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Improving the quality of education is a key policy objective in OECD countries. Major
education reforms are underway around the world in response to demands to make lifelong
learning opportunities available to all. Education Policy Analysis provides an opportunity to
reflect on, and learn from, this rich international experience.

The 2003 edition contains state-of-the-art reviews of policy issues and international
developments in:
• the ways that countries define students with disabilities, difficulties and disadvantages, the

approaches they are taking to meet their needs, and what these imply for debates about
equity and inclusion; 

• new approaches to career guidance, for both young people and adults, that facilitate
lifelong learning by developing career management skills over the lifespan;

• the profound changes underway in the objectives and clientele of higher education, and
what these imply for the way higher education is financed and governed; and

• policy options for making sure that investments in adult lifelong learning – by individuals,
governments and enterprises – pay off and are sustainable over the long term.

The 2003 edition also includes, for the first time, a summary of major education policy
changes across a wide range of fields in OECD countries.

Education Policy Analysis draws on international perspectives to provide up-to-date
analyses of key education policy challenges and initiatives. It will be of interest to education
policy makers, practitioners, and researchers.

FURTHER READING
The companion volume Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators (2003 Edition) provides an
extensive and internationally comparable set of indicators on education systems around the
world.
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INTRODUCTION: Building stronger policy connections

There is widespread recognition that education cannot be considered in isolation from other key public 
policies. Stronger linkages are most commonly sought with labour market and social policies, but 
education is also seen as requiring closer connections with the health, science, and environmental 
policy areas, among others.

The need for closer policy connections was a major theme when the chief executives of OECD education 
systems met in Dublin in February 2003. They expressed concern that “education is often not suffi ciently 
connected with other policy developments, and this has negative consequences in both directions”. The chief 
executives also drew attention to the paradox that “while education is at the centre of the knowledge economy, 
it is not itself knowledge rich”. They went on to conclude that “there need to be better strategies for knowledge 
production about education and better connections between researchers and practitioners”.

These concerns are closely related. Fundamental to building better links between education and 
other policy areas is the education sector’s capacity to clearly articulate its objectives, to demonstrate 
how these inter-relate with wider social and economic developments, and to identify and implement 
cost-effective policies and programmes.

Economic and social changes have required education to develop a broadened conception of its role. 
The goal of achieving lifelong learning for all refl ects a commitment to see policy as a connected whole. 
Education is no longer viewed as being confi ned largely to the experiences of children and young people, 
but as an on-going process of skill and knowledge development extending throughout life, and taking 
place in a wide variety of formal and informal settings. This broadened scope necessitates much closer 
integration between education, labour and social policies – but also exposes the limitations of the 
current knowledge base about how to make that work.

The creation of a separate OECD Directorate for Education in September 2002 recognised the central 
role that lifelong learning now plays in public policy. It also provided an opportunity to review how the 
OECD’s education programme can help meet the policy challenges ahead. Building on its analyses of 
the operations of the education sector itself, the programme is placing an increased emphasis on “policy 
interconnectedness”: trying to improve understanding of the mutual benefi ts that can fl ow from closer 
connections between education and other key policy areas; and using the tools of comparative analysis 
to identify good international practice in this regard.

The analyses reported in this volume refl ect this orientation. Chapter 1 examines the role of education in 
improving social cohesion by drawing on international data and experience with programmes for students 
with disabilities, learning diffi culties, and disadvantages. Chapter 2 discusses the contribution that new 
approaches to career guidance can make to the functioning of education systems and labour markets in 
a lifelong learning framework. Chapter 3 reviews the experiences of OECD countries that are reforming 
higher education in ways that attempt to balance achieving national economic and social objectives with 
strengthening the sector’s independence and dynamism. Chapter 4 analyses policy strategies to increase 
investment in adult learning, which it argues is the weak link in the lifelong learning framework.

Although the chapters indicate that OECD countries share a number of common policy objectives – 
including lifting education participation by disadvantaged groups, raising the quality of education 
outcomes, and making education systems more responsive to social and economic needs – there are 
large differences in the policies and programmes they have adopted. Such differences refl ect differences 
in national contexts, institutional structures, political factors, and resource constraints. However, the 
policy differences also refl ect genuine uncertainties about the appropriate ways forward.
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The chapters draw attention to signifi cant limitations in the current knowledge base. Many countries 
lack analyses that link different types of provision to outcomes for students with disabilities, diffi culties 
and disadvantages (Chapter 1), or that show how well the current suppliers of career education services 
are serving demand (Chapter 2). There is little analysis available of the impact of new funding and 
accountability mechanisms in higher education (Chapter 3), or of strategies intended to open up learning 
opportunities for disadvantaged adults (Chapter 4).

A signifi cant part of the OECD’s mission is to work with member countries to help fi ll such gaps. One 
contribution to this comes from documenting the range of policy initiatives now underway, whether in 
the substantive areas covered by the four chapters in this volume, or through the Annex that summarises 
recent major policy changes across a wide range of education fi elds in OECD countries. The changes 
cover the spectrum from early childhood education, through to schooling, tertiary education, adult 
learning and workplace training.

Comparative analyses of national policies can help countries place their own approaches in a broader 
perspective, and suggest innovations that they can learn from. Comparative analyses of this sort can 
also raise questions about long-established practices. For example, Chapter 1 documents substantial 
differences among OECD countries in how they identify students with special needs and provide for them. 
The result is that similar types of students can have vastly different educational and social experiences 
from country to country. And yet, as the chapter shows, there is relatively little information in most 
countries about the long-term consequences of special needs provision in different settings.

The OECD’s work on education indicators, research, and policy reviews is intended to help member 
countries strengthen the knowledge base in this and other key areas, and to provide a stronger platform 
for policy development. A major theme of the current programme is fi nding ways to build connections 
between education and other areas of socio-economic policy. This will be a feature of the OECD 
Education Ministers meeting in March 2004 when they discuss policy issues on which an international 
comparative perspective can add value.

 October 2003
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  SUMMARY

OECD countries are committed to ensuring that their education systems are equitable 

for all students, which requires them to provide for groups with diverse needs. An 

important part of this task is to structure programmes for students with disabilities, 

diffi culties, and disadvantages in a way that respects and protects these groups’ 

rights. This does not have clear-cut implications for the distribution of resources, 

since for many disabled students, for example, no amount of resources could produce 

outcomes equal to those of their non-disabled peers. Thus while this chapter provides 

an extensive international analysis of the allocation of resources to various groups 

(including by gender and age), these are indicators of the extent to which countries 

engage in a process of pursuing equity, rather than measuring progress towards an 

objective, well-defi ned standard. 

What we can do, however, is to identify some key conditions that allow this process 

to be taken forward. The fi rst is to recognise and plan for diversity. An indicator of 

whether this occurs is how many students attend special schools: this varies greatly 

across countries, and where it is high, this is a sign of mainstream schools’ failure to 

accommodate diverse needs. Among a range of other conditions identifi ed in the later 

part of this chapter, some relate to what is going on inside the school system, such 

as staff development and co-operation among schools, while others cover external 

relationships such as accountability and community involvement. The different national 

approaches documented in this chapter open up important questions about what 

works best for different types of students. Reforms in OECD countries are allowing 

understanding to accumulate on how best to address these issues, yet much remains 

to be done.
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1. INTRODUCTION1

Creating equitable provision for diverse student 
populations is a key feature of education policy in 
OECD countries. At the centre of this challenge lies 
the goal of inclusion, leading ultimately to improved 
social cohesion. Education systems are expected 
to play their part in these social aspirations and 
countries have initiated a range of approaches 
intended to contribute to them. In this regard 
Education Ministers have asked the OECD to: 

“Review how education and training systems can increase 
their capacity to include all learners and to achieve equitable 
outcomes for all, while meeting the increasing diversity of 
learners’ needs, maintaining cultural diversity and improv-
ing quality.” (OECD, 2001a, p.5)

This chapter is intended to contribute to this task 
by drawing on international data and experience 
based on programmes for students with disa-
bilities,  diffi culties, and disadvantages. As well 
as documenting the wide variety of country 
approaches, it makes two main arguments: (i) a 
“rights-based”  conception of equity implies that, 
wherever  possible, these students should be edu-
cated in regular, mainstream schools rather than in 
separate institutions; and (ii) the various national 
approaches to including students with disabilities 
in regular schools provide useful lessons for the 
wider debates about educational diversity and 
equity. In the main, these innovations are “systemic” 
enough in their own right to be generalisable to 
other students, e.g. those at risk from disadvantaged 
backgrounds, and those who would benefi t from 
more individualised teaching and learning.

The chapter commences by examining, in Sec-
tion 2, the concept of a rights-based approach to 
assisting children with special education needs. 
Section 3 then provides a cross-national overview 
of the forms in which countries allocate additional 
resources for students with disabilities, learning 
diffi culties and disadvantages. This is a diffi cult 
area in which to compile comprehensive and 
internationally comparable indicators, and the 
discussion draws on the latest results from the 
OECD’s on-going collaboration with national 
authorities. In Section 4, evidence from a series 
of case studies and the wider research literature 
is used to identify key ingredients in making more 

inclusive approaches to education work. The main 
conclusions are summarised in Section 5, along 
with priorities for future work.

2. EQUITY AND INCLUSION

Meeting the educational needs of students is part 
of the development of equitable provision in an 
inclusive society where individual rights are recog-
nised and protected. The United Nations Charter on the 
Rights of the Child, for instance, states that all children 
have a right to education and as a consequence the 
right to make progress. Failure to provide education 
and create the conditions for individual progress 
may be seen as a denial of a child’s rights. Such 
thinking underlies the approaches to individual 
education planning for students with disabilities 
based on human rights legislation in the United 
States, for example. The call by Sen (1992) for efforts 
to ensure that people have equal access to basic 
capabilities such as the ability to be healthy, well-
fed, housed, integrated into the community, par-
ticipate in community and public life and enjoy 
self-respect has similarities to the rights-based 
approach of the UN Charter. Denial of these rights or 
capabilities with regard to children can be seen as a 
precursor of social exclusion (Evans et al., 2002).

There are many discussions in the literature on 
the concept of equity (see Hutmacher et al., 2001). 
There are four basic interpretations of equity which 
can be applied to educational policy and practice. 
Demeuse et al. (2001), based on OECD (1993):

• Equity of access or equality of opportunity: Do 
all individuals (or groups of individuals) have 
the same chance of progressing to a particular 
level in the education system?

• Equity in terms of learning environment or equal-
ity of means: Do all individuals enjoy equivalent 
learning conditions? This question is generally 
taken to mean: Do disadvantaged  individuals 
or groups benefi t from a learning environment 
equivalent to advantaged  individuals or groups 
in terms of the level of training of their teachers 

1. The work reported in this chapter would not have been 
possible without support from the United States Department 
of Education, Offi ce of Special Education and Rehabilitative 
Services.
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and other staff, and the quantity and quality of 
teaching resources and approaches?

• Equity in production or equality of achievement 
(or results): Do students all master, with the 
same degree of expertise, skills or knowledge 
designated as goals of the education system? 
Most particularly, do individuals from different 
backgrounds achieve, over the period of educa-
tion or training, equivalent outcomes? Do all 
individuals have the same chance of earning the 
same qualifi cations when they leave, and can 
they do so, independent of their circumstances 
of origin? This concern about equality in achieve-
ment is founded on an ideal of corrective justice 
(Crahay, 2000) and is inevitably accompanied 
by a desire to narrow the gap between high and 
low performers from the start to the end of their 
programme of education (Bressoux, 1993).

• Equity in using the results of education: Once they 
have left the education system, do individuals 
or groups of individuals have the same chances 
of using their acquired knowledge and skills in 
employment and wider community life?

Rawls (1971) in his Theory of Justice argued that to 
achieve society’s equity goals institutions should 
be biased in favour of the disadvantaged in terms of 
resource allocation. Brighouse (2000) takes up this 
issue from the point of view of disabled students. 
He points out that for many disabled students no 
amount of additional resources will assist them 
to achieve the same level of performance as many 
non-disabled peers. From this perspective it would 
clearly be inequitable to give all of an education 
system’s resources to disabled students at the 
expense of the more able. However, some additional 
resources are required, e.g. signing interpretation for 
deaf students to help them access the curriculum. 
Thus, when taking account of the whole population 
of students, the question is how to decide the 
extent of the available resources that should be 
provided for students with disabilities.

From the point of view of thinking of equity 
as achieving similar outcomes or reducing the 
 variance of performance across the student pop-
ulation, considering students with disabilities 
presents a similar challenge: the question is 
what degree of variance in outcomes is accept-

able. A rights-based approach can to some extent 
side-step this issue since from this perspective 
all  children should be making progress and the 
 problem becomes how to assess individual rate of 
progress across the curriculum in a way which can 
constructively promote learning, in contrast to a 
single group-based outcome measure. From this 
viewpoint variance in rate of progress might be a 
better indicator of the extent to which educational 
equity is being achieved.

Countries aim to meet these conditions by providing 
additional resources to assist students with the 
most diffi culties. This may be seen as an application 
of positive discrimination under Rawls’ model of 
social justice. His “difference principle” (Rawls, 1971) 
argued for institutions to be structured with a built-in 
bias in favour of the disadvantaged. It is now widely 
accepted that the education of disabled students 
could not be achieved without additional resources 
being made available for them if they are to access 
the curriculum on anything like an equal basis with 
non-disabled students. Disabled students need 
additional resources to be able to profi t, as other 
students do, from “the benefi ts that education 
provides opportunities for” (Brighouse, 2000).

These arguments suggest that one way to start an 
investigation of equity for students with various 
forms of learning diffi culty is through analysing 
the additional resources supplied to meet their 
needs. This approach has a number of advantages, 
especially in developing a method open to making 
valid international comparisons. First, it makes 
no strong prior assumptions about the national 
approach used to gather information on students 
with diffi culties, focusing instead on the criterion 
that additional resources are provided for some 
categories of students. Thus the approach can 
include those with disabilities, those with learning 
diffi culties or those with disadvantages. This is 
important, since countries have developed very 
different conceptual frameworks applying to such 
students, and as a consequence they use different 
models for defi ning and assessing their needs (see 
OECD, 2000, 2003). Second, resources and their 
distribution are important in educational policy 
making, and drawing together international data 
on resource allocation can help raise questions 
about priorities and the effectiveness of different 
forms of educational provision.
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Box 1.1  Development of international indicators on students with disabilities, 
learning diffi culties and disadvantages 

The data presented in this chapter are part of an on-going collaboration with participating member 
countries that started in 1996 to develop comparative data on students with disabilities, learning 
diffi culties and disadvantages. The task is made especially complicated because of the different 
conceptual frameworks and defi nitions relating to such students that exist across countries. A 
signifi cant aspect of the collaboration is a continual process of refi nement of data quality and 
quantity, checking and consultation. Countries are using the process to improve their national data 
collections to fi ll gaps and ensure greater consistency and clarity in defi nitions and coverage.

The approach to data collection that is agreed with the countries is to bring together national 
data sets which apply to students in schools who are receiving additional resources to help them 
access the curriculum. Data are collected from countries in as disaggregated a form as possible 
and then grouped into broad categories based on explicit defi nitions and agreement among the 
countries. Countries provided the data in a form that removed double-counting if students were 
in more than one type of programme. Details of the methodology and classifi cations are provided 
in OECD (2000, 2003). The full data set is provided on the OECD website so that other researchers 
can analyse the data and assess the implications of grouping them in different ways.

The data in this chapter focus mainly on the compulsory years of schooling, which is typically 
from around age 6-16 in most countries. The pre-school, upper secondary and tertiary levels are 
also very important for students with disabilities, learning diffi culties and disadvantages, but 
generally there are fewer data available for those sectors.

Data are presented for those OECD countries and in the case of Canada, provinces, for which 
relevant data are available. If a country or province is not mentioned this does not mean that it does 
not provide additional resources for such students. It simply means that data are not available on 
the indicators concerned in an internationally comparable form. The data focus on 1999 and are 
the most recently available that have been through the verifi cation process. They are a selection 
from a much more extensive set of information which is available in OECD (2003). More recent 
developments in national programmes and classifi cation systems will be progressively verifi ed for 
international comparative purposes and included in future OECD publications.

3. INTERNATIONAL DATA ON SPECIAL 
NEEDS PROVISION

The OECD has been working with national authori-
ties since 1996 to develop internationally compa-
rable data on students with disabilities, learning 
diffi culties and disadvantages. A full account of 
the methodology and results is provided in OECD 
(2000, 2003). Box 1.1 summarises the processes 
involved and the current status of the work. In 
broad terms, countries have been asked to provide 
data on all students for whom additional resources 
are made available. The data have been disaggre-
gated into three cross-national categories covering 

students with defi ned disabilities,  diffi culties and 
disadvantages.2 These are referred to as cross-
national categories “A”, “B” and “C”, respectively. 
National representatives made this disaggrega-
tion, and the results were discussed and agreed 
at international meetings.

2. The Appendix to this chapter summarises the allocation 
of national categories to the three cross-national categories 
A, B, and C and provides their defi nitions as they appear in 
the Instruction Manual for data gathering and classifi cation. 
OECD (2000) and OECD (2003) provide further details of the 
differences among the categories.
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One outcome of this procedure is summarised in 
the Appendix, which classifi es the programmes 
through which countries indicated they provide 
additional resources for specifi ed groups of stu-
dents. The Appendix provides some indication 
of the complexity of the task. The number of 
categories used varies widely from country to 
country, as do their national labels. The Appendix 
also shows the classifi cation of students in receipt 
of additional resources in the three broad cross-
national categories of disabilities, diffi culties and 
disadvantages. Those in the “disabilities” category 
have clear organic bases for their diffi culties. Those 
in the “diffi culties” category have learning and 
behaviour diffi culties which do not appear to 
be due to either a clear organic basis or social 
disadvantage. Those in the “disadvantages” cat-
egory receive additional educational resources 
due to aspects of their social and/or language 
background.

Countries also provided information on the place 
of education for those in receipt of additional 
resources (special schools, special classes in 
regular schools, and regular classes), the gender 
composition of students, and aspects of schools 

and staffi ng. In addition they provided some quali-
tative material on legal frameworks and facilitators 
and barriers to inclusion and equity. In all, a very 
extensive set of information has been compiled 
to date, and only some of the indicators are pre-
sented in this chapter.

3.1 Students with disabilities

Figure 1.1 shows the variation in the proportion 
of students receiving additional resources for dis-
abilities in compulsory education (cross-national 
category A). Among the 16 countries concerned the 
proportion ranges from 0.6% in Mexico to 4.6% in 
the United States. The median value is 2.1%, and 
the inter-quartile range is from 1.6% to 3.1%.

These differences in proportions are not easy to 
interpret. As can be seen from the Appendix, coun-
tries differ substantially in both the number and 
type of programmes included in the  disabilities 
category. Since it is unlikely that the “organic” 
bases of disability differ greatly among countries, 
it seems most likely that the different propor-
tions in Figure 1.1 refl ect national differences in 
the conceptualisation of disability, identifi cation 

Note: For France, students in Ministry of Health programmes have been added to the data provided by the Ministry of Education. This probably 
slightly infl ates the percentage for France relative to other countries that did not provide data on students with disabilities outside the education 
system.

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category A) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).
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procedures, educational practices, comprehensive-
ness of provision, and policy priorities. Such vari-
ation suggests that there are differences between 
countries in the ways in which they try to overcome 
the effects of disabilities, and this could in princi-
ple have an impact on the outcomes for different 
types of students.

Figure 1.2 shows where students with disabilities 
who are in receipt of additional resources are being 
educated – special schools, special classes in 
regular schools, or regular classes. What is imme-
diately clear is that some countries, e.g. Spain, the 
United States, Italy and Canada (New Brunswick) 
make extensive use of regular classes while others 
prefer to use special schools, e.g. Belgium (Flemish 
Community), the Czech Republic, Germany and the 
Netherlands. Some countries make extensive use 
of special classes in regular schools, e.g. France, 
Finland and Japan.

There is not a clear statistical relationship between 
proportions identifi ed in Figure 1.1, and the use 
of one or other of the school locations recorded 
in Figure 1.2. For example, it could be expected 
that countries with a relatively high proportion 
of students in the disabilities category may make 
relatively extensive use of regular classes since 
presumably the programmes of such countries 
would encompass more students with relatively 
“mild” disabilities. However, the data indicate 
that this is not the case. Differences will certainly 
refl ect different national policies concerning inclu-
sion, which may in themselves be infl uenced by 
features of regular schools and their curriculum, 
and the training and attitudes of teachers which 
may facilitate or obstruct inclusion. In addition, 
there may be features of special schools which are 
viewed by parents and educators as desirable. It 
is clear, however, that the same type of disabled 
students may be included in regular classes in 

100

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10

0

%

Figure 1.2 Percentages of students in compulsory education receiving additional resources for defined disabilities, by location, 1999
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1. Students in special classes are included in special schools.

2. Students in special classes are included in regular classes. 

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category A) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Data for Figure 1.2, p. 35. 
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one country, but in a special school in another. 
The substantial differences between countries in 
both the proportion of students who receive addi-
tional resources, and the location of their educa-
tion, raise questions about potentially differential 
impacts on outcomes for individual students.

Gender differences among students with disabilities

Gender differences are especially notable for stu-
dents with disabilities, as Table 1.1 shows. For 
almost all countries there is a male to female 
ratio of about 60 to 40. As is discussed later when 
data on age are presented, the preponderance 
of males among students classifi ed as having 
disabilities is evident at all ages, and if anything 
the proportion of males tends to rise with age (e.g. 
in the Netherlands).

In all the countries for which data in cross-national 
category A are available, there are more males 
than females in programmes providing additional 
resources for defi ned disabilities, and more boys 
fi nd themselves in some form of special provision 
(special schools, special classes or with extra 

help in regular classes) than do girls. Some of the 
possible reasons for these gender differences are 
discussed later in the chapter.

3.2 Students with learning diffi culties

Figure 1.3 shows the number of students receiv-
ing additional resources within the period of 
compulsory education who are considered to fall 
into the “diffi culties” category for countries able 
to supply data (cross-national category B). Those 
countries that have no national categories falling 
into this classifi cation are included in the chart 
and entered as a “zero”. The median proportion of 
students in the defi ned diffi culties category is 2.3% 
and the inter-quartile range from 0.3% to 7.5% 
shows an amount of variability far in excess of that 
found in the corresponding data for students in the 
disabilities category (1.6% to 3.1%). If the analysis 
is limited to those countries with programmes 
in the diffi culties category, data are available 
from 12 countries. They provide a median per-
centage of 5.9% and inter-quartile range from 
1.8% to 8.8%. Several countries have particularly 
high  proportions of students receiving additional 

 Special schools Special classes in regular schools Regular classes

Canada (Alberta) a a 61 
Canada (New Brunswick) a a 66 
Canada (Saskatchewan) a a 61 
Czech Republic 60 52 60 
Finland 65 67 66 
Germany 62 x m 
Italy 63 60 m 
Luxembourg 61 87 65 
Mexico 59 63 61 
Netherlands 68 m m 
Poland 53 m m 
Spain 61 x 62 
Sweden 59 m 56 
Switzerland 65 a a 
Turkey 65 62 m 
United Kingdom 68 x 68
 
a: Data not applicable because the category does not apply.
m: Data not available.
x: Data included in another column: in Germany and Spain the data are included in the special schools column; in the United 
 Kingdom the data are included in the regular classes column.

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category A) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Table 1.1  Gender and disability: proportion of students in compulsory education receiving 
additional resources for defi ned disabilities who are male, by location, 1999 (%)
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resources for defi ned learning diffi culties: Canada 
(New Brunswick) (8.3%), Belgium (Flemish Com-
munity) (9.3%), the United Kingdom (14.4%), and 
Finland (19.7%). In general, it appears that when 
such categories are recognised in national systems 
the numbers of students receiving additional 
resources are considerable.

Compared with disabled students, those with 
defi ned learning diffi culties are much more likely 
to receive their education in regular schools. 
Figure 1.4 shows the distribution of students by 
location for 12 countries which could provide the 
data. In Germany the majority of these students 
are in special schools, and all are in special classes 
in France. The Netherlands uses these two forms 
of provision more or less equally. In the other 
countries regular school provision is the most 
common pattern, and although there may be use 
of special classes in regular schools, the data often 
do not allow this breakdown to be made.

Gender differences among students with learning diffi culties

Table 1.2 gives gender ratios for students with 
defi ned diffi culties (cross-national category B) clas-
sifi ed by location of programme. As was the case 

for students with disabilities, there are more males 
in such programmes than females: the percentage 
of males is typically between 60% and 70%.

3.3 Students with disadvantages

Figure 1.5 shows the proportion of students receiving 
additional resources within compulsory education 
who are considered to fall within the “disadvantages” 
classifi cation (cross-national category C) for different 
countries. Countries with no students included in 
this category are entered as a zero. The median for 
category C students as a percentage of all students 
in compulsory education is 0.3%. The inter-quartile 
range is from zero to 4.5%. This median percentage 
is substantially lower than that for students with 
 disabilities and diffi culties (2.1% and 2.3% respec-
tively). Limiting the analysis to those nine countries 
with data on programmes providing additional 
resources falling within cross-national category C, 
the median percentage is 1.0% and the inter-quartile 
range is from 0.2% to 8.7%. These fi gures, with 
particularly high values for France (11.1%) and the 
Netherlands (16.5%), indicate that when categories of 
students with defi ned disadvantages are included in 
national systems the numbers of students  receiving 
additional resources are considerable.

1. No national categories falling within the cross-national category of defi ned diffi culties.

2. In Turkey, the only national category falling within the cross-national category of defi ned diffi culties is “Gifted and talented”, which has been 
excluded from the analysis.

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category B) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).
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1. Students in special classes are included in special schools. 

2. Students in special classes are included in regular classes. 

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category B) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Data for Figure 1.4, p. 35.
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Figure 1.4 Percentages of students in compulsory education receiving additional resources for defined difficulties, by location, 1999
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 Special schools Special classes in regular schools Regular classes 

Belgium (Flemish Community) 69 m m 
Canada (Alberta) a a 67 
Canada (New Brunswick) a a 69 
Czech Republic 57 66 74 
Finland 66 76 65 
France m 59 m 
Germany 64 x m 
Luxembourg 66 55 60 
Mexico 67 62 60 
Netherlands 68 59 m 
Spain m x 59 
Switzerland m 62 m 
United Kingdom 68 x 69

a: Data not applicable because the category does not apply.
m: Data not available.
x: Data included in another column: in Germany and Spain the data are included in the special schools column; in the United 
 Kingdom the data are included in the regular classes column.

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category B) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Table 1.2  Gender and learning diffi culties: proportion of students in compulsory education 
receiving additional resources for defi ned diffi culties

who are male, by location, 1999 (%)
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Figure 1.6 shows the locations of students receiv-
ing additional resources for defi ned disadvantages 
for the eight countries who supplied this data. 
The majority of countries educate all of these 
students in regular classes. The Czech Republic 
uses exclusively special schools. Belgium (Flemish 
Community) and France make some use of special 
classes in regular schools, although the large 
majority of students with defi ned disadvantages 
in these two countries are in regular classes.

Gender differences among students with disadvantages

Table 1.3 gives gender ratios for students in receipt 
of additional resources for defi ned disadvantages 
(cross-national category C) in compulsory school-
ing. The gender ratios are provided separately for 
different types of location where such distinctions 
apply and the data are available. For all of the 
countries concerned there are more males than 
females in such programmes. The proportion of 

1. No national categories falling within the cross-national category of defi ned disadvantages. 

2. The data from Japan refer to students in public schools only.

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category C) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category C) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Data for Figure 1.6, p. 35.
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Figure 1.6 Percentages of students in compulsory education receiving additional resources for defined disadvantages,
by location, 1999
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 Special schools Special classes in regular schools Regular classes 

Belgium (Flemish Community) m m 51 
Canada (New Brunswick) a a 57 
Czech Republic 68 m m 
Finland m m 53 
France m 56 m 
Ireland 53 m m 
Luxembourg m 58 m 
Mexico 52 x m 
Netherlands m m 51 
Spain m x 55 
Switzerland m 51 m
 
a: Data not applicable because the category does not apply.
m: Data not available.
x: Data included in another column: in Mexico and Spain the data are included in the special schools column.
Source: Based on the classifi cations (category C) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003). 

Table 1.3  Gender and disadvantages: proportion of students in compulsory education receiving 
additional resources for defi ned disadvantages who are male, by location, 1999 (%)

males is typically between 50% and 60%, but this 
is a more even distribution than for students with 
disabilities (Table 1.1) and learning diffi culties 
(Table 1.2) where the proportion of males was 
often at least 60%.

The data show that for all three cross-national 
categories, the proportion of males generally 
exceeds the proportion of females by a ratio of 
about 3 to 2. The proportion of males is particu-
larly high in the group with defi ned diffi culties 
(category B). A number of possible reasons can be 
identifi ed, and each may play some role:

• Male children are more prone to illness and trauma. 
There is some evidence that males are more 
vulnerable than females throughout the devel-
opmental years to the effects of illness and 
trauma. For example, low birth-weight females 
have a better chance of survival than low birth-
weight males (Lemons et al., 2001). Thus males 
may have a greater “natural” need for additional 
support in school. This outcome would be seen 
as equitable to the extent that males objectively 
need more support.

• Males externalize their “feelings” in school more openly than 
females. Males may make themselves more likely to 
be noticed in schools and consequently labeled. 
Recent examples of extreme violence perpetrated 
by males in schools highlights the point.

• Schooling is becoming increasingly “feminised”. The 
greater proportion of female teachers in schools, 
especially during the primary years, has been 
well documented (OECD, 2001b). Also the 
increased emphasis in some countries on the 
need for academic learning rather than practi-
cal skills may be moving schooling away from 
traditional types of male activity. The net result 
may be that males are having more diffi culties in 
school; the fact, noted earlier, that the “diffi cul-
ties” category generally has a higher proportion 
of males than do the disabilities and disadvan-
tages categories may refl ect these issues.

• The education of males is given greater priority than 
that of females. If this view is indeed taken, and 
leads to more resources being provided to assist 
males in need than females, the outcome would 
clearly be inequitable.

Further work is needed to determine the reasons for 
these gender differences, and whether they give rise 
to inequitable provision between male and female 
students. The gender differences in provision for 
students with disabilities, learning diffi culties and 
disadvantages are suffi ciently marked for this to be 
a priority focus when countries examine the basis 
by which children come to be identifi ed for different 
programmes, and the long-term consequences of 
participation in those programmes.
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3.4 Provision in special schools

It was seen earlier that countries differ markedly 
in the extent to which students with disabilities 
are located in special schools (see Figure 1.2). 
Table 1.4 provides another perspective on this issue 
by documenting the number of special schools per 
100 000 students enrolled in compulsory educa-
tion. It confi rms the results of the data on location 
of education as presented in the previous fi gures. 
Canada (New Brunswick) has no special schools 
at this level, and in Italy there are only very few 
special schools. On the other hand, in the Czech 
Republic, Mexico and Sweden there are a relatively 
large numbers of special schools: 58, 82 and 62 
per 100 000 students in compulsory education, 
respectively. 

To avoid providing a misleading picture the size 
of these schools must be taken into account. For 
instance, as Table 1.4 shows, Sweden has a relatively 
large number (62 per 100 000 students) of rather 
small special schools (17 students on average). 
This contrasts to France with relatively few (22 per 
100 000 students) but comparatively large special 
schools (65 students, on average). Two countries 
with relatively large special schools, Germany 
(121 students on average) and the  Netherlands 
(99 students), also happen to be the two countries 

where special schools include a large proportion of 
students with learning diffi culties. These are further 
examples of where the marked differences among 
countries can help to raise questions about the 
basis of special needs provision, and the substantial 
variations provide scope for the effects of different 
approaches to be evaluated.

Figure 1.7 shows data from 15 countries on the 
age distribution of students enrolled in special 
schools. In general, only about 1% of 5-6 year-olds 
are in special schools in most countries, and the 
proportion starts to rise from around 8 years of age 
before reaching a plateau around the ages 12-15 
and then declining rapidly. These increases in the 
proportion of students in special schools, which 
are quite substantial (in Germany it increases 
six-fold between the ages 6 and 15) presumably 
refl ect the movement of students out of regular 
schools and special classes into special schools. 
The decline beyond around age 15 most likely 
refl ects the fact that most such students do not 
continue with their education beyond the compul-
sory years, a conclusion generally supported from 
the inspection of data on individual categories of 
disabilities (OECD, 2003).

There are some notable exceptions to the general 
pattern in Figure 1.7. Japan shows a fl at gradient 

 Number of special schools  Size of special schools 
 per 100 000 students enrolled  (average number of 
 in compulsory education students enrolled)  

Belgium (Flemish Community) 37 132 
Canada (New Brunswick) 0 0 
Czech Republic 58 70 
Finland 45 45 
France 22 65 
Germany 29 121 
Italy 1 26 
Mexico 82 12 
Netherlands 50 99 
Poland 15 71 
Spain1 11 35 
Sweden 62 17 
Switzerland 46 37 
Turkey 2 68 
United Kingdom 16 64
 
1. The data for Spain refer to all levels of school.
Source: OECD (2003).

Table 1.4  The number and size of special schools in compulsory education
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Figure 1.7 Number of students receiving additional resources in special schools as a proportion of all students by age, 1999 (%)

Note: Children in age groups under 3-5 years are included in the
6 years age group, students in the 7-9 years age groups are included in the
10 years age group, students in the 11-13 years age groups are included
in the 14 years age group, students in the 15-17 years age groups are
included in the 18 years age group.

Note: Data not available for gender differences below 11 years. It includes
students without handicaps.
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Data for Figure 1.7, p. 36.
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rising quickly at age 14-15. Mexico’s declines with 
a slight increase at age 18 and Spain’s continues 
to rise with age. In the case of Mexico the declin-
ing numbers are diffi cult to explain unless the 
students are returning to regular classes or leaving 
the education system altogether. The data from 
Japan deserve further comment since they show a 
pattern very different from other OECD countries. 
The data show only a very slight increase in the 
proportion enrolled in special schools between 
6 and 14, and furthermore Japan reports only 
a very low proportion of students with defi ned 
disabilities (see Figure 1.1). 

4. MAKING EQUITABLE EDUCATION WORK

The previous section provided some basic data 
on students with disabilities, diffi culties and 
disadvantages. These broad categories have 
been discussed separately in order to highlight 
important policy issues such as the extent of 
provision for these students across the age range 
and the degree of inclusion of students with 
disabilities.

Developing equitable education for the growing 
diversity of students is not an easy task to achieve, 
and it is made more diffi cult because of a lack of 
clarity over what equitable provision would look 
like. As noted earlier, Brighouse (2000) has pointed 
out that no matter what level of resources are 
provided, students with severe learning  disabilities 
are unlikely to attain the same outcomes as non-
disabled students. As a result he argues that 
equity, conceived of as the attainment of equal 
outcomes for all students is fl awed. Thus, a simple 
measure of reduction in inequality in performance 
cannot be considered an adequate indicator of 
equity. What is needed is a focus on the degree of 
inequality that is acceptable.

At this stage possibly the best way forward is to 
consider equity as a process, and in doing so 
to make sure that full consideration is given to 
providing additional resources for those who need 
them during the period of education. Cost-effective 
methods of achieving equity for all students still 
need to be fully evaluated. What follows provides 
some indication of the kinds of ingredients that 
need to be in place to meet the needs of the most 
challenging students. 

Following visits to eight countries and intensive 
case studies of schools where inclusion appears 
to be working well, OECD has identifi ed a number 
of conditions which are important in developing 
inclusive schools for students with disabilities. 
These features also seem generally relevant to 
improving provision for other students. They are 
outlined below, with more details provided in 
OECD (1999).

4.1 Recognising and planning for diversity 

In many countries systems of special education 
have developed separately in a context of regular 
schools being unable to adapt themselves to the 
special needs of certain categories of students. 
In effect, the educational problem was seen 
as existing within the student, requiring the 
student to adapt to the demands of the school. 
A failure on the part of the student to make this 
adaptation often led to placement in special 
provision.

The concept of inclusion challenges this practice 
and puts the onus on schools to show that they 
cannot meet the needs of the students before 
separate provision is agreed to. The experience 
from New Brunswick in Canada shows that sepa-
rate provision does not have to happen even for 
students with the most extreme diffi culties. Thus 
the fi rst principle is that educational systems must 
recognise the diversity that exists and should plan 
accordingly for it.

Following 10 years of reform of Spanish schools 
intended to make them more inclusive, Marchesi 
(1997) speaking from his experience as Secretary 
of State for Education, came to the following 
conclusions. First, it is important to reform the 
arrangements whereby provision for students 
with special needs, and especially those with 
disabilities, has been developed separately; the 
necessary innovations cannot be fully undertaken 
if changes to the whole school system are not 
made. Second, he stresses that inclusion requires 
a new perspective whereby the school must be 
able to respond to all students. This is not just 
the responsibility of some teachers but of all of 
them working in the context of the school as a 
whole, which requires rethinking of the school’s 
educational aims, organisation, teaching and 
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assessment methods to properly provide for all 
students. Third, the education system must be 
sensitive to changes in society and be able to 
adapt to them as quickly as possible in new and 
evolving economic and social environments which 
include the greater presence of different cultures, 
increases in racist and xenophobic movements, 
and changes in family structure and social organi-
sation.

4.2 Using accountability and evaluation for 
improvement

Accountability is a policy issue of great impor-
tance which can be furthered by school inspec-
tion systems or the comparison of examination 
results based on nationally (or internationally) 
standardised tests of academic achievement. 
These practices can however work against inclu-
sion if for instance they do not take account of 
students’ abilities at school entry. Accountability 
mechanisms need to focus on the difference that 
schools and teachers are making, and not just 
absolute measures of student outcomes. A “value 
added” perspective on accountability and evalu-
ation can also help justify additional resources 
in the context of inclusion. In Italy, for instance, 
inclusion is predicated on smaller class sizes and 
smaller class sizes are associated with improved 
performance for students with disadvantages. 
The benefi ts of smaller classes for disadvantaged 
students have also been shown in the United 
States (Nye, 2001). 

Accountability procedures may also have the 
incidental effects of discouraging schools from 
taking on children who are likely to perform poorly 
in examinations, of encouraging schools to expel 
children they fi nd diffi cult to teach, or of tempting 
schools to omit children with learning diffi culties 
from testing programmes. Thurlow (1997) refers 
to some two-thirds of students with disabilities 
in schools in the United States as having been 
excluded from the 1992 administration of the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(US Federal Law now requires their inclusion). 
Other countries also point out that fl exibility in 
the examination process is important for inclusion 
and schools should be willing to keep disabled 
students in school beyond the normal school 
leaving age if this is requested.

4.3 Professional development of staff

The professional development of teachers and 
other staff through pre-service and in-service 
training is a key issue in the development of 
inclusive schooling systems. A survey of training 
programmes in OECD countries (Magrab, 1999) 
identifi ed this area as high priority, an immense 
challenge and in need of considerable extension. 
Teachers must develop what Marchesi (1997) 
describes as interest and competence in inclusion. 
By interest he means teachers’ attitudes, their 
theories about the education of students with 
disabilities, diffi culties and disadvantages, and 
their willingness to contribute to their education. 
Inclusive attitudes should certainly be formed 
during initial training, and renewed and extended 
throughout teachers’ careers. By competence he 
is of course referring to their skills. Based on 
discussions in the eight countries visited, the 
following practices are particularly important for 
making inclusive education effective: working as 
the special education co-ordinator; team  teaching; 
developing mutual support between teachers; 
effective collaboration through discussion and 
a problem-solving approach; the pedagogy of 
curriculum differentiation; the development of 
individual education programmes; and the moni-
toring of progress. 

Developing the skills required for such practices 
were prominent features of the training pro-
grammes in Canada (New Brunswick) and Italy. In 
Canada (New Brunswick), for example, all initial 
teacher training courses included assignments 
designed to introduce trainee teachers to working 
with  children with disabilities. Once appointed 
to a school,  regular class teachers had on-going 
access to further in-service training for working 
with students with disabilities, diffi culties and 
 disadvantages. In addition to the training of 
 teachers, the co-ordinated development of other 
professionals to work in inclusive settings is also 
required (Magrab, 1999).

4.4 External support services

In all the countries visited, schools received sub-
stantial additional support for their work with 
students with disabilities. There are a wide range of 
professionals identifi ed by countries who serve in 
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support roles. These include: peripatetic teachers 
with a wide range of specialisations, special needs 
co-ordinators, teacher assistants and aides, school 
counsellors, educational psychologists, clinical 
psychologists, youth service psychologists, psycho-
therapists, social workers, physiotherapists, speech 
therapists, occupational therapists, and doctors and 
nurses. Parents and voluntary bodies are also often 
closely involved in supportive roles. In Germany 
and Sweden, young people can meet their national 
service obligations by working in special needs 
settings rather than in the armed forces.

Important roles are also played by local education 
authority advisers and offi cers who work with 
schools specifi cally in the fi eld of special educa-
tion. These services provide front-line support for 
students and teachers and are also closely involved 
in the formal assessment arrangements that all 
countries undertake in order to allot additional 
resources to, and make special arrangements for, 
students with special needs.

In using these additional services to develop 
effective inclusive provision it is important to 
consider how they work with the school. One 
possibility is that they work with the students 
themselves on a one-to-one basis isolated from 
the school as a whole. Another is that they sup-
port schools and staff efforts to developing effec-
tive approaches to teaching disabled students 
in the school. This latter approach was strongly 
preferred and the schools visited were working 
in this way usually having identifi ed a teacher or 
teachers to co-ordinate support for special needs 
students in the school. Nevertheless, there were 
still large differences between the schools in 
the approach taken by external support services, 
particularly in the degree to which they explicitly 
saw themselves as encouraging and supporting 
schools to solve their own problems. This can be 
dramatically illustrated by referring to the three 
districts visited in Iceland. In the fi rst the ratio of 
special needs students to external support staff 
was 47:1, in the second 520:1 and in the third 
1 320:1. In the last two districts there had been 
substantial investment in within-school support 
thus changing the form of the external support. 
One school indicated that relying on external 
experts to sort out problems can often involve 
inordinate delays and inconsequential advice: “if 

a school can handle the sparks the fi re brigade 
is not required”.

4.5 Within-school support services

The extent to which class teachers are able to pro-
vide support for special needs students depends 
not only on their own skills and experience but also 
on the way in which the organisation of the school 
helps them to become familiar with the students’ 
needs. In Germany and Italy, for instance, classes 
containing students with disabilities were smaller 
than those without such students. In Denmark 
and Iceland, class teachers stay with the same 
children during the children’s year by year moves 
up the school. Training given to individual teach-
ers to support particular needs can then be used 
effi ciently across a number of school years.

In effective examples of inclusive practices class 
teachers and their assistants have access to a 
network of support provided within the school 
by teachers with advanced qualifi cations and 
associated expertise in special education. In the 
United Kingdom, special education co-ordinators 
have the task of co-ordinating the school’s work 
in supporting special needs students. They may 
assist class teachers in setting individual targets 
within the context of fl exible lesson plans and help 
in assessing progress. These specialist teachers 
may also adapt curriculum materials designed to 
help successive cohorts of children with learning 
diffi culties at particular stages of the syllabus in 
particular subjects. In addition they from time to 
time withdraw children for individual work or to 
cope with crises.

At their best, these special education specialists 
were fully integrated into the school as a whole, 
both sharing in the teaching and being members 
of the school’s management team. Their contribu-
tions to school management could be as problem-
solvers, not just with respect to special education, 
but in regard to problems generally. They might 
also have some expertise in aspects of school life 
affecting all students, for example in assessment 
of students’ progress or in staff appraisal. Where 
these roles were developed fully, the posts of 
special education specialists were highly regarded, 
much sought after, and recognised as stepping 
stones to school leadership positions.
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4.6 Co-operation between schools

Co-operation between schools is often a feature of 
good practice in inclusive schooling. In developing 
inclusive practices, the skills of special school 
teachers are frequently used to support and train 
teachers in regular schools through outreach prac-
tices. The smooth transition of students between 
the various phases of schooling is also viewed as 
important. Schools can help children by assuring 
a free fl ow of information about those who are 
moving from one stage of education to the next. 
Some systems have the fl exibility to allow teach-
ers to cross the primary/secondary boundary and 
carry on giving support to disabled children in 
the new setting. In one of the German case study 
schools, for example, primary teachers follow their 
students for short periods into the comprehensive 
secondary school in order to help them settle into 
their new environment.

4.7 Parent and community involvement

The involvement of parents in the successful 
education of students with disabilities is well 
documented in the literature (e.g. Mittler, 1993). 
Parents may be involved in schools at many differ-
ent levels. In Canada (New Brunswick) for instance, 
they are strongly represented in the school govern-
ance process and can infl uence school policy.  

But parents may also have a more direct role. 
They are often closely involved in the decision 
making concerning assessment arrangements and 
in Denmark they can effectively prevent certifi ca-
tion of their child as in need of special education. 
Elsewhere they can support children in classroom 
work in areas like reading and mathematics. How-
ever, in other countries, parents may have relatively 
little involvement.

Community involvement also seems to be an 
important feature of effective inclusion, although 
its incidence varies greatly across countries. In 
Colorado, in the United States, accountability 
committees ensure community involvement in the 
development and evaluation of school improve-
ment. An on-line database forms part of the work 
of PEAK (Parent Education and Assistance for 
Kids) the local branch of which also publishes 
Colorado-based resources for parents and educa-
tors wanting to promote inclusion. In Colorado, 

too, Americacorps volunteers were working in the 
classroom with children at risk. In Italy, in Rome, 
professionals and parents and other members 
of the community work with churches and other 
voluntary agencies in local provision.

The benefi ts of wider community involvement 
are also seen in professional development pro-
grammes. In Colorado again, education depart-
ment, university and parent body representatives 
had collaborated to implement a project providing 
in-service training for school leadership teams in 
developing strategies for inclusive education. In 
this endeavour they catered for ethnic, cultural 
and intellectual diversity.

4.8 School organisation and management – 
opportunities for whole school development

Educating students with disabilities is an issue for 
the whole school, not just for individual teachers. 
Furthermore, planning successful inclusion has to 
go beyond the teaching of traditional subjects and 
to give close attention to the social and affective 
side of development. 

For example, under the whole school approach in 
the United Kingdom, head teachers and the school 
management have to be committed to innovations 
especially as they are accountable for how the 
school works, its ethos and in motivating teachers to 
work for all the children on the roll. In one case study 
school the head of the upper secondary school 
and the chairman of the Board of Governors both 
had experience and strong interest in education for 
special needs students. Coherence of practices and 
pastoral care3 were of particular interest. They had 
implemented an “assertive discipline”  programme 
across the school adhered to by all teachers. 
When students transgressed the rules of acceptable 
behaviour there were constructive punishments 
which often involved parents. The programme was 
also associated with rewards for good behaviour on 
a group and individual basis. If students felt that 
they had been unfairly treated there were appeals 
procedures. There was evidence that this approach 
was very useful in preventing “exclusions” from 
school, since it provided a means of dealing with 

3. In the United Kingdom, pastoral care refers to that aspect of 
school life concerned with the students’ general non- academic 
well-being.
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poor behaviour before it crossed the threshold of 
unacceptability. 

The benefi ts of a whole-school approach are also 
evident in decisions about student allocation to 
groups. For example, in a particularly effective UK 
school careful attention was given to allocating 
students to tutor groups so that they would be 
with other tolerant students and also more accept-
ing teachers. The learning support team in the 
school also provided a safe haven for students with 
disabilities, diffi culties and disadvantages which 
was extensively used at recess times. A secondary 
school in Colorado ran the school within a school 
called “Choice”. This alternative provision, housed 
in the same school building, gave students more 
control over their curriculum and teachers reported 
that it had proved very effective for students, includ-
ing those with disabilities, who struggled with the 
structure of the regular school.

4.9 Curriculum development

Curriculum development is another key area in sus-
taining inclusion and meeting diversity. In Australia 
for instance, the National Strategy for Equity in 
Schooling (1994) identifi ed curriculum and assess-
ment as key areas for development for special needs 
students. In New South Wales, outcomes based 
education (a structured approach to education 
stressing the outcomes students should achieve in 
making progress through the curriculum) has been 
emphasised and the State’s Board of Studies has 
developed generic life-skills courses to complement 
the key learning areas of the regular curriculum and 
to help in the development of individual education 
programmes. In the United Kingdom and Canadian 
examples special needs students follow the standard 
curriculum and teachers make the necessary adjust-
ments for them. In Colorado, a federally funded “sys-
tems change project” (Supporting Inclusive Learning 
Communities) was being used to improve schools 
through changes in the way they were functioning via 
action research methods. Progress towards agreed 
goals is reviewed monthly. In one high school, affec-
tive education was part of the curriculum for students 
with disabilities, diffi culties and disadvantages, and 
covered areas such as socio-emotional development 
and confl ict management. Life-skills and functional 
independence were also stressed for those with 
severe learning disabilities. 

The use of teachers’ time has also been subject 
to change where inclusive schooling has been 
effectively implemented. In Italy, for example, 
primary teachers work on modules comprising two 
teachers per three classes or three teachers per 
four classes, with each teacher taking responsibil-
ity for a cluster of subjects for two or three years. 
This approach offers the possibility of providing 
coherence in curriculum planning for diversity, and 
enables the teachers to follow students’ progress 
over an extended period.

A key feature of curriculum planning is the provision 
of teaching materials. In no country was this carried 
out comprehensively through central services or 
via private sector publishers, and teachers were 
left to develop their own supplementary materials. 
In the United Kingdom, for example, teachers sup-
plemented the regular curriculum with additional 
resource material especially prepared for each cur-
riculum subject, which allowed for classroom based 
differentiated teaching. These materials were made 
accessible to all teachers in the school. 

4.10 Classroom organisation

In delivering inclusive education classroom teach-
ers usually had the assistance of at least one other 
adult who might be assigned for students with 
moderate or severe disabilities, but who would 
also work in the classrooms more generally. Often 
these posts were part-time and appealed to certain 
people, mothers with children of primary school 
age for example, whose other activities make it 
diffi cult for them to take on full-time employment. 
A common pattern is for the assistant to work in 
the class with special needs students planning 
work within the context of the general curriculum. 
It would be targeted to meet specifi c needs, with 
progress being monitored regularly and the plan 
adjusted in the light of progress made, i.e. an 
application of formative evaluation. Research 
showing the benefi ts of small classes for disad-
vantaged students was noted earlier.

5. CONCLUSIONS

Creating equitable provision for an increasingly 
diverse student population is a key policy objec-
tive for OECD countries. This is an area in which 
cross-national analysis can be particularly helpful 
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in informing policy development and debate since 
there are markedly different national approaches 
to defi ning and assisting students with disabili-
ties, diffi culties and disadvantages. These cross-
national differences, which in many respects are 
greater than the differences that exist within coun-
tries, have great potential for improved under-
standing about what works best for different types 
of  students. These differences, though, make the 
task of international analysis particularly chal-
lenging. The indicators presented in this chapter 
are the result of extensive international collabora-
tion, but there is on-going work to improve their 
coverage and comparability. Nevertheless, even 
with their limitations, the indicators can help raise 
questions about current policy and practice.

The data presented in this chapter provide some 
indication of the extent to which countries make 
additional resources available for students with 
defi ned disabilities, diffi culties or disadvantages. 
Countries vary widely in the numbers of such pro-
grammes and the proportions of the student popula-
tion involved. These differences refl ect a range of fac-
tors, including identifi cation procedures, educational 
practices, comprehensiveness of provision, and 
perceived policy priority.

Countries also vary substantially in the extent to 
which they include students with disabilities in 
regular schools or in special schools, and whether 
they mainly use special classes within regular 
schools or students are integrated into regular 
classes. This is a diffi cult area in which values as 
well as empirical evidence are strongly contested. 
Section 2 argued that equity considerations lead 
to the position that, wherever possible, students 
with disabilities be educated in regular, main-
stream schools rather than in separate institutions. 
The data presented in Section 3 indicate that the 
same type of child could be in a special school in 
 country X and fully included in a regular school in 
country Y. It is inevitable that the educational and 
social experiences of special schools and regular 
schools will be different, and this could well be 
inequitable in terms of students’ access to post-
compulsory education, the labour market and the 
wider society. Countries which make extensive use 
of special schooling need to continually monitor 
how children come to be referred to them, and at 
the nature and consequences of the provision in 

such schools. As well, countries that place a strong 
emphasis on inclusive education in regular schools 
need an on-going evaluation process to ensure that 
its objectives are being achieved.

The qualitative data based on school case studies 
in eight OECD countries identifi ed a number of 
dimensions that appear to be important in making 
inclusive education work (OECD, 1999). In broad 
terms these ingredients are all found to be important 
for allowing schools to become learning organisa-
tions in the sense that they could adapt themselves 
more easily and quickly to a wide diversity of student 
needs, including those with severe disabilities. The 
resultant fl exible provision can provide additional 
support to all students in the school, and Manset 
and Semmel (1997) have shown how non-disabled 
students also benefi t from this extra support.

Countries provide considerable additional 
resources for special education needs and this 
may be seen as positive discrimination aiding 
the goal of greater equity. For many students 
these additional resources can be quite substan-
tial. Using student-teacher ratios as a proxy of 
costs indicates that students with disabilities in 
 special schools are provided with at least twice the 
resources of their non-disabled peers in regular 
schools. Effective inclusive provision requires that 
these resources are maintained in regular schools 
which enrol students with disabilities. One thing 
is clear. If extensive and expensive provision is 
made in special schools, the skills of the staff 
concerned cannot at the same time be used in 
regular education. For instance, in Italy where 
there are very few special schools, the use of 
team-teaching in regular schools with disabled 
students has improved the resources available to 
all students. Introducing such reforms is of course 
not straightforward, but the steady accumulation 
of experience from OECD countries is showing 
how it can be done.  

Despite these encouraging results, there is still a great 
deal more work ahead. National databases are often 
inadequate for more sophisticated analyses, especially 
in regard to linking types and costs of provision to 
outcomes measures for students with disabilities, 
 diffi culties and disadvantages. The OECD is working 
with member countries to help strengthen the infor-
mation and research base in this vital policy area.



CHAPTER 1

DIVERSITY, INCLUSION AND EQUITY:
INSIGHTS FROM SPECIAL NEEDS PROVISION

30 © OECD 2003   Education Policy Analysis   

References

BRESSOUX, P. (1993), “Les performances des écoles et des classes. Le cas des acquisitions en lecture”, Éducation et Formations, p. 30. 

BRIGHOUSE, M. (2000), School Choice and Social Justice, Oxford University Press, Oxford.

CRAHAY, M. (2000), L’École peut-elle être juste et effi cace?, De Boeck, Bruxelles.

DEMEUSE, M., CRAHAY, M. and MONSEUR, C.  (2001), “Effi ciency and equity”, in W. Hutmacher, D. Cochrane and N. Bottani (eds.), 
In Pursuit of Equity in Education – Using International Indicators to Compare Equity Policies, Kluwer, Dordrecht.

EVANS, P., BRONHEIM, S., BYNNER, J., KLASEN, S., MAGRAB, P. and RANSON, S. (2002), “Social exclusion and students with 
special educational needs”, in A. Kahn and S. Kamerman (eds.), Beyond Child Poverty: The Social Exclusion of Children, The Institute for 
Child and Family Policy at Columbia University, New York.

HUTMACHER, W., COCHRANE, D. and BOTTANI, N. (eds.) (2001), In Pursuit of Equity in Education – Using International Indicators to 
Compare Equity Policies, Kluwer, Dordrecht.

LEMONS, J.A. et al. (2001), “Very low birth weight outcomes of the National Institute of Child Health and Human Development 
neonatal research network, January 1995 through December 1996”, Pediatrics, Vol. 107, No. 1.

MAGRAB, P. (1999), “Training professionals to work in inclusive settings”, in OECD, Inclusive Education at Work: Including Students with 
Disabilities in Mainstream Schools, Paris.

MANSET, G. and SEMMEL, M. (1997), “Are inclusive programmes for students with mild disabilities effective? A comparative review 
of model programmes”, Journal of Special Education, Vol. 31, No. 2, pp.155-180.

MARCHESI, A. (1997), “Quality for all: some comments about inclusive schools from Spanish educational reform”, in OECD, Imple-
menting Inclusive Education, Paris.

MITTLER, P. (1993), “Childhood disability: a global challenge”, in P. Mittler, R. Brouillette and D. Harris (eds.), World Yearbook of 
 Education 1993: Special Educational Needs, Kogan Page, London.

NYE, B. (2001), “The long term effects of small classes in the early grades: lasting benefi ts in mathematics achievement at grade 9”, 
Journal of Experimental Education, Vol. 69, pp. 245-258.

OECD (1993), “Access, participation and equity”, Document, Paris.

OECD (1999), Inclusive Education at Work: Including Students with Disabilities in Mainstream Schools, Paris.

OECD (2000), Special Needs Education – Statistics and Indicators, Paris. 

OECD (2001a), Investing in Competencies for All, Communiqué of the Education Committee at Ministerial Level, 3-4 April, Paris.

OECD (2001b), Education at a Glance: OECD Indicators 2001, Paris.

OECD (2003, forthcoming), Students with Disabilities, Diffi culties and Disadvantages, Statistics and Indicators for Curriculum Access and Equity, Paris.

RAWLS, J. (1971), A Theory of Justice, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.

SEN, A. (1992), Poverty Re-examined, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass.

THURLOW, M. (1997), “Standards and assessment in the United States: including students with disabilities in public accountability 
systems”, in OECD, Implementing Inclusive Education, Paris. 



CHAPTER 1

DIVERSITY, INCLUSION AND EQUITY:
INSIGHTS FROM SPECIAL NEEDS PROVISION

31Education Policy Analysis   © OECD 2003   

Belgium  – Minor mental handicap – Serious emotional and/or  – Educational priority policy
(Flemish Community) – Moderate or serious mental   behavioural problems – Reception classes for
  handicap – Serious learning disabilities  non-Dutch speakers
 – Physical handicap – Extending care – Travelling children
 – Protracted illness – Remedial teaching – Children placed in a sheltered
 – Visual handicap    home by juvenile court
 – Auditory handicap   – More favourable teacher/pupil
 – Support at home for     ratios in the Brussels region
  temporarily ill children   – Additional resources for
      schools in some
       municipalities
      around Brussels and at the 
      linguistic border between
       the Flemish and 
        Walloon regions 

Canada – Severe mental disability – Severe emotional/behavioural 
(Alberta) – Severe multiple disability  disability
 – Severe physical/medical  – Mild/moderate emotional/ 
  disability  behavioural disability
 – Deafness – Learning disability
 – Blindness – Gifted and talented
 – Severe communications 
  disorder
 – Mild mental disability
 – Moderate mental disability
 – Mild/moderate hearing 
  disability
 – Mild/moderate visual disability
 – Mild/moderate communication 
  disability
 – Mild/moderate physical/medical 
  disability
 – Mild/moderate multiple 
  disability

Canada – Communicational – Behavioural  – Immigrant
(New Brunswick) – Intellectual  exceptionalities
 – Physical
 – Perceptual
 – Multiple

Canada – Intellectual disabilities – Social, emotional or 
(Saskatchewan) – Visual impairments  behavioural disorder 
 – Orthopaedic impairments – Learning disabilities
 – Chronically ill
 – Multiple disabilities
 – Deaf or hard of hearing
 – Autism
 – Traumatic brain injury

Czech Republic – Mentally retarded – Students in hospitals – Socially disadvantaged 
 – Hearing handicaps – Development, behaviour   children, preparatory 
 – Sight handicaps  and learning problems  classes in regular schools
 – Speech handicaps    
 – Physical handicaps
 – Multiple handicaps
 – Other handicaps
 – Weakened health 
  (kindergarten only)  

APPENDIX: Allocations of categories of students with disabilities, diffi culties and disadvantages included 
in country resource defi nitions, 1999

 Country categories of students to whom additional resources are allocated: 

 Disabilities Diffi culties Disadvantages
 (cross-national category A)1 (cross-national category B)2 (cross-national category C)3

...........
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Finland – Moderate mental impairment – Mild mental impairment – Remedial teaching for 
 – Severe mental impairment – Emotional and social impairment  immigrants
 – Hearing impairment – Speech diffi culties 
 – Visual impairment – Reading/writing diffi culties
 – Physical and other impairment – Speech, reading and 
 – Other impairments  writing diffi culties
   – Learning diffi culties in mathematics 
   – Learning diffi culties in 
     foreign languages
   – General learning diffi culties 
   – Emotional/social diffi culties 
   – Other special diffi culties 
   – Remedial teaching

France – Severe mental handicap – Learning diffi culties – Non-Francophone students
 – Moderate mental handicap   – Disadvantaged children
 – Mild mental handicap    (ZEP priority zones)
 – Physical handicap
 – Metabolic disorders
 – Deaf
 – Partially hearing
 – Blind
 – Partially sighted
 – Other neuropsychological 
  disorders
 – Speech/language disorders
 – Other defi ciencies
 – Multiply handicapped

Germany – Partially sighted or blind – Learning disability – Travelling families*
 – Partially hearing or deaf – Behavioural disorders – German for speakers of
 – Speech impairment – Remedial instruction*  other languages*
 – Physically handicapped
 – Mentally handicapped
 – Sickness
 – Multiple handicaps
 – Autism*

  * No statistical data are available, but programmes are provided

Hungary – Moderate mental retardation – Mild degree mental  – Children of minorities
 – Visual  retardation – Disadvantaged pupils/
 – Hearing    Pupils at risk
 – Motor
 – Speech
 – Other disabilities

Ireland – Visually impaired – Emotionally disturbed – Children of travelling families
 – Hearing impaired – Severely emotionally  – Young offenders
 – Mild mental handicap  disturbed – Children in schools 
 – Moderate mental handicap – Pupils in need of   serving disadvantaged areas 
 – Physically handicapped  remedial teaching – Children of refugees
 – Specifi c speech and language disorders 
 – Specifi c learning disability
 – Severely and profoundly 
  mentally handicapped
 – Multiply handicapped

Italy – Visual impairment   – Students with foreign 
 – Hearing impairment    citizenship (no statistical 
 – Moderate mental handicap    data available)
 – Severe mental handicap
 – Mild physical handicap
 – Severe physical handicap
 – Multiple handicap   ...........

 Country categories of students to whom additional resources are allocated: 

 Disabilities Diffi culties Disadvantages
 (cross-national category A)1 (cross-national category B)2 (cross-national category C)3
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Japan – Blind and partially sighted   – Students who require 
 – Deaf and hard of hearing    Japanese instruction
 – Intellectual disabilities
 – Physically disabled
 – Health impaired
 – Speech impaired
 – Emotionally disturbed   

Luxembourg – Mental characteristic – Learning diffi culties – Social impairment
 – Emotionally disturbed
 – Sensory characteristic
 – Motor characteristic   

Mexico – Blindness – Learning diffi culties – Compensatory educational
 – Partial visual disability – Outstanding capabilities  needs
 – Intellectual disability  and skills – Community educational  
 – Auditory or hearing disability    needs
 – Deafness or severe auditory   – Indigenous community  
   disability    educational needs
 – Motor disability   – Migrant educational 
 – Multiple disability    needs

Netherlands – Deaf children – Learning and behaviour  – Children from
 – Hard of hearing  disabilities  disadvantaged backgrounds 
 – Language and communication  – Children in vocational 
  disabilities  training with 
 – Visual handicap  learning diffi culties
 – Physically handicapped/
  motor impairment
 – Other health impairments 
  (no long hospitalisation) 
 – Profound mental handicap/
  severe learning disabilities
 – Deviant behaviour
 – Chronic conditions requiring 
  pedagogical institutes
 – Multiply handicapped

Poland – Light mental handicap   – Social disadvantages, 
 – Multiple and severe mental     behaviour diffi culties
  handicap
 – Profound mental handicap
 – Blind
 – Partially sighted
 – Deaf
 – Partially hearing
 – Chronically sick
 – Motion handicapped
 – Autistic

Spain – Hearing impaired – Highly gifted – Students with compensatory
 – Motor impaired – Students in hospitals   educational needs
 – Visual impaired  or with health problems – Itinerant students
 – Mental handicap  – Learning diffi culties
 – Emotional/behavioural 
  problems
 – Multiple impairment

Sweden – Impaired hearing, vision    – Students receiving tuition 
  and physical disabilities    in mother tongue 
 – Mental retardation    (other than Swedish) 
 – Impaired hearing and     and/or Swedish as a
  physical disabilities     second language
      – Students in need of special  
      support (not included in
      other categories) ...........

 Country categories of students to whom additional resources are allocated: 

 Disabilities Diffi culties Disadvantages
 (cross-national category A)1 (cross-national category B)2 (cross-national category C)3
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Switzerland – Educable mental handicap:  – Learning disabilities/ – Foreign fi rst language
  Special schools  introductory classes: Special classes 
 – Trainable mental handicap:  – Learning disabilities: Special classes 
  Special schools – Learning disabilities/vocationally
 – Multiply handicapped: Special schools  oriented classes: Special classes
 – Physical disabilities: Special schools – Behavioural diffi culties: Special classes 
 – Behaviour disorders: Special schools – Physical disabilities: Special classes 
 – Deaf or hard of hearing: – Sensory and language impairments: 
   Special schools  Special classes
 – Language disability: Special schools – Students who are ill/hospital classes: 
 – Visual handicap: Special schools   Special classes
 – Chronic conditions/prolonged – Others of the group “special curriculum”: 
  hospitalisation: Special schools   Special classes
 – Multiple disabilities: Special schools

Turkey – Visually impaired – Gifted and talented
 – Hearing impaired
 – Orthopaedically handicapped
 – Educable mentally handicapped
 – Trainable mentally handicapped
 – Speech impairment
 – Chronically ill

United Kingdom – Children with statements  – Children with special 
  (records) of special   educational needs without 
  educational needs  statements (records)  

United States – Mental retardation – Emotional disturbance – Title 1 – Disadvantaged 
 – Speech or language impairment – Specifi c learning disability  students
 – Visual impairments
 – Orthopaedic impairments
 – Other health impairments
 – Deaf/blindness
 – Multiple disabilities
 – Hearing impairments
 – Autism
 – Traumatic brain injury
 – Developmental delay

1. Defi nition of CATEGORY A: Refers to educational needs of students where there is substantial normative agreement – such as blind 
and partially sighted, deaf and partially hearing, severe and profound mental handicap, multiple handicaps. Typically, adequate measuring 
instruments and agreed criteria are available. Typically considered in medical terms to be organic disorders attributable to organic 
pathologies (e.g. in relation to sensory, motor or neurological defects).

2. Defi nition of CATEGORY B: Refers to educational needs of students who have diffi culties in learning which do not appear to be directly 
or primarily attributable to factors which would lead to classifi cation as A or C.

3. Defi nition of CATEGORY C: Refers to educational needs of students which are considered to arise primarily from socio-economic, 
cultural and/or linguistic factors. There is some form of disadvantaged or atypical background for which education seeks to compensate.

New defi nitions and changes in national categories, and updates in data, will be refl ected in future OECD publications.

Source: Responses by national authorities to questionnaire administered by OECD; see OECD (2003).

 Country categories of students to whom additional resources are allocated: 

 Disabilities Diffi culties Disadvantages
 (cross-national category A)1 (cross-national category B)2 (cross-national category C)3
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Data for Figures 1.1, 1.3 and 1.5 are shown on the Figures.

Data for the Figures

Data for Figure 1.2

Percentages of students in compulsory education receiving additional resources for defi ned disabilities, by location, 1999

 Special schools Special classes in regular schools Regular classes

Belgium (Fl.) 96.8 0.0 3.2

Canada (NB) 0.0 0.0 100.0

Czech Republic 89.1 2.6 8.3

Finland 57.5 34.9 7.5

France 70.3 17.2 12.5

Germany1 83.6 0.0 16.4

Italy 1.7 0.2 98.1

Japan 23.2 56.0 20.8

Luxembourg 58.7 1.3 40.1

Mexico 32.2 11.8 56.1

Netherlands 82.4 0.0 17.7

Spain1 16.5 0.0 83.5

Sweden 57.7 0.0 42.4

United Kingdom2 35.1 0.0 64.9

United States 4.3 22.3 73.4

1. Students in special classes are included in special schools.
2. Students in special classes are included in regular classes. 
Source: Based on the classifi cations (category A) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Data for Figure 1.4

Percentages of students in compulsory education receiving additional resources for defi ned diffi culties, by location, 1999

 Special schools Special classes in regular schools Regular classes

Belgium (Fl.) 12.7 0.0 87.4

Canada (NB) 0.0 0.0 100.0

Czech Republic 12.6 14.8 72.6

Finland 5.9 4.2 89.9

France 0.0 100.0 0.0

Germany1 88.1 0.0 11.9

Luxembourg 9.7 22.1 68.2

Mexico 1.9 10.3 87.8

Netherlands 52.7 44.8 2.5

Spain1 0.0 0.0 100.0

United Kingdom2 0.6 0.0 99.4

United States 3.2 18.4 78.4

1. Students in special classes are included in special schools.
2. Students in special classes are included in regular classes.
Source: Based on the classifi cations (category B) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).

Data for Figure 1.6

Percentages of students in compulsory education receiving additional resources for defi ned disadvantages, by location, 1999

 Special schools Special classes in regular schools Regular classes

Belgium (Fl.) 0 2.7 97.3

Canada (NB) 0 0 100

Czech Republic 100 0 0

Finland 0 0 100

France 0 0.5 99.5

Germany 0 0 100

Netherlands 0 0 100

Spain 0 0 100

Source: Based on the classifi cations (category C) in the Appendix. For further details see OECD (2003).
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Age  5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14  15 16 17 18 19

Belgium (Fl.) 

Males 1.1 3.9 4.6 6.0 6.8 7.8 7.7 7.6 5.2 5.0 4.5 4.5 4.1 2.8 2.3
Females 0.5 2.0 2.6 3.5 4.3 5.0 5.2 4.7 3.1 3.1 2.8 2.7 2.4 2.0 1.5
Overall 0.8 2.9 3.6 4.8 5.6 6.4 6.5 6.2 4.2 4.1 3.7 3.6 3.3 2.4 1.8

Czech Republic             

Males      4.6 5.3 5.7 6.2 6.5 6.8 5.5 4.3 1.5  
Females      3.5 3.7 3.9 4.1 4.3 4.7 4.5 2.8 1.2  
Overall 2.2 2.6 2.9 3.3 3.6 4.0 4.5 4.8 5.2 5.4 5.8 5.1 3.5 1.3 0.7

Finland 

Males  2.1 2.0 2.2 2.2 2.2 2.4 2.5 2.7 2.8 2.9 0.7 0.4 0.6 1.0
Females  1.1 1.0 1.0 1.2 1.1 1.5 1.3 1.5 1.6 1.7 0.4 0.2 0.2 0.3
Overall  1.6 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.7 2.0 1.9 2.1 2.2 2.3 0.6 0.3 0.4 0.6

France 

Males        3.5 4.3 4.5 4.2 1.5 0.7 0.2 0.1
Females        2.2 2.7 2.9 2.7 1.1 0.5 0.2 0.1
Overall        2.9 3.5 3.7 3.5 1.3 0.6 0.2 0.1

Germany 

Males  1.0 3.0 3.8 4.7 5.2 5.7 6.3 6.6 6.8 6.2 3.7 1.7 1.1 0.5
Females  0.6 1.6 2.1 2.7 3.1 3.6 3.8 4.0 4.0 3.6 2.4 1.2 0.8 0.4
Overall  0.8 2.4 3.0 3.7 4.2 4.7 5.1 5.3 5.4 5.0 3.0 1.4 0.9 0.4

Hungary 

Males 0.7 1.5 2.1 2.3 2.6 2.7 2.8 2.7 2.9 2.8 2.4 1.6 0.9 0.7 0.9
Females 0.4 1.0 1.3 1.5 1.9 1.9 1.9 2.0 2.0 1.8 1.6 1.2 0.7 0.6 0.6
Overall 0.6 1.2 1.8 1.9 2.3 2.3 2.4 2.4 2.4 2.3 2.0 1.4 0.8 0.6 0.7

Ireland 

Males 0.4 0.6 0.7 0.9 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.5 1.4 1.6 1.4 1.1 1.3 0.6 0.1
Females 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.8 0.8 0.7 0.8 0.9 0.8 0.8 0.8 0.4 0.2
Overall 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.7 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.1 1.3 1.1 0.9 1.0 0.5 0.1

Italy 

Males  0.0    0.1    0.2    0.1 0.1
Females  0.0    0.1    0.1    0.1 0.1
Overall  0.0    0.1    0.1    0.1 0.1

Japan 

Males  0.5 0.5 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.6        
Females  0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.4     
Overall  0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.9 0.8  

Mexico 

Males 2.4 1.8 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.1 1.0 0.8 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.5 1.2
Females 2.4 1.7 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.0 0.9 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.2 0.2 0.2 0.7
Overall 2.4 1.8 1.3 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.1 0.9 0.7 0.6 0.6 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.9

Netherlands 

Males 2.0 3.5 4.9 6.4 8.0 9.2 9.9 10.3 7.6 6.7 6.0 4.6 3.3 1.8 1.3
Females 0.8 1.5 2.3 3.0 3.9 4.5 5.0 4.9 3.6 3.2 3.1 2.6 2.0 1.2 1.0
Overall 1.4 2.5 3.6 4.8 6.0 6.9 7.6 7.6 5.6 5.0 4.6 3.7 2.6 1.5 1.1

...........

Data for Figure 1.7

Number of students receiving additional resources in special schools as a proportion of all students by age, 1999 (%)
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Age  5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14  15 16 17 18 19

Spain 

Males 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.5 0.8 0.7 0.7 1.0
Females 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.2 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.5 0.5 0.4 0.6
Overall 0.2 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.3 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.4 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.6 0.8

Sweden 

Overall   0.9 0.9 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.1 0.7   

Switzerland 

Males 0.7 1.0 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.0 1.9 1.8 1.8 1.4 0.8 0.3 0.1
Females 0.3 0.5 0.8 1.0 1.1 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.1 1.0 1.2 0.8 0.7 0.2 0.1
Overall 0.5 0.8 1.2 1.3 1.4 1.4 1.5 1.6 1.5 1.4 1.5 1.1 0.8 0.2 0.1

United Kingdom 

Males 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.2 1.3 1.5 1.9 2.0 2.2 2.3 2.1 0.8 0.7 0.6 0.1
Females 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.6 0.6 0.7 0.9 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.0 0.6 0.5 0.4 0.0
Overall 0.6 0.7 0.8 0.9 1.0 1.1 1.4 1.5 1.6 1.7 1.6 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.0

Source: Data have been supplied by the Ministries of Education.

Data for Figure 1.7 (continued)
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  SUMMARY

Career guidance plays a key role in helping labour markets work and education systems 

meet their goals. It also promotes equity: recent evidence suggests that social mobility 

relies on wider acquisition not just of knowledge and skills, but of an understanding 

about how to use them. In this context, the mission of career guidance is widening, 

to become part of lifelong learning. Already, services are starting to adapt, departing 

from a traditional model of a psychology-led occupation interviewing students about to 

leave school.

One key challenge for this changing service is to move from helping students decide 

on a job or a course, to the broader development of career management skills. 

For schools, this means building career education into the curriculum and linking 

it to students’ overall development. A number of countries have integrated it into 

school subjects. However, career education remains concentrated around the end of 

compulsory schooling. In upper secondary and tertiary education, services focus on 

immediate choices rather than personal development and wider decision making, 

although this too is starting to change in some countries.

A second challenge is to make career guidance more widely available throughout 

adulthood. Such provision is underdeveloped, and used mainly by unemployed 

people accessing public employment services. Some new services are being linked 

to adult education institutions, but these are not always capable of offering wide and 

impartial advice. Efforts to create private markets have enjoyed limited success, yet 

public provision lacks suffi cient funding. Thus creation of career services capable of 

serving all adults remains a daunting task. Web-based services may help with supply, 

but these cannot fully substitute for tailored help to individuals.
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1. INTRODUCTION1

Two key challenges today face those responsible 
for career guidance services in OECD countries. In 
the context of lifelong learning and active labour 
market policies, they must:

• provide services that develop career manage-
ment skills, rather than only helping people to 
make immediate decisions; and 

• greatly widen citizens’ access to career guidance, 
extending access throughout the lifespan. 

This chapter presents arguments for the impor-
tance of career guidance for public policy, and 
outlines some of the ways that OECD countries are 
responding to these two challenges. It begins by 
describing career guidance. The following section 
sets the scene by summarising what kind of career 
guidance is being provided today, who is provid-
ing it and in what settings. Section 3 explains 
why career guidance is central to the achieve-
ment of some key policy priorities in OECD coun-
tries, by helping to improve the functioning of 
labour  markets and education systems, as well as 
 enabling people to build human capital through-
out their lives. Sections 4 and 5 then review the 
ways in which countries are addressing the two 
above challenges, extending the scope of career 
guidance services to meet today’s wider goals. 
Section 6 provides a brief conclusion about new 
ways forward.

2. CAREER GUIDANCE TODAY

Career guidance helps people to refl ect on their 
ambitions, interests, qualifi cations and abilities. It 
helps them to understand the labour market and 
education systems, and to relate this to what they 
know about themselves. Comprehensive career 
guidance tries to teach people to plan and make 
decisions about work and learning. Career guidance 
makes information about the labour market and 
about educational opportunities more accessible 
by organising it, systematising it, and making it 
available when and where people need it.

In its contemporary forms, career guidance draws 
upon a number of disciplines: psychology;  education; 
sociology; and labour economics.  Historically, 
 psychology is the major discipline that has 

under-pinned its theories and methodologies. In 
 particular differential psychology and developmental 
 psychology have had an important infl uence (Super, 
1957; Kuder, 1977; Killeen, 1996a; Holland, 1997). 
One-to-one interviews and psychological testing 
for many years were seen as its central tools. There 
are many countries where psychology remains the 
major entry route into the profession.

However, in most countries today, career guidance 
is provided by people with a very wide range of 
training and qualifi cations. Some are specialists; 
some are not. Some have had extensive, and 
expensive, training; others have had very little. 
Training programmes are still heavily based upon 
developing skills in providing help in one-to-one 
interviews. On the other hand, psychological 
 testing now receives a reduced emphasis in many 
countries as counselling theories have moved 
from an emphasis upon the practitioner as expert 
to seeing practitioners as facilitators of individual 
choice and development.

While personal interviews are the dominant tool, 
the examples in Boxes 2.1 and 2.2 show that across 
OECD countries career guidance includes a wide 
range of other services: group discussions; printed 
and electronic information; school lessons; struc-
tured experience; telephone advice; on-line help. 
Career guidance is provided to people in a very 
wide range of settings: schools and tertiary institu-
tions; public employment services; private guidance 
providers; enterprises; and community settings. It 
is provided unevenly to different groups both within 
and between countries. In most countries there 
are large gaps in services. In particular employed 

1. This chapter draws upon the national questionnaires and 
Country Notes produced during an OECD review of national 
career guidance policies that began in 2001. These, and other 
documentation from the review, can be found at www.oecd.org/
edu/careerguidance. The countries participating in the review have 
been Australia, Austria, Canada, the Czech Republic, Denmark, 
 Finland, Germany, Ireland, Korea, Luxembourg, the  Netherlands, 
Norway, Spain and the United Kingdom. Using the main 
OECD questionnaire, parallel reviews have been  conducted 
by the European Commission (through the  European Centre 
for the Development of Vocational Training and the European 
 Training Foundation) involving European Union countries not 
 participating in the OECD study as well as a number of 
 accession countries, and by the World Bank. In total these 
 several reviews have involved 36 countries.
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adults, those not in the labour market, and students 
in tertiary education receive more limited services 
than, for example, students in upper secondary 
school and the unemployed. In many settings, 
career guidance is integrated into something else: 

Box 2.1  Career guidance: Three long-standing approaches

Finland’s Employment Offi ce employs some 280 specialised vocational guidance psychologists. 
Each has a Masters degree in psychology, and also completes short in-service training. Many 
obtain further postgraduate qualifi cations. Their clients include undecided school leavers, 
unemployed people, and adults who want to change careers. Clients need to make appointments, 
and typically have more than one interview. Demand is very high, and it is not unusual for clients 
to have to wait six weeks for an appointment.

Germany’s Federal Employment Offi ce’s career counsellors visit schools, run class talks, 
and provide small-group guidance and short personal interviews in the penultimate year of 
compulsory schooling. These counsellors have generally undertaken a specialised three-year 
course of study at the Federal College of Public Administration. School classes are taken to the 
Offi ce’s career information centres (BIZ) where they are familiarised with the centre’s facilities; 
they can subsequently re-visit the centre and book longer career counselling interviews at the 
local employment offi ce.

Ireland’s secondary schools have one guidance counsellor for every 500 students. Each is 
required to have a post-graduate diploma in guidance in addition to a teaching qualifi cation. 
Staffi ng and qualifi cation levels such as this are quite high by OECD levels. Guidance counsellors 
are teachers, with a reduced teaching load to provide career advice, to help students with 
learning diffi culties, and to help those with personal problems. Career education classes are not 
compulsory, but are included in some school programmes.

teaching; job placement; personal and educational 
counselling; or providing educational information. 
Where this is the case, it can have low visibility, be 
diffi cult to measure, and clear performance criteria 
for it can be hard to defi ne. 

Box 2.2  Career guidance: Using innovation to widen access

Australia’s national careers web site (www.myfuture.edu.au/) contains information about courses 
of education and training, about labour market supply and demand at the regional level, on the 
content of occupations, and on sources of funding for study. Users can explore their personal 
interests and preferences, and relate these to educational and occupational information. In its 
fi rst seven months the site was accessed 2.5 million times. 

In Austria three large career fairs are held each year. They cover vocational training, tertiary 
education and adult education. They are visited by thousands of people, involve hundreds of 
professional and trade organisations, employers, trade unions and educational institutions, and 
are strategically marketed to schools and the community.
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3. WHY DOES CAREER GUIDANCE MATTER 
FOR PUBLIC POLICY? 

3.1 It can improve the effi ciency of labour 
markets and education systems

Evaluation studies, referred to in Box 2.3, show 
that career guidance can increase job explora-
tion and information search activities. For such 
reasons, labour economists and labour market 
policy makers have long recognised that it can help 
improve labour market effi ciency (Ginzberg, 1971; 
Killeen, White and Watts, 1992; Rosen, 1995; Watt, 
1996; Autor, 2001; Woods and Frugoli, 2002). This 
recognition largely rests upon the value of informa-

tion in improving labour market  transparency 
and fl exibility. It also rests upon higher allocative 
effi ciency as the result of a better match between 
individual talents and qualifi cations on the one 
hand and the skills and qualifi cations demanded 
by employers on the other. In principle, career 
guidance can assist in reducing unemployment: 
for example by helping to reduce the  incidence of 
voluntary employment terminations or by reduc-
ing periods of job search (thus reducing frictional 
unemployment); or by encouraging those made 
redundant to improve their qualifi cations or to 
seek new types of work in different regions (thus 
addressing structural unemployment).

Canada’s public employment services contract many career guidance services to community 
organisations, which are often seen as more attuned to the needs of particular groups: single 
parents or Aboriginal people, for example. Some of these organisations focus mainly on 
career development activities, such as information services, career counselling and job-search 
workshops. Others have a wider range of education, training and community functions. Some 
have career guidance professionals on their staff; many do not.

In England, the career service at the University of Leicester used to require all students 
to make an appointment and have a lengthy interview. During the 1990s student numbers 
grew by 50% but staff numbers in the career service declined. This forced a rethink. Now, a 
drop-in, self-service system in a careers resource centre is the major initial form of contact. 
Career development programmes are run in all undergraduate classes with each undergraduate 
department having a careers tutor to act as a fi rst point of contact. Increased use is also made 
of ICT-based tools.

In Spain, the international company Altadis has a career development programme, built around 
a database of employees’ qualifi cations and descriptions of existing positions in the fi rm. 
Those taking part in the programme are interviewed regularly to assess their competencies 
and aspirations against future business needs. As part of a planned redundancy programme 
negotiated with the trade unions, Altadis offers career counselling to employees, and has 
contracted a specialist outplacement fi rm to provide this service. The outplacement fi rm normally 
employs psychology or economics graduates to deliver it.

In the United Kingdom call centre technology is being used to widen adults’ access to 
education. The service, learndirect, provides both information and more extensive career advice 
to callers. The staff of the service have relevant qualifi cations at one of three levels, depending 
upon the nature of their work, and can call upon an online database of information on over 
half a million education and training courses. Over four million people have called the national 
advice line since it was established in 1998. The help line is open between 8.00 and 22.00, 
365 days a year.
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Box 2.3  Evaluating career guidance

Outcomes of career guidance: A recent review of the economic benefi ts of career guidance 
(Bysshe, Hughes and Bowes, 2002) has concluded that evidence for its positive impact upon 
short-term learning, motivational and attitudinal outcomes can be treated with a high degree 
of confi dence, and in the case of its impact upon actual behaviour with moderate confi dence. 
However evidence on its impact upon long-term individual outcomes, and hence upon economic 
outcomes, is very limited. Other reviews of research, mostly conducted in the United States and 
the United Kingdom (Killeen, 1996b; Killeen, Sammons and Watts, 1999; Watts, 1999; Prideaux et 
al., 2000), highlight a number of impacts that are likely to contribute to national educational and 
labour market policy goals. These include: increasing people’s interest in education and training; 
encouraging participation in formal and informal learning; positive effects on learning outcomes, 
including better decision-making skills and better awareness of learning opportunities; increased 
job exploration and information search activities; and increased motivation to seek work.

A complex evaluation model: One reason for conclusions from evaluation research being only 
cautiously positive is that the model for evaluating career guidance properly is a very complex one 
(Maguire and Killeen, 2003). Types of clients and their needs and problems vary widely. The help 
that they receive also varies widely, co-exists with other concurrent interventions and infl uences, 
and is often quite brief in duration. Outcomes, both intended and unintended, behavioural and 
attitudinal, short- and long-term can also vary widely. Obtaining clear answers about impacts 
under these circumstances requires large-scale research with complex experimental designs and 
statistical controls. Such research is lengthy and expensive. To date no government has provided 
the funds needed to do it.

Data needs for policy making: Career guidance researchers have often concluded that policy 
makers need strong evidence of the economic impact of career guidance. However policy makers’ 
needs are often for more basic data on inputs and processes: what types of people use what types 
of services; what these different types of services cost; and what clients think about them. Some 
countries have attempted to gather some of this type of data. For example: 

In the Czech Republic the National Institute of Vocational Education has surveyed the extent 
to which students in different types of schools use a range of career guidance services and 
their reactions to them. In revealing, for example, that students rely more heavily upon out-
of-school sources of help (parents, employment offi ce counsellors) than upon impersonal 
sources of help (the internet, career fairs, handbooks) and than upon sources within the 
school (teachers, school counsellors, school psychologists), the survey provides valuable 
pointers for future service improvement.

In Finland career guidance services in all sectors of education and the public employment 
offi ce have been systematically evaluated over the period 2000-03. This has involved extensive 
surveys of actual and potential clients, of service providers, and of institutional managers. 
These evaluations have been translated into policy changes. For example wide variation in 
the level and quality of services in tertiary education has resulted in new requirements in the 
annually assessed fi nancial contract between universities and the Ministry of Education for 
a concrete plan to improve guidance services, and for strategies to promote guidance within 
new study programmes.
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There are parallels between the role that career 
guidance can play in improving labour market 
effi ciency and the role that information plays 
in improving the effi ciency of other types of 
market. However recent work for the OECD and 
the  European Commission (Grubb, 2002a; Tricot, 
2002) argues that for many people, career informa-
tion – a combination of information about educa-
tion and training, the content and nature of jobs, 
and labour market supply and demand – is not 
 suffi cient by itself. Policy makers need to fi nd ways 
to ensure that career information is understood, 
that people know how to use it, that it is regarded 
as trustworthy, that it is appropriate to the person’s 
level of career development and maturity, and 
that, where appropriate, people are supported 
in relating it to personal aspirations, talents and 
achievements, and in acting upon it.

Career guidance assumes an even higher profi le as 
countries adopt more active approaches to unem-
ployment and to welfare reform. These  normally 
require the unemployed or welfare recipients 
to develop proposals for active job search, or 
 education and training, as a condition of  continuing 
to receive income support. This increases the need 
for personal advice, and for access to information, 
if such policy approaches are to succeed. In Spain, 
for example, where adoption of the European 
 Employment Strategy now requires earlier interven-
tion to assist unemployed people, the National 
Employment Offi ce (INEM) has introduced a much 
stronger emphasis upon individual action planning 
in the job placement process. This has required 
employment offi ce staff to develop new skills. In 
Denmark, Norway and Sweden, guidance is a central 

element in locally-managed early intervention 
programmes for school drop-outs. These safety net 
programmes are associated with strong evidence of 
improved labour market outcomes for youth (OECD, 
2000). Recent Australian research has suggested 
that intensive interviewing of welfare recipients, 
including counselling and personal action planning, 
can increase social integration through increased 
participation in education and training (Breunig 
et al., 2003).

Evaluation research summarised in Box 2.3 indi-
cates some ways that career guidance can help 
improve the effi ciency of education systems, as 
well as labour markets. In principle, it can help 
to increase access to learning, and to improve 
course completion rates. It can assess learning 
needs and interests, and put people in contact 
with  learning providers so that they enrol in 
 appropriate programmes. Feedback from career 
guidance  practitioners can encourage learning 
providers to meet the unmet needs of learners and 
 potential learners: for example, by changing their 
opening hours, modifying their teaching methods, 
or  developing new types of course.

In such ways, career guidance can help to articulate 
better the scale and nature of demand for learning, 
as well as its supply, and help improve the match 
between the two. It can increase the transparency 
of learning systems, and their responsiveness to 
consumer demand. In these ways, it can help not 
only to increase participation, but also reduce 
dropout rates. American research suggests that 
comprehensive guidance services can have a posi-
tive impact on the quality of students’ educational 

In the United Kingdom regional information, advice and guidance partnerships have been 
established as part of the government’s strategy to improve access to education by adults who 
are disadvantaged and have low levels of education. As part of their reporting requirements 
to the Learning and Skills Council, partnerships are required to provide data on the number 
of clients who are members of specifi ed priority groups (lone parents, or ex-offenders, for 
example). In one such partnership (Kent) client data are recorded by postcode, allowing 
access to services to be assessed against a number of socio-economic indexes derived from 
census data. Sophisticated database software enables client referrals to further education 
institutions to be matched against subsequent enrolments. This provides a measure of service 
impact (The Guidance Council, 2002).
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and occupational decisions, and also on their 
educational performance and the overall climate 
of the school (Lapan, Gysbers and Sun, 1997).

Lifelong learning has major implications for career 
guidance, and vice versa. The European Commis-
sion has recognised this, making career guidance 
one of its six priorities in implementing lifelong 
learning (Commission of the European Communi-
ties, 2001). The importance of information and 
advice grows as alternatives and choices within 
education systems increase, and as the educational 
choices and labour market  consequences that 
people face become more complex. Countries 
tend to put more emphasis upon career guidance 
as they make pathways through education more 
 fl exible and more individualised. Both trends can 
be strongly observed, for example, in Denmark and 
Finland during the 1990s. Consumer-driven learning 
systems require greater attention to the information 
and advisory systems needed to  support effi cient 
decision making by individuals. This increases the 
importance of career guidance in helping to manage 
transitions from one level of education to another, 
and transitions between education and working 
life. And countries place increased emphasis upon 
career guidance for adults as they seek to expand 
the range and fl exibility of adult learning oppor-
tunities (OECD, 2003). This can clearly be seen, 
for example in Austria, Ireland and the United 
Kingdom.

3.2  It supports key policy objectives ranging 
from lifelong learning to social equity

Policy makers in many OECD countries recognise 
the importance of career guidance for the effective-
ness of their education systems. Countries were 
asked to indicate their key goals and objectives 
for career guidance in the national questionnaires 
that they completed for the OECD review of career 
guidance policies. They were also asked to indicate 
the major educational, labour market and social 
infl uences that are currently shaping their career 
guidance policies. Austria saw career guidance as a 
way to improve the permeability and effectiveness 
of educational pathways. Finland, the Netherlands 
and Norway saw its importance rising with growing 
individualisation and diversifi cation of school 
programmes. The Netherlands argued that career 
guidance is needed to support the more active 

approaches to learning that are important in 
developing lifelong learners. The United Kingdom 
saw career guidance as an important tool in its 
efforts to improve basic skills, which in turn are an 
important part of its lifelong learning strategies. 
Denmark, Finland, Germany and the Netherlands 
argued that it can support the attainment of high 
rates of educational qualifi cation by youth and 
adults. Austria, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, the 
Netherlands, Norway and Spain argued that it 
can help to reduce dropout rates and improve 
graduation rates.

Other public policy goals have been identifi ed 
for career guidance. Policy makers in some OECD 
countries recognise that career guidance has a role 
to play in promoting equity and social inclusion. In 
their responses to the national questionnaire for 
the OECD career guidance policy review, Denmark 
and Spain argued that it can address the needs 
of marginalised groups and of the disadvantaged. 
Finland, Germany and Norway believed that career 
guidance is important in supporting the social 
integration of migrants and ethnic minorities. 
 Germany and Ireland argued that career  guidance 
can support the integration of the  disadvantaged 
and the poorly qualifi ed in education, and, together 
with Spain, in employment. Canada argued that 
it can address growing polarisation in the labour 
market. The Netherlands and Spain believed that 
career guidance can support rising female labour 
force participation. Austria, Germany and Norway 
argued that it can help to address gender segmenta-
tion in the labour market. 

Educational qualifi cations and employment are 
important determinants of social mobility: access 
to them is a key indicator of social equity. Career 
guidance attempts to maximise the use that 
people make of their talents, regardless of their 
gender, social background or ethnic origin. Disad-
vantaged groups are likely to be less familiar with 
key educational and labour market information 
than more advantaged groups. They may be less 
confi dent in, skilled in, or used to negotiating 
access to, complex learning systems. They may 
need more assistance in fi nding opportunities 
that can maximise their talents, and in overcom-
ing barriers to accessing these opportunities. It 
is signifi cant that many OECD countries have 
initiated career guidance programmes targeted at 
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disadvantaged groups, or have required services to 
meet specifi c targets for access to career guidance 
by such groups. This has been a strong  motivation 
for recent guidance initiatives for young people 
and adults in the United Kingdom, and for the 
action locale pour jeunes programmes established 
for unemployed youth in Luxembourg. However 
the extent to which career guidance  actually 
 contributes to such equity objectives remains 
an open question in most countries, given the 
paucity of data on client access to and outcomes 
from services.

3.3  It enables people to build human capital 
and employability throughout their lives

Important additional arguments in support of 
career guidance are found in recent OECD work 
on human capital (OECD, 2002). This points out 
that less than half of earnings variation in OECD 
countries can be accounted for by educational 
qualifi cations and readily measurable skills. It 
argues that a large part of the remainder may be 
explained by people’s ability to build, manage 
and deploy their skills. This wider concept of 
human capital sees the planning skills required 
to develop and implement long-term career goals 
as a central component of human capital. It sees 
a wider concept of career guidance – focusing on 
the development of career management skills, not 
just upon immediate decision making – as a key 
policy tool for developing such skills.

Recent thinking about the concept of employability 
as a tool of labour market policy leads to similar 
conclusions. There is increasing interest in OECD 
countries in the notion of employability as a key 
tool of labour market management: for example, 
developing employability is now at the heart of 
the European Employment Strategy (Gazier, 1999). 
The concept has several interpretations. One 
focuses on the importance of replacing passive 
unemployment benefi ts with active approaches 
to assisting unemployed people: intervening early 
in the cycle of unemployment; and requiring indi-
vidual action plans to be constructed that involve 
job search, education and training. Another defi ni-
tion places greater emphasis upon the individual, 
stressing the ability to fi nd and keep a job, and the 
personal capacity to adapt to a changing labour 
market and new job requirements. This approach 

to the notion of employability within labour market 
theory strikes strong chords with the approach to 
human capital found in recent OECD work. Both 
cases point to the importance of career guidance 
services having a much broader focus than upon 
immediate decision making.

Career guidance must, then, respond to long-
standing challenges within both the labour market 
and education, and at the same time adopt a 
broader approach in responding to newer chal-
lenges that arise from lifelong learning, from active 
approaches to labour market and welfare policy, 
and from the central role that career management 
skills appear to play in the formation and use of 
human capital and in the development of employ-
ability.

In its 2001 response to the European Commis-
sion’s Memorandum on Lifelong Learning, France 
referred to the need for career guidance services 
to move away from the logic of education, training 
and occupational selection-allocation, and to 
move towards the logic of enabling continuous 
construction of choices and decisions. CEDEFOP 
(2002) has described this as the key organising 
idea for the direction of future changes in career 
guidance services. OECD countries must grapple 
with how to translate such an objective into the 
reality of concrete policies, service delivery, train-
ing programmes and funding mechanisms. The 
remainder of this chapter describes some of the 
specifi c challenges that they face, and how they 
are confronting them.

4. FROM DECISION MAKING TO CAREER 
MANAGEMENT SKILLS: A POLICY 
CHALLENGE FOR EDUCATION

Traditionally the focus of career guidance in 
schools has been to help students with the deci-
sions that they face immediately upon leaving 
school: fi nding an apprenticeship; choosing a 
course of tertiary study; or selecting a job. This has 
resulted in services concentrating upon providing 
information and one-to-one interviews just before 
the point of leaving school. If all young people 
need to develop career management and planning 
skills, an approach based upon doing this through 
personal interviews is an expensive one, whatever 
its value in dealing with the immediate decision-
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making needs of some young people. In practice 
the traditional approach means that many young 
people may miss out, or that services may tend to 
become superfi cial and standardised.

The traditional approach has also resulted in 
career guidance having a relatively minor role 
in many countries’ tertiary education systems, 
where it seems to be assumed that students have 
made a career choice before they enrol. Where 
they exist, tertiary education services have tended 
to concentrate upon job search and placement 
and personal counselling, rather than developing 
career management skills.

4.1 Career guidance in schools

If career guidance is both to develop important 
skills for life and work and to assist with  immediate 
decisions, there are signifi cant implications for 
schools. First, they must adopt a learning-centred 
approach, over and above an information and 
advice approach. This means building career edu-
cation into the curriculum. The Appendix shows 
wide variation in the extent to which career educa-
tion is included in the school curriculum in OECD 
countries. In some countries – for example, Ireland 
and Luxembourg – it is neither mandatory nor 
included in overall curriculum frameworks. In other 
cases it is included in curriculum frameworks as 
an optional element. Where it is included in the 
curriculum, the ways in which it is delivered (as a 
separate subject or integrated into other subjects), 
the time devoted to it, and the school grades in 
which it is delivered can vary widely from school 
to school within a country, as well as between 
countries.

Second, schools must take a developmental 
approach, tailoring the content of career education 
and guidance to the developmental stages that 
students fi nd themselves in, and including career 
education classes and experiences throughout 
schooling, not just at one point.

Third, schools need to adopt a more student- centred 
approach through, for example,  incorporating 
learning from and refl ecting upon experience, 
self-directed learning methods, and learning from 
signifi cant others such as employers, parents, 
alumni and older students.

Fourth, they must incorporate a universal approach, 
with career education and guidance forming part 
of the education of all students, not just those in 
particular types of school or programme.

The experiences of countries that are trying to 
move towards the type of model outlined above 
show that a number of diffi cult issues arise. These 
include space in the curriculum and time in the 
school timetable: other teachers may resist time 
being taken from their subjects. This has been the 
case, for example, in Austria. Also parents can be 
concerned that time for career education takes time 
away from examination preparation. This is more 
likely to be an issue in upper secondary than in 
lower secondary education. However in Ireland, 
a competitive examination at the end of the fi rst 
stage of secondary education has been a factor 
acting against the introduction of career education 
in the lower secondary school curriculum.

One answer to this has been to integrate career 
education into other school subjects. This can 
be done, as for example in the Czech Republic, 
through a detailed mapping of objectives against 
existing curriculum content so that in principle 
both are taught at once. Another option, which is 
adopted in Austria, is to include career guidance in 
the class time for another subject, but for time in 
reality to be taken away from the teaching of that 
subject. Whichever model is adopted, problems 
of teacher training and motivation are commonly 
reported for the integrated delivery model. Often 
teachers do not receive special training to teach 
career education, and sometimes they have diffi -
culty in seeing its relevance to their normal subject 
areas (Whitty, Rowe and Aggleton, 1994). Address-
ing these issues requires a lot of effort to be put 
into co-ordination within the school: for example 
to ensure that all areas of the career education 
curriculum are taught. As Austrian experience 
shows, this can take a lot of resources and time 
to do well.

One way that countries have tried to address the 
need for wider access to career guidance in schools 
has been to impose a general requirement for 
schools to provide career guidance, but not to 
specify how. In Ireland, the 1998 Education Act 
requires schools to ensure that “students have 
access to appropriate guidance to assist them in 
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their educational and career choices” but does not 
specify what “appropriate guidance” might be. Not 
surprisingly, such an approach can lead to wide 
variation among schools in what in fact is provided 
(National Centre for Guidance in Education, 2001). 
Relevant Spanish legislation (the 1990 General 
Law of the Spanish Education System) is slightly 
more directive, in that it specifi es that career 
guidance shall form part of the teaching function, 
that “suitably qualifi ed” professionals shall co-
ordinate services, that school services should be 
co-ordinated with those provided by local authori-
ties, and that special attention should be paid to 
social discrimination issues.

A commitment to introducing career education also 
requires decisions to be made on the grades and 
programmes in which it should be included. The 
Appendix suggests that the most common approach 
is to concentrate career education within lower 
secondary education. There are  exceptions: in the 
Czech Republic, Finland, Spain and Canada (British 
Columbia and Ontario) it extends into upper second-
ary education. In Denmark, the Czech  Republic 

and Canada (British Columbia and Ontario) it 
begins in primary school. The dominant pattern 
refl ects a common assumption that the key career-
related decisions are made at the end of compulsory 
schooling. Such an assumption might have had 
some validity when the end of compulsory educa-
tion represented the main point of transition from 
school to the labour market, or from school to 
very specifi c occupational preparation. However 
this is less and less the case in nearly all OECD 
countries.

While OECD countries commonly focus organ-
ised classes of career education in the com-
pulsory years of secondary education, other 
forms of career  guidance are provided within 
upper  secondary education. In particular, as 
Figure 2.1 shows,  individual career counselling is 
very  commonly provided at this stage. These data, 
which are available for 14 of the countries that 
participated in the OECD International Survey 
of Upper  Secondary Schools, indicate that in 
most countries very many students receive some 
individual career counseling. However, in most of 
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them this seems to be more commonly provided 
to students in academic programmes than to 
those in vocational programmes. This appears 
to assume that young people in upper secondary 
vocational programmes have made a specifi c 
career decision. However like those in academic 
programmes, these students also face diffi cult 
career choices: whether to change track; which 
specialisation to choose; what type of occupation 
and enterprise to enter after fi nishing school; 
and what  long-term career options and further 
study to contemplate. Such choices become 
more common as OECD countries increasingly 
make pathways more  fl exible through vocational 
education and beyond (OECD, 2000).

A broad approach to career guidance requires 
those responsible for school systems, and school 
managers, to address important organizational 
issues. These relate to staff training and qualifi ca-
tions; resources; school-community relations; 
the development of team-based approaches; and 
the use of a wide range of non-career-specialists 
(teachers, alumni, parents, employers) in working 
towards a common goal. As Box 2.4 illustrates, 
these have implications for the way in which the 
whole school is organised.

If schools and school systems are to see the devel-
opment of career decision-making skills, and not 
just assistance with immediate decisions, as the 

Box 2.4  “Guidance-oriented” schools

In Canada (Quebec), schools are being encouraged to develop the concept of the “guidance-
oriented school” (l’école orientante). This is linked to wider competency-oriented school reforms. 
Personal and career planning is defi ned as one of fi ve “broad areas of learning” throughout 
schooling. The aim is to provide support for students’ identity development in primary school 
and guidance in career planning throughout secondary school. This is linked to ensuring that 
students understand the usefulness of their studies (in languages, mathematics, sciences and so 
on) and why they are studying them. 

To implement this concept, the number of qualifi ed guidance specialists is being increased. 
In addition, the active involvement of all stakeholders is being promoted, fi rst by encouraging 
discussion and collaboration between teachers and guidance professionals, and then by 
developing partnerships with parents and the community. Schools are being permitted 
considerable fl exibility in determining what a “guidance-oriented school” might mean within the 
broad parameters provided (Ministère de l’Éducation Québec, 2001).

A similar approach, linking a broad concept of career guidance to wider school reform and to 
wider links between the school and its community, can be seen in the ways in which career 
guidance is being introduced into some Luxembourg lycées. There, the curriculum, which can be 
included in each of grades 7, 8 and 9 includes the transition from primary to secondary school, 
life and social skills, study methods and tutorial support in addition to career education. It 
teaches decision-making skills and career management skills in addition to assisting students to 
make specifi c choices. Teachers deliver this curriculum, with support from school psychologists. 
Employers and parents are involved by, for example, explaining occupations to students. It 
includes work experience or job shadowing, mentoring by students in higher grades, and personal 
projects. Luxembourg has commissioned evaluations of these initiatives to assess the impact 
upon student progression and upon operation of the lycées.
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goal of career guidance, there are also important 
implications for the training of career guidance 
staff. As well as skills in individual interviewing, 
they will need curriculum skills, community rela-
tions skills, skills in managing and co-ordinating 
teams and, increasingly, ICT skills. Many existing 
training programmes for career guidance staff have 
major gaps in these respects (McCarthy, 2001).

4.2  Tertiary education

A wider view of career guidance is also important in 
tertiary education. Career services are often under-
developed in this sector, and where they exist, 
often focus upon job placement or are integrated 
with personal counselling services (Watts and Van 
Esbroeck, 1998). The need for career guidance rises 
as tertiary education in OECD countries operates 
in a more open and competitive environment, and 
as the expansion of tertiary participation widens its 
purposes substantially beyond preparing students 
for traditional professions. These two trends mean 
that students have more choices, the link between 
particular courses of study and specifi c labour 
market destinations becomes less direct, and 
institutions need to become better at monitor-
ing their students’ destinations and using their 
employment outcomes as a key marketing tool to 
attract new students. All of these imply a shift in 
tertiary career services towards a greater emphasis 
upon developing students’ employability skills.

Career services in tertiary education have tradition-
ally been much more strongly developed in some 
OECD countries, notably the United Kingdom and 
the United States, than in others. However, services 
are now developing rapidly in a number of countries. 
In Spain, the Navarra Private University’s employ-
ment service provides a job placement service for 
graduates, arranges student learning placements in 
fi rms, and organises career fairs that bring employers 
on campus to provide information. In addition, the 
university provides a career planning and personal 
development service for all students on a voluntary 
basis. Beginning in the second undergraduate year, 
this involves a web-based self-evaluation tool, 
personal and employment skills training activi-
ties, and meetings between students and tutors. 
In Ireland, Trinity College Dublin’s career service 
provides assistance through a resource centre, ICT-
based tools, and individual interviews. In addition, 

it provides a personal and social skills development 
programme in undergraduate courses. In many 
cases this is integrated into the normal teaching 
programmes of academic departments through 
teaching assistants who have been trained by the 
career service. 

5. WIDENING ACCESS FOR ADULTS

A second key challenge for those responsible for 
national career guidance policies is to make it 
widely available throughout the lifespan, and in par-
ticular to make it more widely available to adults.

In all countries, career guidance services for adults 
are far less well developed than are services for 
youth. Public employment services generally claim 
that all adults, not only the unemployed, are able 
to use them to access career guidance. The reality is 
that very few adults who are not unemployed seem 
to do so, and that even for the unemployed access 
to career guidance can be limited and uneven. 
In all countries, the image of public employment 
services is that they are services for the jobless. They 
inevitably concentrate upon short-term employ-
ment options, rather than upon longer-term career 
development and career planning. As a result, in all 
countries there are gaps in services for employed 
people who wish to change career direction or 
to improve their employment prospects, and in 
services for those who are not in the labour force. 
Furthermore, given the role that public employ-
ment services play in controlling expenditure upon 
unemployment benefi ts, it could be argued that a 
more “arm’s length” provision of career guidance 
to the unemployed is needed.

In some countries – for example in Austria, Ireland 
and the United Kingdom – there are interesting 
initiatives to develop new career guidance services 
for adult education. Many are in their infancy. 
They have yet to become strongly embedded, and 
attract far less funding than services for youth 
and for the unemployed. However they are often 
more innovative than traditional in character, with 
strong links to community groups to make them 
accessible to disadvantaged people. An example 
of such a service in the United Kingdom is given 
in Box 2.3. Often, however, these services attract 
those who have already decided to enrol in adult 
education courses. Commonly they are linked 
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to particular institutions. As a result they often 
cannot provide comprehensive advice, and they are 
often not perceived to act in an independent and 
impartial way. The latter has become a particular 
concern in Denmark, where steps are being taken 
to establish regional services that are not linked to 
particular adult education institutions. A similar 
initiative can be found in Austria. The United King-
dom’s learndirect service is an alternative approach, 
on a large scale, to the same issue.

As part of their human resource development 
 strategies many large enterprises have internal 
career development services for their own 
 employees, and purchase outplacement services 
for those about to be made redundant. Box 2.2 
provides a Spanish example of such a fi rm. How-
ever these services are not generally designed to 
assist those who wish to develop their careers 
outside their present employer, and tend not to 
be available for those who are working in smaller 
and medium sized enterprises. Few examples exist 
of independent, comprehensive services that are 
able to meet the needs of all adults, whatever their 
educational or labour market status.

Providing more comprehensive career guidance 
services for adults requires governments to 
address diffi cult fi nancing problems. In some 
countries – most notably the Netherlands and 
the United Kingdom – there have been efforts to 
create private markets for career guidance. In the 
United Kingdom, for example, this has been done 
by limiting public funding to the provision of free 
“information and advice” and expecting adults to 
pay for “guidance”. So far, these have generally 
not been a success: in the United Kingdom, for 
example, the key distinction between “information 
and advice” on the one hand and “guidance” on 
the other that underpins funding appears not 
to be well understood, or adhered to, either by 
consumers or providers. Markets can be identi-
fi ed for educational guides and other forms of 
career information, and a limited market exists 
for outplacement services funded by enterprises. 
However individuals in almost all countries appear 
reluctant to pay for career guidance at rates 
 capable of developing and sustaining a market. 
There are several reasons for career guidance 
being hard to handle through private markets: 
both demand and supply are hard to specify and 

defi ne (even those who provide it are often not 
able to agree on how to describe the services they 
provide); it is highly variable in nature; it is often 
subsumed within other services such as education 
and job placement; and its benefi ts are hard to 
predict or to measure (Grubb, 2002b).

The diffi culties involved in creating markets for 
career guidance may mean that the private sector’s 
role is ultimately limited but, whoever supplies the 
service, the natural fuzziness of supply and demand 
highlights the need for measures to make things 
clearer. Thus, governments have a key role to play in 
making supply and demand more transparent. This 
is important in helping to ensure that individual 
choices and preferences can play a signifi cant role 
in infl uencing the services offered and how they 
are provided. It is also important in improving the 
dialogue between career guidance practitioners 
and public policy makers. Among other things, this 
implies the more systematic use of client preference 
and satisfaction surveys, as well as attempts to 
increase the diversity of service provision.

In some countries governments have taken the 
view that free career guidance services should be 
provided to all adults who demand them, but few 
countries appear to have been willing to provide 
suffi cient resources to meet the potential demand. 
This gives rise to diffi culties. Bottlenecks and 
queues can arise, as Box 2.1 illustrated in the 
case of Finland’s public employment service. 
Some services, for example in parts of Canada, are 
not widely publicised, partly as a way of limiting 
demand. This can give the misleading impression 
that universal access is a reality.

One response to a level of demand that exceeds 
supply that has been adopted – for example in 
Finland, Korea, the Netherlands and Norway – 
has been to look to web-based services. However, 
these are at best a partial solution. Where, as 
in Ireland, internet access costs are high, web-
based career information and advice is not readily 
accessible to many adults, and in particular to 
those with low incomes and low qualifi cations. 
And web-based services do not suit the needs 
of all adults (Watts, 2001), many of whom wish 
to discuss their problems individually. Neverthe-
less the popularity of web-based and call centre 
services (see Box 2.2) indicates that they have an 
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important role. This is likely to increase, even if it 
is not a complete solution to problems of adult 
access to career guidance.

In other cases, for example the United Kingdom, 
governments have attempted to ration services by 
distinguishing between those that are intensive 
and those that are less so, and limiting govern-
ment funding to less intensive services. In practice 
such distinctions are hard to implement, and 
appear to be resisted by service providers. Another 
solution has been to target government-funded 
services to those considered to be in greatest need 
(for example: unemployed people; migrants and 
refugees; those with poor educational qualifi ca-
tions; and low income earners).

All of these approaches raise questions, in a lifelong 
learning context, of how comprehensive, accessible 
career guidance services can be made available to all 
adults. Wider debate is required on possible funding 
models, including mixed models, and a possible 
future role for individual learning accounts. In addi-
tion, debate is required on whether one solution 
might be for public employment services to adopt a 
much wider and more integrated role within national 
lifelong learning and labour force skill development 
strategies, acting as a key portal to learning and skill 
development opportunities as well as centres for job 
placement. This would require extensive changes 
to marketing and promotion strategies. It would 
have important implications for public employment 
 services’ role in benefi t administration, for staff 
recruitment and training strategies, and for co-ordi-
nation between education and labour  portfolios.

As is the case with career guidance within educa-
tion, the approach to career guidance for adults 
outlined here has important implications for the 
training and skills of all career guidance staff. 
Working in community settings, working with 
groups with special needs, and skills in telephone 
and ICT-based interventions are among the com-
petencies that need to be more fi rmly embedded 
in initial training programmes (McCarthy, 2001).

6. CONCLUSIONS

Education and labour market policy makers in 
OECD countries certainly behave as if they believe 
that career guidance can be a tool to help them 

achieve a number of public policy goals: more 
effi cient labour markets and education systems; more 
active approaches to labour market policy; lifelong 
approaches to learning; and a range of equity goals. 
There are some strong conceptual and theoretical 
arguments in support of such beliefs. Some of the 
more interesting of these come from recent think-
ing on human capital and on employability. The 
available research evidence offers at least cautious 
support to such an optimistic view of the importance 
of career guidance for public policy.

However there is a sizeable gulf between such 
optimistic aspirations for career guidance and the 
reality of how it operates and is provided within 
many OECD countries. Too much of it focuses upon 
short-term decision making and not enough upon 
the development of career management skills. And 
there are large gaps in access to career guidance 
in most OECD countries: in particular on the part 
of adults, the employed, and tertiary students. If 
career guidance is to be a more effective tool of 
public policy, these will need to be addressed.

Two key challenges have been identifi ed here that 
need to be addressed if career guidance is to make 
a more effective contribution to the achievement 
of lifelong learning and active labour market policy 
goals. These are: to provide services that develop 
career management skills, rather than only  helping 
people to make immediate  decisions; and to greatly 
widen citizens’ access to career guidance, extending 
access throughout the lifespan. A number of specifi c 
issues that need to be addressed by policy makers, 
and some of the ways in which OECD countries are 
trying to address them, have been outlined. 

In addition to these specifi c issues, there are three 
over-arching questions that need to be addressed 
in whatever particular approaches are adopted to 
the challenges that career guidance faces in OECD 
countries. The fi rst of these is to adopt a more 
modern approach to the training and qualifi cations 
of career guidance practitioners, as gaps can be 
identifi ed in how well existing training arrange-
ments meet both of the key challenges identifi ed 
here. An approach to this question, which can be 
seen in the Canadian Standards and Guidelines for 
Career Development Practitioners,2 is to develop 

2. www.career-dev-guidelines.org/
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comprehensive competency frameworks as the 
basis for developing training qualifi cations, and to 
ensure that these frameworks can encompass the 
skills needed by those providing career guidance 
in all types of settings, in a wide range of ways, and 
to a wide range of clients.    

A second key issue to address is how to improve 
the ways that services are planned and co-ordi-
nated: between government and non-government 
services; between education, labour and other 
portfolios within government; and between the 
various education sectors. Few countries have 
adequate mechanisms for doing this. Denmark 
has recently moved to restructure its guidance 
co-ordination arrangements within the education 
portfolio, the United Kingdom has established 
a national board to co-ordinate the key govern-
ment career guidance services, Luxembourg has 
announced steps to improve strategic planning of 
career guidance services, and Poland has estab-

lished a non-government national forum for career 
guidance that involves the key stakeholders. These 
are positive steps. 

A third important step if public policy and career 
guidance are to be brought more closely together 
must be for policy makers to improve greatly the 
information available to them about career guid-
ance. They need to understand better who uses 
different services for what purposes, how well sup-
pliers are serving demand, the costs and benefi ts 
of career guidance services, and what clients think 
about what is on offer. Improved dialogue between 
public policy makers and career guidance practition-
ers can also be a way in which public policy makers 
can improve the fi t between services and policy 
goals: for example by receiving earlier and improved 
signals on problems that result from mismatches 
between student needs and aspirations on the one 
hand and the nature, size and structure of pathways 
between education and employment on the other.
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APPENDIX: Career education in the school curriculum in OECD countries

Country Summary 

Australia The location of career education in state curriculum frameworks varies. In some cases it is located within 
personal development, health and physical education syllabuses; in some within social studies, in some it is 
integrated into a number of subjects across the curriculum. It is also included in courses in work education and 
the like which are taken by some students but not others. 

Austria All grade 7 and 8 students must receive 32 hours of career education each year. In most cases it is integrated 
into other subjects by normal classroom teachers, many of whom have little training for this. In the Hauptschule 
it is provided as a separate subject in around 45% of cases.  

Canada There is very wide variation between and within provinces and territories. For example in British Columbia 
60 hours must be devoted to career education and personal planning each year from kindergarten to grade 12 
and four credits in this must be obtained for graduation; in Saskatchewan 30 hours of career education are 
required in grades 6-9; in Ontario a half-credit course in career studies is mandatory in grade 10; in Alberta a 
grade 11 course in career and life management is compulsory. 

Czech Republic Career education is included in the curriculum for all students from grade 7 through to grade 12. Schools may 
decide whether to teach it as a separate subject or to integrate it into other subjects. In some 25% of compulsory 
schools it is taught as a separate subject. 

Denmark Educational, vocational and labour market orientation is a mandatory topic in grades 1-9. 

Finland Career education is compulsory in grades 7-9, and new curriculum guidelines require it to be included in the 
full basic education. Two hours per week of lessons are provided in grades 7-9, and one hour per week in the 
optional tenth grade and in upper secondary education. Vocational school students receive 1.5 weeks of career 
guidance and counselling.  

Germany Schools incorporate Arbeitslehre (learning about the world of work) into the curriculum: either in specifi c subjects 
such as technology; or more broadly across the curriculum. It is often in the last two years of compulsory school, 
but may start much earlier. It is less often taught in the Gymnasium than in other types of schools. Classes are 
supplemented by work visits, and by work-experience placements. It focuses upon learning about the world of 
work, rather than upon self-awareness and the development of career planning skills. 

Ireland Career education is not mandatory. In upper secondary education two programmes which together account for 
around 24% of students – the Leaving Certifi cate (Vocational) and the Leaving Certifi cate (Applied) – include 
career education modules. 

Korea Career education is currently being introduced into the school curriculum. “Employment and career” can be included 
as an elective “extra-curricular” subject for two hours per week for one semester (i.e. a total of 68 hours), both in junior 
and senior high school. Provinces and schools decide whether it is to be mandatory and how to implement it. 

Luxembourg Career education is not mandatory. However some lycées have begun to implement pilot projects, in which 
career education can be included in grades 7, 8 and 9 for two hours a week. 

Netherlands “Orientation towards learning and working” is included in the upper forms of all general subjects, and “orientation 
towards the sector” in all vocational subjects, within pre-vocational education. Within general education “orientation 
on continued education” is an optional component within the so-called “free space” periods. 

Norway Within the curriculum, the goal is that “educational and vocational guidance shall be interdisciplinary topics 
regarded as the responsibility of the school as a whole”. Teaching about working life is in principle included in 
the subject syllabuses for each grade within the national curriculum for primary and lower secondary schools, 
but it tends to be phrased in very general terms. In practice, the main focus is from grade 8 and the extent of 
such delivery varies considerably: it is estimated that on average it amounts to only perhaps 6 hours in grade 8, 
8 in grade 9, and 10 in grade 10, largely concentrated in social studies. 

Spain One class hour per week of guidance is included in compulsory secondary education and in the two years of 
baccalaureate upper secondary education. Upper secondary vocational education students take a “vocational 
training and guidance” module for 65 class hours per year. 

United Kingdom Since 1997 career education has been a mandatory part of the national curriculum in England for the 14-16 year-
old age group, although its extent and content have not been specifi ed and schools have adopted widely 
differing approaches. Early in 2003 the government announced that career education is to be provided from 
age 11, and issued guidelines on the learning outcomes to be achieved as part of it.

Source: National questionnaires and Country Notes from the OECD career guidance policy review.
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Data for the Figure

Data for Figure 2.1
Percentage of upper secondary students in academic and vocational programmes who receive individual career 
counselling, 2002

   Academic Vocational  

Belgium (Fl.) 69 34
Denmark 93 59
Finland 95 76
France 77 78
Hungary 77 64
Ireland 91 87  
Italy  39 38
Korea 84 79  
Mexico 56 28
Norway 61 51  
Portugal 60 66
Spain 74 77    
Sweden 69 68    
Switzerland 44 28

Note: Academic programmes refer to those general education programmes classifi ed as 3-AG in ISCED 97 i.e. those designed to lead to tertiary education. Vocational pro-
grammes refer to those classifi ed as 3-BV or 3-CV in ISCED 97 i.e. non-academic (pre-) vocational programmes. However in the case of Italy, Sweden and Finland the reference 
is to those programmes classifi ed as 3-AV in ISCED 97 i.e. academic (pre-) vocational programmes.

Source: OECD International Survey of Upper Secondary Schools.
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  SUMMARY

Around the world higher education is under pressure to change. It is growing fast and its 

contribution to economic success is seen as vital. The universities and other institutions 

are expected to create knowledge; to improve equity; and to respond to student needs 

– and to do so more effi ciently. They are increasingly competing for students, research 

funds and academic staff – both with the private sector and internationally. In this more 

complex environment direct management by governments is no longer appropriate. 

How can the governance of higher education institutions assure their independence 

and dynamism while promoting key economic and social objectives?

New approaches to governance in OECD countries combine the authority of the State 

and the power of markets in new ways. Institutions are gaining greater freedom to 

run their own affairs. Public funds are allocated in “lump-sum” form, and funding 

from students and business is increasingly encouraged. In exchange for autonomy, 

governments seek to hold institutions to account, linking funding to performance and 

publicly assessing quality.

Higher education institutions are having to work hard to meet funding and regulatory 

criteria and at the same time to strengthen their market position. There is an emphasis 

on institutional strategy, and a shift in power away from individual departments. External 

members sit on governing bodies formerly dominated by academic interests. Senior 

managers are selected for their leadership skills as well as for their academic prowess.

Such changes can create tensions. Higher education institutions need to develop a 

creative balance between academic mission and executive capacity; and between fi nancial 

viability and traditional values. Governments have to balance the encouragement of 

excellence with the promotion of equity. In the knowledge economy the stakes are high.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Almost without exception, OECD governments 
have recently been reforming, reviewing or restruc-
turing their higher education systems. Behind such 
reforms lie profound changes in the objectives of 
higher education and the challenges that it faces, 
and with it the character of its institutions and its 
clientele. It is now well understood that universi-
ties and other higher education institutions need 
to adapt to a more complex environment in which 
expectations of higher education have changed 
beyond recognition.1

What does this mean for the way in which higher 
education is run and governed? In the 20th century 
in most OECD countries, governments exercised 
considerable control and infl uence over the sector, 
to help pursue objectives such as economic growth 
and social equity. Today, on the one hand, govern-
ments have a greater interest than ever in ensur-
ing that educational institutions help meet eco-
nomic and social needs, given their importance in 
knowledge-oriented societies. On the other hand, 
they accept that central planning of knowledge 
creation, teaching and learning is often ineffi cient, 
and that a thriving society and economy require 
institutions to operate with a degree of independ-
ence, while market mechanisms are often more 
effective than administrators in regulating supply 
and demand for diverse forms of learning delivered 
to diverse client groups.

Thus the governance of higher education faces 
some diffi cult challenges. If higher education is 
indeed an important strategic lever for govern-
ments in seeking to pursue national objectives, 
can governments achieve those ends without 
compromising the independence of universities, 
or their dynamism in catering for new markets?

This chapter looks at how governments are 
addressing that question, and at how they are 
tackling a range of related issues around the 
governance of higher education institutions. It 
does so by looking at the degree to which such 
institutions are able to exercise autonomy and 
develop their own internal strengths, while still 
preserving a coherent higher education system 
overall. Specifi cally, this involves considering the 
changing levers of governance in relation to fi ve 
aspects of the running of higher education:

• fi rst, how much freedom institutions have to 
run their own affairs; 

• second, the extent to which they rely on govern-
ment funding or can draw on other sources; 

• third, the changing ways in which the higher 
education system itself is subject to quality 
assurance and control;

• fourth, the strengthening of the governance of 
the institutions; and

• fi fth, new roles for their leaders. 

These themes are looked at in turn in Sections 2 
to 6 below.

This discussion of “governance” thus encompasses 
analysis in the broadest terms of how higher 
education is governed. Governance comprises a 
complex web including the legislative framework, 
the characteristics of the institutions and how 
they relate to the whole system, how money is 
allocated to institutions and how they are account-
able for the way it is spent, as well as less formal 
structures and relationships which steer and infl u-
ence behaviour. 

Among the many factors that today infl uence 
the approaches, old and new, towards higher 
education governance, a number are particularly 
important across the fi ve elements discussed in 
this chapter: 

• the debate over whether markets are effi cient 
in allocating services such as education, and 
whether they lead to outcomes that serve the 
public interest; 

1. As used in this chapter, “higher education” refers to univer-
sities and other tertiary institutions that award degrees and 
advanced research qualifi cations. Such programmes normally 
involve at least three years of full-time study and are designed 
to provide suffi cient qualifi cations for entry to professions with 
high skill requirements and to research programmes. In some 
countries, universities and other higher education  institutions 
also provide programmes that would be classifi ed at a lower 
level than a degree. Some of the data presented in the chapter 
relate to tertiary education as a whole in the absence of interna-
tionally comparable data relating to higher education. The fact 
that the concept of higher education is not clear-cut is itself an 
indication of the complexity of the issues.
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• the role of a revised approach to managing 
public bodies, often called new public manage-
ment, which in other fi elds is widely credited 
with the promotion of greater effi ciency and 
responsiveness. In universities, where the idea 
of “management”-led approaches is sometimes 
mistrusted, this notion has had diffi culty fi nding 
widespread acceptance;

• the valuing by many higher education institu-
tions of their autonomy. This is not “academic 
freedom” – although the two concepts are related 
– but the capability and right of an institution 
to determine its own course of action without 
undue interference from the State. Such auton-
omy is a relative concept, which exists to dif-
ferent degrees in different contexts, and this 
chapter explores what freedoms higher educa-
tion institutions do have;

• the important funding implications of the huge 
expansion in enrolments that has turned higher 
education from an elite sector into one providing 
for a wide section of the population. Governments 
that have to fund this expansion and to account 
to their citizens for the taxes they impose on 
them are bound to hold institutions accountable 
for outcomes. Governance of higher education is 
intimately tied up with funding;

• the growing signifi cance of market regulation, 
through standard-setting and performance mon-
itoring, in higher education systems that are 
increasingly diverse and risk becoming exces-
sively diffuse. Quality assurance agencies were 
almost unknown in higher education 20 years 
ago; now they are widespread; and

• the international dimension, which is also growing in 
importance. Between 1995 and 1999 the number 
of foreign students in tertiary education in OECD 
countries grew at almost twice the rate of domes-
tic students (by 9% and 5% respectively – OECD, 
2002). The international dimension has also 
grown through new forms of supply, such as 
e-learning across national borders and univer-
sities opening campuses in other countries. 
National policy makers now face a much more 
complex environment in regard to higher educa-
tion – issues that are already central to national 
debates now need to be confronted in an inter-

national context. These issues have been dis-
cussed elsewhere (OECD, 2002) and are not 
dealt with directly here, but are an important 
part of the backdrop.

Overall, the higher education reform agenda has 
involved governments in greater focus on strategy 
and priority setting and less involvement in the 
running of the system on a day-to-day basis. In 
some countries this has included the creation of 
agencies to monitor the quality of teaching and 
research, and the emergence of “intermediate” or 
“buffer” bodies to distribute public resources. Thus, 
the following analysis is as much about develop-
ing new policy approaches, led by concepts such 
as “strategic management”, “deregulation” and 
“accountability” as it is about infl uencing the behav-
iour of higher education institutions directly.

2. INSTITUTIONAL AUTONOMY

In general, universities in OECD countries enjoy 
considerable freedom to determine their own poli-
cies and priorities in a wide range of their activities. 
Table 3.1 illustrates, across eight areas, the extent 
of this autonomy in 14 OECD countries. In some 
aspects, autonomy is particularly widespread – for 
example, in most OECD countries institutions 
are responsible for setting academic structures and 
course content (column 4) and the employment 
of academic staff (column 5). On the other hand, 
central authorities commonly have control over 
certain other features of higher education, in 
particular, borrowing funds (column 2) or setting 
tuition fees (column 8), or indeed allowing fees 
in the fi rst place.

Even within each of these categories of autonomy, 
considerable variation in practice exists. For 
example, the freedom to control student admis-
sions can be conditional on meeting various 
criteria, ranging from the fulfi lment of institu-
tional tasks laid down in a budget document 
(e.g. in Sweden) to the admission of a contracted 
number of students across broad subject catego-
ries (e.g. in the United Kingdom). These nuances 
in autonomy are described for each country in 
the Appendix.

Overall, Table 3.1 shows that universities in three 
English-speaking countries (Australia, Ireland and 
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Table 3.1  Extent of autonomy experienced by universities1

 Institutions are free to:

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

 Own their  Borrow  Spend Set Employ Set  Decide  Decide   
 buildings  funds budgets academic and   salaries2 size of  level of 
 and   to achieve structure/ dismiss   student  tuition 
 equipment  their  course academic  enrolment3 fees
   objectives content staff2 

Mexico ● ◗ ● ● ● ◗ ● ●  
Netherlands ● ● ● ◗ ● ● ● ◗

Poland ● ● ● ● ● ◗ ● ◗ 
Australia ● ◗ ● ● ● ● ◗ ◗ 
Ireland ● ◗ ● ● ● ◗ ● ◗ 
United Kingdom ● ◗ ● ● ● ● ◗ ◗ 
Denmark ◗ ● ● ◗ ● ◗ ● ◗ 
Sweden ◗ ◗ ● ● ● ● ◗  
Norway ◗  ● ● ● ◗ ●  
Finland ◗  ● ◗ ● ● ◗  
Austria ◗  ● ● ● ●   
Korea (national – public)    ◗ ◗  ◗ ●  
Turkey    ◗ ◗  ◗  
Japan (national – public)    ◗ ◗

Legend: Aspects in which institutions:
●  have autonomy
 ◗ have autonomy in some respects (see the Appendix for details).

1. Data in Table 3.1 are based on responses to a 2003 survey of university governance by members of the OECD’s Institutional 
Management in Higher Education (IMHE) programme. Participation in the survey was voluntary, responses were not received from 
institutions in all OECD countries, and the IMHE members do not necessarily represent the full range of higher education institu-
tions in the countries concerned. Institutional responses were cross-checked for consistency against each other, and published 
sources and national experts were consulted in preparing the table. However, the table shows a simplifi ed picture, and countries 
vary in many detailed respects, as described in the Appendix. Countries are ranked in order of the number of areas in which 
universities reported autonomy, and alphabetically where the number is the same.

2. “Employ and dismiss academic staff” (column 5) and “Set salaries” (column 6) include cases where any legal requirements for 
minimum qualifi cations and minimum salaries have to be met.

3. “Decide size of student enrolment” (column 7) includes cases where some departments or study fi elds have limits on the 
number of students able to enrol.

the United Kingdom) as well as those in Mexico, 
the Netherlands and Poland have high levels of 
autonomy over most areas of their operation. In 
Austria and the Nordic countries, their autonomy 
tends to be more constrained, especially in regard 
to borrowing funds and setting tuition fees. Among 
the countries listed in Table 3.1, the fewest areas 
of autonomy are reported in Korea and Japan, at 
least for their national (public) universities, and in 
Turkey. In these three countries public universities 
are essentially treated as part of government, 
and the State owns their assets and employs 
their staff. The basic structure of the universities’ 

management, including faculties, staff and student 
numbers, salaries and tuition fees, is determined 
by government legislative and budgetary instru-
ments. The main exception, in Korea, is the recent 
devolution to national (public) universities of 
the power to set student admission quotas and 
tuition fees.

Table 3.1 provides a snapshot of the extent of 
university autonomy at the present time. The broad 
trend, though, has been for a reduction of direct 
state control of higher education in most OECD 
countries. If anything, the process has accelerated 
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in recent years. Thus, Norway has considerably 
increased institutional freedom to introduce or 
remove courses and programmes which form the 
basis for various degrees (Norway, 2003). In Aus-
tria, the Universities Act 2002 has also drastically 
expanded institutional autonomy; universities are 
now free to decide on employment conditions, 
academic programmes, and resource allocation 
without government approval (Sporn, 2002), and 
from January 2004 to borrow funds. Recent moves 
towards greater institutional autonomy are seen 
even in those countries, such as Japan and Korea, 
where autonomy has hitherto been relatively 
restricted. The Japanese government has recently 
changed the legal status of national universities 
into public corporations (see Box 3.1), in many 
aspects infl uenced by the British reform in 1988 that 
transformed the ownership of polytechnics from 
local authorities to higher education corporations. 
In Korea, “the special act on national university 
management”, which aims at substantially increas-
ing the autonomy of national universities, is cur-
rently the subject of legislation.

Despite the broad trends in offi cial policy and 
government legislation to give greater autonomy 
to higher education institutions, these changes 
have often been accompanied by new mecha-
nisms for monitoring and controlling performance, 

quality and funding. Thus it is simplistic to see 
higher education reform as always leading towards 
greater institutional autonomy; rather, it has often 
substituted one form of infl uence and control by 
government for another. In particular: 

• Governments have sometimes introduced new 
funding mechanisms based in large part on 
university performance on pre-determined indi-
cators. Such changes, and their potential con-
sequences, are discussed in Section 3 below.

• Greater operational autonomy has generally 
been closely connected with strengthened exter-
nal assessment of the performance of universi-
ties. This has particularly been so in European 
countries like the Netherlands and Denmark, as 
well as in Japan and Korea, where state control 
has generally been strongest. Governments have 
generally required universities to accept some 
form of external quality assessment as a prior 
condition to relinquishing direct state control 
(Brennan and Shah, 2000). These issues are 
taken up in Section 4.

In these ways, the price for universities of being 
given freedom to hire their staff, run their adminis-
tration, structure their programmes and manage 
their budgets can be a stricter system requiring 

Box 3.1  National universities incorporation plan in Japan

In 2002, a study team of experts and representatives from national universities set up by the 
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology published a plan to separate 
the national universities from the government and give them juridical status. Each national 
university will be transformed into a “National University Corporation” with the authority to 
own land and buildings and to hire staff. However, it is also proposed that these Corporations 
remain basically “national” in the sense that the State will remain responsible for their functions, 
and provide funds to support their administration. Since the proposed reform is intended to 
enhance autonomy, it also includes changes in internal decision-making authority. It is proposed 
that the ultimate responsibility will rest with the university president, who will control internal 
appointments. The Minister will appoint as president the candidate named by a selection 
committee with both internal and external members. Since the university’s employees would no 
longer be the subject of the National Public Service Law, more fl exible forms of employment, 
salary structure and working hours will be possible. National universities will also be able to 
set up and abolish departments and other academic units without needing statutory approval. 
This plan will be implemented from April 2004, following enactment of the National University 
Corporation Law in July 2003.
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them to account for their outputs or outcomes, 
as well as new controls on inputs through task-
oriented contracts or indicator-oriented resource 
distribution. The justifi cation for some form of con-
tinuing government intervention usually involves 
arguments that: (i) higher education produces wider 
social and economic benefi ts than those captured 
directly by the individuals involved, and that there-
fore without government subsidy there would be 
under-investment in higher education; (ii) equity 
considerations necessitate steps to ensure that 
low-income students are not disadvantaged; and 
(iii) students, employers and the wider society 
need to have confi dence in the quality of higher 
education qualifi cations (McDaniel, 1997).

These arguments do not mean that governments 
should decide everything about higher education. 
In most countries there is a mix of government 
infl uence and institutional freedom, with govern-
ments generally involved in ensuring various 
aspects of fi scal accountability, accountability for 
the quality of teaching and research, institutional 
responsiveness, and protecting the interests of 
vulnerable groups. The ongoing challenge is in 
getting the balance right by ensuring that govern-
ments focus on only a limited number of specifi c 
policy goals where the public interest considera-
tions in higher education are clear-cut.

3. FUNDING

The way in which university funding is allocated 
has undergone extensive change in most OECD 
countries. Most governments now allocate funds 
to universities on a lump-sum or block grant basis, 
rather than by detailed itemisation of budgets. 
There have also been clear moves toward introduc-
ing or increasing tuition fees, output-oriented 
budget allocation, and performance contracting 
systems. These changes have paralleled the other 
aspects of more autonomous, but more account-
able, university governance described in the previ-
ous section.

The funding changes also need to be seen against 
the rapid expansion of student enrolments. 
Between 1995 and 2001 tertiary enrolments grew 
by at least 25% in half of the OECD countries with 
available data, and by substantially more in fi ve 
countries: the Czech Republic (54%); Greece (61%); 

Hungary (94%); Korea (54%) and Poland (134%) 
(OECD, 2003a). Total funding has risen from both 
public and private (household) sources to fund 
the growth in tertiary enrolments.

However, the rates of growth of public and private 
funding have tended to differ, which has resulted in 
a shift in the share of total tertiary funding coming 
from public and private sources. In countries 
as diverse as Australia, Portugal and Sweden 
private expenditure grew much more rapidly than 
public expenditure between 1995 and 2000, which 
resulted in declines in the share of expenditure on 
tertiary institutions coming from public sources: 
from 65% to 51% in Australia; from 97 to 93% in 
Portugal; and from 94 to 88% in Sweden. On the 
other hand, public funding grew more rapidly 
than private expenditure in some countries, which 
meant that the share of public expenditure on 
tertiary education institutions actually increased 
over this period, for example in the Czech Republic 
(to 86%), and in Ireland (to 79%) (OECD, 2003a).

One factor in the rising share of private expendi-
ture in some countries can be the growing 
importance of private tertiary institutions that 
charge fees. Another factor, as discussed below, 
is increased or newly imposed fees or charges in 
institutions that previously were largely publicly 
funded. This is particularly evident in the higher 
education component of tertiary education. As 
well, the basis by which public funds are allo-
cated to higher education has changed in many 
countries. The net result is that higher education 
institutions now face a more varied and perhaps 
less predictable funding environment.

The switch from itemised to lump-sum or block grant 
budgets has been commonplace in OECD coun-
tries (e.g. Austria, the Czech Republic, Ireland, 
Sweden and Finland). This represents a funda-
mental change in governance from specifi cation 
by a ministry about how money is spent to allow-
ing institutions to decide, within the regulations 
for public sector fi nance. In such countries, the 
majority of recurrent spending for teaching activi-
ties, support services and administration is now 
provided in the form of block grants; however, there 
are generally separate allocations for research, 
capital expenditure or specifi c projects and devel-
opment (Eurydice, 2000). As noted above, Japan 
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and Korea – which still retain the system of 
itemised funding through negotiation with the 
appropriate ministry – are currently implementing 
reforms to introduce block grants.

By contrast, funding for research has tended to become 
more rather than less specifi ed, with governments 
aiming to increase the proportion of earmarked 
funds, whether from governments and funding 
agencies or from other private sources, at the 
expense of lump-sum research budgets. The trend 
towards funding for specifi ed research activities 
is not new in the United States, where earmarked 
research is well-established, but it is new in much 
of Europe. Countries such as the Netherlands, 
the United Kingdom and the Czech Republic have 
moved particularly strongly towards earmarking 
of research funding (Braun and  Merrien, 1999). 
The specifi cation of a research grant for a particular 
purpose can be distinguished from another trend, 
namely towards the assessment of entitlement to 
research funding based on specifi ed performance 
criteria. For example, the United Kingdom has 
developed a very detailed and extensive competitive 
research funding tool (see Box 3.2).

In the case of block grants for recurrent funding, 
there has also been a trend towards governments 
using formula funding based on services provided 
and performance levels. Some recent examples of 
such changes are summarised in Table 3.2. These 
formulae are often based on student numbers, 
and hence in some respects on performance in 
attracting clients. However, there are also efforts 
towards linking funding to outputs and outcomes. 
A number of European countries (Finland, the 
Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United 
Kingdom) have incorporated outputs in their 
funding formulae, by taking account not just of 
enrolments but of student completion rates. For 
example, the United Kingdom government speci-
fi es target student numbers based on previous 
levels and current government priorities, and 
penalises institutions that do not meet them. 
There has also been a move towards linking 
funding to medium-term objectives negotiated 
between government and universities. Such “per-
formance contracting”, pioneered by France in 
1988, followed by Finland and Switzerland in 
the late 1990s, and Austria in 2002, is illustrated 
through the Finnish example in Box 3.3.

Box 3.2  Research funding in the United Kingdom

In the United Kingdom there is a dual support system for funding higher education research. 
The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) and the Scottish Higher Education 
Funding Council in Scotland distribute funds selectively to higher education institutions with 
reference to the quality of research as assessed in a Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). The 
RAE is conducted every four or fi ve years; the most recent was in 2001 and informed funding 
decisions from 2002-2003. Each institution was awarded a rating, on a scale of 1 to 5* (fi ve star), 
for the quality of its research in each unit of assessment (academic department) in which it was 
active. Only the highest rated departments attract funding, and a quality rating of 5* attracts 
almost three times as much funding as a rating of 4 for the same volume of research activity. As 
a result, funding for research is highly concentrated by institution and department. In 2002-2003, 
75% of HEFCE research funds were allocated to 25 institutions out of a total of around 135 higher 
education institutions in England.

A second stream of government funding allocated by the Research Councils for specifi c projects 
covers the direct costs of those projects awarded. The quality-related funding supports the 
infrastructure and indirect costs and also provides institutions some fl exible resources for their 
own research.

The UK funding councils are currently consulting on a review of research assessment.

Source: HEFCE (2002).
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Country When implemented Main features

• Commonwealth (federal) government funding (around 60% of total  revenue 
in 2001) has two main components: (i) a general operating grant largely 
based on a specifi ed number of student places in the context of an educa-
tional profi le of the institution concerned; and (ii) funds for research and 
research training allocated primarily on a competitive basis.

• Resources are allocated in the context of a rolling triennium which ensures 
that institutions have a secure level of funding on which to base their 
 planning for at least three years.

• Universities are funded on the “performance funding model”. Thus 50% of 
the total teaching budget in 2000 was based on the number of degrees 
awarded in 1999; 13% was based on the number of fi rst year enrolments; 
and the remainder was a fi xed allocation per university. Universities receive 
separate funding for research programmes.

• Universities of professional education (HBOs: Hoger Beroepsonderwijs) are 
allocated teaching funds by a formula taking into account programme 
characteristics and teaching output (enrolment and completion rates).

• The government has foreshadowed plans to merge these two systems from 
2005.

Grants to institutions now consist of three main components:

• a basic component (on average approximately 60% of the total allocation 
in 2002) associated with unit cost;

• an education component (approximately 25%) based on results: the 
number of completed student credits, the number of graduates ( scheduled 
to begin in 2005), and the number of international exchange students 
(incoming and outgoing); and

• a research element (approximately 15%) dependent on performance and 
quality criteria including: (i) ability to attract external funding; (ii) number 
and qualifi cations of academic staff; (iii) number of postgraduate students; 
(iv) regional and professional policy priorities; and (v) total student numbers.

University funding, which was based on teachers’ salaries, student enrolments 
and cantons’ fi nancial capacity, now takes account of the services  provided by 
universities:

• 70% of basic funding is allocated according to the number of students 
enrolled for the legal duration of studies, weighted by academic  disciplines; 
and

• 30% is distributed as matching funds to the contributions that each univer-
sity obtains from third parties (e.g. the Swiss National Science Foundation 
and the Commission for Technology and Innovation).

Table 3.2  New methods for allocating recurrent funding to universities: country examples

Source: IMHE and HEFCE (forthcoming); OECD (2003b); Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research (2003); Benes and Sebkovà (2002).

• The major part of funding for teaching activities (about 78% in 2002) is based 
on inputs (the number of students multiplied by the cost of relevant studies). 
Around 10% is provided on a competitive basis whereby institutions are 
invited to submit projects in response to state priorities. The government aims 
to increase the competitive component to 30% over the next few years.

• Government funding for research has two main components: around 30% 
(research directly connected to teaching) is based on a formula taking into 
account: (i) the funds raised by the institution for research and development; 
(ii) the ratio of professors and associate professors to the total academic staff; 
and (iii) the ratio of graduates from doctoral and master’s programmes to the 
total number of students in the institution.

• The other 70% of research funding is provided through a competitive bidding 
process.

Czech  1992 
Republic (and progressively 
 modifi ed since)

Netherlands 2000

Norway 2002

Switzerland 2000

Australia 1988
 (and progressively 
 modifi ed since)
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Another conspicuous trend in the funding of insti-
tutions has been government encouragement 
for them to sell teaching and research services: 
contract-based funding. In general, there appear to 
be two main types of contract undertaken by 
institutions: contracts with central or regional 
governments for specifi c course programmes or 
research projects; and contracts obtained on the 
open market with private organisations (Eurydice, 
2000). Contract-based funding is common in the 
United States and Australia. In Europe, the govern-
ments of the Netherlands and the United Kingdom 
have made the strongest demands for universi-
ties to seek external funds, including from the 
European Union. Other countries, for instance, 
Ireland, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland “have 
recognized the need for higher education institu-
tions to remain essentially publicly funded while 
encouraging them to sell their services on an 
educational market” (Eurydice, 2000, p. 97).

A further funding issue for higher education, and 
overall the most controversial, is whether and at 
what level to charge undergraduate students tuition 
fees (see, for example, Biffl  and Isaac, 2002). To 
illustrate the range of contexts, all higher educa-
tion institutions in the United States charge  tuition 
fees, albeit at a wide range of levels and many 
students get fi nancial support or scholarships; 
by contrast, it is constitutionally impossible for 
higher education institutions to charge tuition 
fees in Sweden and Finland. The main argument 
for fees, based on the private fi nancial benefi ts 
of higher education, is stronger to the extent that 
students form a minority of the age-group and are 
drawn disproportionately from already-favoured 

social groups. Yet the practical impetus for intro-
ducing fees has been (i) the need to fi nance the 
dramatic expansion of student numbers; and 
(ii) “the political will to encourage self-reliance 
and consumer choice” (Eurydice, 2000, p. 98). For 
example, Australia introduced tuition fees in 1989 
to both fi nance expansion of higher education 
and also ensure that those who benefi ted from 
higher education paid a greater share of the costs. 
A distinctive feature is that payment of the fees 
is contingent on how much students earn after 
leaving higher education: students can choose to 
defer their payment and begin repaying the debt 
through the income tax system when their income 
reaches a minimum threshold. By 2001 Australian 
higher education institutions obtained about 30% 
of their revenue from student fees.2 However, only 
a few countries in Europe (Italy, the Netherlands, 
Portugal, the United Kingdom and, very recently, 
Austria) have introduced signifi cant increases in 
student fees since 1980, while Ireland in 1996 
decided that the tuition fees would be paid by the 
government (Eurydice, 2000; Sporn, 2002).

Fees also relate to other aspects of governance: 
public higher education institutions in Korea 
(2002) and to some extent in the Netherlands 
(1996), have been granted the right to set their 
own fees in an effort to strengthen their fi nancial 
autonomy. Both the United Kingdom3 and the Aus-

Box 3.3  University performance contracting in Finland

The Finnish government has a three-year contract with each university that covers objectives, 
programmes and funding. The contract provides for a government grant in the form of a lump sum 
to implement the contract, including the goals for master’s and doctoral degrees. The budgeting 
system has been developed to support management-by-results so that the university’s goals and 
appropriations are inter-linked:

• the same three-year period is used both for measuring outcomes and allocating resources;

• negotiations run from February to April preceding the three-year funding period; and

• each university documents the achievement of goals in the form of an annual report.

Source: Holtta and Rekila (2002).

2. More details on the Higher Education Contribution Scheme in 
Australia are provided in Chapter 4 (Section 4.2) of this volume.

3. This decision applies to England, Wales and Northern  Ireland 
only. The Scottish Executive has announced that it does not 
intend to permit variable fees.
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tralian governments recently announced proposals 
to give universities greater fi nancial autonomy by 
allowing them to vary fees subject to a prescribed 
maximum.

A further aspect of the growing diversifi cation 
of higher education funding is direct fi nancing 
by “third parties”, such as industry and private 
foundations, of research and development in 
particular.4 The effects of this phenomenon rein-
force those of public funding coming in more 
of a “contracted” form: in both cases, higher 
education institutions in effect become more 
like corporations competing for funding streams 
rather than being primarily extensions of the 
ministries that sponsor them. This has some 
important implications for public policy and 
institutional governance.

Not being dependent on a single stream of 
funds increases the autonomy of institutions to 
plan and shape their own futures. The fact that 
higher education institutions now are required (or 
choose to) use a wider range of funding sources 
(rather than being largely dependent on govern-
ment) means that they are less vulnerable to 
sudden shifts (e.g. when government priorities 
change). However, it can also lead to increased 
uncertainty of resource fl ows, and in some cases 
even threaten the very survival of an institution 
over the long term. In countries such as the 
United States, where these conditions have long 
applied, large numbers of higher education insti-
tutions have closed over the years due to fi nan-
cial pressures. For other countries, where the 
growth of non-government funding sources for 
higher education is much more recent, there 
are potentially challenging legal and political 
issues ahead: to what extent, and under what 
conditions, is the State obliged to continue to 
fi nancially support higher education institutions 
that have got into fi nancial diffi culties?

An increasing reliance on “third party funding” may 
shift the balance of higher education resources 
towards those activities where the commercial 
possibilities are greatest (De Boer, 2000). Some 
scholars express concern that lucrative private 
work pushes away traditional academic activities, 
and emphasises “applied” compared to “curiosity-
driven” or “discipline-based” research. Universities 

may thus acquire a hybrid of public and private 
norms and values, which may sit uncomfortably 
together and at worst tear the institution apart. 
Such a scenario makes it even more important that 
those responsible for external quality assurance, 
and internal management, ensure that higher 
education institutions continue to serve their 
wider public responsibilities.

4. QUALITY ASSESSMENT

Almost without exception, increased autonomy 
over a wide range of institutional operations has 
been accompanied by the introduction of a more 
sophisticated quality assurance system based on 
the establishment of a national quality agency 
for higher education. This has shifted responsibil-
ity for higher education quality from a mainly 
internal judgement by institutions themselves to 
an external process of peer review and judgement 
by others such as quality assessment agencies, 
and funding bodies. While this is a relatively recent 
development in most countries, and in many 
cases still in its formative stages, higher education 
accreditation bodies have existed in the United 
States for a century.

The 1990s saw the establishment of a national 
quality assessment agency in almost all OECD 
countries; in 1990 they had existed in only a hand-
ful of countries. Box 3.4 shows some common 
and differing features of such bodies in a range 
of countries.

4. It is diffi cult to obtain systematic international data on 
 private sector funding of research and development, but there 
are some indicative data. In the United States, industry-
 sponsored R&D expenditure at 32 public universities that are 
members of the American Association of Universities doubled 
between 1990 and 2001 (Vaughn, 2001). In the Netherlands, 
the proportion of income from contract activities in research-
intensive universities rose from 12% to 18% between 1990 and 
1999. In Sweden, the share of research grants coming directly 
from central government declined from around 65% to 45% 
between the mid-1980s and 2001. In the United  Kingdom 
in 1999-2000 HEFCE grants constituted around 33% of total 
research funding received by higher education institutions, 
with other signifi cant sources being research councils (22%), 
foundations and charities (17%), central government/local 
authorities and health authorities (11%), industry (8%) 
and other grants and contracts (10%) (IMHE and HEFCE, 
 forthcoming).
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Box 3.4  National quality assessment agencies: Similarities and differences 

By the end of the 1990s, almost every OECD country had a national agency for the assessment of 
quality in higher education institutions. They have important characteristics in common. Almost 
all operate independently from government, in principle, rather than being a direct arm of a ministry. 
Almost all are funded by government. Almost all rely on judgements made by external evaluation 
teams mostly comprising academics from other institutions, including in some cases from other 
countries.

However, countries have also developed some different features in their quality assessment 
agencies. Many are set up by governments (e.g. the Danish Evaluation Institute, EVA; the Center of 
Accreditation and Quality Assurance of the Swiss Universities, OAQ; the Norwegian Agency for 
Quality Assurance in Education, NOKUT; the Australian Universities Quality Agency, AUQA; the 
National Institution for Academic Degrees and University Evaluation, NIAD, in Japan; and the 
Swedish National Agency for Higher Education which has a new mandate to carry out quality 
assurance); some are owned collectively by higher education institutions (e.g. the Foundation 
of Portuguese Universities); others are independently constituted (e.g. the National Evaluation 
Committee, CNE, in France; the Quality Assurance Agency, QAA, in the United Kingdom; and 
the Netherlands Accreditation Organisation, NAO). Yet regardless of how they are constituted, 
their reliance on the expertise of members of the academic community helps to give them 
legitimacy.

In some countries there is a single national quality agency, in others, more than one. An important 
factor is whether a single national assessment system can be identifi ed: this tends to be the 
case in countries with relatively homogeneous and smaller systems like the Netherlands and 
Denmark, but not in Germany, a federal country where there is no single assessment system 
at the national level, nor in the United States or Mexico, where multiple external assessment 
systems exist.

In Austria existing quality assurance arrangements applied only to Fachhochschulen and to private 
institutions (which together comprise about 10% of the higher education sector), but they are to 
be extended to all universities at the end of 2003. 

National quality agencies differ considerably in the level and focus of their assessment methods. 
They may focus on an institution (e.g. Australia), on a programme (e.g. the Netherlands), or on a 
combination of both (in most other countries). At each of these levels they may concern themselves 
with teaching, research or management/administration.

In most cases, reports are made public, but not in Italy or Greece, where they are given only to 
the Ministry, nor in Austria in the case of reports on single institutions, where they go only to the 
institution assessed.

The assessment is mainly a form of regulation and information rather than being used for funding 
decisions. However, in the United Kingdom a specifi c link is made between evaluation outcomes 
and funding (see Box 3.2 above for the case of research funding). In the countries where funding 
is based on outputs (see Section 3 above), external quality assessment may be used to verify 
funding-related information.

Source: Brennan and Shah (2000); INQAAHE (2001); Eurydice (2000).
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A key issue is who determines the rules and value 
systems that underlie the assessment criteria. 
Potentially, the answer can be “governments”, 
in which case a government that is not directly 
managing an institution can exert an indirect yet 
powerful form of control, as the values embedded 
in quality assurance mechanisms become deeply 
woven into the procedures and judgements of the 
institution.

One signifi cant effect of new external quality assur-
ance mechanisms, in combination with increased 
institutional autonomy, has been to change the 
distribution of authority within higher education. 
Academic heads of department who once may 
have negotiated with ministries for funding fi nd 
their power squeezed from two directions. First, 
the chief executive of the institution now often 
has a more direct infl uence on external funding 
sources and internal resource allocation. Second, 
external review and quality assurance may further 
reduce the capacity of individual academic depart-
ments or staff members to determine their own 
priorities (Brennan and Shah, 2000). This shift in 
the internal power structure is explored further in 
the following section.

5. INSTITUTIONAL GOVERNANCE

The traditional model of governing universities 
is collegial and consultative in nature, with 
large and broadly representative bodies and 
forums open to all academic members of the 
university. The changes outlined in this chapter 
have had two main effects on internal govern-
ance: a strengthening of the power of executive 
authorities within the university; and an increase 
in participation on governing or supervisory 
bodies by representatives and individuals from 
outside the university.

In most countries there have been efforts to rein-
force the executive authority of institutional lead-
ers (Table 3.3 provides some recent examples). Key 
common elements have been a transfer of power 
to the Rector, Vice-Chancellor and other leading 
administrative fi gures, and a loss of authority and 
decision-making power on the part of traditional 
participatory and collegial bodies. However, the 
strategies and structures chosen to implement 
this development have varied widely.

Reinforcing the general loss of faculty power, 
the increased weighting of “external constituen-
cies” and outside interests has contributed to the 
strength of executive authorities. The manner in 
which these are represented varies considerably. 
For example:

• Recent Dutch legislation, particularly the 1997 
University Modernisation Act, split leadership 
between a Rector with executive responsibility 
and a President of the Supervisory Board drawn 
from outside the university. This is comparable 
to the American model of university President 
and Chairman of the Board of Trustees (Neave, 
2001). Recent Austrian governance reform has 
similarities to the Dutch reforms.

• In Sweden, the Governing Board has a majority of 
external representatives from business, industry 
and regional authorities (usually 8 external out 
of a total of 15 members). Furthermore, since 
1997, the chair of the Governing Board is no 
longer the Vice-Chancellor but “a well-qualifi ed 
and experienced external personality” who is not 
employed at the institution and is appointed by 
the government.

Part of the aim of bringing external representatives 
into higher education governance has been to 
include more people with industrial or commercial 
experience and thereby hopefully strengthen links 
to the economy and improve internal effi ciency. 
Other external members have been from local or 
regional government to refl ect greater regional 
interests in funding, and in the contribution of the 
higher education institution to local economic and 
social development (Eurydice, 2000). While such 
representation tends to reduce the relative power 
of academic interests, the outside interests do 
not necessarily predominate. One consequence of 
this model can be a strengthened chief executive’s 
position by virtue of their greater access to internal 
information and knowledge. 

Pressures to change the traditional models of 
university governance have become more acute in 
recent years as public funding has often become 
more targeted (and in some countries reduced 
in per student terms), as institutional autonomy 
has increased and as, in parallel, external per-
formance management and other accountability 



CHAPTER 3

CHANGING PATTERNS OF GOVERNANCE IN HIGHER EDUCATION

72 © OECD 2003   Education Policy Analysis   

Source: IMHE and HEFCE (forthcoming); Austria (2002).

Supervisory Board, 5 external 
members appointed by Ministers.

Executive Board, 3 internal 
members including the Rector.

University Council, academic, 
administrative staff, plus 
students; mainly advisory 
function.

Replaced joint decision-making by Administrative 
Board and Academic Council.

Introduced Supervisory Board, which supervises and 
appoints members of the Executive Board. The 
Executive Board is accountable for governance and 
administration to the Supervisory Board.

University and Faculty Councils became largely advisory 
bodies for students and employees.

Executive strengthened relative to University and 
Faculty Councils; Dean’s power increased within faculty.

Abolition of the previously powerful Disciplinary 
Research Groups.

Netherlands 1997

University Council, 5-9 external 
members, nominated by the 
Ministry and the University Senate.

Rectorate, the Rector and up to 
4 Vice-Rectors.

Senate, academic, administrative 
staff, students; majority of 
members are professors. 

Introduced the University Council which will appoint 
the Rector, and decide on the organisational plan, 
budget, and employment structure.

The Rector takes on a senior management function, 
supported by a team of Vice-Rectors. 

The Senate was retained, but lost much of its power, 
and is to focus mainly on academic programmes.

Austria 2002

Administrative Council with internal 
and external members.

Academic Council, comprising the 
university President, heads of 
faculty, academics, others 
appointed by the President.

Administrative Council created to decide on main 
fi nancial, personnel and organisational issues.

Academic Councils created to decide curriculum, 
appointment of academic staff. 

Executive Board created comprising the university 
President and several Vice-Presidents. Overall the 
university President gains considerable powers. 

Japan 2004

Table 3.3  New models of institutional governance: country examples

Country Year Main governing body What changed?

United  1988
Kingdom

In the “new” universities (mainly 
former polytechnics) the main 
 governing body is a Board of 
 Governors which generally comprises 
about 25 members, the majority of 
whom are external; there is also 
generally an Academic Board which 
comprises academic staff only.

In the “old” universities the 
main governing body is generally 
a Council of 25-60 members, 
the majority of whom are 
 external, and a Senate comprising 
 academic staff only.

Established a small Executive Board, half of whom 
must be from outside the university with experience in 
industrial, commercial or employment matters.

Strengthened the power of the Chief Executive.

Subordinated the Academic Board to the Board of 
Governors in all aspects and to the Chief Executive in 
some respects.

Although the “old” universities were not affected by 
the 1988 Education Reform Act, the report of the 
National Committee of Enquiry into Higher Education 
in 1997 made recommendations about governance 
which have, in the main, been adopted by them. 
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mechanisms have required universities to publicly 
demonstrate their effi ciency and effectiveness. 
Strengthening executive responsibility can help 
institutions to sharpen their performance in a 
competitive environment by clarifying lines of 
responsibility and developing more of a strategic 
capacity.

At the same time, such changes can generate 
tensions within higher education institutions. 
In the long term, their success will depend on 
resolving these tensions – since it would be hard 
for a university to retain a true sense of mission if 
signifi cant numbers of academics become alien-
ated from the institution. This does not mean 
removing the competition between the cultures 
of managerialism and academic values, but rather 
ensuring that they are complementary rather than 
counter-productive.

6. INSTITUTIONAL LEADERSHIP

Crucial aspects of the development of more power-
ful executives in higher education are the proc-
esses by which they are appointed and the quali-
ties of the individuals concerned. As pressure 
mounts to make institutions more accountable, 
to develop better linkages with the wider society, 
and to raise external funds, their leaders need to 
be more than outstanding academics.

In many countries, the tradition has been to elect 
university leaders to ensure that they represent 
the constituency – especially the academic one – 
of the university. As shown in Table 3.4, although 
election of university leaders still continues in a 
number of countries, the trend seems to be moving 
towards appointment, often by a board with a 
majority of external members. Legislative changes 
in Austria, Denmark and Norway introducing new 
appointment systems, represent recent examples 
of this trend. In Norway, however, appointment 
remains an exception from normal procedure and 
has only been used to date in state university 
colleges and institutes of the arts.

The change towards appointment rather than 
election is a crucial part of the redefi nition of 
the relationship between the chief executive and 
others within the institution. An appointed rather 
than elected chief executive may fi nd it easier to 

implement major changes that cut across vested 
interests. Nevertheless the process of appoint-
ment is vital to ensure that the institutional leader 
has credibility within the institution.

Indicators of the changed roles and expectations 
of institutional leaders are found in the language 
of recruitment advertisements, for example:

“We are looking for an outstanding individual who combines 
the ability to inspire and lead with a clear vision of the 
future direction of higher education, both nationally and 
internationally. The successful person will have the drive, 
personality and determination to develop the University to 
match that vision.” (United Kingdom University)

“We need a leader who, together with me [the Chair of 
Council], the board and a large number of qualifi ed staff 
members, can lead the activities into a new millennium. 
You should have good knowledge about industry, business 
and authorities within the [institution’s] sectors of activity 
and a good anchorage in the science fi elds covered … A 
wide network of contacts and experience from leading large 
knowledge-producing organisations are also important, as 
well as the ability to inspire.” (Swedish University)

Nevertheless, a strong academic background con-
tinues to fi gure prominently in leadership appoint-
ments. A survey in four of the countries that 
appoint their university leaders (the Netherlands, 
Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United 
States) found that:

“Despite extensive changes in university organization, key 
structural elements, particularly those which underpin 
 professional autonomy, continue to circumscribe and defi ne 
the powers of the vice-chancellor; there is little evidence of 
broadening recruitment patterns, and those appointed to the 
post of vice-chancellor continue to come from  similar, pre-
dominantly academic backgrounds.”(Bargh et al., 2000)

An underlying reason for this is that, despite an 
increased emphasis on general leadership skills 
and managerial competence, governing bodies 
largely continue to hold the view that universities 
have to be run by academics or those with academic 
backgrounds, because of the distinctiveness of uni-
versities as institutions. Thus, managerial expertise 
is seen as additional to a strong academic track 
record rather than the driving consideration in an 
appointment (Bargh et al., 2000).
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Source: Survey of university governance among member institutions of the OECD’s Institutional Management in Higher Education 
(IMHE) programme, conducted by IMHE in 2003. Note 1 to Table 3.1 outlines the scope and limitations of the survey.

   Typically  
   appointed  
  Government  for how many  Renewable
 Process for election or appointment has to approve? years? position?

 Countries where leaders are usually ELECTED by:    

Finland Academic staff and heads of separate institutes No 5 Yes 

France Board or Council No 5 No 

Japan (national) Academic staff Yes 4 Varies 

Korea (national) All full-time faculty members Yes 4 Varies 

Switzerland Senate or ad hoc committee Yes, 5 Yes
  mostly  

Turkey All full-time faculty members Yes 4 Yes 

 Countries where leaders are usually APPOINTED by:    

Australia University Council (majority usually external) No 5-7 Yes 

Ireland Governing Body (approximately 50% external) No 10 No 

Netherlands Supervisory Board: 5 external members  No 4 Yes
 appointed by Minister  

Sweden Government, on recommendation of mainly  Yes 6 Yes, for two
 external Governing Board, which fi rst consults    periods of 
 students and employers    3 years 

United  Governing Body, of which the majority are  No 7 Yes
Kingdom external members  

United States  State government-appointed Regents or  No Varies Varies
(public) Coordinating Boards on the recommendation 
 of Search Committee  

 Countries where reforms have been implemented in 2003:    

Austria Formerly elected by University Assembly  No 4 Yes
 comprising professors (25%), assistant 
 professors (25%), other staff (25%), and
 students (25%) from the candidates proposed 
 by Senate

 From 2003, appointed by University Council 
 made up of external members, from a shortlist 
 of three candidates nominated by Senate  

Denmark Until July 2003, elected by: academic staff (50%);  No 4 Yes
 other staff (25%); and students (25%)

 From July 2003, appointed by a Board with a 
 majority of external members  

Norway Formerly elected by academic and other staff,  No 3-4 Yes
 with some role for students

 From 2003, an Executive Board with  
 strengthened external representation may 
 propose to the Minister that it appoints 
 the Rector 

Table 3.4  Appointment of leaders of higher education institutions
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7. CONCLUSIONS

Higher education in many OECD countries can 
still be viewed primarily as a part of the public 
sector. Governments have a predominant role, 
either directly providing (as in France) or purchas-
ing or ordering services (as in Sweden). This is 
true even in countries like the United States where 
universities have a long history of being entrepre-
neurial and seeking funds from a variety of sources: 
the typical four-year college is still largely funded 
and regulated by state authorities.

Yet markets and competition are increasingly shap-
ing higher education. In some countries (e.g. the 
United Kingdom), this has happened predominantly 
through competition among public institutions; 
in others (such as Hungary), through competition 
between public and private institutions. Increas-
ingly, competition for students and academic staff 
is taking on an international  dimension. 

In this context, higher education is moving towards 
a new system of governance, where the power of 
markets and the power of the State combine in 
new ways. Government is generally withdrawing 
from direct management of institutions, yet at 
the same time introducing new forms of control 
and infl uence, based largely on holding institu-
tions accountable for performance via powerful 
enforcement mechanisms including funding and 
quality recognition. Institutions that can no longer 
take their continued existence for granted are 
having to work hard both to meet the criteria 
embedded in funding and regulatory regimes and 
at the same time to strengthen their position 
in the marketplace. In the latter task as in the 
former, institutions cannot afford to stand still. 

The market for students is both expanding and 
changing, while competition from a much wider 
range of providers becomes more intense.

It is within this more demanding environment 
that the internal governance of higher education 
institutions is being reassessed. Such institutions 
need to be able to develop clear organisational 
strategies backed by decisive and co-ordinated 
implementation if they are to survive and thrive. 
What makes the challenge for their leaders if any-
thing more demanding than for a private company 
is the inherent nature of a university’s mission, as 
fi rst and foremost a generator of knowledge and a 
community of learners. Effective leadership must 
take that community with it; university leadership 
will fail if it leaves “academic” interests behind. The 
governance of higher education in the 21st century 
needs to develop a fusion of academic mission 
and executive capacity, rather than substitute one 
for the other.

A similar balancing act will be required of govern-
ments. Government retains a strong interest in, 
and a complex range of objectives for, higher 
education. It will need to regulate the sector, to 
adopt policies that promote national objectives, 
to provide incentives to stimulate appropriate 
improvements by providers, to mobilise from 
taxpayers the resources needed to meet public 
goals for higher education, and to ensure equality 
of opportunity and equity in access. Yet in doing 
all this, government will need to take care not to 
replace one potentially counter-productive form 
of control over higher education with another. The 
art of policy making will in future involve ensuring 
that public goals are met in higher education 
through infl uence rather than direction.
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Australia (2) State governments set limits and must approve borrowings. (6) Since 1994 university staff salaries have been 
determined through an enterprise bargaining process in which salary increases are required to be productivity-
related. (7) Universities are able to set the standards for entry into different courses within the constraints of 
an overall profi le negotiated with government. (8) Fees for international and domestic students are subject to 
government guidelines. 

Austria (1) The buildings are owned by an outsourced institution, Federal Real Estate Association (Bundes-Immobilien-
Gesellschaft: BIG). Full autonomy concerning equipment. (2) From 2004, however, the Universities Act 2002 will 
authorise institutions to borrow funds. (5) All newly appointed academic staff after the Universities Act 2002 are 
to be employed by the university on the basis of private contracts: full autonomy for institutions within legal 
norms. (6) The salaries for newly appointed academic staff after the Universities Act 2002 will also be negotiated 
between the newly founded “Austrian universities association” and the unions. The legal status of the “Old” staff 
will not be changed. 

Denmark (1) Universities hire buildings from a state agency and are free to rent buildings from other providers. From 
July 2003, a new act permits universities to obtain permission to own their buildings. There is full autonomy 
regarding ownership of equipment. (4) Although the establishment of a new programme needs to be approved 
by the ministry, in practice institutions have considerable scope for determining academic structures and course 
content. (6) Formally there is no constraint on salaries, but in practice institutions offer salaries which exceed the 
collectively bargained rates by no more than 10%. (8) Institutions can charge tuition fees for part-time students 
and open university programme only. 

Finland (4) Study fi elds require a government decree, but this is expected to be changed soon to give institutions more 
autonomy. (7) Institutions can determine their entrance capacity provided that the degree targets agreed with the 
Ministry of Education will be reached. 

Ireland (2) Universities have autonomy to borrow subject to a framework agreed between the universities and the funding 
agency, the Higher Education Authority. In practice, this means they can borrow freely provided the transaction is 
on a self-funding basis (e.g. for student housing) and may borrow for other purposes, provided that the fi nancing 
costs (including repayment) based on a ten-year repayment period, do not exceed 4% of income, defi ned as total 
core teaching income (state grant, student fees and sundry income) plus research income. (6) Universities can 
decide the salaries of their personnel subject to approval of Minister for Education and Science and Minister for 
Finance. (8) Universities have the legal right to determine fees but, since the State pays most of the undergradu-
ate fees, consultation take place. 

Japan (4) Institutions have autonomy in the establishment of a new programme within existing structures and course 
contents only. (5) Formal decision regarding employment of academic staff is taken by the government, but actual 
consideration of these decisions is made by the university concerned. See Box 3.1 for forthcoming changes intro-
duced by the National University Corporation Law in Japan. 

Korea (4) Institutions have autonomy in the establishment of a new programme within existing structures and course 
content only. (5) The positions funded by sources other than state are not subject to state position control, all 
requirements and benefi ts of the state civil service. In employing academic staff, formal decision is taken by the 
government, but actual consideration of these decisions is made by the university concerned. (7) The number 
of students in the institutions located in Seoul should be approved by the government. This restriction is also 
applied to private universities. 

Mexico (2) Institutions can borrow funds on the condition that the Board of Trustees approve. (6) Institutions can deter-
mine the salaries of their staff provided that they obtain the funds necessary for such expenditure in addition to 
those provided by government. (8) In practice, the level of tuition fees is low. 

Netherlands (4) The establishment of a new programme of study must be approved by the Netherlands Accreditation Organi-
sation (NAO) if degrees are to be awarded, and by the Ministry of Education for funding. (6) Universities can 
decide the salaries of their personnel if broadly consistent with agreements at other universities. (8) Since 1996 
universities have been able to determine their own tuition fees for part-time courses and those that alternate 
with work experience (sandwich courses). Universities of Professional Education (HBOs), however, generally keep 
tuition fees at the minimum rates set by the government. 

APPENDIX: Country details on aspects of university autonomy

This Appendix elaborates the summary provided in Table 3.1. The numbers in parentheses refer to the columns in Table 3.1 that 
cover different aspects of autonomy.

(national/public)

(national/public)

(continued on next page)
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Norway (1) All university property is owned by the State. Universities have some limited authority concerning buildings, 
but full autonomy concerning equipment. (6) Institutions can decide salaries of their staff provided they fall 
within guidelines set by the government.  

Poland (6) Institutions can decide staff salaries provided they do not exceed state-formulated limits. (8) Institutions can 
decide the level of tuition fees only for studies other than full-time day programmes, which are free. 

Sweden (1) The ownership of assets other than buildings is devolved to institutions. The buildings are normally rented by 
Academiska Hus AB, a state-owned enterprise. However, institutions are free to choose who to rent from and to 
decide the share of their budget for buildings. (2) Institutions can borrow from the Swedish National Debt Offi ce. 
The government sets the maximum amount of loans and credits allowable. Borrowing from private fi nancers is 
not allowed. (7) Institutions can determine their entrance capacity provided that institutional tasks laid down by 
the budget document are fulfi lled. 

Turkey (4) Institutions can determine their academic structure provided the Higher Education Council approves. 
(5) Institutions can employ their staff as long as positions are open. (7) Institutions can determine their own 
entrance capacity for graduate school only. 

United  (2) Institutions can borrow funds provided they do not exceed borrowing thresholds set by the Funding Councils. 
(7) Institutions can determine their entrance capacity provided they achieve their contracted number of students 
across broad subject categories. (8) Tuition fees are subject to government ceilings. 

Source: Survey of university governance among member institutions of the OECD’s Institutional Management in Higher Education (IMHE) pro-
gramme, conducted by IMHE in 2003. See Table 3.1, Note 1.

Kingdom
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  SUMMARY

Lifelong learning is a core strategy for moving to a knowledge society, and ensuring 

that the benefi ts are equitably distributed. However, adult learning is the weak link 

in the lifelong learning framework. Although the benefi ts of adult learning cannot 

be expressed in fi nancial terms alone, economic considerations are important. If 

individuals, enterprises and governments are to invest more in adult learning, it must 

be “economically sustainable” (projected benefi ts must be suffi cient to offset the costs) 

and “fi nancially sustainable” (there must be a means of paying today for benefi ts that 

may arrive well into the future). While investment in young people’s education is highly 

sustainable in both senses, this is less true for adult learning. 

This chapter fi rst sheds light on the economic sustainability of adult learning by making 

illustrative calculations about rates of return from mid-life study. Its fi ndings suggest 

that, under prevailing policy, the economic returns provide only modest incentives for 

individuals – particularly adults in employment – to undertake more lifelong learning. 

Intervention is needed to ease the burden of foregone earnings and to shorten study 

periods by giving adult learners credit for what they already know. 

The fi nancial sustainability of adult learning hinges on mechanisms to share costs among 

individuals, government and employers. Governments should cover costs for the 

least advantaged, and create the means for other parties to share costs. The chapter 

explores recent initiatives in 10 OECD countries that aim to make such “co-fi nancing” 

a reality. They have shown promise, although it has proven diffi cult to reach those 

disadvantaged groups who badly need new learning opportunities. Nevertheless, 

the wide range of initiatives now underway provides insights on what might work for 

individuals and enterprises.
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1. INTRODUCTION1

Education systems continued to expand in the 
1990s, buoyed by the centrality of learning in 
today’s knowledge societies. A wider section of 
the population than ever before is accessing 
education outside the compulsory school years: 
upper secondary education has become the norm, 
and increasing proportions of young people 
are participating in early childhood and tertiary 
education. Yet, progress towards widening access 
to ongoing education and training for adults has 
been more limited, and this has caused concern 
in OECD countries committed to an ideal of 
“lifelong learning”.

An important driver of the expansion of initial 
education has been growth in awareness of indi-
vidual and social benefi ts or returns to educa-
tion, boosted by greater measurement of these 
returns. In general such measurements have 
estimated the lifetime benefi ts of completing a 
particular stage of education during one’s youth 
– with benefi ts ranging from the individual earn-
ings payoff of obtaining a university degree to 
the social gains from a child participating in a 
pre-primary programme. This improved under-
standing has contributed both to the willing-
ness of the public sector to contribute to the 
cost of expansion (recognising the wider social 
benefi ts of education) and the willingness of 
individuals and families to share costs (recognis-
ing the private benefi ts of education). 

Far harder to measure are the consequences 
of adult lifelong learning: the more varied, and 
less standardised ways in which people invest 
in learning after the end of initial education – 
whether via “second chance” education in later 
life, topping up of skills, or renewing qualifi ca-
tions in a changing world. Yet in order to make 
adult learning economically sustainable, it must 
visibly generate suffi cient returns to offset its 
cost. The existence of such economic benefi ts is 
necessary, but not suffi cient, to guarantee that 
the investment will be made. It also needs to 
be fi nancially sustainable: the learning needs to be 
able to be paid for at the time it takes place, 
although the benefi ts may not arise until some 
time in the future.

This chapter looks at the factors that constrain 
the economic and fi nancial sustainability of 
adult learning, and at policy options that might 
reduce those constraints. In doing so it suggests 
new ways of measuring economic sustainability, 
illustrating through simulations the payoffs that 
can be expected in different circumstances. This 
analysis aims to start fi lling a gap in understand-
ing, which potentially constrains investment 
in lifelong learning, and has important implica-
tions for policy. Yet it is only a starting point in 
addressing sustainability, and the chapter also 
raises questions for future research.

Section 2 sets the scene by considering barriers 
to the spread of adult learning and how these 
are linked to diffi culties in making  learning 
throughout life economically and fi nancially sus-
tainable. Section 3 then looks specifi cally at how 
economic sustainability can be evaluated, bring-
ing in the new analyses, while  Section 4 consid-
ers the determinants of fi nancial  sustainability, 
and recent initiatives in cost sharing. Section 5 
draws the main implications together.

2. ADULT LEARNING: THE WEAK LINK 
IN THE LIFELONG LEARNING  
FRAMEWORK

By the mid-1990s it was evident that, although 
formal education systems were expanding to 
help meet demand for initial education, they were 
not able to ensure lifelong learning for all. One 
important gap concerned adequate provision for 
young children; in the past few years, this area 
has been strengthened considerably (see OECD, 
2001a). Another shortfall concerned adults: in 
particular, those with low levels of initial quali-
fi cations not only faced increasing diffi culty in 
fi nding and holding employment, but they were 
having diffi culty in gaining effective access to 
opportunities for improving their knowledge 
and skills. This fundamental diffi culty persists 
(OECD and U.S. Department of Education, 1997; 
OECD, 2003a).

1. This chapter draws on an OECD working paper prepared 
with support from the Swiss Federal authorities. For further 
details see Wurzburg and De Sousa (2002).
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Many barriers have contributed to the limited 
degree to which adults in general and disadvan-
taged adults in particular participate in learning. 
Teaching methods are not always appropriate, and 
individuals may lack accessible and supportive 
services needed to balance work, family and learn-
ing (OECD, 2003a). This chapter focuses on a 
particularly critical barrier, that of resources, which 
involves limits on time and money. The shift to a 
paradigm of lifelong learning poses a more com-
plex resource challenge than earlier fundamental 
changes such as the introduction of universal 
secondary education. Lifelong learning changes a 
number of parameters in ways that are not clear-
cut: who the learners are; the scale, nature, timing, 
and duration of learning; what is learned; and 
where. The fact that this has major cost implica-
tions is clear; by how much is less clear. While 
the OECD has illustrated the cost to countries of 
building a sound basis for lifelong learning (OECD, 
2000), this has been largely confi ned to initial 
education for young people. As yet, the resources 
needed for more extensive adult learning have not 
been systematically analysed. OECD countries 
face critical questions about how to achieve and 
sustain the increased levels of investment needed 
to ensure that opportunities are available to all 

those who seek them, and to ensure that society is 
investing at economically effi cient levels.

The vast human capital literature that has grown 
over the past few decades has centred on evaluat-
ing the economic sustainability of investment in vari-
ous forms of education and training (i.e. its capac-
ity to generate suffi cient returns to offset its cost). 
Concentrating mainly on outcomes in adulthood 
from various stages of initial educational attain-
ment, it has compared the benefi ts to individu-
als and society to the direct costs of provision 
and indirect costs in terms of foregone earnings 
and production. The costs and benefi ts of educa-
tion investments have been measured from the 
perspective of individuals (private internal rates of 
return), governments (fi scal rates of return), and 
society at large (social rates of return),2 as well as 
from the perspective of companies.3

The fi nancial sustainability of such investments is 
another matter. This refers to the capacity to pay 
today for an investment for which the economic 
benefi ts may not eventuate until well into the 
future. This is conditional not just on economic 
factors but on particular circumstances infl uencing 
the current ability or willingness to pay. In the 
case of learning, this includes the context in which 
public contributions are made. Thus, for example, 
the fi nancial sustainability of investment in primary 
and secondary education is infl uenced by political 
support for education spending, by the general 
fi scal health of public fi nances, and by the nature 
and coherence of funding sources (such as funding 
from a single level or multiple levels of govern-
ment). Financial sustainability for adult learning 
may depend, in addition, on the ability of individu-
als and/or employers to assume at least part of the 
fi nancial burden of direct education costs and/or 
foregone earnings. For individuals, this ability 
may be infl uenced by the availability of loans on 
reasonable terms, or tax credits for study costs. 
For employers it may be infl uenced by the extent 
to which they can reduce the risks associated with 
such investment, or demonstrate that it generates 
a relatively high return.

2. For example, OECD (1998a, 2002a); Mellander and  Skedinger 
(1999); and Blöndal et al. (2002).

3. For example, Otterstein et al. (1999); and Bassi et al. (2000).

Lifelong learning, initial education, adult 
learning – some distinctions

This chapter uses initial education to refer to 
primary, secondary and tertiary education 
carried out as a more or less continuous 
sequence by children and young adults. Adult 
lifelong learning on the other hand refers to 
education and training that occurs subse-
quently. This may be a way of gaining the 
main formal secondary and tertiary quali-
fi cations that were not obtained initially 
(“second chance” education), or may involve 
various other forms of study, formal or infor-
mal, which may or may not lead to a variety of 
qualifi cations. Lifelong learning includes early 
childhood education, initial education and 
adult learning; it describes not only these 
stages in combination but also an overall 
approach to learning that spans all three.
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Lifelong learning entails more than just extending 
provision of standardised forms of education to 
a wider range of age-groups. It serves a spectrum 
of objectives, ranging from preparing to learn 
at school (for pre-school children), to updating 
work-related competencies for current jobs, to 
 upgrading qualifi cations and competencies for 
 different jobs, to personal development, and learn-
ing as a leisure activity. It puts the learner at the 
centre of initiating learning, setting objectives 
and evaluating outcomes, especially in adulthood, 
rather than just using public priorities to shape 
provision. Moreover, it does not see discrete learn-
ing stages in isolation but takes a systemic view of 
relationships between different types of learning 
over the course of people’s lives (OECD, 2001b; 
OECD, 2001c).

These features have critical consequences for the 
economic and fi nancial sustainability of invest-
ments in adult lifelong learning. In particular:

• The learning process in adulthood is more 
demand driven and individualised. In contrast to a 
system defi ned by formal education and training 
stages based on universal or mass participation, 
lifelong learning is conceived as a  process that 
facilitates acquisition of a virtually infi nite possi-
ble range of skills and competencies for individu-
als with different starting and fi nishing points. 
This heterogeneity implies, in turn, greater 
 reliance on smoothly functioning markets for 
education, training and  learning opportunities, 
in which barriers to multiple  suppliers are 
low, and individuals have incentives to express 
demand. The latter condition relies on credible 
and visible signals of  educational outcomes, so 
that students can predict with greater certainty 
that a learning episode will provide an economic 
or other benefi t. Another important form of 
certifi cation is credit for prior learning, for adults 
who wish to  re-enter formal education without 
either the psychological discouragement of 
having to duplicate what they already know, or 
the weakening of economic incentives caused 
by an extended duration of study.

• Insofar as a lifelong learning framework shifts the 
timing of learning activities into adulthood, there is 
a high likelihood that the private returns will 
increase relative to the social returns. Those 

private returns include higher wages and a higher 
probability of employment for individuals, and 
increased productivity and profi tability for enter-
prises. Thus, while high levels of social returns 
justify public funding of education and training 
at least through the level of upper secondary 
education, the same cannot necessarily be said 
for learning by working-age adults. This suggests 
that, at least in the case of individuals who are 
not seriously at risk in labour markets (for whom 
there may be clear social benefi t arguments 
for public funding of learning), individuals and 
employers should assume a major part of the 
burden of fi nancing adult learning.

• Financial and economic sustainability are made 
more diffi cult by the high cost of study for adults 
of working age, including foregone earnings 
during study time, the direct costs of study, and 
competing priorities that are associated with 
family responsibilities, particularly for adults 
on low incomes. Older adults tend to be more 
reluctant to cover such costs through loans 
because of their shorter earning horizon. Student 
fi nancial support schemes tend to be focused 
on the needs of younger persons, particularly 
with regard to living expenses.4

Combining these factors, it is clear that greater 
obstacles impede the fi nancial and economic 
sustainability of learning in the adult years than at 
younger ages in the life cycle. Is adult learning an 
economically and fi nancially sustainable invest-
ment? It would appear that frequently it is not in 
the context of prevailing policy and existing institutional 
arrangements.5

Can policy enhance the economic and fi nancial 
sustainability of investing in lifelong learning 
for adults and, if so, how? The next two sections 
present the results of recent work that provides a 
basis for beginning to answer these questions.

4. OECD (2002b) discusses the diffi culties of adapting student 
support schemes to the needs of adult learners.

5. Cohn and Addison (1998) analyse a considerable body of 
international evidence on returns to, among other things, 
vocational and occupational training. Their analysis suggests 
that the returns in most cases are low.
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3. EVALUATING ECONOMIC 
SUSTAINABILITY

The economic sustainability of investment in the 
education of young people is well established 
(OECD, 2002a). But what about the economic 
sustainability of investment in adult learning; 
does that investment pay for itself in the same 
way as the investment in initial education? In the 
case of formal education, this raises the issue 
of whether middle-aged adults who upgrade 

qualifi cations gain such substantial payoffs, 
relative to the cost, as younger people. In the 
case of adults who simply want to update prior 
qualifi cations or acquire particular competencies 
(e.g. learning a foreign language or new computer 
skills), the cost may be less but are the returns 
suffi cient to pay for it?

Economic sustainability can be summarised by the 
internal rate of return of an investment – the annual 
rate of payoff when comparing future benefi ts to 

Box 4.1  Internal rates of return

Internal rates of return compare economic benefi ts and costs, in terms of an annual percentage 
return to an investment. The higher the internal rate of return for a given investment, the stronger 
the incentive to invest, and to compete for capital resources with other possible investments.

The internal rate of return is calculated as the “discount” rate (the rate of trade-off between the 
value of money now and of money next year) that would be required to make the present value of 
the benefi ts equal to that of the costs associated with the investment. It is necessary to express 
income and costs in present value terms since the value of additional income anticipated in 
say 10 years is less than the value of the same amount of money forgone today. In analysing 
education investments (e.g. in a university degree), the estimated rate of return is calculated by 
fi nding the rate of discount that equates (i) the present value of an estimated future stream of 
additional income (compared to having an upper secondary qualifi cation, in the case of investing 
in a university degree) over a lifetime to (ii) the present value of the additional cost of studying 
(including foregone earnings).

The relative attractiveness of investments depends on who is paying and who benefi ts. In this 
chapter rates of return were calculated from two perspectives: individuals (private rate of return); 
and governments (fi scal rate of return). For individuals the additional income from a given level 
of education was estimated as the difference in average net income (i.e. gross income minus 
income tax and social service contributions) between people with different levels of education in 
the population aged 15-64. The additional costs of studying for a qualifi cation were estimated 
from (i) the average private contribution to total education spending at the level concerned, 
and (ii) average net foregone earnings (i.e. gross income minus income tax and social service 
contributions for people with the lower level of education).

For governments, the additional income from a given level of education was estimated as the 
average difference in income tax and employee social service contributions paid by people 
with different levels of education attainment, minus the average level of social transfers (e.g. 
unemployment, family and retirement benefi ts) paid by governments to people with different 
levels of educational attainment. The additional costs to government were estimated as the 
public contribution to total education spending at the level concerned and lost tax revenue on 
earnings foregone over the duration of study.

Further details on the methodology and data used in this chapter are provided in OECD (1998a). The 
uses and limitations of rates of return are discussed in more detail in OECD (1998b and 2002a). 
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costs (see Box 4.1). The higher the internal rate 
of return for investment in lifelong learning, the 
stronger the economic incentive to invest. If the 
rate of return is high compared to other possible 
investments, such investment is more likely to 
compete effectively for resources.

Which costs and benefi ts can be taken into 
account? Ideally, these should include non-
 economic costs and benefi ts (e.g. the enjoyment 
of learning), although in practice it is economic 
ones that are most readily quantifi ed. Measurable 
costs and benefi ts include:

benefi ts. Moreover, returns to lifelong learning look 
different from different perspectives, be they the 
perspective of the individual, the employer, the 
public purse or society at large.

Yet whatever diffi culties and consequent imperfec-
tions in evaluating economic sustainability, politi-
cal commitments to facilitate lifelong learning, 
with consequent resource implications, make it 
important to fi nd ways of doing so. The following 
analysis attempts an illustrative evaluation of 
this type, by simulating internal rates of return 
under scenarios that embody core concerns of 
lifelong policies. Specifi cally, this simulation has 
calculated rates of return using:

• Two cases of hypothetical individuals. Both are 
40-year-olds stopping work and returning to 
formal education to acquire the next highest 
level of qualifi cation. The fi rst case is someone 
with only lower secondary education getting 
an upper secondary diploma; the second is 
someone with upper secondary education who 
obtains a university-level fi rst degree.

• Benefi ts calculated from the average difference 
in earnings between people with the original 
and the acquired qualifi cation level,6 assuming 
that those acquiring education later in life would 
eventually catch up with the pay of those getting 
it earlier. 

• Costs comprising: direct costs in terms of the 
actual cost of study reported by national authori-
ties; plus indirect costs (income foregone) calcu-
lated from age-earnings profi les, and also taking 
account of changes in transfer payments.

• Two perspectives: of individuals (to calculate “private 
internal rates of return”) and of public authorities 
(for “fi scal internal rates of return”). The perspec-
tives of enterprises which are also important 
are excluded for the sake of keeping the stylised 
analysis reasonably simple and because many of 

6. The analysis focuses on adults acquiring formal educational 
qualifi cations since such data are more readily available, and 
at present there are not fully developed institutional arrange-
ments that would allow individuals to reap fi nancial rewards for 
“intermediate” levels of attainment or qualifi cations acquired 
through non- formal learning (see Colardyn, 2002, pp. 31-33).

Direct: fees, 
transportation, 
instructional 
supplies

Indirect: foregone 
earnings, foregone 
leisure

Higher wages, 
higher chances of 
employment, greater 
job mobility

To individuals

Costs Benefi ts

To employers

To governments

Direct: as above 
where paid directly 
by employer

Indirect: foregone 
production during 
training

Increased 
productivity not fully 
covered by higher 
wages

Enhanced employee 
fl exibility 

Financing of 
courses; transfer 
payments to 
individuals when 
studying/training 

Higher tax revenues; 
general economic 
benefi ts of a more 
fl exible, productive 
workforce

However, the components that determine whether 
education investments will be economically sus-
tainable can in practice be hard to evaluate. This 
is particularly true in making judgements in public 
policy about the sustainability of lifelong learning. 
This concept embraces a wide scope of learning 
activities, with widely different types of costs and 
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the important issues arising in enterprise invest-
ment in training are dealt with in other  analyses.7 
Nevertheless, the enterprise perspective is 
 considered below in the policy  discussion.

The analysis based on these calculations was not 
meant to estimate actual returns but rather explore 
the impact on returns of factors – such as costs 
– that can be infl uenced by policy. In doing so it 
explores the potential for policy initiatives to make 
a difference. It also allows one to identify where 
certain investments do not bring suffi cient returns 
to make them economically sustainable under 
present policy and institutional arrangements. The 
approach uses the estimates to identify the factors 
that “drive” internal rates of return: factors that 
lower economic costs, raise economic benefi ts, 
and reduce the cost of capital. It seeks to identify 
effective ways of fulfi lling the economic and social 
goals of lifting adult participation in learning, and 
infl uencing positively future rates of return.

At the same time, several limitations of the analy-
sis must be recognised:

• The stylised cases used, of adults in mid-career 
leaving work to study full-time to obtain a higher 
qualifi cation, are rarely seen in practice at present. 
Nevertheless, labour market analysis pointing to 
the need for extended periods of requalifi cation 
and training rather than reliance solely on initial 
education shows that major forms of study in 
mid-working life are desirable even if not the 
current prevailing pattern. Moreover, the results 
of the stylised cases provide a basis against which 
to evaluate other approaches, such as part-time 
study outside working hours, that may involve 
foregoing little income but greater amounts of 
leisure time, which is harder to value.

• The analysis assumes in some of the scenarios 
that the duration of study for adults can be 
reduced by accreditation for prior learning 
gained through working experience. In practice, 
while institutions in some countries make such 
provision, there is no systematic data on the 
amount, its costs or impact. Thus the analysis 
shows the potential of a particular practice rather 
than the extent to which it presently occurs.

• The analysis makes certain assumptions about 
the trajectory of the earnings of people in their 

early 40s who have just progressed from a lower 
to a higher qualifi cation level; these are “guess-
timates” rather than being based directly on evi-
dence, which is sparse, although there are some 
indicative data for Sweden, the United Kingdom8 
and Canada (see Box 4.2). The assumptions are: 
(i) that such people start by earning more than 
those people with the lower qualifi cation but 
less than those who acquired the higher one in 
initial education in their early 20s; and (ii) that 
their earnings converge with those of the latter in 
10 years after gaining the higher qualifi cation.

• The calculations are based on a data set from 1995, 
which provides information for a range of countries 
and has been used in earlier OECD analyses of 
the internal rates of return to formal education 
(OECD, 1998a and 1998b).9 Although it is unlikely 
that the relationships revealed by these data have 
changed much in the intervening period, it would 
be desirable to repeat the analyses with more 
up-to-date data.

7. The calculation of returns to enterprises from fi nancing edu-
cation and training is not straightforward. The potential payoff 
for fi rms can take the form of short- and long-term profi tability, 
as well as market capitalisation (Bassi et al., 2000). Furthermore, 
the costs facing fi rms are complex and it can be diffi cult to 
 separate the costs of education and training (OECD, 2003b).

8. One study that used 50 years of longitudinal data for a 
cohort of Swedish men found that the correlation between 
earnings and initial education declined with age, while the 
correlation between earnings and participation in adult edu-
cation rose to a peak at age 43 before declining, though more 
slowly than for initial education (Tuijnman, 1989). The corre-
lation between participation in adult education and occupa-
tional status was stronger, increased steadily, and by age 56 
nearly equalled that of initial education. The general conclu-
sion was that adult learning had a strong infl uence on occu-
pational status and earnings. Jenkins et al. (2002) used longitu-
dinal data from the United Kingdom to analyse the impact 
of obtaining a qualifi cation between the ages of 33 and 42. 
They found that individuals with no qualifi cations in 1991 who 
later obtained a qualifi cation were earning higher wages by 
2000 than those who had not engaged in study during the 
period. There were also some positive wage effects for those 
who already had qualifi cations and who obtained a higher 
qualifi cation during the period, although the results were 
more mixed. One of the strongest results was that “learning 
leads to learning”: studying for a qualifi cation increased the 
probability of the individual undertaking more learning.

9. Data were analysed for seven countries: Australia; Canada; 
Denmark; France; Norway; Sweden; and the United States. 
Details on the data and methodology are provided in OECD 
(1998a, Annex 3).
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Box 4.2  What actually happens to the earnings of adult learners? Evidence from Canada

The Canadian Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics (SLID) is a panel survey that tracks 
individuals for up to six years. Because SLID collects extensive information on an annual 
basis from the same individuals it enables more detailed analysis of the effect of changes 
in qualifi cations than is normally provided by cross-section data at a single point in time. 
Specifi cally, the OECD Secretariat used SLID data to examine the earnings of individuals, aged 
30-49, who acquired a formal education qualifi cation in the middle of a fi ve-year interval (i.e. 
those obtaining a qualifi cation in the third of the fi ve years, so that “before and after” earnings 
could be analysed). The qualifi cations included a college certifi cate or a university degree. 
(Qualifi cation at upper secondary level was also considered but there were too few cases to 
analyse.) The earnings profi les of such individuals were then compared with those of similar age 
who had not upgraded their qualifi cations. Figure 4.1 shows the results for the period 1993-98.
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Figure 4.1 Average annual earnings by educational attainment and whether obtained highest qualification in the 1993-98
period, 30-49 year-olds, Canada

University degree , no study in period

University degree , obtained in Year 3

College certificate , no study in period

College certificate , obtained in Year 3

High school diploma , no study in periodCanadian $

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5

Source: OECD Secretariat analysis of data from the Canadian Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, 1993-98 panel.

Data for Figure 4.1, p. 101.

The fi ndings indicate that those who upgraded their qualifi cations in Year 3 of the 5-year period 
experienced rapid earnings growth over the next two years: by 32% for those obtaining a university 
degree; and 37% for a college certifi cate. By contrast, the three groups shown in Figure 4.1 who 
did not upgrade their qualifi cations experienced growth of only 8-9% over those two years. Those 
30-49 year-olds who obtained a higher qualifi cation in Year 3 in fact only took two years to catch 
up with the average earnings of those who already held that level of qualifi cation. The upward 
trajectory of earnings for those with upgraded qualifi cations is very steep which indicates that the 
assumptions about earnings gains that underlie the analysis in this chapter may be conservative, 
and that the estimated returns may underestimate the actual returns for the various scenarios.

(continued on next page)
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3.1  Results of the analysis

Using the above criteria for calculating costs and 
benefi ts of investment in learning for 40-year-
olds acquiring higher qualifi cations, internal rates 
of return were calculated under different policy 
scenarios that vary the distribution and level of 
costs. These scenarios are:

• Scenario 1: that individuals pay the regular direct 
costs of obtaining their qualifi cation and forego 
earnings with no reimbursement by government 
or employer;

• Scenario 2: that individuals do not have to pay the 
direct costs of obtaining the qualifi cation, which 
are fi nanced by government, but they do have 
to forego earnings and fi nance their living costs 
while studying; and

• Scenario 3: that individuals pay the regular direct 
costs of study but not the indirect ones, which 
are covered by an employer who pays the salary 
of an employee on leave.

The results of these calculations are summarised 
in Table 4.1, which shows the private and fi scal 
rates of return for adults acquiring upper second-
ary and university-level qualifi cations. Rates for 
males and females are shown separately. For the 
sake of brevity, returns are shown for one country 
only, Canada, and cases where patterns differ 
signifi cantly in other countries are noted in the 
text.10 The results indicate that:

• With no subsidy either to direct or indirect costs 
(Scenario 1), returns to individuals are low. They 

are higher for women than for men, refl ecting the 
fact that the foregone earnings component of 
costs is smaller because, on average, they earn 
less than men. The private rates of return are 
particularly low in the case of acquiring upper 
secondary qualifi cations (-0.1% for Canadian 
men under these assumptions) but higher for a 
university degree (4.8%).

• Where individuals do not have to pay the direct 
cost of courses but still must forego earnings 
(Scenario 2), private returns are only slightly higher 
(e.g. they rise from 6.5% to 6.9% for Canadian 
40-year-old females obtaining an upper secondary 
qualifi cation). This suggests that policies based 
on lowering or eliminating the direct costs of 
learning activities – at least in the formal sector 
– are not likely to provide a powerful impetus for 
individuals to invest in learning. Here again, the 
private returns to completion of secondary educa-
tion are lower than acquiring a university degree. 
While returns in the other countries analysed 
were slightly higher than in Canada, the patterns 
are the same, mainly well below 10%, with the 
exceptions being for women in France and the 
United States for whom they reach 12.5%.

• It is where individuals do not have to forego 
earnings (Scenario 3) that private rates of return are 

10. The calculations for Canada are included since on most 
measures the Canadian results are close to the average of the 
countries concerned, and there is a different, more recent set 
of data available for Canada (see Box 4.2) that helps to elabo-
rate the discussion. Full results on the countries analysed are 
in Wurzburg and De Sousa (2002).

However, these fi ndings are far from defi nitive. Only 1% of the samples did in fact upgrade their 
qualifi cations to college or university level over the fi ve-year period, so the results are subject to 
caveats about small and possibly unrepresentative numbers. First and foremost is the issue of 
whether all things are indeed equal: are those who obtained upgraded qualifi cations otherwise 
the same as those who did not? Or are there unobserved characteristics of learners (higher 
degree of motivation, stronger employer support and so on) that play a role in the decision to 
learn or not learn, and which are also an infl uence on earnings? As a possible pointer to this 
explanation, those who upgraded to a university degree in Year 3 already had relatively high 
earnings (although those who upgraded to a college certifi cate did not). Nevertheless, when 
combined with the Swedish longitudinal analyses by Tuijnman (1989), and the United Kingdom 
analyses by Jenkins et al. (2002), these Canadian results suggest that adult learning can, indeed, 
have a strong infl uence on occupational status and earnings.
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by far the highest. This is because for 40-year-olds 
in full-time employment foregone earnings will 
be more signifi cant than the direct costs of study. 
Table 4.1 also indicates that the private rates of 
return under these assumptions are greater for 
university qualifi cations than completing second-
ary education (e.g. 35.2% and 24.5% respectively, 
for Canadian women). Under this scenario the 
returns for Canada are lower than the returns 
for other countries. Elsewhere the return for 
acquiring upper secondary qualifi cations ranged 
for males from 17% in France to around 40% in 
Denmark and the United States, and for females 
up to about 50% in Denmark and the United 
States. Returns for acquiring university degrees 
were everywhere higher still, except in the United 
States where they were around 20%.

• In all three scenarios, fi scal returns to gov-
ernment are lower than the private returns to 
individuals. This is true in all the countries 
analysed except Denmark and Norway, where 
more compressed wage structures, relatively 

greater reductions in economic dependency 
and increased tax revenues all lead to a higher 
net benefi t to the public purse than to private 
individuals. From a government fi scal perspec-
tive, the Canadian results in Table 4.1 show 
that the returns to university-level education 
for 40-year-olds are higher than for completing 
upper secondary education. However, among 
the other countries there was less consistency in 
whether acquiring upper secondary or university-
level qualifi cations produced higher fi scal rates 
of return.

• The higher private returns associated with univer-
sity study refl ect the fact that for individuals, wage 
differentials associated with progression from 
upper secondary to university-level qualifi cations 
tend to be much higher than from lower second-
ary to upper secondary (the costs are higher, 
too, but by a proportionately lower amount). 
However, in the case of fi scal returns, increased 
tax revenues accruing from this higher pay are 
in some cases outweighed by the greater benefi t 

 Private internal rate of return (%) Fiscal internal rate of return (%)

Scenario Males Females Males Females 

Upper secondary qualifi cations 

1: Individual pays regular direct costs  -0.1 6.5 -0.6 3.1
and has no reimbursement for foregone 
earnings while studying  

2: Individual does not pay direct costs  0.1 6.9 -0.8 2.7
(paid by government) but has no reimbursement  
for foregone earnings while studying  

3: Individual pays regular direct costs but  7.4 24.5 1.5 3.7
employer reimburses foregone earnings  

University degree qualifi cations 

1: Individual pays regular direct costs and  4.8 9.9 5.4 6.2
has no reimbursement for foregone earnings 
while studying  

2: Individual does not pay direct costs  5.3 10.8 4.8 5.3
(paid by government) but has no reimbursement 
for foregone earnings while studying  

3: Individual pays regular direct costs  25.9 35.2 8.8 7.8
but employer reimburses foregone earnings 

Table 4.1  Rates of return to obtaining upper secondary and university degree qualifi cations: 
illustrative data for 40-year-olds, Canada



CHAPTER 4

STRATEGIES FOR SUSTAINABLE INVESTMENT 
IN ADULT LIFELONG LEARNING

90 © OECD 2003   Education Policy Analysis   

of the raised employment chances and therefore 
reduced welfare dependency of people acquiring 
upper secondary qualifi cations.

3.2  The impact of reduced study time due to 
accreditation of prior learning

Rates of return for these same scenarios were recal-
culated assuming that the duration of education 
was reduced by half from the standard length asso-
ciated with each qualifi cation level. This is an indi-
cator of the return available if an individual receives 
academic credit for work experience (accreditation 
of prior learning or APL), suffi cient to halve course 
study duration – which the analysis assumes to 
be available to someone with about 20 years’ work 
experience. Whether that fi gure is appropriate is 
debatable.11 Though such credits have a long his-
tory, there is scant empirical evidence to show the 
number of students who are awarded credit for 
prior learning, the amount awarded, or the cost 
of the process for assessing prior learning. What 
evidence there is suggests that, so far, APL is still 
not widely used.12 However, around 1-2 years of 
academic credit for 20 years of work experience 
does not seem too unreasonable as an assumption, 
or alternatively as a target for policy.

Table 4.2 records the results of reduced study 
time through APL. The results show substantial 
increases on the rates of return reported in 
Table 4.1. The increases apply both to private 
and fi scal rates. This refl ects the importance of 
foregone earnings as a component of the costs of 
adult learning. It also refl ects lower direct costs 
because of shorter course duration, and the fact 
that shorter courses mean individuals have a 
longer period over which to enjoy the higher earn-
ings benefi ts from upgraded qualifi cations.13

Overall, the analysis suggests that:

• In the absence of interventions that reduce direct 
costs or indirect costs, the incentives for a work-
ing adult to invest in lifelong learning are rather 
weak. Adults who have to take full responsibility 
for the cost of fees, draw on savings and/or take 
out loans to cover costs of living, get much 
lower returns than those that apply for young 
people undertaking initial education and train-
ing, for whom foregone earnings are lower and 

the earnings horizon after graduation is longer. 
As Table 4.1 showed, under some circumstances 
the estimated returns are even negative. This 
suggests that weak economic incentives are an 
important factor behind the low rates of adult 
participation in lifelong learning.

• Incentives for less qualifi ed persons to invest in 
lifelong learning are weaker than incentives for 
more qualifi ed persons, since the private returns 
to upgrading qualifi cations rise with education 
level. This helps to explain lower participation 
rates among less educated groups, with low 
returns adding to other potential barriers such 
as inappropriate pedagogy, lack of employer 
encouragement and poor motivation.

• Fiscal returns – the internal rate of return for 
government – to investment in adult learning 
tend to be substantially smaller than the returns 
for individuals under these assumptions.

• The rates of return for females participating in 
adult learning under these scenarios are nearly 
always higher than returns for men (Norway is 
an exception). The main reason for this is that 
since women’s earnings are lower on average 
than those of men, women tend to have lower 
indirect costs of study (foregone earnings).

However, this latter result should be treated with 
caution. Differential effects on earnings between 
men and women of acquiring qualifi cations in mid-
life could make a difference to their respective rates 

11. For some adults returning to formal education it may 
even take longer than usual to complete a given qualifi cation 
because of their unfamiliarity with the study materials or 
learning environment. 

12. A recent review of the Australian vocational education and 
training sector indicated that around 4% of students received 
some recognition of prior learning on enrolment, with the 
incidence being greater for the highest level qualifi cations 
(about 10%) than for lower qualifi cations (about 2%), and also 
greater for older students than younger students (Bateman 
and Knight, 2003). Another Australian study using a different 
data set reported that around 5% of higher education stu-
dents and 8% of vocational education and training students 
received credit for prior learning (Wheelahan et al., 2002).

13. Note, however, that the costs of applying for accreditation 
for prior learning are not included in the analysis, nor are the 
other costs of APL schemes.
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of return, and this is not measured here since the 
earnings data are derived from what people earn with 
given qualifi cations acquired in initial education. The 
other calculated returns must also be interpreted 
with this defi ciency in mind, though Box 4.2 suggests 
that a mid-life qualifi cation, at least in Canada, 
strongly infl uences earnings. More generally, the 
reader is reminded that these results do not take 
into account the rates of return to employers, nor 
do they take into account learning that does not 
lead to a qualifi cation or that takes place in addition 
to (rather than instead of) employment.

3.3  Policy lessons for enhancing economic 
sustainability

The preceding analysis attempts to develop tools 
for evaluating the economic sustainability of adult 
learning within the lifelong learning framework. It 
does so by looking at how policy options affecting 
costs can infl uence returns, and by observing how 
returns can differ for different actors. The results 
offer some initial conclusions that merit further 

investigation, that help frame a more systematic 
approach to the formulation of options, and that 
help target further empirical investigation.

The analyses indicate that internal rates of return 
are highly sensitive to variations in a set of cost 
parameters that are susceptible to being infl uenced 
by public policy and institutional arrangements. 
From a cost perspective, two distinct strategies can 
be used for raising private or fi scal rates of return. 
One is to shift costs from one actor to another. For 
example, when public authorities pay for courses, 
private returns rise. This is not always a zero-sum 
game: a reduction in direct costs for a low income 
individual that raises private returns and thereby 
the incentive to study might result in increased 
participation and hence a rise in both private and 
fi scal gains. A key implication from the analysis is 
that someone – employers and/or governments – 
may have to share costs to at least some extent 
in order for private returns to be high enough to 
create this kind of incentive. (Issues surrounding 
cost sharing are discussed in Section 4 below.) 

 Private internal rate of return (%) Fiscal internal rate of return (%)

Scenario Males Females Males Females 

Upper secondary qualifi cations 

1: Individual pays regular direct costs  2.8 11.1 3.6 9.7
and has no reimbursement for foregone 
earnings while studying  

2: Individual does not pay direct costs  3.7 13.6 2.1 7.3
(paid by government) but has no reimbursement  
for foregone earnings while studying  

3: Individual pays regular direct costs but  8.1 28.6 5.8 10.5
employer reimburses foregone earnings  

University degree qualifi cations 

1: Individual pays regular direct costs and  10.6 17.5 12.3 41.7
has no reimbursement for foregone earnings 
while studying  

2: Individual does not pay direct costs  11.1 18.8 11.4 38.2
(paid by government) but has no reimbursement 
for foregone earnings while studying  

3: Individual pays regular direct costs  42.1 64.9 17.1 48.9
but employer reimburses foregone earnings 

Table 4.2  Rates of return to obtaining upper secondary and university degree qualifi cations: 
illustrative data for 40-year-olds, who obtain a 50% reduction in study time through accreditation 

of prior learning, Canada
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Conversely, under certain conditions the private 
returns to individuals are likely to be so high that 
they can afford to pay a larger share of the cost.

A second strategy is to reduce the costs of study 
absolutely, for example through a more effi cient 
learning process, through more individualised and 
self-paced instruction or through greater focus on 
achieving desired learning outcomes. However, the 
potential gain from such improvements is hard to 
estimate, not least because implementing them 
requires developmental costs.14 The above analysis 
has demonstrated the effect of a more clear-cut 
means of reducing costs: using accreditation of 
prior learning so that adult students can reduce 
study time (see Bjørnåvold, 2002; Duvekot, 2002).15 
One current example of this is the Norwegian policy 
that gives adults with work experience who never 
completed upper secondary education direct access 
to university studies (OECD, 2002b).

The analysis also serves to highlight two important 
gaps in empirical evidence: 

• The paucity of evidence on what happens to 
earnings after individuals participate in learn-
ing activities. The data in Box 4.2 suggesting 
that Canadians who acquire degrees in midlife 
see a steep rise in their earnings raise further 
questions. Are there similar patterns in other 
countries? Are the outcomes of learning similar 
for other age groups? What is the relative impor-
tance of changing jobs, and changing employers, 
in driving the large rise in earnings? And what 
about the case of persons who participate in 
learning activities not leading to formal educa-
tion qualifi cations? If rises for them are less 
dramatic, is this because the activity is of less 
value, or simply less visible?

• The lack of information on current practices in 
accrediting prior learning, including the number 
of adult learners who benefi t from APL, the 
extent to which they are granted academic credit, 
the costs of APL, the credibility of APL practices 
among education providers and employers, or 
the ultimate impact on the duration and quality 
of studies. Without such information it is dif-
fi cult to evaluate the real potential of APL as a 
tool to facilitate the substitution of non-formal 
for formal learning.

4. IMPROVING FINANCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY

Even if policy makers succeed in strengthening 
incentives to invest in lifelong learning, there is 
still the issue of whether the two critical actors – 
employers and individuals – will have the fi nancial 
means to act on those incentives. This section 
reviews the nature of this problem and examines 
approaches that have been undertaken in several 
countries around the notion of sharing the costs 
of learning, or “co-fi nancing”.

For initial education by young people, funding 
constraints on individuals have been reduced by 
government interventions such as grants, direct 
funding of institutions to minimise fees, and stu-
dent loans. For adult learning, there are less well 
established conventions and institutional arrange-
ments for public support. Factors that might make 
the cost of capital prohibitively expensive for indi-
viduals include high interest rates on unsecured 
loans for cost of living expenses, reliance on after-
tax savings, or foregone returns on alternative 
investments. The rest of this section considers the 
mechanisms used in the past, and reviews some of 
the initiatives currently being tried.

4.1  Overview of past approaches

Problems in fi nancing lifelong learning have for 
several decades revolved around the diffi culty 
of enabling adults to take a break from gainful 
employment while learning. “Recurrent education”, 
 conceived as a “right” for individuals in the 1960s 
and 1970s (see OECD/CERI, 1976 and Papadopou-
los, 1995) never became an enduring widespread 
practice partly for lack of adequate funding. Another 
underlying  diffi culty was the failure of “training 
markets” to emerge as anticipated, because the 

14. Information on policy initiatives to reduce the costs of life-
long learning and increase its benefi ts is included in OECD 
(2000; 2001c).

15. The potential importance of reduced study time is also 
evident in other analysis: “if the average length of tertiary 
studies were shortened by one year without compromising 
quality, the internal rate of return for males in the countries 
under review would increase by 1 to 5 percentage points … 
to achieve the same increase via wage differentiation would 
require an increase in the tertiary wage premium by 5 to 
14 percentage points” (OECD, 2002a, p. 127).
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educational landscape was dominated by formal 
education systems that functioned as traditional 
public providers. 

Public authorities had during the 1970s and early 
1980s attempted to increase learning supply through 
“revenue-generating” levies that raised money 
through payroll taxes imposed by governments or 
through collective agreements, used to enhance 
training organisations, typically governed by social 
partners. Meanwhile demand for learning activity 
was stimulated by two general approaches: a “levy 
exemption scheme” for employers (Gasskov, 1998), 
and vouchers for individuals (West et al., 2000). The 
“levy exemption scheme”, pioneered in the French 
law of 1971, encouraged fi rms to provide training 
directly by deducting training expenditures from 
the training element of the payroll tax.16 

More clearly defi ned education and training mar-
kets have emerged in recent years, helped by 
the belief in a need for greater heterogeneity of 
provision, and by the perception that the changes 
sweeping economies and enterprises created a 
new need for a more qualifi ed workforce and that 
therefore investment would generate substantial 
returns. This renewed “training market paradigm” 
has provided a framework for the search for means 
to ensure a sustainable level of investment in 
lifelong learning (OECD, 2001c).

4.2  Strategies for co-fi nancing lifelong learning

Since the late 1990s, there has been growing 
consensus in policy discussions that:

• public authorities alone could not provide the 
 necessary fi nancial resources for lifelong  learning; 

• as the adult learning component generates 
considerable private returns, employers and 
employees should fi nance at least some of it; 

• as employers already fi nance work-related learn-
ing by employees to a large extent, more attention 
needs to be given to learning that is not related 
to the current employment of individuals, and to 
learning for which returns are shared; and

• greater reliance on market forces could 
strengthen the incentives both for learners to 
seek more effi cient learning options, and for 
providers to achieve higher levels of effi ciency.

This has contributed to the view that strategies 
for fi nancing lifelong learning need to involve 
a partnership between private individuals and 
others, replacing simple calls for more public fund-
ing of courses. This has not been based solely on 
the limits to what public money will or should pay 
for, but perhaps more importantly on a rethink-
ing of individual learning behaviour. Given low 
levels of participation among the least qualifi ed, 
even where opportunities are available at little 
or no cost, doubts have arisen over whether it is 
just lack of resources that discourages individual 
participation. One hypothesis is that having no 
fi nancial stake in learning diminishes individuals’ 
sense of “ownership” of, and hence responsibil-
ity for, their development. A related argument is 
that economic self-suffi ciency requires a sense of 
building up assets, including human capital, which 
gives poorer groups more of a vested interest in 
society (Sherraden, 2001; Boshara, 2001).

A consequent search for new models of fi nanc-
ing investment has revolved around the issue 
of co-fi nancing by individuals, governments, and 
employers. The OECD, in co-operation with the 
European Learning Account Project,17 has been 
working to fi ll a gap in knowledge about what forms 
of co-fi nancing exist today. These initiatives cover 
a wide spectrum of activity.18 Some have emerged 
as attempts to address problems that were not 
adequately addressed by earlier approaches to 
fi nancing adult education and training. More gen-
erally, they refl ect a willingness of public authori-
ties, social partners and non-governmental organi-
sations to try new approaches that are consistent 
with the learner-centred and demand-driven orien-
tation of lifelong learning. They aim to strengthen 
incentives and fi nancial means for individuals to 
engage in learning – particularly those for whom 
costs have been a barrier to participation. The 
initiatives can be grouped according to three 
general objectives (see Table 4.3).

16. For more information on the various approaches tried, see 
Gasskov (1994).

17. The European Learning Account Project was set up in 1999 
with the support of the United Kingdom Department for  Education 
and Skills and subsequently by the National Learning and Skills 
Council of England. For further details see Cheesman (2002).

18. Unless otherwise indicated, the information in this section 
is taken from OECD (2003c).
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Objective 1: Reducing direct costs to individuals

The objective of most co-fi nancing schemes is 
to leverage the resources that individuals put 
into learning (in cash or time) with a matching 
contribution and/or eligibility for reduced fees. 
Examples include: 

• The English Individual Learning Account (ILA) 
Programme, launched in September 2000. Under 
this initiative, when individuals contributed £25 
to set up an account, that was matched by £150 of 
public money that could be used to buy courses 
from approved training providers. Following an 
initial slow start, the Government supplemented 
the scheme by compensating training providers 
to offer 80% discounts to accountholders taking 
courses in ICT and mathematics, and 20% dis-
counts on other courses. The target of reaching 
one million ILAs was reached well ahead of sched-
ule, in May 2001. In October 2001, notice was given 

of the withdrawl of the programme in England due 
to demand exceeding expectations and increas-
ing complaints about the ways in which ILAs 
were being marketed and the value-for-money 
being offered by some learning providers; the 
programme then closed in November following 
allegations of fraudulent use of ILAs by some 
learning providers. 

• The Ministry of Education in the Netherlands 
established a series of pilot projects in March 2001 
that were intended to run for a year. The initiatives 
provided a lump sum of 450 euro to each individual 
opening an account to cover direct training costs. 
Individuals and their employers could supplement 
the initial sum. The initiatives were managed by 
a variety of institutions: industrial sector training 
funds; regional education bureaus; and regional 
education centres. A second round was initiated in 
2002 and scheduled to run to the end of 2003. It dif-
fered from the earlier initiative insofar as it required 

  Objectives

Measures Reducing direct costs  Reducing foregone  Sharing risk
 to individuals earnings

Savings accounts   Netherlands, 2001;  Skandia, 1999
and individual United Kingdom, 2000;  Swedish government 
learning accounts (discontinued in 2001,  (proposed in 2000; 
 relaunched in Wales, not yet fi nalised)
 planned to be  
 relaunched in Scotland);
 Basque region of Spain, 2000;
 Belgium (Flanders), 2003 
  
Time accounts  Germany; France 
  (collective agreements)  

Interest rate subsidy Korea, 2002
   
Tax deductions and  Austria, 2002 Skandia;  
tax credits Netherlands, 2001 Netherlands, 1993
 Sweden (in development)   

Income-contingent loans   Australia (undergraduate 
   higher education, 1989; 
   post-graduate, 2002) 

Transferable training loans   United Kingdom 
   (in development)

Source: OECD (2003c).

Table 4.3  Co-fi nancing mechanisms: objectives, types of measures, and country initiatives
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that 35% of accountholders be unemployed; it also 
excluded collective courses.

• The Basque region in Spain established a Learn-
ing Account Programme in September 2000 to 
test the feasibility of using training credits to 
enhance individual choice in lifelong learning. 
Individuals contribute 25% of the cost and public 
authorities 75%. It was originally targeted at 
vocational teachers in the Vocational Training 
Centres to strengthen their ICT skills. A smaller 
initiative established learning accounts for the 
unemployed. At the end of 2001 the learning 
account initiative for vocational teachers was 
extended to secondary school teachers.

• In January 2003 labour market authorities in 
Flanders (Belgium) launched individual learning 
and development accounts on a pilot basis. 
The accounts start with an initial contribution 
by the Government of 1 000 euro that can be 
supplemented by employers and/or individuals, 
and can be used to cover direct costs of educa-
tion and training (tuition, books), related costs 
(counselling and recognition/certifi cation of 
acquired competencies) as well as indirect costs 
(transportation and childcare).

Another approach is to reduce the cost of capital 
for investment in learning through interest rate 
subsidies or taxation concessions:

• The Ministry of Education and Human Resources 
Development in Korea established an initiative in 
2002 that offers interest rate subsidies to adults 
(age 27-64) taking out loans to cover the cost 
of tuition for long-term training (more than one 
year) in private technical institutions. Learners are 
entitled to take out loans from private banks to 
cover the full cost. Interest costs are split between 
the government and individuals. This parallels 
loans that are available through the Vocational 
Ability Development Programme operated by the 
Ministry of Labour as part of the Employment 
Insurance Programme that was implemented in 
1995. Learners pay 1% interest and the duration 
of payment is equal to the duration of studies.

• The Austrian government adopted an initiative 
in 2002 that liberalised earlier provisions for 
both employers and employees by allowing them 

to deduct learning-related expenses from tax-
able income. This reduces the cost of capital by 
enabling costs to be paid out of before-tax earnings. 
Employers are now allowed to deduct 120% of 
training costs from profi ts as an operating cost 
(previously they were allowed to deduct 100%). 
Those who do not earn a profi t are entitled to a tax 
credit of 6% that can be applied to tax liabilities 
for earlier or subsequent years. Individuals are 
allowed to deduct from taxable income the costs 
of education and training that qualifi es them for 
new forms of employment as well as that required 
for their present job (previously only the former 
costs were deductible).

• In the Netherlands there is an employee savings 
scheme under which individuals are allowed to set 
aside an amount each year of before-tax earnings 
up to a designated limit (613 euro in 2003) to cover 
certain investment-related expenditure, includ-
ing that for educational purposes. An additional 
scheme is under consideration that would allow 
individuals to defer a portion of their income, to 
be taken during a leave of absence. 

Objective 2: Reducing foregone earnings

There are two general approaches to replacing 
income for individuals who stop work to pursue 
full-time learning activities. One is to set aside a 
share of working hours (e.g. overtime) in a “time 
account” that can be drawn on to continue earn-
ings while an individual learns. The other is to set 
aside a share of earnings in a fi nancial account, 
again to be used to replace earnings during periods 
of education or training.

“Time accounts” are seen frequently now in collec-
tive agreements in Germany. One of the earliest 
was established in 1988 in Deutsche Shell AG in 
the framework of an agreement under which the 
regular work week was reduced from 40 hours to 
38 or 37.5 hours. Under that scheme individuals 
were entitled to apply the reduced hours to a time 
account that would continue to pay their wages 
while workers participated in training that was not 
necessarily linked to their present job. Since then the 
principle of co-fi nancing has been incorporated into 
a number of schemes. In 2001, Auto 5000 GmbH, 
a subsidiary of Volkwagen AG, negotiated an agree-
ment for a new assembly plant that hired previously 
unemployed workers. Under the agreement, which 
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includes a strong emphasis on training, individuals 
spend an average of 3 hours per week in training, half 
paid by the employer, and half out of their personal 
time. Under a hybrid scheme established by the 
Frankfurt am Main airport authority, individuals are 
entitled to a 600 euro training voucher that may 
be used to pay for training chosen by them, on the 
condition that it occurs in their personal time.

Though they have been debated extensively, fi nan-
cial accounts to replace earnings during periods 
of learning are rare. Insofar as the total sums 
are necessarily larger (foregone earnings tend to 
be much greater than direct costs of education 
and training), such schemes need to take a long-
term time horizon for savings. One case of actual 
experience is that of Skandia, a Sweden-based 
insurance multinational that in 1999 set up a 
scheme under which employees who set aside 
up to 20% of their annual salary in a competence 
assurance scheme, had their contributions matched 
by the company. The funds in the scheme were 
to be used to replace earnings when employees 
stopped work to participate in mutually-agreed 
learning activities. The scheme was modifi ed over 
time (to facilitate inter-fi rm mobility), and was 
eventually adopted by other Swedish companies 
as part of Skandia’s line of fi nancial products.

The Swedish government has been working on a 
scheme that is more modest in scale. Under the 
proposed scheme individuals would be allowed 
to deduct from taxable income up to a quarter of 
the amount contributed to an individual learning 
account, with a ceiling of SEK 9 500 (approximately 
1 000 euro). Money withdrawn would be taxed 
as ordinary income; however when withdrawals 
are related to costs of learning and skill develop-
ment, a certain amount would be tax deductible, 
and individuals would receive up to SEK 1 000 
(about 110 euro) as a tax credit. Another scheme in 
Sweden, the Adult Education Initiative, was intro-
duced in 1997. While not based on co-fi nancing, it 
does build on the principle of offering income sup-
port during education training by providing grants 
(equal to the level of unemployment benefi ts) 
to poorly qualifi ed adults 25-55 years to allow 
them to complete upper secondary education (the 
education programmes are available at no charge). 
It was part of a major national initiative to raise 
adult qualifi cations levels quickly.

Objective 3: Sharing risk

A fi nal grouping of co-fi nancing strategies includes 
those that aim to reduce the risk to individuals of 
investing in learning, by sharing it with others. For 
example, Australia introduced income-contingent 
loans for higher education fees in 1989: the higher 
education contribution scheme (HECS) for under-
graduate studies. Under current HECS arrange-
ments students pay about 30% of the average 
cost of a place, and the cost varies by fi eld of 
study. Students can either choose to pay the 
HECS directly to the university when they enrol 
and receive a 25% discount, or defer payment. 
Students who defer payment begin repaying their 
debt through the income tax system when their 
income reaches the minimum threshold (which 
was A$24 365 or about 14 000 euro in 2002-03). The 
repayments commence at 3% of taxable income, 
and the higher the income, the faster the rate 
of repayment (to a maximum of 6%). Thus, the 
government assumes the risk for those individu-
als whose earnings after study are exceptionally 
low (i.e. who do not reach the threshold level for 
repayment). In 2002 the government extended the 
principle of income-contingent loans to a wider 
group of learners by establishing the Postgraduate 
Education Loans Scheme (PELS).

In addition to the risk to individuals of low returns 
from learning activities, there is a related risk to 
employers of low returns due to “poaching” (indi-
viduals leaving before an employer receives the 
benefi ts of the investment in training). As part of 
its “workforce development strategies” the United 
Kingdom Learning and Skills Council is considering 
launching a pilot project featuring transferable 
training loans to address the problem of diminished 
employer returns due to poaching (as well as cash-
fl ow for small companies). A transferable training 
loan is intended to overcome these problems by 
creating a debt when an individual undergoes 
education or training, and which is tied to that 
individual for the period that it is amortized. If 
the individual stays with a company, the company 
would be paying off the loan as a kind of deprecia-
tion. If the individual leaves, the new employer 
under the scheme being considered would pick 
up the debt. The rationale for doing so would be 
that paying the debt is cheaper than poaching a 
diminishing volume of skills in the open market. It 
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is anticipated that if the scheme is implemented, 
it would be tried out in a sector dominated by 
small companies in which there is a limited number 
of licensed occupations and where employers 
can agree to a membership or regulatory tracking 
mechanism.

4.3 Results and lessons to date

Strategies for co-fi nancing lifelong learning are 
relatively recent, limited in number and still largely 
untested in terms of their long-term costs and ben-
efi ts. Initiatives such as Learn $ave in Canada that 
incorporate an experimental design to assess the 
impact of co-fi nancing mechanisms are rare. How-
ever, various pilots such as those in the Basque 
region of Spain, the Netherlands and the United 
Kingdom, have been established for the express 
purpose of evaluating whether the initiatives 
should be continued and expanded. Nevertheless, 
although there are few published evaluations 
to date, it is possible to draw some tentative 
lessons.

Individual incentives and motivation

Generally, the schemes have been successful 
as tools for enhancing individual choice in pursu-
ing learning opportunities. The Basque learning 
account pilot for vocational teachers, for example, 
was used by almost 40% of staff. The English Indi-
vidual Learning Account Programme, after a slow 
start, reached its objective of 1 million accounts 
in less than half the time expected, and peaked at 
2.6 million account holders before shutting down 
because of the irregularities noted above.19 An 
earlier initiative in England, the Learning Account 
Scheme, was established in Gloucestershire in the 
mid-1990s as one of a number of pilots run by 
the Training and Enterprise Councils. It matched 
contributions by individuals to a training account 
that was managed by a local bank, when individuals 
spent money on recognised training expenses. 
The scheme reached persons who, as a group, 
participated comparatively less in training, and was 
particularly effective in reaching women who were 
returning to the labour force. The Adult Education 
Initiative in Sweden proved to be very effective in 
reaching 800 000 adults (nearly a quarter of the 
population in that age group). In the Netherlands, 
the eight co-fi nancing pilot projects, which were 

intended to serve poorly qualifi ed individuals, were 
largely successful in establishing the intended 
number of accounts, and encouraging accounthold-
ers to pursue studies.

A second-round pilot in the Netherlands initiative 
and another in the Basque region aimed at the 
unemployed encountered more diffi culties in reach-
ing their targets; partly because individuals preferred 
moving into employment at the fi rst opportunity (the 
co-fi nancing schemes did not cover cost of living), 
and also because the newness of the schemes meant 
that knowledge about them was limited.

There is a pivotal question of whether co-fi nancing 
schemes can infl uence the likelihood of those who 
are least qualifi ed – and most under-represented 
in further education and training – to contribute 
and participate more in their own learning activi-
ties. The experience of untargeted schemes, such 
as the Individual Learning Account Programme 
in England, is not particularly encouraging; those 
with no qualifi cations comprised only a small 
share (16%) of all account holders. Schemes aimed 
at the unemployed, such as in the Netherlands, 
seem to have diffi culty in reaching their targets, 
though possibly for reasons that are unrelated to 
the effect of fi nancial incentives.

In drawing overall conclusions it is important 
to differentiate between initiatives in terms of 
whether they target particular groups or not, and 
whether they provide income support. The Adult 
Education Initiative in Sweden proved to be effec-
tive in reaching large numbers of poorly quali-
fi ed adults. The experience of Skandia in trying 
to attract poorly qualifi ed adults into learning 
activities is also instructive. When the scheme 
was implemented, it included a 3:1 contribution 
of company funding for poorly educated workers 
(9 years of education or less), 45 years old or 
older, and who had been with Skandia for at least 
15 years. After three years, 43% of persons with 
less than an upper secondary education had set 
up accounts, compared to 20% of those with an 

19. The English Skills Strategy, introduced in July 2003, builds 
on lessons from the Individual Learning Account Programme. 
The strategy broadens free training opportunities for low 
skilled adults, and increases choice in learning in order to lift 
participation, while ensuring some quality controls are main-
tained (Secretary of State for Education and Skills, 2003).
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upper secondary education and 48% of those with 
a tertiary education (Hansson and Färm, 2002).

Framework conditions, administration and support

A key difference between co-fi nancing mechanisms 
and other forms of fi nance is in the interactive role 
played by individuals. Indeed, the logic behind 
co-fi nancing mechanisms is that if individuals 
play an active role in fi nancing investments in 
themselves, they will play an active role in decid-
ing where and how to invest. The implication is 
that the net fi nancial value of support is not the 
only consideration; it is important to also consider 
the degree to which individuals are “empowered” 
to play an active role in investing in their own 
development, and that depends on the details of 
the institutional arrangements.

A common feature of co-fi nancing mechanisms is 
the presence of a third party to bring together the 
individual and the education or training provider. 
Sometimes that third party has been quite liter-
ally distinct, as in the case of a bank or other 
fi nancial institution (examples include projects 
in the Netherlands and England). Frequently it 
has been in the form of an existing education and 
training authority assuming a separate role of 
managing a form of learning account (e.g. another 
pilot in the Netherlands, and a project in the 
Basque region in Spain). Sometimes the schemes 
involve direct payments from accounts to educa-
tion and training institutions chosen by the indi-
vidual learner. Another approach (as in the Indi-
vidual Learning Accounts in the United Kingdom) 
has been for the government to effectively match 
individual payments while also giving individuals 
access to specifi c courses at a discount.

Accountability is an issue that arises as one moves 
away from single-party fi nancing to co-fi nancing. 
It is an issue that has been more complicated 
by pressure to put large innovations into place 
quickly. Where direct contributions have been 
involved, the most common approach to preserve 
accountability has been for the co-fi nancing part-
ner to match individual contributions at the time of 
the transaction to purchase education or training 
services. This has minimised the risk that funds are 
spent on activities that are not allowable. In the 
case of the private sector scheme in Skandia, there 
was concern that investment decisions should be 

mutually agreed to by employers and employees 
when both pay; but there was recognition as well 
that such agreement might not always be pos-
sible. The remedy has been to establish separate 
employer and employee funds.

In addressing the issue of accountability, however, 
there has also been concern about ensuring that co-
fi nancing systems were suffi ciently “user-friendly”, 
especially insofar as such schemes were aiming 
to reach persons who do not typically participate 
in learning activities. This concern has been met 
through the use of telephone “help-lines” (e.g. in 
the United Kingdom), and support to individuals in 
drawing up development plans (e.g. Skandia).

It remains to be seen whether the various new 
mechanisms for co-fi nancing lifelong learning 
are suffi ciently user-friendly, well-funded, and 
mutually benefi cial to make a difference in the 
willingness of individuals to invest in learning, and 
in the quality of the outcomes of such activities. 
The evaluations that are now underway should 
provide useful insights. At this point though, there 
appears to be a signifi cant level of interest in using 
fi nance mechanisms that spread responsibility 
between individuals and others. 

5. CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY PRIORITIES

Lifelong learning is a core strategy for facilitating 
the transition to a knowledge society, and ensuring 
that the social and economic benefi ts of a knowl-
edge society are equitably distributed. However, 
the timing, duration, and cost of the adult learning 
component of the lifelong learning framework, 
as well as the distribution of its benefi ts, are dif-
ferent from those that apply to systems of initial 
education and training. These differences threaten 
the economic and fi nancial sustainability of the 
continuing growth of lifelong learning, as well 
as its social acceptance over the long term. This 
chapter has discussed an analytical framework for 
evaluating strategies for ensuring the economic 
sustainability of lifelong learning, and considered 
ways to improve its fi nancial sustainability.

Simulations of rates of return to investment in 
lifelong learning for adults provide a framework 
within which it is possible to evaluate different 
policy scenarios. They make it possible to see that 
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improved visibility and recognition of prior learning 
has a positive impact on economic sustainability. 
By reducing the duration of learning activities this 
reduces the economic cost of foregone earnings and 
production, and the non-economic cost of foregone 
leisure. They also suggest that other policies that 
facilitate co-fi nancing can infl uence private and 
fi scal rates of return by shifting costs. Finally, they 
indicate what policy conditions need to be met in 
order to justify sharing of costs. 

There appears to be substantial risk of underin-
vestment in lifelong learning because individuals, 
employers, or governments shoulder a fi nancial 
burden that is disproportionate to the distribution 
of benefi ts. This asymmetry between benefi ts and 
costs is due to risk and uncertainty, capital market 
failures, and a mismatch between the supply-
oriented nature of past fi nancing strategies and 
the demand-driven nature of lifelong learning. It 
is compounded by the scale of fi nancial implica-
tions of lifelong learning in the case of adults 
who cease employment while learning. Recent 
innovations are attempting to deal with these 
problems through strategies that reduce direct 
costs to individuals, reduce the burden of foregone 
earnings, or reduce the cost of risk.

Further progress towards enhancing economic 
and fi nancial sustainability of lifelong learning 
depends on action across diverse areas: 

• For adults, reductions in the duration of formal 
learning activities are critical. Further attention 
needs to be given to the robustness, accessibility, 
transparency, predictability, and cost of techniques 

for assessing and recognising skills, competencies, 
and knowledge acquired outside formal education 
and training systems. Progress in this area would 
reduce the duration of more formal learning activi-
ties and also foster emergence of less structured 
and potentially less costly alternatives.

• The chapter provides further evidence that the 
low level of participation in lifelong learning 
by poorly qualifi ed adults may be explained in 
part by comparatively weaker economic incen-
tives, and their more limited access to fi nancing 
arrangements that are consistent with their 
needs and preferences. Both groups of factors 
are susceptible to policy infl uence.

• The fi nancial implications of making lifelong 
learning a reality for all are large and seem to 
exceed the capacity of present fi nancial mecha-
nisms. Some rationalisation is needed to ensure 
that public resources are available for activities 
that generate substantial social returns (as in the 
case of poorly qualifi ed adults acquiring basic 
skills), and to ensure that the incentives to invest 
in lifelong learning are aligned appropriately with 
incentives for other forms of investment. Aside 
from providing fi nancial support the public sector 
needs to consider how to create and enhance the 
framework conditions to make it easier for social 
partners to share fi nancial burdens. 

• There is a need to monitor the considerable 
experimentation presently going on with respect 
to mechanisms for co-fi nancing lifelong learning 
to better understand what works best for differ-
ent types of individuals and enterprises.
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CHAPTER 4

Data for the Figure

Data for Figure 4.1 

Average annual earnings by educational attainment and whether obtained highest qualifi cation in the 1993-98 period, 

30-49 year-olds, Canada (Canadian $)

     Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5

University degree, no study in period 29 493 33 132 34 128 35 379 37 189

University degree, obtained in Year 3 27 858 24 780 28 604 33 797 37 667

College certifi cate, no study in period 20 594 22 512 23 129 24 346 24 967

College certifi cate, obtained in Year 3 18 675 19 024 18 582 24 171 25 489

High school diploma, no study in period 17 584 19 574 20 011 21 032 21 652

Source: OECD Secretariat analysis of data from the Canadian Survey of Labour and Income Dynamics, 1993-98 panel. 
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ANNEX: Recent education policy developments in OECD countries

This Annex contains summaries of recent education policy developments in OECD member countries. The 

summaries, which were supplied by countries on a voluntary basis, are intended to provide an overview of major 

developments and sources where further information can be found.

Countries were invited to submit the summaries based on standard guidelines. The maximum length was 200 words 

per country. Due to space constraints, the entries have not been able to cover all signifi cant policy developments. 

The emphasis was on outlining major education policy developments that have occurred recently or which are 

being implemented, and which are likely to be of most interest to an international audience. Countries were 

asked to be selective, and were not required to cover each education sector or level. The fi rst part of each entry 

outlines the basic administratrive structure of education. Contact details are provided where interested readers 

can obtain more information about the reforms concerned. The entries have been edited to provide a consistent 

format and observe space contraints.

Summaries were provided by 18 countries: Austria; Belgium (French-speaking Community); Canada; Denmark; 

Finland; France; Germany; Ireland; Italy; Japan; Korea; the Netherlands; New Zealand; Norway; Portugal; Spain; 

the United Kingdom; and the United States.

The summaries emphasise the broad scope of education policy making in OECD countries. The countries have 

highlighted policy developments within a framework of lifelong learning, ranging from early childhood and 

preschool education (e.g. Austria, Korea and New Zealand) through to adult learning and workplace training 

(e.g. Denmark, Finland and Spain). The breadth of policy initiatives makes them diffi cult to readily categorise, 

although several common themes are evident.

First, almost all the countries have drawn attention to policies intended to lift the quality of learning in the compulsory 

school years. This emphasis has included more clearly specifying the key skills and knowledge that students need to 

achieve [e.g. Belgium (French community), Germany and Japan], introducing external evaluations of student learning 

and school performance (e.g. the Netherlands, Norway and Portugal), and strengthening teacher expertise (e.g. in 

teaching reading in the United States). The adoption of frameworks that specify learning objectives and accountability 

requirements have generally been part of a broader reform package that also provides schools with more operational 

autonomy (e.g. in Finland and Italy). 

Second, issues of social disadvantage and student alienation continue to be major concerns, with programmes 

aimed at reducing the number of young people without qualifi cations (e.g. France and Germany), improving student 

motivation (e.g. the United Kingdom), or reducing differences in education opportunities across regions (e.g. Korea). 

Third, the higher education sector has been a particular focus of reform in most countries. These changes have 

generally been in the direction of providing institutions with more autonomy within a framework of greater external 

accountability for performance (see Chapter 3 of this volume for more details). Within Europe a major impetus for 

higher education reform has been the Bologna Declaration with its goal of a common framework of higher education 

degrees, and several countries have drawn attention to changes in the structure of their higher education qualifi cations 

(Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands and Norway). Finally, the organisation and administration of the education 

sector is undergoing substantial change in a number of countries. The moves towards greater operational autonomy 

for education institutions and more involvement by local authorities mean that central education departments 

are becoming less involved in the direct provision of education, and more focused on strategic planning and the 

evaluation of outcomes.
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AUSTRIA

Austria’s school system is centrally organised within a federal political structure. It has a high degree of internal 

differentiation, different school types, and a range of transfer arrangements between schools. Currently, efforts are 

being made to adjust the educational system to the requirements of the knowledge-based society and to establish 

a system of lifelong learning. Reforms of pre-elementary institutions, of the transition from school to work, of adult 

learning, life and career guidance, teacher employment, and fi nancing of lifelong learning are supported by OECD 

review visits. Quality development and assurance is one of the priorities (www.qis.at). Work is under way on curricular 

reforms, quality standards and instruments for system monitoring. The details of forthcoming measures have been 

laid down in a White Paper on Quality (which will also be available in English). At elementary schools the core 

competencies to be taught and the appropriate teaching methods are being identifi ed. In response to the PISA 

report, a large-scale campaign has been launched for the promotion of reading comprehension (www.lesefi t.at). 

Other follow-up activities to PISA (e.g. in the fi eld of natural sciences) are being prepared. Reforms are under way 

in the areas of initial teacher education, in-service-training and teaching assignments. There are concrete plans 

to upgrade the training institutes for compulsory school teachers to university level, and compulsory in-service 

training for teachers is at the trial stage. The new University Act of October 2002 provides universities with 

more autonomy and leeway for action (www.unigesetz.at). New areas of university autonomy include recruitment of 

personnel, fi nancial planning (encompassing guaranteed public funding) and organisational structures.

BELGIUM (French-speaking Community)

A federated entity of Belgium, the French Community is responsible for education policy for the entire French-

speaking region of the country (the Walloon Region and the bilingual Brussels Capital Region). During the school 

year 2001-2002, around 490 000 pupils were in elementary education (nursery and primary), 350 000 in secondary 

education and 140 000 in higher education (university or other). The main reform in the area of compulsory education 

(6 to 18 years of age) was in July 1997 with the introduction of legislation on the priority objectives for education. It 

defi ned clearly for the fi rst time what those objectives were and, in a related measure, the Parliament for the French 

Community identifi ed core skills to be achieved by all pupils at key stages of their education. A new education 

steering structure was set up to accompany the reform. As well as the above, a range of legislative and regulatory 

measures was introduced in order to ensure equal opportunities, including a positive discrimination policy and 

measures to assist new students, including immigrants. In higher education, basic teacher training was reformed 

to include 13 specifi c competencies with a view to attaining genuine professional status. A reform of continuing 

training was also adopted instituting rights and duties for teachers. Further information is available from: www.cfwb.be 

and www.agers.cwfb.be and www.restode.cwfb.be

CANADA

Politically, Canada is a confederation of ten provinces and three territories, each of which, within the federal system 

of shared powers, is constitutionally responsible for education. Canada does not have a central ministry, department, 

or offi ce of education. It is diffi cult to provide a succinct overview of major education policy developments throughout 

Canada. The Council of Ministers of Education, Canada (CMEC) gateway (www.educationcanada.cmec.ca) provides 

information about education. The website includes links to key governments and organisations that form the core 

of the Canadian learning community.

DENMARK

Responsibility for education is shared between the Ministry of Education, municipal councils and school boards. In 

2001 the government established the Ministry of Science, Technology and Innovation to enhance interaction between 

business and the worlds of research and education. The responsibility for universities was transferred to the new 

ministry. The Ministry of Education still has the responsibility for non-university higher education (see www.uvm.dk 

and www.vtu.dk). A new university bill introduced a reform of governance designed to enhance universities’ exchange 

of knowledge with economy and society. The main changes in university governance involve: a Governing Board with 

external majority; appointed leaders (Rector and Deans) rather than elected leaders; increased self-government; 
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strengthening of internal quality controls; and implementation of the objectives of the Bologna declaration on higher 

education. Several years ago non-university tertiary education institutions were offered the option of being merged into 

“Centres for Tertiary Education” (CVU). These centres provide education, in-service training and consultancy services 

in specifi ed fi elds. The 2003 “Act on Career Guidance and Counselling” set targets and standards for counselling and 

guidance, restructured the training of counsellors to give them cross-sectoral skills, established the “National Centre 

for Education and Career Guidance” and cross-municipal centres for guidance related to post-compulsory education. 

Improved guidance and counselling is an important element in strengthening vocational education and training in 

particular. The government has set up a cross-ministerial committee to investigate policies to improve social mobility 

and diminish the negative effects of disadvantaged social backgrounds.

FINLAND

Education is the responsibility of the Ministry of Education in collaboration with municipalities. During the 1990s 

national control of compulsory and upper secondary level education was eased, and education providers now 

have considerable operational autonomy within national guidelines and objectives. This new operational culture 

entails rigorous evaluation of education. Formerly, the National Board of Education was in charge of the national 

evaluation of education, as well as the development of education enforcing the national core curricula. A separate 

Education Evaluation Council was established within the Ministry of Education in 2003 (see www.minedu.fi ). The 

Finnish polytechnics are professionally-oriented higher education institutions that operate alongside universities. 

In 2003 Parliament passed the new Polytechnics Act which is intended to clarify their tasks and provide more 

operational autonomy. Polytechnics and universities together form the higher education system, and both have 

their own profi les. The tasks of the polytechnics consist of teaching, applied research and development; they also 

have a role in regional development (see www.minedu.fi ). The size of the working-age population is declining as the 

post-war baby-boom generation reaches retirement. To alleviate the envisaged labour shortage and increase the 

employment rate, the Government launched a fi ve-year programme in 2003 to promote the employability and career 

development of adults with no more than compulsory education. The programme will increase the supply of vocational 

and information technology education. Additional measures have been created to support adult studies, and to lift 

participation and completion rates (see www.minedu.fi ).

FRANCE

The Ministry of Education is responsible for education, and almost all education funding is provided by the State. In 

education the focus of French government policy is on two broad themes: endeavouring to ensure that all students 

succeed; and placing the emphasis on quality in adapting the education system. Achieving these objectives has 

involved the development of policies and programmes focusing on the following priorities in particular: preventing 

and combating illiteracy; improving education in citizenship and combating all forms of violence in schools; 

providing better conditions for the education of handicapped and sick pupils and students; sharply reducing the 

number of drop-outs with no qualifi cations; reasserting the value of the teaching profession; improving linkages 

between general and vocational education; counteracting failure in the fi rst cycle of university education; promoting 

student mobility; promoting the image of science and careers in science; and improving initial teacher education 

and in-service training for teachers. At the same time, continuing efforts are being made to improve the use of new 

information and communication technologies in education, and to promote the early learning of foreign languages 

and lifelong education. For further information, see www.education.gouv.fr

GERMANY

The Federal Republic of Germany is a federal state. Responsibility for the fi eld of general education lies with the 

Länder. The Federal Government is co-responsible for vocational training and higher education. In 2003, the Federal 

Government and the Länder initiated measures aimed at a reform of the general schools sector. These include drafting 

educational standards and measures to help both students with learning diffi culties as well as students with particular 

talents. With its “Future of Education and All-Day Schools” programme, the Federal Government is helping the Länder to 

establish and expand all-day schools. The Federal Government and the Länder are currently discussing possibilities for 
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a scheme of national reporting on education. The Federal Government is intensifying its efforts to halve the number of 

young people without training qualifi cations by 2010, particularly through its “Emergency Programme to Reduce Youth 

Unemployment” and its programme “BQF”. The emergency programme encourages the integration of young people 

in employment. Measures to enhance the suitability of young people for vocational training include pre-vocational 

schemes offered by the Länder and government fi nancial assistance to encourage young people to gain secondary 

general school-leaving (Hauptschule) qualifi cations and participate in pre-vocational schemes. The BQF programme 

supports the disadvantaged. In the course of the Bologna process on higher education, the Bachelor/Master system 

has been included in the range of degree courses offered by higher education institutions. This not only involves the 

strengthening of the international focus of the range of courses offered in Germany, but also the reform of the content 

and structure of individual courses. For further information, see www.bmbf.de and www.kmk.org

IRELAND

Educational provision in Ireland is highly centralised. The Department of Education and Science, in addition to 

being responsible for policy development and the funding of education, also directly administers most aspects of 

school level education. A recent major study of the Department’s operations recommended that a number of key 

areas of its activity should be devolved to outside agencies, thereby freeing it to focus on strategic and policy issues 

and on the evaluation of provision generally. Three major initiatives are currently being undertaken, arising from 

the recommendations of the report. First, public examinations at secondary level, previously administered by the 

Department are, with effect from 2003, now the responsibility of an independent State Examinations Commission; 

this is intended to ensure the continuing openness and capacity for development of the public examinations system. 

Second, the delivery of special education provision is to be reformed and enhanced through the establishment of a 

Special Education Council, which will have responsibility for the delivery and development of services to students 

with disabilities. Third, local offi ces are to be established in the principal regional centres in order to provide an 

integrated access to a range of educational services in their area. For further information see www.education.ie

ITALY

Italy is a parliamentary republic, a partly decentralised system. Education policy making is shared between the national 

government (which has responsibility for funding, school curricula, and quality control) and the Regions (responsible 

for education delivery, in particular for vocational education and training) (see www.istruzione.it). During 2002, public 

debate was focused on the proposed major reform of the education system. The legislation, which was passed by 

Parliament early 2003, affects the structure of schooling, increases the autonomy of the individual schools, and 

decentralises political and administrative decision making to the regional level (see www.istruzione.it/mpi/progettoscuola). 

The law extends the right to education and vocational training up to the age of 18 years. There will be two education 

cycles: the fi rst cycle comprises primary school (5 years) and lower secondary school (3 years); the second cycle provides 

two options: the “Liceo”, or general education (5 years), with direct access to university, and the system of vocational 

education and training (4 years) that awards a vocational qualifi cation and allows, with a supplementary one-year 

course, for enrolment in university. Parallel to this legislation, a National Institute for the Evaluation of the Education 

System was established, and it started in 2002 with a national survey aimed at developing instruments for the regular 

assessment of the effectiveness of educational provision and the quality of its outputs. See www.invalsi.it

JAPAN

The Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT) has overall responsibility for education. 

MEXT offers guidance, advice and assistance to the prefectural and municipal boards of education which also carry 

out their respective allotted roles (see www.mext.go.jp/english/org/struct/govern). To support implementation of the New 

Course of Study, MEXT presented policies in a White Paper under the theme “Exhortation toward Learning” in 

2002, and has been working on various measures to support school activities, in order to help children acquire 

basic knowledge and skills, think by themselves, judge and act independently, and develop their academic ability, 

including problem-solving ability. In response to changing expectations and demands concerning higher education, 

there have been substantial reforms to make universities’ systems more simplifi ed and fl exible. Deliberations of 

the Central Council for Education have contributed to the higher education reforms. Based on the Policies for the 

Structural Reform of Universities (National Universities), presented by MEXT in June 2001, the following changes are 
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now being implemented: reorganisation and merging of national universities; development of a more independent 

legal status and greater autonomy for national universities; and introduction of the principles of competition by 

using third party evaluations (see www.mext.go.jp/eky2001/index-24.html).

KOREA

The Republic of Korea has a decentralised political system. Education policy making is shared between the national 

government (which has responsibility for higher education, lifelong education, and national human resources 

development policies) and the provinces (responsible for primary and secondary education) (see “Education in 

Korea” at www.moe.go.kr/English). Current government priorities at school level focus on improving the basic skills 

for students that will enable them to function as responsible members of society. Class sizes will be reduced to 30 

or less by 2008, and education for all fi ve-year-olds will be provided free of charge by 2006. The “Comprehensive 

Measures to Develop Education in the Rural Areas” and the “Education Welfare Investment Priority Zone Project” will 

be implemented to bridge the gaps in educational quality between regions and social classes. In higher education 

the focus is on lifting quality so that students have world-class qualifi cations. New investments are planned in 

graduate schools and research institutes. Restructuring of university education will also take place, and poor 

performing institutions may be closed. A new project is being implemented to reduce the gap between higher 

education in Seoul and other regions, and to develop regional universities as centres of regional innovation 

(see “Brain Korea 21” at www.moe.go.kr/English). The Ministry of Education and Human Resources Development is 

focusing human resources development policies on national strategic areas such as information technology and 

biotechnology, fi nance and the law (see “HRD Strategies” at www.moe.go.kr/English).

NETHERLANDS

The Dutch education system is in general a centralised system. This centralisation is balanced by the “freedom of 

education”: the constitutional right to found schools in accordance with one’s own religious or life principles and 

to have these schools fi nanced by government (see www.minocw.nl/english_oud/edusyst/). Increasing the autonomy of 

schools and institutions by deregulation has been a leading motive in education policy over the years. In some 

cases the responsibility of local municipalities has been increased (for example, in housing and programmes 

for the educationally disadvantaged). The main goal is to enable schools and other educational institutions to 

differentiate, so they can cater more adequately for individual needs. At the same time, accountability requirements 

are being strengthened, e.g. through the enhanced role of the independent Inspectorate of Education since 2002 (see 

www.minocw.nl/english_oud/guaran/). In 2005, primary education will be the last education sector to switch to a “lump-sum” 

based budgeting system. Policies targeted at reducing teacher shortages are focusing on a more proactive school role in 

human resources management, and substantial increases in teachers’ salaries. New and shorter paths to the teaching 

profession are being created (see www.minocw.nl/arbeidsmarkt/babo90/). In vocational education, creating continuous 

learning pathways is the major issue in order to raise quality and decrease the number of early-school leavers (see 

www.minocw.nl/english_oud/bve/site/). In higher education, internationalisation is the crucial issue. As a result of the Bologna 

declaration, universities and institutions for higher vocational education are implementing the Bachelor/Master 

structure. Accreditation procedures in Dutch higher education are also being introduced (see www.nao-ho.nl).

NEW ZEALAND

New Zealand’s education policy making is made at the national level, but individual institutions have local 

management autonomy (see www.minedu.govt.nz). In 2002 a ten-year Strategic Plan for Early Childhood Pathways to the 

Future, Ngä Huarahi Arataki, was released. At the plan’s core are three goals: increase participation in early childhood 

education services; improve the quality of services; and promote collaborative relationships (see www.minedu.govt.nz). 

Tertiary education participation has expanded rapidly over the past decade. The Tertiary Education Strategy 

2002-2007 sets out a fi ve-year approach for a more collaborative and co-operative tertiary system, contributing to 

national goals and more closely connected to enterprises and local communities. At least once every three years a 

Statement of Education Priorities (STEP) is to be published setting out the short- to medium-term priorities. A new 

entity, the Tertiary Education Commission was established with responsibility for implementation of government 

policy in the tertiary area [see www.minedu.govt.nz (Tertiary Education Reforms)]. At the beginning of 2002, Specialist 



ANNEX: Recent education policy developments in OECD countries

108 © OECD 2003   Education Policy Analysis   

Education services, previously a separate crown entity providing services for students with special education 

needs, was integrated with the Ministry of Education [see www.minedu.govt.nz (Special Education)]. In 2002 the 

new standards-based national school qualifi cations system, the National Certifi cate of Educational Achievement 

(NCEA), was introduced (see www.ncea.govt.nz).

NORWAY

Education supervision in Norway is exercised by municipal authorities (compulsory education), county authorities 

(upper secondary education), and the Ministry of Education and Research (tertiary education). The Ministry 

has the ultimate responsibility for supervision of education (except for pre-school provision) (see www.dep.no/archive/

ufdvedlegg/01/04/utdan021.pdf). In 2002-2003 higher education – both private and public – is being reformed (termed 

the Quality Reform) (see www.dep.no/archive/ufdvedlegg/01/02/thequ067.pdf). The main elements are greater autonomy 

for institutions, a more result-oriented funding formula, the establishment of a new independent agency for 

quality assurance (see www.nokut.no), and increased international co-operation. Academic courses will now be 

more structured, with regular guidance and monitoring of each student. A new structure with Bachelor/Master/PhD 

degrees is being introduced, in line with the Bologna process. In parallel to this reform the system of fi nancial 

support to students has been improved. Ongoing reforms in primary and secondary education aim to improve 

quality by giving more autonomy to schools, and by securing more knowledge and openness regarding educational 

outcomes. Reforms include developing a national system for quality evaluation and development; establishing a new 

system for fi nancing independent/private schools; simplifying rules and regulations; and re-organising the national 

education administration. The school reforms will be principally implemented during 2003-2005.

PORTUGAL

Portugal is a unitary political system where the administration of education is largely centralised, with the major 

exception of the autonomous regions of the Madeira and Açores. In April 2002 a new Government was elected, 

and the main goal of its educational programme is “To invest in the qualifi cation of the Portuguese people” (see 

www.min-edu.pt). The sector corresponding to higher education has been integrated in the Ministry for Science and 

Higher Education (see www.mces.gov.pt). Legislation on the development and quality assurance of higher education 

has been introduced. The Ministry of Education has been reorganised. A key element has been the creation of the 

new Directorate-General for Vocational Training, with the aim of integrating the lifelong education and training 

policies and systems. In 2002 legislation on the Evaluation System for Non-Higher Education was introduced 

to promote school self-evaluation and external evaluation. To strengthen the decentralisation of educational 

responsibility to the local level a new law concerning the Educational Municipal Councils and the Educational 

Charter has also been adopted.

SPAIN

Spain is a state, politically and administratively, structured in Regional Governments. The Regional Governments 

have responsibility for education. As such, it is diffi cult to provide a short summary of major education policy 

developments. However, Constitution provides that the State has the authority to establish the broad structure of 

the education system and the basic common curricula. Substantial reforms in these areas have been underway since 

2000. In 2002 two key pieces of legislation were passed, which are being implemented by the Ministry of Education, 

Culture and Sports: the Act on Qualifi cations and Vocational Training; and the Act on Quality in Education. These 

Acts aim at modernising the education and training systems, lifting quality, and introducing greater fl exibility and 

responsiveness to social and economic change. For further information see www.mecd.es

UNITED KINGDOM

The United Kingdom is a parliamentary democracy with a constitutional monarch as head of State. There is no 

one educational system in the United Kingdom, and there are important differences in curricula and examinations 

between England, Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales. The Department for Education and Skills (DfES) 

has responsibility for early years and childcare, schools and lifelong learning in England (see www.dfes.gov.uk). 

For 2003 the Government highlighted three areas of focus: truancy; secondary reform; and a review of higher 
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education. The 2003 DfES document, A New Specialist System: Transforming Secondary Education, sets out the main 

themes for reforming secondary education (see www.teachernet.gov.uk/makingadiff). In early 2003, the Government also 

published 14-19: opportunity and excellence setting out the vision to transform the learning experience for young people, 

so that they are more motivated and have a commitment to continued learning, whether in school, college or the 

labour force (see www.dfes.gov.uk/14-19greenpaper). A 2003 strategy document, The Future of Higher Education, sets out the 

10-year vision for development of higher education (see www.dfes.gov.uk/highereducation/hestrategy). National priorities 

for higher education in the next decade in Scotland are documented in The Higher Education Review Phase 2: A Framework 

for Higher Education in Scotland (see www.scotland.gov.uk/library5/lifelong/herp2-00.asp).

UNITED STATES

The United States has a federal political system. Education policy making is shared between the federal government 

(which provides general policy guidance, support for special programmes and research, and enforcement of equal 

access laws), the States (which regulate the schools) and local school districts (which operate the schools) (see 

www.ed.gov/NLE/USNEI/us/inst-geninfo). Enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act in early 2002 was a major step to 

strengthen primary and secondary schools. This law makes federal funding to States contingent on the States’ 

requiring their local school districts to: undertake annual testing in reading and mathematics for students in 

grades three to eight; make available public information about how well students achieve; assure improvement 

in student achievement for all groups; give parents options to remove their children from schools that do not 

improve; strengthen early reading programmes; and tap new sources of talented teachers through recruitment 

incentives, loan forgiveness and tax relief for teachers (see www.ed.gov). Improving early reading programmes 

is a special priority. This effort aims to raise the calibre and quality of classroom instruction; base instruction 

on scientifi cally proven methods; and provide professional training for educators in reading instruction (see 

www.ed.gov/about/offi ces/list/oese).
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EDUCATION POLICY ANALYSIS
Purposes and previous editions

The Education Policy Analysis series was launched by the OECD in 1996. It forms part of the work programme of the OECD Education 
Committee, and responds to the policy priorities established by OECD Education Ministers. The series is prepared by the 
Education and Training Division of the OECD Directorate for Education.

Purposes

The main purposes of Education Policy Analysis are:

• To assist education policy-makers and others concerned with education policy to make better decisions by drawing on 
international and comparative work;

• To draw out the key insights and policy implications arising from OECD education activities, international data and indicators, 
and related studies; and

• To present fi ndings, analyses and discussion in a succinct and accessible form.

Education Policy Analysis is produced annually (except in 2000, when a special edition was prepared for the 2001 OECD Education 
Ministerial meeting).
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