7.

In a broader sense the objectve 
of the study has been to provide 
knowledge which can be used as a 
starting point for improvement initia-
tives at all levels of responsibility, i.e. 
nationally and at the level of principal 
organiser, head teacher and teacher.

Data

As mentioned above, the study 
used data from the national evalua-
tion of the Swedish compulsory school 
(NU 03) carried out by the National 
Agency for Education in 2003. The col-
lated data included performance tests 
in most school subjects and compre-

hensive questionnaire data from par-
ticipating students, teachers, parents 
and head teachers. In order to obtain a 
nationally representative sample, the 
NU-03 used a “PPS” sample (Proba-
bility Proportional to Size), where the 
primary sample unit was compulsory 
schools with a Year 9. Then, once the 
schools had been selected, two to four 
classes were selected at each school 
as a systematic sample. These are 
the students and their teachers which 
have been included in this study. The 
study sample comprises a total of 120 
schools, 1,688 teachers and 6,788 stu-
dents. The individual non-response 
rate for the questionnaires on which 
this survey is based stands at 14 per-
cent on average for the teacher ques-
tionnaires, 14 percent for the student 
questionnaires and 0 percent for the 
head teacher questionnaires.

Of the teachers in the survey, 86 
percent state that they have comple-
ted a teacher training8. This proportion 
is somewhat higher than the national 
average, which stood at 80 percent at 
the time of the survey�. 60 percent of 
the teachers in the study are women 
and the age distribution shows two 

meThodology

NOTES

3. For a further presentation, see 
Skolverket (National Agency for Education; 
2006).

4. Gustafsson, J-E. & Myrberg, E. (2002).

�. Statskontoret (Swedish Agency for 
Public Management; 2007).

�. Skolverket (National Agency for 
Education; 2005).

7. OECD (2005).

8. In the study, the term “teacher with 
teacher training” is used for teachers who 
have a degree in teaching. As such, this 
term is used instead of “qualified teacher” 
as the term “qualified” in the Swedish 
educational terminology is currently not 
clearly defined.
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“bulges” with a considerably larger 
proportion of teachers around the 
ages of 30 and 60. The study’s picture 
of an uneven age distribution and a 
larger proportion of women is in line 
with the Swedish national statistics.

Student performance was measu-
red by both results on national tests 
in the three subjects Mathematics, 
Swedish and English, and specielly 
designed knowledge tests for use in 
the national evaluation (NU 03) in 
these and other subjects. In addition 
to students’ results in the knowledge 
tests, their final marks have also been 
used to measure performance. The 
final mark is based on the teacher’s 
overall assessment of the student’s 
knowledge in relation to the objectives 
and grading criteria of the syllabus. 
This means that the analysis is based 
on both concrete student performance 
and the teacher’s overall assessment 
of student performance.

Advantages

Using this data base, the metho-
dology of the study can be said to be 
relatively unique in two respects: the 
possibility of linking individual data 
on student and teacher level; and the 
use of complex statistical analyses 
including multilevel analysis in order 
to explore the correlations on this in-
dividual level.

Thus, the data base was designed 
so that connections at the individual 
level between the four groups of 
responses and respondents (student 
performance; student questionnaire 

data; teacher questionnaire data; and 
head teacher questionnaire data) are 
possible. The phrase “teachers’ impor-
tance” raises the question of whether 
it is possible to identify any causal 
correlation based on the existence of 
a correlation. A causal correlation may 
mean that the teacher is an explana-
tory factor for the students’ actions 
or that the students are an explana-
tory factor for the teacher’s actions. 
It may even be that the teacher is an 
explanatory factor while also being a 
dependent object in a reciprocal cor-
relation.

However, the term “correlation” in 
this study does not necessarily mean 
that there is a causal correlation. The 
study is attempting to identify corre-
lations of a general nature and several 
statistical methods have been used. 
The main methods used have been 
factor analysis, regression analysis 
and multilevel analysis. Factor analy-
sis has been used to generate indices 
based on several variables. Since the 
study is attempting to identify corre-
lations of a general nature, a number 
of variables have been kept constant 
in the analysis. These were the tea-
cher’s gender, whether the teacher 
has undergone teacher training, the 
teacher’s age and the subject which 
the teacher teaches. In the analyses 
which also include students, their 
gender, whether they have a foreign 
background and the student’s socio-
economic background have been kept 
constant.

A major advantage of this study 
is that connections can be drawn 
between teachers and students in 
the analysis. This has made it possible 
to use multilevel analysis as well as 
more traditional statistical methods. 
Multilevel analysis allows for the stu-
dy of correlations between different 

levels, i.e. in this study between head 
teachers, teachers and students. This 
has made it possible in the analyses 
to handle so called cluster effects, and 
to attempt to avoid what in statistical 
literature is decribed by the term “eco-
logical fallacy”10.

Limitation

In the analyses where the tea-
cher’s training has been connected to 
students’ attitudes and performance, 
it has not been possible to carry out 
individual analyses of each and every 
one of the teachers’ training combi-
nations. It has only been possible to 
compare teachers who have under-
gone teacher training and education 
in the subject taught with the group 
of other teachers. The category “Other 
teachers” here means the following 
combinations: teachers who have 
teacher training but not education in 
the subject taught; teachers who do 
not have teacher training but do have 
education in the subject taught;  and 
teachers who have neither teacher 
training or education in the subject 
taught. Thus, it has not been possible 
to explore if e.g. teacher training in 
the relevant school subject is more 
important than didactical teacher 
training, or vice versa. This is a major 
limitation in the study and points to 
further needs of research of the si-
milar kind. On the other hand, it has 
been possible to explore the effects 
of a complete teacher training (both 
subject-wise and didactical) compa-
red to other combinations of training 
or non-training.

Another major limitation of the 
study is that, due to the sampling 
technique, there were not sufficiently 
large subject teacher groups to allow 
in-depth analyses of all the subjects. 
As a consequence, studies of correla-

NOTES

�. The figure was 77 percent in the afo-
rementioned 2007 survey conducted by 
Statskontoret (Swedish Agency for Public 
Management).

10. See e.g. Robinson, W.S. (1950).
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tions between student performance 
and teacher characteristics were only 
possible to carry out for the three “core 
subjects” Mathematics, Swedish and 
English. On the other hand, clear and 
statistically significant correlations 
could be observerd for all these three 
subjects individually. There was an in-
tention to use the test results in other 
subjects, but the underlying data has 
been judged to be far too inadequate 
in quantity and strength to ensure re-
liable analyses in these subjects.

A third important limitation is 
that the available data only refer to 
grade 9, i.e. the last year in Swedish 
compulsory school. Students’ perfor-
mance is affected by a host of factors 
in the “here and now” and earlier in 
students´ schooling, and it can be 
difficult to identify any general in-
fluencing factors, including teacher 
behaviour and competence in this 
specific grade. When considering the 
study’s findings regarding correlation 
between teacher-related factors and 
students’ performance, it should be 
remembered that students’ knowled-
ge development has been underway 
for nine years, and much of their lear-
ning also takes place outside school. 
At the same time, it is reasonable to 
assume that the last year of the nine 
years which students have been at 
school is particularly significant for 
how students perform in school, both 
in terms of test results and grades at-
tained. This is based on the supposi-
tion that the most recent experiences 
have a particularly large impact. Ad-
ditionally, in grade 9 students become 
strongly focused on knowledge-based 
performance and on the learning en-
vironment which promotes this, since 
grade 9 is the last year of Swedish 
compulsory school – which means 
that students´ marks and test perfor-

mances are of great importance for 
their possibilities of entering upper 
secondary education. And finally, sin-
ce the correlations which have been 
obesrved were identifiable and recur-
red despite a complex context, it may 
be quite possible that the correlations 
are actually stronger than is evident in 
the analyses in this study.

On a more general level, it is also 
important to bear in mind, when as-
sessing the findings of this study, that 
this is a quantitative study with the in-
herent advantages and disadvantages 
which that entails. 

But although these limitations are 
important, all in all, the study has the 
advantage of using both a data set 
and analysis methods that have not 
been possible to utilize in many other 
studies within this important area of 
research. These factors ensure that 
the correlations found can be consi-
dered both comparatively reliable and 
quite unique.

What constitues a good 
teatcher?

This study relates teachers’ attitu-
des to their work and their opinion of 
their own working conditions to stu-
dents’ descriptions of a good teacher, 
based on the following three ques-
tions which through a factor analysis 
empirically constitute the students´ 
concept of a good teacher:1). “Is the 
teacher good at teaching?”, 2). “Is the 
teacher good at explaining things you 
(as a student) don’t understand” and 3) 
“Does the teacher give fair marks?”. In 
the following, the concept “good tea-
cher” is related to students’ responses 
to these three questions.

An analysis of the factors which 

characterise a good teacher also 
involves focusing on the learning 
environment in which teacher and 
students come together. In this study, 
the concept “learning environment” is 
an “umbrella” term which includes the 
classroom environment plus attitudes 
of and relations between teacher and 
students.

The analyses of the teachers’ own 
responses and students’ descriptions 
of their teachers highlight five factors 
in teachers which correlate positively 
with student performance, with stu-
dents´ description of a good teacher 
and/or students’ learning environ-
ment. These correlations are descri-
bed in more detail below.

The importance of 
teacher training

The study shows that teachers’ 
training correlates positively with stu-
dents’ perception of a good teacher. 
The correlation applies to whether the 
teacher has teacher training and is 
educated in the subject which he/she 
teaches. However, this does not apply 
to all students. The strongest correla-
tion is with high performing students. 
For low performing students, there 
is no correlation with the teacher’s 
training.

The combination of the teacher 
having undergone teacher training 
and education in the subject taught 
correlates positively with student per-
formance in the national knowledge 
tests in both Swedish and English. 
There is also a positive correlation 
between the teacher having under-
gone teacher training and education 
in the subject taught and the students’ 
final marks in Swedish, while this cor-
relation does not exist in English. In 
Mathematics, there is not the same 
clear correlation pattern with the 

some main findings
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combination of teacher training and 
education in the subject taught.

Conclusively, the analysis also 
shows that the factor of training is 
not in itself sufficient to reach all stu-
dents. Furthermore, the impact of for-
mal teacher training is weak in Mathe-
matics. There may be several reasons 
for this. It may be related to the fact 
that Mathematics is one of the sub-
jects where students change teacher 
most often. The subject culture may 
also go some way to explaining the 
weaker correlations with the teacher’s 
education. As this and other studies 
show, the subject of Mathematics dif-
fers in many ways from other school 
subjects. Mathematics is a subject 
with few whole-class explanations 
and discussions, with students largely 
working on their own. Mathematics 
is also the subject in which students 
are least motivated. The Swedish De-
legation on Mathematics states that 
teaching is often traditional, strongly 
tied to teaching material, with little 
variation in approach. The delegation 
has concluded that the growing trend 
for individual calculation in Swedish 
schools is damaging. In order for 
students to gain the desire and wil-
lingness to learn meaningful Mathe-
matics, the delegation believes that 
the competence of teachers needs to 
be better exploited11.

The importance of the 
teacher´s desire to 
teach

The teachers’ descriptions of how 
much they enjoy teaching their subject 
correlate positively with the descrip-
tion of the learning environment as 
given by teachers and students. They 
also correlate with students’ descrip-
tions of a good teacher, irrespective of 
the students’ gender, socio-economic 

background or level of performance. 
The teacher’s statement that she/he 
enjoys teaching very much also has a 
positive correlation with students’ re-
sults in all elements of the test in Swe-
dish and with students’ final marks in 
Swedish. A similar pattern applies 
for Mathematics, where correlations 
are evident with both students´ final 
marks in Mathematics and one of the 
two knowledge tests in this subject. 
However, correlations between the 
teacher´s desire to teach and student 
performance could not be discerned 
in English. Instead, in English, the 
teacher’s focus on the syllabus goals 
correlates with students’ test results 
in every element and with students’ 
final grades.

Thus, it is especially worth noting 
that in Mathematics, the fact that the 
teacher very much enjoys teaching 
seems to have a greater impact than 
formal teacher training. The absence 
of a correlation in English with the 
teacher’s perceived enjoyment may 
be explained by the fact that English 
is a subject where students are to a 
large extent motivated by factors out-
side school. Bearing in mind that many 
students in the NU 03 study perceive 
English to be “fun but difficult,” the 
correlation between the teacher’s 
focus on the goals to be achieved 
and students’ results in English may 
also possibly be explained by the fact 
that for certain students, setting a 
clear threshold level is important for 
motivation and therefore for perfor-
mance.

The importance of 
teacher self-confidence

The teacher’s own assessment of 
his/her methodological and didactic 
competence correlates positively with 
the teacher’s and students’ descrip-

tion of the learning environment. They 
also correlate with students’ descrip-
tions of a good teacher, irrespective of 
the students’ gender, socio-economic 
background or level of performance. 
However, there are no discernable 
correlations between teacher self-
confidence and student performance 
in our findings. Since teachers’ des-
cription of their methodological and 
didactic competence correlates with 
students’ assessments irrespective 
of a student’s gender, socioeconomic 
background or performance, this factor 
– the teacher’s own view of her or his 
competence – has real potential when 
it comes to initiatives for increased 
goal attainment for all students. Seen 
in terms of a student’s right to equal 
opportunities, the findings of the ana-
lysis suggest grounds for focusing on 
those teachers who express doubt 
about their competence. Particular 
consideration should be given to the 
situation that one in ten teachers do 
not agree very much with that they 
have sufficient competence in terms 
of methodology and didactics.

The importance of the 
teacher´s gender

Boys’ assessment of who is a 
good teacher is affected by whether 
the teacher is male or female. Boys 
rate male teachers as better teachers 
to a greater extent, i.e. feel that the 
teacher teaches well, is able to ex-
plain when they do not understand 
and gives fair grades. In addition, 
they state that male teachers have a 
greater ability to motivate them and 
arouse interest. What is more, boys 

NOTE

11. See SOU 2004:97.
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state that they listen to male teachers 
more than they listen to female tea-
chers. Girls express no differences 
between female and male teachers 
when assessing whether someone is 
a good teacher.

The findings shed light on the is-
sue of boys’ difficulties in attaining the 
compulsory school knowledge goals. 
There is cause to consider the issue of 
what makes boys listen to and get mo-
tivated by male teachers and whether 
there is something in male teachers’ 
attitudes and behaviour which is more 
likely to increase boys’ interest and 
motivation. Whatever the reasons, 
the findings show that boys are less 
inclined to listen to or be motivated by 
their female teachers. This situation 
has consequences for female tea-
chers’ conditions for carrying out their 
duties, and for boys’ opportunities for 
development and learning.

The importance of the 
teacher´s age

Girls rate younger teachers as bet-
ter than older teachers, i.e. feel that 
the teacher teaches well, is able to 
explain when they do not understand 
and gives fair marks. For boys, this 
correlation is considerably weaker. 
Girls also state that younger teachers 
act more in line with the intentions of 
the steering documents. In addition, 
they state that their younger teachers 
have a greater ability than their older 
ones to motivate them and arouse in-
terest. This should be compared with 
the fact that the older teachers to a 
greater extent describe their students 
as motivated in the subject.

Since girls state to a higher degree 
that they are motivated by younger tea-
chers, the question may be asked as 
to whether the younger teachers are 
more able to connect with the girls’ 

lives and values. One finding worth 
noting is that although the older tea-
chers to a greater extent feel that they 
have a good classroom environment 
with motivated students, the findings 
of the analysis show that there may 
be a group of less satisfied but silent 
girls in class. From the perspective of 
goal attainment, the findings suggest 
grounds for making older teachers 
aware of the situation, as well as ac-
tively focusing on girls’ views on their 
conditions and needs as the basis for 
their development and learning.

Some other important 
issues

There are other important findings 
in the study which concern the tea-
chers´ working conditions and their 
prerequisites for doing a good job. 
These findings concern, among other 
things, the opportunities for skills de-
velopment, the relation between head 
teacher and teachers, and teachers´ 
mutual collaboration.

The opportunities for skills deve-
lopment are perceived by more tea-
chers to have reduced than increased. 
A third of teachers do not feel they 
have sufficient competence to be 
able to identify and support students 
in need of special support, and to be 
able to work with students from diffe-
rent social and cultural backgrounds. 
It should be noted, however, that this 
study was conducted before the cur-
rent Swedish government´s massive 
commitments to competence deve-
lopment for teachers, the so called 
“Teacher In-Service Education   Initia-
tive” launched in 2007. These national 
initiatives are aimed at improving the 
problematic situation concerning tea-
cher competence development, found 
in this and other Swedish studies.

Over a tenth of the teachers in 

the study state that they have a pro-
blematic relationship with their head 
teacher. Teachers’ perceptions of their 
head teacher correlate positively with 
their description of job satisfaction 
and the support they receive at work. 
Correspondingly, the head teacher’s 
involvement in teaching has a positive 
correlation with teachers’ perception 
of their working conditions and deve-
lopment opportunities.

Finally, collaboration in teaching, 
particularly collaboration between 
teachers in the same subjects or 
subject areas, is not developing to 
the same extent as other aspects of 
teachers’ work.

Methodological 
conclusions

As far as we have been able to 
find, there are relatively few studies 
which are designed to provide good 
correlational data concerning the 
impact of teacher training, teacher 
competence and other teacher cha-
racteristics on student performance 
and student learning conditions. Stu-
dies within this field have often used 
data on aggregated level, e.g. school 
level or even national (country) level 
in order to investigate possible cor-
relations between, e.g. the extent to 
which teachers have adequate tea-
cher training and the extent to which 
students achieve their performance 
objectives. Furthermore, these issues 
are often controversial and ideologi-
cally coloured, which makes it difficult 
to discern any empirical evidence that 
may actually exist.

Our study has provided some new 
and fruitful knowledge on the impact 
of teacher training and other teacher 

conclusions
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characteristics. The basis for this has 
been the possibility to link teacher and 
student data on the individual level, 
and also a large enough sample to 
detect differences between, e.g. dif-
ferent school subjects and students 
on different performance levels. With 
this kind of data, the use of modern 
and advanced statistical methods 
– especially multilevel analysis – has 
made it possible to perform the ana-
lyses which have been described and 
which have yielded quite interesting 
findings. In our opinion, more studies 
which meet these conditions are ne-
cessary in order to bring the research 
forward within this important field. 

Thus, our study shows the impor-
tance of and opportunities inherent in 
ensuring that continued evaluations of 
school activities are designed so that 
students’ and teachers’ responses can 
be related to each other at the indi-
vidual level. Only then can teachers’ 
competence, for example, be related 
to students’ attitudes and performan-
ces in a clear and useful manner. Fur-
thermore, this study and its limitations 
show the importance of ensuring that 
continued analyses of teacher com-
petence and other influential factors 
in the school situation are set up so 
that they provide a nationally repre-
sentative picture of more subjects in 
compulsory schools.

Policy issues

The study has identified three 
conditions or factors in teachers which 
have an impact on students’ percep-
tion of the quality of the teaching they 
receive, their learning environment 
and to some extent also their perfor-
mance. These factors relate to teacher 
training, teachers’ self-confidence and 
security in their professional role, and 

the demographic composition of the 
teaching staff. All these factors are 
therefore important to take into consi-
deration with a view to promoting in-
creased goal attainment.

The fact that teacher training to-
gether with education in the subject 
taught is an important but insufficient 
basis for a good learning environ-
ment and good results for students, 
is knowledge which can be applied to 
improvement initiatives at all levels 
of responsibility. This applies to the 
municipalities’ and the head teachers’ 
work to provide teachers with good pe-
dagogical conditions for attaining the 
goals, while also providing a starting 
point when recruiting teaching staff.

The syllabus places emphasis 
on the student’s desire to learn. The 
analyses show that students’ desire to 
learn has a correlation with the “tea-
cher’s desire to teach”. Teachers’ own 
confidence in their methodological and 
didactic competence and the fact that 
they enjoy teaching are factors which, 
irrespective of the student’s gender, 
socio-economic background and level 
of performance, correlate positively 
with the students’ assessment of who 
is a good teacher and what constitu-
tes a good learning environment. 
The knowledge that “the teacher’s 
desire to teach” is a success factor, 
has implications for the basic teacher 
training programme and the ongoing 
skills development initiatives at na-
tional, municipal and school levels. It 
is also an issue for head teachers to 
bear in mind when determining the 
direction of pedagogical support for 
teachers in the school, and when re-
cruiting teaching staff.

The teachers’ age and gender 
have an impact on girls’ and boys’ 
perception of who is a good tea-
cher. These findings have been quite 

controversial and heavily discussed. 
One might naturally think that, in a 
modern and equal society, the tea-
cher’s age or gender should not be of 
any great importance to the students’ 
attitude towards the teacher. At the 
same time, these correlations may 
be an expression of social structures, 
family circumstances, entrenched 
gender roles or demographic condi-
tions which the school is only able 
to influence in part or perhaps over 
the long-term. But nonetheless, it is 
important to consider the implications 
for teachers’ working conditions and 
for students’ opportunities to learn 
and develop. This is an important is-
sue to address not least with regard 
to boys’ motivation for school work, 
and  with regard to girls’ experiences 
of stress in schools12.

There are therefore good reasons 
to highlight and examine the situation 
from the perspective of goal attain-
ment, not least when recruiting tea-
ching staff and organising the school’s 
activities. In the long term, it is impor-
tant – as in most workplaces and most 
companies – to work towards a more 
mixed body of teaching staff in terms 
of age and gender. This would create 
conditions for teachers and students 
to take account of differences and 
conduct a dialogue with students and 
among the teaching staff on condi-
tions for work, for example from the 
perspective of age and gender. One 
element of this involves focusing on 
achieving a balanced mix of teachers, 
by encouraging more men and more 
people of lower middle age to take up 
the teaching profession. 

NOTE

12. For further discussion, see Björnsson, 
M. (2005).
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French Teachers: a particular 
identity in Europe?
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In France, schools today represent 
both continuity and change. 

Independent, free of charge, neutral, 
secular and compulsory, they embody 

the ideals of the French Revolution 
while continuing to promote the 
values of the Republic, such as 

discipline and merit.
Schools are also undergoing 

significant changes. Industrialised 
countries, bound by market 

principles, are looking to increase 
the efficiency of their education 

systems in order to cope with 
the expansion in training needs. 

Substantial reforms of their 
education systems are underway 

or getting started, leading to major 
shifts in the training and working 

conditions of teaching staff. Judging 
from international comparisons, the 

teaching profession is becoming 
increasingly complex and losing 

some of its independence in 
exchange for additional status, 

performance and qualifications in 
certain countries.

Affected by these changes and 
this expanded context, teachers 

are asking questions, and through 
international comparisons of salary 
or working time, these players can 

be situated in a wider context.

At both the pre-primary/primary 
and secondary levels, the feminisa-
tion of teaching really took off after 
World War II. From 64% in 1955 at 
the pre-primary/primary level, the pro-
portion of female teachers in France 
has continued to rise: 74% in 1975, 
78% in 1994, 82% and as high as 85% 
among younger teachers (under age 
30) in 2007. The sombre severity of 
the hussards de la République, the 
name given to French teachers du-
ring the Third Republic, has gradually 
been replaced by the image of a fe-
male school teacher. There are many 
reasons for this according to Antoine 
Prost1: “Since 1948, pre-primary edu-
cation has been multiplied by 2.6, 
vocational training by 5, the second 
cycle of lycée by 4.8 and universities 
by 5.7... Schooling has been exten-
ded (Berthoin reform of 1959) by two 
years upstream (between ages 4 and 
6) and by three years downstream 
(three quarters of 16-year-olds attend 
school versus one quarter a genera-
tion ago).“ Prost goes on to note: “[…] 
this extension of schooling, specta-
cular between 1948 and 1976, was 
made possible by higher living stan-

dards which eliminated the need for 
children to work in the fields, and by 
the introduction of family benefits on 
a broad scale in 1932“. The growing 
role of women in the work force and, 
in particular, the recruitment of female 
teachers helped feminise the teaching 
profession. However, it should be no-
ted that teaching positions are almost 
exclusively filled by women at the pre-
primary level (93%) and, to a lesser 
degree, at the primary level (78%).

Feminisation therefore depends 
on the level of education. There are 
fewer women working at the higher 
levels in France: they account for 34% 
of teachers in tertiary education.

At the secondary level, “the 
growth in the teaching staff was not 
as abrupt, because supervisory roles 
were not reinforced and the new re-
cruits were mainly teachers’ aides“.

As a result, feminisation at the 
secondary level has been less pro-
nounced than at the pre-primary/pri-
mary level, going from 49.6% in 1955 
to 54% in 1985 and 57% in 2007.

NOTE

1. Histoire générale de l’enseignement et 
de l’éducation en France : Tome IV : “ L’École 
et la Famille dans une société en mutation “ 
(depuis 1930). Cited passages translated from 
the French for the purposes of this article.

a profession now 
predominaTed  
By women
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The rate of feminisation also varies 
according to the category of teaching 
discipline. In the humanities, there is a 
growing proportion of women (67.7% 
in 1984, 72.1% in 2004)2: 76% in lite-
rature, 81% in modern languages; the 
only exception is philosophy, mostly 
taught by men (63%). Scientific disci-
plines attract men more than women 
(54% of mathematics teachers and 
59% of physics/chemistry teachers 
are men), but most biology teachers 
are women.

In technological and vocational 
subjects, women are in the minority 
except in management, paramedical 
and social fields.

Feminisation in secondary educa-
tion also depends on teacher category: 
women account for most certified tea-
chers3 (60%) and slightly less than half 
of agrégés (49%) and PLP’s (48%).

Feminisation in primary educa-
tion (78% in France) is even higher in 
Sweden (80%), in Germany and Great 
Britain (82%), in the Czech Republic 
(84%), in Hungary (86%) and even in 
Italy (95%).

Feminisation in lower secondary 
education (63% in France) is more 
or less equivalent in Sweden (62%), 
Spain (60%), and in Great Britain and 
Germany (59%).

By contrast, it is much higher in 
Hungary and the Czech Republic (83%), 
in Italy (74%) and in Finland (71%).

Regarding feminisation in upper 
secondary schools, few countries have 
comparable results to those of France 
(51%), except Hungary (52%), Great 
Britain (51%) and Sweden (50%).

Certain countries have a higher 

proportion than France, such as the 
Czech Republic (55%) and Finland 
(56%), whereas others have a lower 
proportion, such as Spain (45%) and 
Germany (42%).

The level of educational attain-
ment required to become a teacher 
has been increasing in France for 
more than 50 years. The same phe-
nomenon is observed in the propor-
tion of people who hold the bacca-
laureate (secondary school diploma) 
in a given generation of the French 
population. At the beginning of the 
1950s, around 5% of French people 
in a given generation held the gene-
ral baccalaureate; this proportion has 
since grown steadily to 35% in 2007. 
The technology baccalaureate was 
introduced in 1969 (1.7% of bacca-
laureate holders that year); in 2007, 
17.2% of people in the generation 
considered held this diploma. The vo-
cational baccalaureate was introdu-
ced in 1987 (0.1%); in 2007, 12.8% of 
people in the generation considered 
held this diploma, bringing the pro-
portion of all baccalaureate holders 
to 64.3% for 2007. The recruitment 
of teachers has necessarily followed 
this rising trend in educational at-
tainment levels. Until the end of the 
Fourth Republic (1958), primary school 
teachers were recruited at the end 
of the last year of lower secondary 
school (classe de troisième). In 1959, 
at the beginning of the Fifth Republic, 
they were recruited at the baccalau-
reate level. Starting in 1991, with the 
creation of the Instituts universitaires 
de formation des maîtres (IUFM’s)4 

they were recruited at the licence 
level (i.e. after three years of tertiary 
education). Currently, more than one 
third of pre-primary/primary teachers 
hold a licence, 12% hold a maîtrise 
(diploma testifying to four years of 
tertiary education) – this proportion 
is 25% among teachers under age 25 
– and 4% hold a diploma testifying 
to at least five years of tertiary edu-
cation (DEA�, DESS, doctoral degree 
or similar); the proportion is 8% for 
mid-career teachers.

At the secondary level, there 
was less recruitment of teachers 
in the early 1950s, as explained by 
Prost: “[…] growth in the teaching 
staff was not as abrupt and structu-

feminisaTion is noT 
a french excepTion

a high level of 
educaTional aTTainmenT 
– and seT To geT 
even higher

NOTES

2. Jean-Richard Cytermann and Alain 
Lopes, “ Une forte féminisation des métiers 
de l’Éducation nationale “, Revue AFAE, 
January 2006.

3. Certified teachers have passed the 
national competitive exam leading to the 
CAPES (certificat d’aptitude au professo-
rat de l’enseignement du second degré, 
ISCED 5) which qualifies them to teach at 
the secondary level. The CAPES is open 
to holders of a qualification testifying to 
at least three years of tertiary education. 
Certified teachers work in either lower 
secondary schools (collèges) or upper 
secondary schools (lycées).

Agrégés are teachers who have passed the 
competitive exam leading to the agrégation 
(open to holders of a qualification testifying 
to at least four years of post-secondary 
education). Most holders of this certificate 
teach in upper secondary schools and pre-
pare students for the baccalaureate.

PLP’s (professeurs de lycée professionnel) 
are teachers in vocational secondary scho-
ols who have passed the competitive exam 
leading to the CAPLP (certificat d’aptitude 
au professorat de lycée professionnel) 
and who prepare students for vocational 
diplomas.

4. IUFM (institut universitaires de for-
mation des maîtres): tertiary education 
institution which trains teachers for the 
primary and secondary levels.
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ral reforms led to a redistribution of 
the personnel. Thus, in the years fol-
lowing the war, while primary school 
teachers had full reign over the cours 
complémentaires�, the collèges and 
lycées were the exclusive domain of 
agrégés and certified teachers7. The 
certificat d’aptitude pédagogique à 
l’enseignement secondaire (CAPES) 
created in 1950 was characterised by 
programmes closer to those taught in 
the classrooms and by the year of ins-
tructional training in one of the cen-
tres pédagogiques régionaux (CPR)“ 
– these centres were replaced in 1991 
by the IUFM’s, and an additional year 
of preparation became necessary to 
take the agrégation, which now requi-
res a maîtrise, or 4 years of tertiary 
education. For many years already, 
certified teachers and agrégés have 
completed diplomas beyond those 
required to take the competitive re-
cruitment exams.

Specifically, while a quarter of 
secondary school teachers hold a li-
cence, nearly four out of ten hold a 
maîtrise (and the number of young 
teachers is even higher: half of those 
under 32). Two out of ten hold a di-
ploma testifying to at least five years 
of tertiary education (DEA, DESS, doc-
toral degree, etc.).

In most European countries, pro-
fessional training begins at the start 
of tertiary studies for teachers, which 
include general training as well. This 
is known as the simultaneous mo-
del. Otherwise, professional training 
starts during a second phase and may 
or may not run parallel to certain ge-
neral courses (consecutive model), as 
in France, Italy and Spain. In Ireland, 
Portugal and the United Kingdom8 the 
two models coexist.

The training programme lasts 4 
to 4.5 years in many countries, such 

as Germany, the Netherlands, etc. 
In France, training is based on the 
consecutive model and lasts 5 to 5.5 
years, similar in duration to a Master’s 
degree.

More than eight secondary school 
teachers out of ten in France obtained 
their diploma in the subject area they 
currently teach; this does not apply to 
pre-primary/primary teachers, half of 
whom studied humanities (literature, 
social sciences, languages).

One quarter of the others come 
from short training programmes 
(STAPS, STS, IUT); one fifth come 
from scientific programmes and the 
rest (one out of ten) come from law/
economics programmes.

Looking at the population of stu-
dents enrolled in the second cycle of 
university in France, we see that lite-
rature and social science studies are 
over-represented among teachers, the 
sciences are under-represented, and 
law and economics are very under-
represented.

The theory that teachers were 
good students as children turns out 
to be true and not only in France; six 
pre-primary/primary teachers out of 
ten and two thirds of secondary school 
teachers in France never repeated a 
year. However, whether teachers re-
peated parts of their schooling also 
depends on specific policies at dif-
ferent times and is therefore only a 
guideline.

Analysing the school trajectories 
of teachers within the French Com-
munity of Belgium, Christian Maroy� 
highlights the fact that most secon-
dary school teachers were “on time“ 
or ahead as students and enjoyed 

school.
When asked to describe their 

school performance, two secondary 
school teachers out of ten in France 
report having been very good stu-
dents. This proportion is almost one 
half in the subject area they currently 
teach, and fully one half report having 
been good students in this subject.

One pre-primary/primary teacher 
out of seven in France reports having 
been a very good student and more 
than one in two report having been a 
good student.

Attaining the French baccalaureate 
with honours can also provide insight 
into school performance: 4% of secon-
dary school teachers report obtaining 
high honours, whereas the proportion 

good sTudenTs 
as children

NOTES

�. DEA (diplôme d’études approfondies): 
diploma testifying to five years of tertiary 
education, requires a year of research on 
a specific subject, ISCED 6.

DESS (diplôme d’études supérieures spé-
cialisées): diploma testifying to five years 
of tertiary education, includes a compul-
sory in-company placement, ISCED 5.

�. Cours complémentaires became collè-
ges d’enseignement général as a result of 
the Fouchet reform of 1963, and these in 
turn became collèges d’enseignement se-
condaire (lower secondary schools) – see 
article by J.C. Emin and P. Esquieu, “Un 
siècle d’éducation“.

7. Antoine Prost, Histoire de l’ensei-
gnement et de l’éducation depuis 1930 
– Chapter 4: “ Les surprises de la démo-
cratisation “. Cited passages translated 
from the French for the purposes of this 
article (collège = lower secondary school; 
lycée = upper secondary school).

8. Initial training and transition to wor-
king life. Key topics in education in Europe, 
Volume 3, Eurydice 2002.

�. L’enseignement secondaire et ses 
enseignants, edited by Christian Maroy, 
Pédagogie en développement, De Boeck, 
2002. Cited passages translated from the 
French for the purposes of this article.

Theme

Éducations & formations  no 78 [ november 2008  ]



112

of high honours awarded in 1967 was 
0.5%; 15% report obtaining honours, 
which is three times higher than for 
1967 baccalaureate graduates.

For pre-primary/primary teachers, 
this proportion is 10%.

A number of sociologists have 
examined the social origin of tea-
chers, for example Ida Berger or Alain 
Léger10, the latter writing of a gradual 
“embourgeoisement“ of teachers.

Although the proportions of socio-
professional categories vary slightly 
from one survey to another, all surveys 
conclude that embourgeoisement is 
indeed occurring in the profession.

This is also revealed by the various 
surveys of the DEPP (Evaluation, Pros-
pective and Performance Directorate, 
French Ministry of National Education) 
which have focused on the social ori-
gin of teachers11.

In 2005, French pre-primary/pri-
mary teachers were from families in 
which:
- All the fathers worked: they were 
mainly middle or senior managers 
(35%), manual workers (22%) or were 
self-employed, e.g. farmer, craftsman 
(18%). In 10% of cases, the father was 
a teacher;
- Two thirds of the mothers worked, 
mainly as clerical workers (24%), 
teachers (12%) or middle managers 
(9%).

In France, teachers represent 
around 4% of the total work force. 
This confirms the over-representation 
of teachers whose parents were also 
teachers. The image of the “norma-
lien with peasant or labourer parents, 
who gained access to an honourable 
and esteemed profession through the 

École Normale without added costs, 
since the school provided for students’ 
material needs“ grows more distant 
with each passing decade.

For young pre-primary/primary 
teachers (under 32), the higher propor-
tion of fathers in senior management 
and mothers in teaching is even more 
pronounced.

Younger teachers are clearly 
observed to follow in their parents’ 
footsteps: twice as many teachers 
under 32 (14%) as teachers over 49 
(7%) have a parent who teaches.

French secondary school teachers 
today come from families in which:
- All the fathers worked, primarily as 
employees, almost equally divided 
between the private and public sectors 
(41% and 37% respectively), mainly in 
middle or senior management (43%) 
or teaching positions (10%);
- Two thirds of the mothers worked, 
primarily as employees (51%), with 
nearly as many in the private as the 
public sector (24% and 27% respec-
tively), mainly as clerical workers 
(30%), teachers (18%) or middle ma-
nagers (16%).

But the social origin of secondary 
school teachers varies according to 
their category: while one secondary 
teacher out of six has at least one pa-
rent who taught, thereby confirming 
the over-representation of teacher 
parents, this is not the case for tea-
chers at vocational secondary schools 
(PLP’s). Only 5% of their fathers were 
teachers, whereas this figure is three 
times as high for certified teachers or 
agrégés. In addition, there are fewer 
senior managers among the fathers 
of PLP’s (14%) than among the fa-
thers of agrégés (29%) or certified 
teachers (23%). The less “privileged“ 
social origin of PLP’s is accompanied 
by a greater proportion of fathers 

who were manual workers (one out 
of two) than for agrégés (one out of 
seven) or certified teachers (one out 
of five), as well as a greater percen-
tage of clerical workers (17%) versus 
10% for certified teachers and 6% for 
agrégés.

In similar fashion to the fathers 
of PLP’s, their mothers are more of-
ten manual workers (43%) than the 
mothers of agrégés (7%) and less 
often teachers (10% versus 26%). 
In contrast, there are three times as 
many craftspersons, retailers and bu-
siness owners among the mothers of 
PLP’s (23%) than among the mothers 
of agrégés (7%).

This “embourgeoisement“ has 
a definite impact on how teachers 
perceive their professional situation 
compared to that of their parents.

Thus, 30% of pre-primary/primary 
teachers whose parents were in more 
intellectually demanding professions 
and in senior management think their 
social standing is worse than that of 
their parents; with regard to working 
conditions, this figure is 23%.

Thirty-four per cent of teachers’ 
children think their social situation is 
worse than that of their parents (only 
24% think it better); 44% think their 
working conditions are worse.

A proportionally greater number 
of pre-primary/primary teachers repor-
ted their situation to be better if their 
parents were or are farmers, clerical 
workers or manual workers.

an upward Trend 
in social origin

NOTES

10. Enseignants du secondaire, Alain 
Léger, PUF.

11. Since 1991, DEPP has conducted va-
rious surveys of teachers (sample or panel) 
at both the pre-primary/primary and secon-
dary levels. Many of the figures presented 
here are from the 2005 survey. 
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At the secondary level, 80% of 
teachers have the impression that their 
social standing equals or exceeds that 
of their parents at the same age; this 
proportion is 73% with regard to wor-
king conditions. There are a few varia-
tions according to teacher category: 
only two PLP’s out of ten think their 
social standing is worse. Respondents 
whose parents were in the most low-
skill occupations have the impression, 
more so than the others, that their so-
cial standing has improved; this is true 
for 93% of those whose mother was 
a farmer and 87% of those whose fa-
ther was a farmer, as well as for 89% 
of those whose mother or father was 
a manual worker, for 82% of those 
whose father was a clerical worker 
and 70% of those whose mother was 
a clerical worker, and also for 62% of 
those whose mother or father was in 
a middle-ranking profession (between 
workers and managers, including tea-
chers, nurses, etc.).

Inversely, only three teachers out 
of ten whose parents were senior ma-
nagers or teachers share this impres-
sion, whereas three out of ten feel 
their social standing is worse than 
that of their parents.

The comparative perception of 
working conditions is very close 
to that for social standing, except 
among teachers’ children; almost 
half think their working conditions 
are worse than those of their parents. 
This opinion is shared by one out of 
four teachers working in a ZEP (zone 
d’éducation prioritaire, a disadvanta-
ged area targeted for special help in 
education).

In a survey conducted in the sub-
sidised independent schools of the 
French Community of Belgium, Chris-
tian Maroy highlights sociological 
constants in the teachers, who “are 

mainly recruited in the middle-class 
strata, although they also come from 
both extremes of the social hierarchy, 
from the upper classes for women as 
well as the working classes for men“.

The time at which French teachers 
report having chosen their profession 
varies according to the level of edu-
cation.

Among pre-primary/primary tea-
chers, their profession takes root at 
an earlier age; almost three out of 
ten report having already decided in 
primary school to become a teacher, 
or at least before starting their tertiary 
education for six in ten of them.

For secondary school teachers, 
the choice is made later (only one out 
of five decides prior to their tertiary 
studies). The interest in a specific 
subject which will later become their 
teaching discipline develops during 
their schooling.

For roughly two thirds of teachers, 
their choice of profession is influen-
ced by their educational experience. 
For half of secondary school teachers, 
the charismatic image of a teacher led 
them to choose their career. Is this a 
matter of identifying with a teacher, or 
of discovering a love for a particular 
subject?

Fewer pre-primary/primary tea-
chers (four out of ten) report having 
been influenced by the memory of a 
teacher.

The motivating factors which lead 
teachers to choose their profession 
are quite similar across the different 
education levels: for around 55% of 
pre-primary/primary and secondary 
school teachers, first and foremost is 

the desire to teach, especially the sub-
ject area to which they dedicated their 
tertiary studies. Given that imparting 
knowledge involves an audience, 
“contact with young people“ is the 
second motivating factor for every one 
of two secondary school teachers. By 
a narrow margin, “working with young 
children“ is the top motivating factor 
for pre-primary/primary teachers.

“The joy of sharing knowledge“ 
is what best defines the interaction 
with students (for nearly one out of 
two teachers), especially after a few 
years on the job.

In all surveys conducted over the 
past 15 years, the motivating factors 
that lead teachers to choose their 
profession have a remarkably stable 
hierarchy, which nonetheless varies 
with age: “attachment to [their] sub-
ject area“ drops slightly after 20 to 25 
years of experience (around age 50) 
to the benefit of the “interaction with 
students“. As many as seven out of 
ten secondary school teachers with 
more than 35 years’ experience hi-
ghlight “contact with the students“. 
It is conceivable that a career choice 
initiated by “a love for the subject 
area“ is rebuilt after-the-fact, whereby 
“contact with the students“ becomes 
both the explanation for the career 
choice and the primary source of en-
joyment in teaching young people.

At the other end of the spectrum, 
young secondary school teachers 
with less than five years’ experience 
primarily show a strong “attachment 
to [their] subject area“ (seven out  
of ten), which supersedes “contact 
with the students“ (five out of ten), 
but the “fringe benefits“ of their  
profession are also important to them, 
such as “work-life balance“ (one out 
of three) and “independence“ in their 
work.

an early career 
choice influenced By 
educaTional experience
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For English teachers “working with 
children, the fulfilment of teaching, 
creativity and stimulation“ are among 
the motivating factors which influence 
their choice of profession12.

In response to media scrutiny that 
at times distorts the difficult popula-
tions and contexts in schools, pre-
primary/primary teachers in France 
affirm with conviction (seven out of 
ten) that “contact with children“ is the 
primary source of satisfaction in their 
jobs. This is true regardless of a tea-
cher’s experience and training, while 
it does vary slightly with the type of 
school: the trend is slightly stronger 
in pre-primary schools than in primary 
schools and more pronounced in wo-
men than in men, who find “sharing 
knowledge“ more “fulfilling“.

For secondary school teachers in 
France, “contact with the students“ 
is also becoming the primary source 
of satisfaction (six out of ten). When 
asked what the interaction with stu-
dents involved, one in two teachers 
assimilated it with the “joy of sha-
ring knowledge“, one in four with 
“constantly challenging [themselves]“ 
and one in five with the “spontaneity 
of interacting with young people“.

For one out of two teachers, the 
third source of satisfaction is “inde-
pendence in [their] work“, defined far 
more often as freedom in teaching de-
cisions (eight out of ten) than as the 
“absence of a strong hierarchy“ or as 
“working alone“.

As a secondary advantage, French 
teachers also cite the “fringe benefits“ 
of their profession, such as “work-life 

balance“ (three out of ten), “working 
in education“ and “interaction with 
co-workers“.

While teaching experience does 
not directly explain the differences in 
satisfaction, it does influence the per-
ceived difficulty of the profession; the 
longer teachers have been teaching, 
the higher the proportion who feel 
teaching is becoming more difficult.

Thus, among French teachers 
with less than five years’ experience, 
in either pre-primary/primary or se-
condary education, one out of five 
finds their job increasingly difficult, 
whereas the proportion is two out of 
three among teachers with at least 
20 years’ experience and eight out of 
ten among teachers at the very end of 
their careers.

The broad satisfaction that French 
teachers reportedly feel in doing their 
jobs should not overshadow certain 
difficulties which, in their view, com-
plicate their working conditions.

Once again the hierarchy has va-
ried little since 200213. First and fore-
most is “student behaviour“, which af-
fects eight secondary school teachers 
and six pre-primary/primary teachers 
in ten (selected out of three choices). 
This term includes both the unruly 
behaviour of students as well as their 
lack of motivation, which make it har-
der to manage the classroom.

The oldest teachers and PLP’s are 
particularly affected.

Pre-primary/primary teachers 
identify as their prime difficulty “the 
complexity of the responsibilities“ 
placed on them. This may be linked 
to a sense of helplessness in res-

ponse to the shifting definition of 
their role (programme overhauls, new 
directives, etc.), as well as pressure 
from schools and parents to achieve 
results, a consequence of rankings in 
international assessments.

“Making sure all students advan-
ce“ is the second difficulty experien-
ced by two thirds of secondary school 
teachers, a difficulty they closely link 
to what they consider excessive class 
sizes.

In a 2005 survey on the difficul-
ties teachers face in their profession, 
which involved different response mo-
des, fewer pre-primary/primary tea-
chers than secondary school teachers 
(44% versus 56%) identified with the 
widespread impression that “adap-
ting to the level of [their] students 
is difficult“. The pre-primary/primary 
teachers most at ease in adapting to 
the level of their students have less 
than five or more than 20 years of ex-
perience. The years reported to be the 
most difficult in primary school are the 
first, second and fifth years, respecti-
vely CP, CE1 and CM2. During the first 
two years, children are introduced to 
reading, writing and arithmetic; during 
the fifth and final year of primary scho-
ol (CM2), they master essential skills 
and appropriate the working methods 
needed for classe de sixième, the first 
year of secondary school.

Three main reasons are given 
for these difficulties: “disparity in 

“Student behaviour“ 
makes day-To-day 
work difficulT

NOTE

12. Eurydice report, Volume 3, 2004. Cited 
passages translated from the French for the 
purposes of this article. 

13. Two surveys of 1000 secondary 
school teachers were conducted in 2001 
and 2002. They were representative in 
terms of teacher category, age and sub-
ject area.

“ContaCt with 
Children“, a lifeline 
for pre-primary/
primary Teachers
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students’ learning outcomes“ (two 
in three teachers), “students’ socio-
cultural backgrounds“ (one in two) and 
“lack of student participation“ (one in 
three).

This hierarchy varies according 
to the year teachers instruct: in pre-
primary school, teachers blame the 
“disparity in socio-cultural back-
grounds“, while in CM2, they more 
often blame the “lack of participation 
by students and their poor mastery of 
basic knowledge“.

At the secondary level, more than 
half the teachers have trouble adap-
ting to the level of their students, 
especially PLP’s, teachers who work 
in ZEP’s, female teachers and young 
teachers with less than ten years  
of experience. The corollary difficul-
ties are “arousing students’ interest 
in the subject area“ especially in  
mathematics and physics/chemistry, 
and “getting them to participate“, 
more of a challenge for the oldest 
teachers.

Three reasons are given for these 
adaptive difficulties: “insufficient 
mastery of basic knowledge“, which 
implicitly lays blame on primary scho-
ols; “disparity in learning outcomes“, 
especially among teachers of French; 
and “lack of student participation“, 
which teachers at the end of their 
careers tend to blame.

The data collected by OECD relate 
to statutory working and teaching ti-
mes of teachers at different levels 
of education. At the primary level, 
teachers in OECD countries teach an 
average of 812 hours of lessons per 

year in public educational institutions. 
French pre-primary/primary teachers 
teach 910 hours, which places them 
at the top of the range along with 
Ireland (915 hours), the Netherlands 
(930 hours), New Zealand (985) and 
the United States (1080 hours).

In lower secondary education (col-
lège in France), working time in France 
(634 hours) is lower than the average 
working time for OECD countries (717 
hours). France is positioned close to 
Denmark (648 hours) and Finland (589 
hours). Germany (758 hours) and the 
United States (1080 hours) are above 
the average.

In general upper secondary edu-
cation (lycée in France), teachers in 
OECD countries teach an average of 
667 hours. With 616 hours, France is 
slightly below the average. The range 
is broad, extending from 364 hours for 
Denmark to 1080 hours for the United 
States.

The variation observed raises 
questions about comparing and defi-
ning teachers’ working time, e.g. what 
exactly is covered by this term in each 
country:
- Regulations concerning teachers’ 
working time vary. “In most countries, 
teachers are formally required to work 
a specific number of hours; in others, 
teaching time is only specified as the 
number of lessons per week“14.
- “Contact time is a substantial com-
ponent, but preparation for classes 
and the necessary follow-up (inclu-
ding correcting students’ work) also 
need to be included in comparisons 
of teaching loads.“
- “Other relevant elements (such as 
the number of subjects taught, the 
number of students taught, and the 
number of years a teacher teaches the 
same students) should also be taken 
into account.“

The comparisons are distorted by 
the fact that in some countries, activi-
ties other than teaching are not inclu-
ded in working time; this is the case 
in Finland, Italy, New Zealand and the 
French Community of Belgium, where 
schools determine the time spent on 
activities other than teaching. Howe-
ver, the time spent preparing lessons 
and correcting tests and assignments 
is not regulated and the government 
sets the minimum and maximum 
number of lessons (50 minutes) that 
teachers must teach.

DEPP has conducted several sur-
veys, of new teachers (1993-1995) and 
of more experienced teachers (2002), 
with regard to the time they report 
spending on lesson preparation and 
on correcting and evaluating the work 
of their students.

New teachers reported spending 
11h40 on average per week prepa-
ring lessons during their first year of 
teaching, with technological subjects 
and humanities taking up the most 
time (14h30 and 13h04 respectively). 
The total weekly average for all new 
teachers was 38h42 during their first 
year, with humanities teachers spen-
ding up to 41h43 and technology tea-
chers up to 41h37.

In 2002, DEPP added to the wor-
king time survey by including the hours 
spent meeting with parents, doing 
other tasks and gathering material 
for lessons, as well as the number of 
leave days per year spent gathering 
material or preparing lessons. For 
teachers of all subject areas and all 
ages combined, the reported wor-
king time is 39h47 and the reported 
number of leave days spent working 

working Time:
The challenges of 
comparing across 
counTries

NOTE

14. Education at a Glance 2008, OECD.
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Definitions and methodology

“Data on statutory teachers’ salaries and bonuses are derived from the 2007 OECD-INES Survey on Teachers and the Curriculum. 
Data refer to the school year 2005/06, and are reported in accordance with formal policies for public institutions“1�

Teaching time
Teaching time is defined as the number of hours per year that a full-time teacher teaches a group or class of students as set by 
policy. It is normally calculated as the number of teaching days per year multiplied by the number of hours a teacher teaches 
per day (excluding periods of time formally allowed for breaks between lessons or groups of lessons). Some countries, however, 
provide estimates of teaching time based on survey data.
At the primary level, short breaks between lessons are included if the classroom teacher is responsible for the class during 
these breaks.

Working time
Working time refers to the normal working hours of a full-time teacher. According to a country’s formal policy, working time 
can refer to:
- the time directly associated with teaching (and other curricular activities for students, such as assignments and tests, but 
excluding annual examinations);
- the time directly associated with teaching and hours devoted to other activities related to teaching, such as lesson preparation, 
counselling students, correcting assignments and tests, professional development, meetings with parents, staff meetings, and 
general school tasks.
Working time does not include paid overtime.

Working time in school
Working time in school refers to the time teachers are required to spend at work, including teaching and non-teaching time.

1�. Education at a Glance 2008, OECD.

Table 1 - Distribution of weekly working hours by subject area (reported in 2002)

Average hours

Subject areas Others:
physical and 

health ed., art,
music, etc. TotalHumanities Sciences Technology

Modern 
languages

Number of teachers 161 152 123 101 64 601

% 28,8 25,3 20,5 16,8 10,6 100,0

Hours

Paid hours 18h52 19h01 19h56 18h47 20h59 19h20

of which annual overtime 1h05 1h01 1h27 1h04 0h54 1h07

of which effective overtime 0h19 0h23 0h22 0h16 0h11 0h19

Teaching hours 18h20 18h30 19h31 18h19 19h46 18h46

Reduction in teaching hours 0h31 0h31 0h25 0h28 1h12 0h34

Hours outside of teaching 24h04 19h14 19h59 20h50 14h31 20h27

Hours spent preparing lessons 8h59 6h56 7h59 7h35 5h33 7h40

Hours spent correcting work 7h56 6h42 4h52 6h15 2h45 6h10

Hours spent counselling students 1h01 0h46 1h27 0h57 0h43 1h00

Hours spent with parents 1h06 1h07 0h32 1h09 0h54 0h59

Hours spent on other tasks 1h11 1h01 1h15 1h11 1h16 1h10

Hours spent gathering lesson 
material 2h29 1h43 2h08 2h44 1h55 2h12

Hours spent working with other 
teachers 1h21 0h59 1h46 1h01 1h26 1h17

Of which hours worked at home 17h10 13h28 11h08 13h38 7h58 13h25

Total hours worked 42h�� 38h1� 3�h37 3�h37 3�h30 3�h47

Leave days worked 24,4 17,0 19,3 19,7 12,0 19,4
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is 19.4. Once again, humanities tea-
chers reported spending more time: 
42h55 per week and 24.4 leave days 
worked (Table 1).

The international comparisons of 
teacher salaries that will be reported 
here concern OECD countries rather 
than EU countries, since the reference 
period used by the Eurydice Network 
is the 2002 calendar year.

The indicator “How much are tea-
chers paid?“ compares the starting, 
mid-career and maximum statutory 
salaries of primary and secondary tea-
chers who possess the minimum qua-
lifications required to teach in public 
primary and secondary institutions. 
The additional payments and incen-
tive schemes used to reward teachers 
are taken into account.

The combined analysis of tea-
chers’ salaries and their working and 
teaching time provide a better unders-
tanding of their working conditions.

OECD has observed an increase 
in teacher salaries in real terms in 
nearly all countries between 1996 
and 2006.

“On average in OECD countries, 
upper secondary teachers’ salaries per 
teaching hour exceed those of primary 
teachers by 44%; the difference is 5% 
or less in New Zealand, Scotland and 
the partner country Chile and is equal 
to or greater than 75% in Denmark 
and the Netherlands.“

“Salaries at the top of the scale 
are on average around 70% higher 
than starting salaries for both prima-
ry and secondary education, although 
this differential largely varies among 
countries in line with the number of 
years it takes to progress through the 
scale.“ For example, in South Korea 
it takes 37 years to reach the top of 
the scale, where salaries are triple 
the amount of starting salaries; in 
Portugal, it only takes teachers 26 
years to triple their salary. However, 
not all teachers reach the top of the 
salary scale. 

In primary education, the annual 
statutory starting salary of teachers 
in OECD countries is 27,828 in USD 
converted using PPPs1� (graph 1). Fran-
ce is positioned at 23,317 in equiva-
lent USD, close to Italy (24,211) but far 
behind England (29,460) and Germany 
(40,277). There are limits to these 
comparisons in that taxation as well 

as social benefits vary enormously 
from one OECD country to the next. 
This can be seen in the different finan-
cial incentives (e.g. bonuses based on 
region) and family allowances, and in 
other benefits such as reduced rates 
on cultural goods and services. After 
15 years of experience, the annual 
statutory salary is 37,832 equivalent 
USD on average in OECD countries 
and 31,366 in France. The maximum 
statutory salary of a French primary 
school teacher is 46,280 equivalent 
USD (OECD average: 46,290), the ra-
tio between salary after 15 years of 
experience and GDP per capita being 
1.01. As noted by OECD, “Compara-
tive data on salaries for comparable 
professions would provide a better 
benchmark, but […] such data are 
not yet available“.

In lower secondary education, the 
average starting salary in OECD coun-
tries is slightly higher than in primary 
education: 30,047. France is positioned 
below this average (25,798 equivalent 
USD). After 15 years of experience, 
the average OECD salary increases to 
40,682 equivalent USD and the salary 
in France to 33,846. At the end of their 
careers, French teachers are closer 
to the OECD average (48,882 versus 
49,778), with a ratio to GDP of 1.09. 
This falls short of Korea’s ratio (2.28) 
but exceeds Sweden’s ratio (0.91).

In upper secondary education, the 
ratio to GDP improves, both the OECD 

Graph 1 - Salary changes for primary school teachers according to 
experience, between 1996 and 2006
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1�. Purchasing power parities (PPPs) are 
currency exchange rates which equalise 
the purchasing power of different curren-
cies, thereby eliminating the differences in 
price level among countries. PPPs can be 
used to convert expenditure on GDP into a 
common currency and apply the same set 
of international prices.

Teaching salaries vary 
according To counTry
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average ratio (1.34) and France’s ratio 
(1.10). Starting at 26,045 equivalent 
USD, French teachers earn 34,095 af-
ter 15 years of experience and 49,155 
at the end of their careers (Graph 2).

With regard to France, the com-
parison does not take into account 
the measures to make teaching jobs 
more attractive and improve teachers’ 
purchasing power: revaluation of ef-
fective overtime (hours in addition to 
annual overtime, for after-school tu-
toring, sessions during holidays, etc.), 
increased ratios of hors-classe (merit-
based, senior-level) promotions, and a 
starting bonus for new recruits.

The global policy will improve 
not only purchasing power, but also 
working conditions and career oppor-
tunities for French teachers, who feel 
they are somewhat “disliked“.

Although French teachers ex-
press overall satisfaction with their 
professional experience, nine out of 
ten recognise the existence of an in-
ner “malaise“, or distress. By the end 
of the 19th century, the Ribot report 

(1899) was already looking for the 
causes of the “malaise“ in secondary 
education. Currently, six out of ten 
teachers report feeling this distress 
themselves. The situation varies ac-
cording to the type of school: teachers 
in vocational schools, ZEP’s and lower 
secondary schools are more affected 
than teachers in lycées (general upper 
secondary schools). The distress has 
many causes: feeling that “the real-
life difficulties of the job are not taken 
into consideration“ (seven out of ten) 
as well as the sense that teachers are 
“seen by society in a more negative 
light“ (six secondary school teachers 
and five pre-primary/primary teachers 
out of ten).

Teachers also evoke a growing 
disconnect between the ideal of sha-
ring knowledge and the realities of the 
classroom, as well as their “powerles-
sness to realise the ideal of helping all 
students succeed“ (one out of two).

This feeling of powerlessness 
tends to affect young teachers and 
those in lower secondary schools and 
ZEP’s (one out of two) more than PLP’s 
(four out of ten) who have already 
faced the challenges of orienting 
students with academic problems. 
“There is a large gap between tea-

chers’ perception of how they are 
viewed and the way other citizens 
report viewing them. In fact, teachers 
are often viewed more positively than 
they think“17. The Eurydice report on 
the teaching profession notes that this 
feeling is shared by Dutch, Austrian, 
Italian and Finnish teachers.

French teachers suggest several 
ways of easing this distress:
- “more support from parents“, es-
pecially for young teachers in lower 
secondary schools and ZEP’s;
- “training courses geared towards 
everyday teaching practices“, an 
expectation of new recruits in parti-
cular;
- “more teamwork“ with co-workers 
who teach the same subject;

finally, more support from school 
directors and inspectors, continuing 
education courses, improved teaching 
practices, and more teamwork with co-
workers who teach other subjects.

Two thirds of pre-primary/prima-
ry and secondary school teachers in 
France want to keep teaching. Among 
those considering a change of careers, 

feeling “disliked“, 
a source of disTress 
among Teachers

mosT Teachers wanT 
To keep Teaching

Graph 2 - Ratio between maximum and starting salaries
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half of the secondary school teachers 
indicate that “student behaviour“ 
would be the primary reason.

For pre-primary/primary teachers, 
the cause is more often a sense that 
the profession has lost its standing.
One third would like to have partial 
mobility enabling them to work in 
secondary or tertiary education. One 
of every four Danish teachers reports 
having applied to other jobs. Three of 
every ten Swedish teachers say they 
want to change careers. One third of 
English teachers say they intend to 
leave the profession in the next five 
years.

In addition to the desire to leave 
teaching, whether teachers would 
“recommend the profession“ to their 
children is also indicative of their 
professional experience. One in two 
teachers would indeed recommend 
teaching to their children.

They include the passionate, 
unwavering supporters who would 
definitely recommend the profession 
and have always felt that way (four 
out of ten).

Their reasons are numerous: a fas-
cinating job, rewarding contact with 
the students, freedom, independence 
in their work, the sense of utility that 
comes from sharing knowledge or a 
love of their subject area, and work-
life balance.

The job is gratifying; as one 

pre-primary/primary teacher put it: 
“Seeing the radiant face of a child 
learning to read his or her first word 
is the best reward“.

A minority of teachers would re-
commend their profession but have 
not always felt that way (7%). They 
include teachers who chose their 
creer by default or who have at times 
felt discouraged but now see their ex-
perience in a positive light, or those 
who feel better in their job now than 
they did when they started. “I used 
to only see the job’s problems and all 
its demands. Now, the joy of teaching 
is getting stronger and stronger and I 
really have a sense of being useful“. 
The notion of balance is what chan-
ges, according to one pre-primary/pri-
mary teacher.

Finally, there are the disillusioned: 
those who would have recommended 
the profession in the past but no lon-
ger feel the same way (four secondary 
school teachers and three pre-prima-
ry/primary teachers out of ten).

The reasons cited are as follows: 
deteriorating working conditions, the 
profession’s loss of standing, lack 
of consideration by parents and stu-
dents, students’ lack of motivation, 
disparity in students’ levels, violence, 
unwieldy programmes, and excessive 
class sizes. “Working conditions are 
getting too hard. The classes are too 
big. The dissimilarity among students 

and their lack of motivation is discou-
raging“, noted one PLP.

French teachers have a common 
mission, are recruited at the same 
level (three years after the baccalau-
reate) and now receive their training 
in the same place, at the Instituts uni-
versitaires de formation des maîtres. 
They form a group with specific social 
characteristics, but one which is far 
from homogeneous.

Beyond the specific statutory re-
quirements leading to non-negligible 
differences in job duties, teachers’ 
working conditions are more varied 
than they seem, to such an extent 
that diversity within the profession 
can be said to exist in France and in 
developed countries.

Whether French teachers work 
in primary, lower secondary or upper 
secondary schools, in urban or rural 
areas, in ZEP’s, whether they teach 
one or several subjects, have large 
or small classes, whether they were 
very good students or good students, 
and their socio-economic category 
growing up – all these variables play 
a role in how teachers view the day-
to-day aspects of their job.

Can we still speak of a single 
profession? The European context 
cannot be forgotten, nor the fact that 
teachers’ core mission is to educate 
not only citizens, but citizens of the 
world. 
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