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Governments are paying increasing attention to international comparisons as they search for e!ective policies 
that enhance individuals’ social and economic prospects, provide incentives for greater e"ciency in schooling, 
and help to mobilise resources to meet rising demands. As part of its response, the OECD Directorate for 
Education and Skills devotes a major e!ort to the development and analysis of the quantitative, internationally 
comparable indicators that it publishes annually in Education at a Glance. #ese indicators enable educational 
policy makers and practitioners alike to see their education systems in light of other countries’ performance 
and, together with the OECD country policy reviews, are designed to support and review the e!orts that 
governments are making towards policy reform.

Education at a Glance addresses the needs of a range of users, from governments seeking to learn policy lessons 
to academics requiring data for further analysis to the general public wanting to monitor how its country’s 
schools are progressing in producing world-class students. #e publication examines the quality of learning 
outcomes, the policy levers and contextual factors that shape these outcomes, and the broader private and 
social returns that accrue to investments in education.

Education at a Glance is the product of a long-standing, collaborative e!ort between OECD governments, 
the experts and institutions working within the framework of the OECD Indicators of Education Systems 
(INES) programme and the OECD Secretariat. #e publication was prepared by the sta! of the Innovation 
and Measuring Progress Division of the OECD Directorate for Education and Skills, under the responsibility 
of Dirk Van Damme and Corinne Heckmann and in co-operation with Etienne Albiser, Simone Bloem, 
Rodrigo Castaneda-Valle, Eric Charbonnier, Estelle Herbaut, Karinne Logez, Koji Miyamoto, Joris Ranchin, 
Cuauhtemoc Rebolledo-Gomez, Gara Rojas González, David Valenciano, and Jean Yip. Administrative support 
was provided by Rhodia Diallo, editing of the report was undertaken by Marilyn Achiron, and additional 
advice as well as analytical and editorial support were provided by Gwenaelle Barach, Marika Boiron, 
Célia  Braga-Schich, Elizabeth  Del  Bourgo, Caroline Israël, Diane  Lalancette and Ignacio  Marin. #e 
authoring team bene%ted from the analytical review of Sam Abrams, Francesco Avvisati, Tracey Burns, 
Sonia Guerriero, Hiroko Ikesako, David Istance, Marco Kools, Katarzyna Kubacka, Pauline Musset, Anna Pons, 
Miho Taguma, Willam #orn, Juliana Zapata  and Pablo Zoido. Production of the report was co-ordinated 
by Elisabeth Villoutreix. #e development of the publication was steered by member countries through the 
INES Working Party and facilitated by the INES Networks. #e members of the various bodies as well as the 
individual experts who have contributed to this publication and to OECD INES more generally are listed at 
the end of the book.

While much progress has been accomplished in recent years, member countries and the OECD continue to strive 
to strengthen the link between policy needs and the best available internationally comparable data. #is presents 
various challenges and trade-o!s. First, the indicators need to respond to educational issues that are high on 
national policy agendas, and where the international comparative perspective can o!er important added value 
to what can be accomplished through national analysis and evaluation. Second, while the indicators should be as 
comparable as possible, they also need to be as country-speci%c as is necessary to allow for historical, systemic 
and cultural di!erences between countries. #ird, the indicators need to be presented in as straightforward a 
manner as possible, while remaining su"ciently complex to re&ect multi-faceted educational realities. Fourth, 
there is a general desire to keep the indicator set as small as possible, but it needs to be large enough to be useful 
to policy makers across countries that face di!erent educational challenges.
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#e OECD will continue to address these challenges vigorously and to pursue not just the development of 
indicators in areas where it is feasible and promising to develop data, but also to advance in areas where 
a considerable investment still needs to be made in conceptual work. #e further development of the 
OECD Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) and its extension through the OECD Survey 
of Adult Skills, a product of the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), 
as well as the OECD Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS), are major e!orts to this end.
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Learning their way out:  

Youth, education and skills in the midst  
of the crisis

#is edition of Education at a Glance comes at a time when youth unemployment keeps policy makers awake 
at night. Between 2008 and 2011 – the years to which most data in this volume refer – unemployment rates 
climbed steeply in most countries and have remained high ever since. Young people have been particularly 
hard-hit by un- and underemployment as a result of the global recession. In 2011, the average proportion of 
15-29 year-olds neither in employment nor in education or training (NEET) across OECD countries was 16%; 
among 25-29 year-olds, 20% were NEET. (Among this latter group, 40% were unemployed, more than half of 
them for more than six months; the rest did not participate in the labour market at all.) In some countries 
the %gures are much higher, with more than one in three people between the ages of 25 and 29 neither in 
education nor in work. #ese young people are forced to pay a very high price for a crisis that was not of their 
making, with long-lasting consequences for their skills, work morale and social integration. #e demoralising 
short-term e!ects for individuals, families and communities demand urgent policy responses, while the longer-
term rami%cations, in terms of skills loss, scarring e!ects and de-motivation, are real and a!ect countries’ 
potential for sustainable recovery.

#e distribution of unemployment within the younger generation sheds light on some of the factors that may 
increase the risk of joblessness, which, in turn, o!ers insights for policy responses. Most notably, educational 
attainment has a huge impact on employability, and the crisis has strengthened this impact even further. On 
average across OECD countries, 4.8% of individuals with a tertiary degree were unemployed in 2011, while 
12.6% of those lacking a secondary education were. Between 2008 and 2011 the unemployment gap between 
those with low levels of education and those with high levels of education widened: across all age groups, the 
unemployment rate for low-educated individuals increased by almost 3.8 percentage points, while it increased 
by only 1.5 percentage points for highly educated individuals. Without the foundation skills provided by a 
minimum level of education, people %nd themselves particularly vulnerable in an insecure labour market.

#e crisis has also produced ample evidence that a good education provides valuable insurance against a lack of 
work experience: the impact of educational attainment on unemployment is much greater for younger people 
than it is for older adults. Across OECD countries, an average of 18.1% of 25-34 year-olds without secondary 
education were unemployed in 2011, compared with 8.8% of 55-64 year-olds. Among 25-34 year-olds with a 
tertiary quali%cation, an average of 6.8% were unemployed, compared with 4.0% of 55-64 year-olds with a 
similar level of education. 

Nevertheless, that fact that these troubling trends are far from universal indicates that they are not 
inevitable. #ere are large di!erences between countries in the way the recession has shaped the social reality 
for young people. #e steep increases in youth unemployment between 2008 and 2011, especially among 
low-educated young people, in countries such as Estonia (a 17.6 percentage-point increase in unemployment 
among 25-34  year-olds without a secondary education), Greece (15.0 percentage-point increase), Ireland 
(21.5  percentage-point increase) and Spain (16.0 percentage-point increase) are well-known. Less known 
is that, during the same period, some countries saw drops in unemployment among low-skilled youth, 
including Austria (-3.3 percentage points), Chile (-3.6 percentage points), Germany (-2.1 percentage points), 
Israel (-0.9 percentage point), Korea (-1.6 percentage points), Luxembourg (-1.0 percentage point) and 
Turkey (-1.7 percentage points). Several other countries were able to contain the increases within more or 
less tolerable levels.
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!ough many factors play a role in a country’s capacity to contain the rise in youth unemployment in 
times of crisis, the way institutional arrangements between education and work facilitate transitions 
into employment is perhaps one of the most important. !is year’s Education at a Glance provides more 
detailed data on programme orientation (general versus vocational) in secondary and tertiary education. 
Countries with relatively high numbers of 25-34 year-old graduates from vocationally oriented programmes 
succeeded in reducing the risk of unemployment among young people with upper secondary education as 
their highest level of attainment. Countries that have a higher-than-average (32%) proportion of graduates 
from vocational programmes, such as Austria, the Czech Republic, Germany and Luxembourg, were all 
able to keep the increases in unemployment rates among this age group to below 8 percentage points. 
Conversely, countries such as Greece, Ireland and Spain, where less than 25% of young adults graduate 
from vocational upper secondary education, saw increases in unemployment rates of 12 percentage points 
or more among 25-34 year-olds with only secondary education. For young people who do not continue into 
tertiary education, vocational education clearly o"ers better prospects for their employability than general, 
more academically oriented upper secondary education.

Vocational education and training (VET) systems thus play a critical role in strengthening countries’ capacity 
to deal with rapidly changing labour-market conditions. Several OECD countries have developed policies to 
improve and expand VET programmes at the upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary levels in order 
to equip young people with the skills the labour market demands. !ese programmes often include intensive 
workplace training and are based on extensive partnerships between schools and enterprises. Between 2005 
and 2011, the number of students graduating from upper secondary vocational programmes increased by 
an average of 4.3 percentage points across OECD countries. In several countries, notably Austria, Belgium, 
Finland, Ireland, Portugal and Spain, this increase exceeded 10 percentage points.

We can further improve our understanding of how quali#cations are related to labour-market outcomes 
by delving into the actual content of quali#cations, rather than simply classifying them by level. !is 
year’s edition explores some data on graduates’ #eld of study. While data from only a limited number of 
countries are examined, these data show a wide variation in unemployment rates among tertiary graduates 
in di"erent #elds of study. Interestingly, this variation does not fully re$ect the segmentation in labour 
demand and wages found more broadly in the economy and in the labour market. For example, in the 
United States, the unemployment rate for graduates from the high-paying #eld of computer and information 
systems (5.3%) was higher than the unemployment rate for graduates of relatively low-paying secondary 
teaching programmes (2.4%), which had one of the lowest unemployment #gures of any programme. !e 
relationship between students’ career choices, skill development in a particular #eld of study, and actual 
employability is more complex than often assumed. 

Educational attainment not only a"ects employability, as Education at a Glance shows, but also has an impact 
on income from employment. On average, the relative earnings of tertiary-educated adults is over 1.5 times 
that of adults with upper secondary education, while individuals without an upper secondary education 
earn 25% less, on average, than their peers who have attained that level of education. !e crisis has 
widened this wage gap: the average di"erence between earnings from employment between low-educated 
and highly educated individuals was 75 percentage points across OECD countries in 2008, increasing to 
90 percentage points in 2011. 

Individuals lacking the foundation skills provided by a complete secondary education cannot expect their 
incomes to rise substantially as they grow older. Indeed, the wage gap between those with low and high levels 
of education tends to increase with age. Without a secondary education, 25-34 year-olds earn 80% of what 
their colleagues with a secondary education earn, on average, but 55-64 year-olds earn only 72% of what their 
more-educated peers earn. !e wage premium for higher education increases with age. A 25-34 year-old with 
a tertiary education earns 40% more, on average, than an adult of the same age who has only a secondary 
education, while a 55-64 year-old earns 73% more. Educational attainment – besides a successful start in 
employment – thus has long-lasting and mutually reinforcing e"ects over a lifetime. A higher education degree 
clearly pays o" in the long run.



E!"#$%"&'

Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators   © OECD 2013 15

Given the close relationship between education, employment and earnings, young people develop strategies 
to improve their life chances by investing in education. In recent years, they literally learned their way out 
of the crisis. When opportunity costs declined and it seemed better to postpone entry into an insecure 
labour market, many young adults opted to equip themselves with more competitive skills before trying to 
enter the world of work. In most countries, increased demand for post-compulsory education more than 
compensated for the demographic decline in these age groups. In 2011, the OECD average for 15-19 year-olds 
enrolled in education was 85%; and the proportion of 20-29 year-olds in education climbed from 22% in 
2000 to 29% in 2011. As a consequence, the proportion of adults with tertiary-level quali!cations rose by 
more than 10 percentage points between 2000 and 2011, while the share of adults without a secondary 
education quali!cation dropped by the same rate. Across OECD countries, 39% of 25-34 year-olds had a 
tertiary quali!cation in 2011.

"e changes in enrolment rates, employment rates and investment in education observed in the !rst years of 
the recession indicate how education and skills determine the way individuals, families and societies as a whole 
fared during the most challenging economic and social crisis in recent history. Highly educated young people 
from !elds of study in high demand found a job easily, ending up in a “high skills – high wage” equilibrium, and 
could envisage a prosperous life ahead of them. For others, a tertiary quali!cation did not bring the expected 
rewards, either because the labour market was contracting too much – often protecting older generations 
at the expense of the youngest generation of workers – or because their chosen !eld of study was already 
saturated or not aligned with the needs of the labour market. Over-schooling and under-employment then 
resulted in frustration. Young adults with an upper secondary quali!cation were able to survive the jobs crisis 
if they were the bene!ciaries of programmes that prepared them well for work. "ose who hadn’t attained a 
complete secondary education, and so lacked the foundation skills needed to survive in a complex economy, 
often found themselves at the wrong end of the skills-based polarisation, stuck in a “low skills – low wage” 
equilibrium or in long-term unemployment with very little prospects for improvement.

High youth unemployment is not inevitable, even during an economic crisis; it is the product of the interaction 
between the economic context and particular policies. And, as the data collected during the early years of this 
crisis show, the amount of public spending on education has little to do with a country’s success or failure in 
containing youth unemployment: nearly all governments maintained more or less their level of investment 
in education throughout the crisis. What matters more are the choices countries make in how to allocate that 
spending and the policies they design to improve the e#ciency and relevance of the education they provide. 
Data and policy experiences in countries show which kinds of policies are e$ective in boosting young people’s 
employability: ensuring that all young people achieve both a good level of foundation skills and “soft” skills, 
such as teamwork, communication and negotiation, that will give them the resilience they need to succeed in 
an ever-changing labour market; reducing school dropout rates and making sure that as many young people 
as possible complete at least an upper secondary education (if necessary, through second-chance education 
opportunities); making secondary education relevant to the skill needs of the labour market; developing 
vocational education and training, and bridging education to the world of work by including work-based 
learning; securing &exible pathways into tertiary education; and providing good study and career guidance 
services so that young people can make sound, informed career decisions. "ese are exactly the policies that 
the OECD Youth Action Plan, adopted at the OECD Ministerial Meeting in May 2013, is advocating to improve 
the prospects for young people and for societies as a whole.

Angel Gurría
OECD Secretary-General
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 The organising framework
Education at a Glance 2013: OECD Indicators o!ers a rich, comparable and up-to-date array of indicators that 
re&ects a consensus among professionals on how to measure the current state of education internationally. #e 
indicators provide information on the human and %nancial resources invested in education, how education and 
learning systems operate and evolve, and the returns to educational investments. #e indicators are organised 
thematically, and each is accompanied by information on the policy context and the interpretation of the data. 
#e education indicators are presented within an organising framework that:  

 distinguishes between the actors in education systems: individual learners and teachers, instructional 
settings and learning environments, educational service providers, and the education system as a whole;

 groups the indicators according to whether they address learning outcomes for individuals or countries, 
policy levers or circumstances that shape these outcomes, or to antecedents or constraints that set policy 
choices into context; and

 identi%es the policy issues to which the indicators relate, with three major categories distinguishing 
between the quality of educational outcomes and educational provision, issues of equity in educational 
outcomes and educational opportunities, and the adequacy and e!ectiveness of resource management.

#e following matrix describes the %rst two dimensions:

1. Education and 
learning outputs 
and outcomes

2. Policy levers and 
contexts shaping 
educational 
outcomes

3. Antecedents or 
constraints that 
contextualise policy

I. Individual 
participants  
in education  
and learning 

1.I. #e quality  
and distribution  
of individual 
educational 
outcomes

2.I. Individual attitudes, 
engagement, 
and behaviour 
to teaching and 
learning

3.I. Background 
characteristics  
of the individual 
learners and 
teachers

II. Instructional 
settings

1.II. #e quality  
of instructional 
delivery

2.II. Pedagogy, learning 
practices and  
classroom climate

3.II. Student learning 
conditions and 
teacher working 
conditions

III. Providers of 
educational services

1.III. #e output of 
educational 
institutions and 
institutional 
performance

2.III. School environment 
and organisation  

3.III. Characteristics  
of the service  
providers and  
their communities

IV. -e education 
system as a whole

1.IV. #e overall 
performance of  
the education 
system

2.IV. System-wide 
institutional 
settings, resource 
allocations, and 
policies

3.IV. #e national 
educational, 
social, economic, 
and demographic 
contexts
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#e following sections discuss the matrix dimensions in more detail:

 Actors in education systems
#e OECD Indicators of Education Systems (INES) programme seeks to gauge the performance of national 
education systems as a whole, rather than to compare individual institutional or other sub-national entities. 
However, there is increasing recognition that many important features of the development, functioning 
and impact of education systems can only be assessed through an understanding of learning outcomes and 
their relationships to inputs and processes at the level of individuals and institutions. To account for this, 
the indicator framework distinguishes between a macro level, two meso-levels and a micro-level of education 
systems. #ese relate to:

 the education system as a whole; 

 the educational institutions and providers of educational services; 

 the instructional setting and the learning environment within the institutions; and

 the individual participants in education and learning. 

To some extent, these levels correspond to the entities from which data are being collected, but their importance 
mainly centres on the fact that many features of the education system play out quite di!erently at di!erent 
levels of the system, which needs to be taken into account when interpreting the indicators. For example, at 
the level of students within a classroom, the relationship between student achievement and class size may be 
negative, if students in small classes bene%t from improved contact with teachers. At the class or school level, 
however, students are often intentionally grouped such that weaker or disadvantaged students are placed 
in smaller classes so that they receive more individual attention. At the school level, therefore, the observed 
relationship between class size and student achievement is often positive (suggesting that students in larger 
classes perform better than students in smaller classes). At higher aggregated levels of education systems, the 
relationship between student achievement and class size is further confounded, e.g. by the socio-economic 
intake of schools or by factors relating to the learning culture in di!erent countries. #erefore, past analyses 
that have relied on macro-level data alone have sometimes led to misleading conclusions.

 Outcomes, policy levers and antecedents
#e second dimension in the organising framework further groups the indicators at each of the above levels:

 indicators on observed outputs of education systems, as well as indicators related to the impact of knowledge 
and skills for individuals, societies and economies, are grouped under the sub-heading output and outcomes of 
education and learning; 

 the sub-heading policy levers and contexts groups activities seeking information on the policy levers or 
circumstances which shape the outputs and outcomes at each level; and
 these policy levers and contexts typically have antecedents – factors that de%ne or constrain policy. #ese 
are represented by the sub-heading antecedents and constraints. It should be noted that the antecedents or 
constraints are usually speci%c for a given level of the education system and that antecedents at a lower level of 
the system may well be policy levers at a higher level. For teachers and students in a school, for example, teacher 
quali%cations are a given constraint while, at the level of the education system, professional development of 
teachers is a key policy lever.

 Policy issues
Each of the resulting cells in the framework can then be used to address a variety of issues from di!erent 
policy perspectives. For the purpose of this framework, policy perspectives are grouped into three classes that 
constitute the third dimension in the organising framework for INES:

 quality of educational outcomes and educational provision;

 equality of educational outcomes and equity in educational opportunities; and

 adequacy, e!ectiveness and e"ciency of resource management.


