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52. Equity in access to education

The long-term social and financial costs of educational
inequalities can be high, as those without the competencies
to participate in society fully may not realise their potential
and they are likely to generate higher costs for health,
income support, child welfare and security. For these
reasons, governments have a vested interest in reducing
disparities in access to education, including those based on
geography (e.g. distance) or socio-economic status.

In trying to provide students with equitable learning oppor-
tunities, education systems aim to reduce the extent to
which a student’s socio-economic background affects his
or her performance in school. On average across OECD
countries, 14% of the variation in students’ reading
performance can be explained by their socio-economic
backgrounds. Students with more socio-economically
advantaged backgrounds generally perform better. Across
OECD countries, this advantage averages to 38 score points
in reading for each increase of one standard deviation in
socio-economic background, which is roughly equivalent to
one year’s worth of schooling. However, in Korea and
Finland, the OECD countries with the highest reading
performance, the link between student background and
performance is weaker than on average, suggesting that
equity and performance are not opposing or impossible
policy objectives.

In some countries, the size or location of the community in
which a school is located is strongly related to student
performance. The variation in performance reflects differ-
ences in educational opportunities available in rural and
urban areas, and the characteristics of these locations,
such as population density, distribution of labour markets,
and the extent to which urban and suburban areas are
sought and populated by individuals from different back-
grounds. In large communities or densely populated areas,
more educational resources may be available for students.
Isolated communities might need targeted support or
specific educational policies to ensure that students
attending schools in these areas reach their full potential.
Across OECD countries, students in urban schools score an
average of 23 points higher in reading than students in
other areas, even after accounting for socio-economic
background. The difference is the largest in Hungary, where
15-year-olds in city schools are at least one proficiency level
ahead of those in rural schools. The performance gap
between students living in urban and rural areas is at least
half a proficiency level in Chile, the Czech Republic, Italy,

Mexico, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia and Turkey.
School location and student performance, however, are not
strongly related after accounting for socio-economic differ-
ences in Belgium, Finland, Germany, Greece, Iceland,
Ireland, Israel, the Netherlands, Poland, Sweden, the
United Kingdom and the United States.

Further reading

OECD (2010), Education at a Glance 2010: OECD Indicators,
OECD Publishing, Paris.

OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results: Overcoming Social Background
– Equity in Learning Opportunities and Outcomes, Vol. II,
OECD Publishing, Paris.

Figure notes

52.1: Values that are statistically significantly different from the OECD
average are indicated in dark orange.

52.2: Data are not available for France. Countries are ranked in descending
order of the average performance of students in cities (cities and large
cities). For Korea, only two schools are represented in the “village
hamlet or rural area” category, and the results cannot be generalised.

Information on data for Israel: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602.

Methodology and definitions

Socio-economic background is measured according to
the PISA index of social, cultural and economic status,
which is based on information, provided by students,
about their parents’ education and occupations and
their home possessions. On this index, one “unit” is
equivalent to one standard deviation across all OECD
students meaning that across all OECD countries,
about two-thirds of students are from a socio-
economic background that is one unit above and one
unit below the average.

The achievement scores were based on assessments
of 15-year olds administered as part of the OECD’s
PISA programme, which focussed on reading in 2009.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932315602
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52.1 Average reading score point difference associated with socio-economic background (2009)

Source: OECD, PISA 2009 Database, Table II.3.2.
1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932391450

52.2 Reading performance, by school location (2009)

Source: OECD (2010), PISA 2009 Results: Overcoming Social Background – Equity in Learning Opportunities and Outcomes, Vol. II, OECD Publishing,
Paris, Figure II.2.6.

1 2 http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932391469

0

60

50

40

30

20

10

Score point difference

In
do

ne
sia

M
ac

ao
, C

hin
a

Hon
g K

on
g, 

Chin
a

Sha
ng

ha
i (

Chin
a)

Bra
zil

Rus
sia

n F
ed

er
ati

on

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Fr
an

ce

Aus
tri

a

Hun
ga

ry

Belg
ium

Aus
tra

lia

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Unit
ed

 K
ing

do
m

Ger
m

an
y

Swed
en

Isr
ae

l

Unit
ed

 S
ta

tes

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic

Ja
pa

n

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Switz
er

lan
d

Ire
lan

d

Slov
en

ia

Pola
nd

OEC
D34

Net
he

rla
nd

s

Den
m

ar
k

Nor
way

Gre
ec

e
Ita

ly
Kor

ea

Can
ad

a
Chil

e

Fin
lan

d

Por
tu

ga
l

Spa
in

Tu
rk

ey

Es
to

nia

Ice
lan

d

M
ex

ico

Statistically different from the OECD average Not statistically different from the OECD average

600

550

500

450

400

350

Mean score after accounting for socio-economic background

Kor
ea

Fin
lan

d

Can
ad

a

New
 Ze

ala
nd

Ja
pa

n

Aus
tra

lia

Lu
xe

mbo
urg

Neth
erl

an
ds

Switz
erl

an
d

Nor
way

Es
ton

ia

Pola
nd

Por
tug

al
Isr

ae
l

Hun
ga

ry

Ice
lan

d

Ire
lan

d

Swed
en

OEC
D34

Den
mark

Unit
ed

 Stat
es

Germ
an

y
Spa

in

Belg
ium

Cze
ch

 R
ep

ub
lic

Unit
ed

 King
do

m

Slov
ak

 R
ep

ub
lic Ita

ly

Gree
ce

Slov
en

ia

Aus
tri

a

Tu
rke

y
Chil

e

Mex
ico

Rus
sia

n F
ed

era
tio

n

Sha
ng

ha
i (C

hin
a)

Hon
g K

on
g, 

Chin
a

Mac
ao

, C
hin

a

Ind
on

es
ia
Braz

il

City (100 000 to about 1 000 000 people)Village, hamlet or rural area (fewer than 3 000 people)

Large city (with over 1 000 000 people)

http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932391450
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/888932391469


From:
Government at a Glance 2011

Access the complete publication at:
https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2011-en

Please cite this chapter as:

OECD (2011), “Equity in access to education”, in Government at a Glance 2011, OECD Publishing, Paris.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2011-58-en

This work is published under the responsibility of the Secretary-General of the OECD. The opinions expressed and arguments
employed herein do not necessarily reflect the official views of OECD member countries.

This document and any map included herein are without prejudice to the status of or sovereignty over any territory, to the
delimitation of international frontiers and boundaries and to the name of any territory, city or area.

You can copy, download or print OECD content for your own use, and you can include excerpts from OECD publications,
databases and multimedia products in your own documents, presentations, blogs, websites and teaching materials, provided
that suitable acknowledgment of OECD as source and copyright owner is given. All requests for public or commercial use and
translation rights should be submitted to rights@oecd.org. Requests for permission to photocopy portions of this material for
public or commercial use shall be addressed directly to the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC) at info@copyright.com or the
Centre français d’exploitation du droit de copie (CFC) at contact@cfcopies.com.

https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2011-en
https://doi.org/10.1787/gov_glance-2011-58-en

	Chapter XII. Government Performance Indicators from Selected Sectors
	52. Equity in access to education
	Methodology and definitions
	Further reading
	Figure notes
	52.1 Average reading score point difference associated with socio-economic background (2009)
	52.2 Reading performance, by school location (2009)





