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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
 


Europe 2020 target /
Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


8.7% 7.6% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 9.5%


23.5% 26.3% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 38%4


ET 2020 Benchmarks


91.3% 94.3% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


27.5% : 19.6% : 15%


23.2% : 22.2% : 15%


21.0% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.1% 0.8% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.5% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


14.7% 11 7.0% 11


88.6% 91.2% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


13.8% 14.1% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


8.2% 9.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.7% 5.6% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 8,156€    08 8,774€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 9,311€    08 9,136€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 12,278€  08 11,895€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


37.4% 07 42.8% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


29.0% 33.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 50.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


77.3% 76.1% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 32.0% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -0.7% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -9.3% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 15.3% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 14.3% : 23.6% EU17


: 23.6% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


8. Foreign languages 
skills


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


10. Digital competences


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


Austria


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


 
 


Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test   4= Tertiary educational attainment: the national target is defined 
differently and includes postsecondary attainment qualifications at ISCED level 4/4a (following this national definition, the 2012 value is 38.3%) 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
The Austrian education system needs to improve performance in order to mitigate demographic trends and the 
trend towards a more skills-intensive economy. Education outcomes as measured by PIRLS, TIMSS and PISA 
tests are below average both among 10 and 15 year olds, even though Austria's investment in education and 
training for primary and secondary schools is slightly above EU average. More than one out of four young people 
aged 15 have poor reading skills, and results are only slightly better in mathematics. These young people face 
difficulties to access initial vocational education and training, which is crucial for later access to the labour 
market1.  
  
The socio-economic background continues to have one of the most important impacts on educational 
achievement with a distinct achievement gap also for young people from a migration background. A main 
challenge remains addressing this issue and in particular raising the participation and attainment level of 
migrants that constitute a growing part of the young population in education, in particular in urban areas2.  
 
In higher education, increasing numbers of enrolled students put pressure on financial and organisational 
aspects, while the share of students completing their programmes successfully has started to increase only 
recently3. As a consequence, relatively high dropout rates from universities combined with a comparatively low 
share of people having completed tertiary or equivalent education remain distinct challenges in Austria. 
 
Therefore the Commission proposed for 2013 the following country specific recommendations (CSR 5): "Improve 
educational outcomes, in particular of disadvantaged young people, including by enhancing early childhood 
education and reducing the negative effects of early tracking. Further improve strategic planning in higher 
education and enhance measures to reduce drop-outs." 
 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education in times of crisis 
 
Austria has kept its investment in 2011 in education relatively stable with 5.6% of GDP compared to 5.7% both 
in 2010 and 2009. This remains slightly above the EU average of 5.3%. As part of the 2012 consolidation 
package, Austria envisages additional public funds for tertiary education of about 1 bn €. 
 
Austria has one of the highest levels of expenditure-per-student among all OECD countries. It spends 
considerably more per student per year than the OECD average in primary and secondary education.4 The share 
of private expenditure is one of the smallest among OECD countries.5 


                                          
1  A recent regional study for Upper Austria finds that 92 per cent of employers complain about the lack of skills of apprentices at the 


moment when they are hired (ibw-Forschungsbericht Nr. 168 - Fachkräftebedarf der Wirtschaft in Oberösterreich, page 115).  
2  Children with a migration background are three times more likely to leave the school system without an upper secondary qualification 


than the children of natives. 
3  The rate of first-time graduates of tertiary-type A programmes has increased by 5%-points to 35% between 2010 and 2011 (table 


A3.1a, Education at a Glance 2013. 
4  OECD Education at a Glance, Country Note Austria. 
5  OECD: Austria registers only 5% private expenditure of expenditure on primary through post-secondary non –tertiary education 


institutions compared to the 8% OECD average and 12% on tertiary education compared to a 32% OECD average.  
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Skills 
 


Education outcomes as measured by PIRLS, TIMSS and PISA tests are below average both among 10 and 15 
year olds6. More than one out of four young people aged 15 have poor reading skills, and results are only slightly 
better in mathematics. These young people face difficulties to access initial vocational education and training, 
which is crucial for later access to the labour market.   
 


Skills as measured by PISA for 15 year-olds have deteriorated between 2006 and 2009 for reading, mathematics 
and science and remained below the EU average7 the distance even increased in particular in reading from 1.8 to 
7.9 percentage points. Girls perform significantly better in reading and better in science but worse in 
mathematics than boys.8 PIRLS 2011 confirms the below average performance as Austria ranks only 14th out of 
the 20 participating EU countries for reading of 4th grade, 10 year old,  having girls performing better than boys9 
and also registering a declined compared to 2006.10 TIMSS 2011 registers a slight reverse of the downward 
trend in mathematics for 4th grade.11 The same trend could be observed for TIMMS 4th grade science where 
Austria is in addition better positioned 6th out of 21 participating EU countries and above average.12  
 


Austria shows a strong influence of socio-economic background on educational achievement. In Austria, students 
from low socio-economic status are 2.27 times more likely to be low performers than their peers with high socio-
economic status, according to PISA 2009, which is below the OECD average (2.37 times). Students with a 
migrant background are also at higher risk of low performance by 2.16 times, and so are boys in comparison to 
girls (1.74 times)13. 
 


The average number of foreign languages learned per pupil at ISCED 2 level in 2011 was 1.114 and this is below 
the longstanding EU average of 1.5.  
 


In Austria 33% of individuals (16-74 age group) showed high computer skills in 2012, up by 3 percentage points 
compared to 2009 and above the 2012 EU average of 26%.15 In 2007 37.4% of fourth graders used computers 
in schools. This was below the EU 13 average (60.7%) at the time. 
 


In 2012 50 per cent of the 18-64 age group believed in Austria having the right skills to start a business. This 
places Austria among the best performing European countries with regard to entrepreneurial skills.16 
 


The development of the National qualifications framework (NQF) started in 2007 and is a long-term and 
comprehensive reform that is touching at all levels of education and needs close involvement of all stakeholders. 
At this stage it covers higher education, VET and pre-VET programme qualifications, but it does not yet integrate 
qualifications from general education, which is currently discussed. The NQF is being developed in consultation 
with all relevant stakeholders.17 
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 


Austria performs well with regard to early school leaving (ESL): the ESL rates are decreasing (8.3% in 2011 and 
7.6% in 2012) and they are already below the national 2020 target of 9.5%. Even so the gap between foreign-
born and native-born could be narrowed (22.5%/6.2% (2009) to 17.7%/6% (2012)) the rate of early school 
leavers remains significantly higher under foreign-born. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 


                                          
6  Reading 2006        AT: 21.5% (EU 23.1%), 2009 AT: 27.5% (EU 19.6%) 
    Mathematics 2006 AT: 20% (EU 24%, 2009 AT 23.2%  (EU 22.2%) 
    Science 2006        AT: 16.3% (EU 20.3%), 2009 AT 21% (EU 17.7%) 
7  PISA 2006: mathematics (20%), reading (27.5%), science (16.3%) /2009: mathematics(23.2%), reading (27.5%), science to be 


provided by A4. 
8  PISA 2009: Reading 20.3% girls/35.2% boys, science 20.3% girls/21.6% boys, mathematics 25.1% girls/21.3% boys. 
9  PIRLS 2011 girls 533, boys 525. 
10  PIRLS 2011 reading 529 (2006:538). 
11  TIMSS 1995: 531; 2007: 505; 2011: 508 and shows that boys (513) do better in mathematics than girls (504).  
12  TIMSS 1995: 538; 2007: 526; 2011: 532 and shows that boys (513) do better in mathematics than girls (504. 
13  OECD: Equity and Equality in Education: Supporting disadvantaged Students and Schools, 2012, Paris). 
14  Source: Eurostat 
15  Source: Eurostat ICT household survey  
16  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor registered for 2012, Poland 54%, Slovenia 51%, Austria, Spain and the Slovak Republic all 50%. 
17  Analysis and overview of NQF developments in European countries. Annual report 2012. 
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Participation in early childhood education and care (ECEC) has been improving from 84.6% (2000) to 94.3% 
(2011). A strategy against ESL following the Council Recommendation has been adopted, even if full 
implementation remains lacking so far.  
  
A sustainable strategy underpinned by sufficient financial resources is necessary for early language learning 
since 23% of pupils entering schools have difficulties in the language of instruction. The additional EUR 5 million 
a year (to be topped up by the Länder), which will be allocated to early German language training in 
kindergartens from 2012 until 2014 are an important first step, but do not appear fully adequate to meet the 
challenge.  
 
The employment rate of graduates18 has consistently increased to 91.2% in 2012 and remains significantly 
above the EU average of 75.7% (2012). Participation in initial vocational education and training is significantly 
higher in Austria 76.8% (2010) than the EU average of 49.8% (2010)19. An attractive VET system has assisted 
in keeping the rate of early school leavers low, also among foreign born, compared to the EU average.  It might 
also explain the fact that the unemployment rate among early school leavers remains low with 24.8% compared 
to the EU average of 40.1%. 
 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Austria is currently implementing the replacement of General Secondary Schools (Hauptschule) by New 
Secondary Schools (Neue Mittelschule). The New Secondary School reform does not abolish the issue of early 
streaming, i.e. the early tracking of children into either Hauptschule or Gymnasium (secondary academic school, 
lower level) at the age of ten. By 2018/19 all classes of the General Secondary Schools are supposed to be 
transformed into the new system. New pedagogical concepts as an integral part of the reform entail a more 
individualised approach to learning, a more differentiated teaching, including team teaching, and a more 
favourable teacher-pupil ratio, which go hand in hand with supplementary financial support20.  
 
High quality teaching is one key element for maintaining and improving the quality of education. Basic 
agreements at government level have been reached for the important reform of teacher education. However, 
specific legal and administrative measures have still to be passed and it is planned to implement the reform in 
steps starting 2014/15. Quality should be further improved by introducing competence oriented teaching, a 
central administered "Matura", upper secondary leaving exam as of 2014/15 that is meant to increase 
transparency and to facilitate access to higher education. A quality process was initiated in schools in 2013/14. 
The initiative ‘Quality of general Education at Schools’21, introduced education standards and a continuous 
process of quality assurance in schools.  
 
The comprehensive reform of teacher education (new teacher education - PädagogInnenbildung NEU) launched 
in 2009/2010 has been adopted in Parliament in June 2013 (BGBl. 124/2013). It established concrete 
requirements and recommendations for the education, training and continuing professional development of 
persons in the teaching professions with the intention to offer the first new teacher education courses in the 
2014/2015 academic year. It was approved by the government in December 2012 but is still awaiting the 
adoption of specific legal and administrative measures in Parliament. One of the suggested measures is the 
harmonization of teacher education for primary and secondary academic school teachers at university level22. 
However, educators of preschool education and care are not subject to the current legal efforts to harmonise the 
education requirements of teachers.  
 


                                          
18  From upper secondary and tertiary education (20-34 years). 
19  CEDEFOP, "On the way to 2020: data for vocational education and training policies" (2013) EU-27 average. 
20  Compare the remark to the Austrian ESL strategy. 
21  Schulqualität Allgemeinbildung, or SQA.  
22  The curricula of the teachers education are adapted to the new structure recommended by the Bologna Process consisting of four years 


of bachelor studies and two years of master studies. 
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Finally, in order to increase efficiency Austria will implement a six point plan for simplifying and improving the 
governance of the education system, including the abolition of school authorities at district level.  
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Austria's tertiary attainment (ISCED levels 5 and 6) is 26.3% in 2012, which is low in comparison to the EU 
average of 35.7%. However due to the specific role of VET in Austrian education, a large part of its higher-skilled 
labour force graduated from VET colleges that grant ISCED 4a level qualifications. Austria decided to include 
these categories into its Europe 2020 national target of 38% for 2020, which lifts its current performance 
according to this specific national definition to 38.3% in 2012. 
 
In response to the challenges in the area of higher education, notably the steadily growing number of students, 
high drop-out rates23, and long study periods as well as partially over crowded subjects, additional budgetary 
resources have been made available since 2012 to start implementing the Austrian Higher Education plan step 
by step until 2021. The Austrian Higher Education plan has been designed to deal with these issues including the 
fact that certain disciplines have known unusually high incoming mobility from abroad24 and the difficulties in 
combining work and studies. The additional funds are intended inter alia to create additional study places, to 
promote mathematics, science and technology (MST) subjects and to mitigate quality problems in 
oversubscribed disciplines. 
 
Austria is implementing a reform on university funding in order to increase tertiary attainment and to reduce 
university drop outs leading to targeted investments in university education combining structural and capacity-
based funding.25 It is envisaged to linking university funding to the capacity and the number of students 
attending university. Funding is scheduled to start gradually from 2016 onwards targeting 2019/2020 for full 
implementation. After a constitutional court ruling in 2011 challenged the rules for tuition fees there were 
reintroduced targeting foreign students and those that overrun standard study time by two semesters.   
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 


                                          
23  In Austria, 65% of students in general tertiary education and 73% in vocationally oriented tertiary study, complete their studies. The 


former is below the EU 21 average (69%) and the latter is above (59%). The relatively low completion rate may indicate inefficiency of 
the education system, the ability of students to find employment during their studies, or the need of student to change the degree 
programme. Source: OECD Education at a glance 2013. 


24  In particular students from Germany that don't find access to certain study disciplines due to the numerus clausus opted to inscribe 
themselves in Austrian faculties, like medicine.    


25  Compare, Austria’s 2012-2016 stability package (Second Stability Act 2012, Federal Law Gazette I 32/2012) and as key control 
instrument include the University Structural Funds Ordinance (Hochschulraum-Strukturmittelverordnung).  
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
The employment rate of graduates (age 20-34 from upper secondary and tertiary level) is high (91.2% in 2012 
compared to the EU average of 75.7%). It actually increased by 2.6 percentage points since 2009.26 In particular 
the Austrian dual VET system facilitates integration into the labour market due to its intensive company based 
component. 
 
However the Cedefop skills forecast points to future challenges, as the number of jobs that require  tertiary 
attainment is forecast to increase by 32% until 2020 and the number of jobs that require medium and low 
qualifications to decrease by -0.7% and -9.3%, respectively.27 Efforts are under way to increase tertiary 
attainment, to reinforce counselling28 both at pre-university and at university level to enable students to make 
informed choices and to facilitate the transition school to work. Starting in January 2013, a youth coaching 
programme is being implemented in stages throughout all of Austria’s federal provinces providing advising and 
support for youths from the 9th year of school onward. It is designed to help them find an educational or 
vocational path which suits their personal needs.  
 
Each young person who wants to take up an apprenticeship is entitled to a training slot as promised by the 
Training Guarantee, which was introduced in 2008 under the Youth Employment Package (Jugend-
beschäftigungspaket) - youth guarantee.29  
 
In addition to improving higher education, improvements in initial educational outcomes and a continued focus 
on vocational training are essential with a view of ensuring the provision of skilled labour. There is still scope to 
facilitate transfer in the education system between different types of education since the Austrian education 
system starts to segregate at the age of 10. Even so the education system segregates early it remains 
conceptually fully open. 
 
The Austrian VET system is performing well but there is still room for improvement with regards to school drop 
outs, in particular for those coming from a disadvantaged social or migrant background. The VET Quality 
Initiative30 aims to implement systematic quality management in vocational schools. This quality management 
system not only comprises the level of individual schools, but also includes all control levels (including 
management of the education system and school supervision). 
 
 
7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adults (aged 16-65) in Austria score far above the EU average in the numeracy proficiency tests of the Survey of 
Adult Skills (PIAAC31). The same holds true for young people (aged 16-24). Austrian adults perform slightly 
above the EU average in the literacy tests.  


The gap in literacy proficiency between the foreign- and native-born is close to the EU average. The share of 
people with low literacy or numeracy skills (at most level 1) is significantly below the EU average. However, low-
skilled people are 6 times less likely to participate in job-related learning compared to high-skilled people32. 


Adult participation in lifelong learning (LLL) in 2012 was at 14.1% and hence clearly above the EU average of 
9%. It has overall increased by 1 percentage point since 2006, but not with a straight pattern.33  


In Austria, a very high share of employees has in principle access to continuing vocational training, since 87% of 
enterprises in Austria report to provide training. This is far above the EU average of 66% and the time of training 
spent per participant amounts to 30 hours, which again is more than the EU average (25%). However, only 31% 
of the workforce benefit from training, that is below the EU average of 48%.34 


A particular challenge is to increase the participation of the foreign- born since they are participating significantly 
less compared to natives and the EU average, and because Austria has one of the largest shares of working-age 
immigrants in the OECD.  
                                          
26  Source: CRELL calculations based on Eurostats LFS data. 
27  Cedefop, 2012 forecast 
28  E.g. Studienchecker. 
29  If upon completion of compulsory education young apprenticeship-seekers cannot be placed in a formal apprenticeship programme, 


they will be offered (‘guaranteed’) the opportunity to enter a full-fledged apprenticeship programme in a supra-company training 
entity. The public employment service’s support to would-be apprentices does not end with their entry into supra-company training but 
will continue throughout training with the aim of eventually placing them in a company-based apprenticeship for the remainder of their 
training period, as this promises better integration into the labour market. If this fails, apprentices may also receive all of their training 
under the supra-company scheme and take the officially recognised final apprenticeship examination there. 


30  QualitätsInitiative BerufsBildung, or QIBB. 
31  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


32   At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
33  Eurostat (LFS): 2006 (13.1%), 2007 (12.8%), 2008 (13.2%), 2009 (13.8%), 2010 (13.7%), 2011 (13.4%) 
34  Source: Eurostat news release 89/2013  
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Only 11.7% foreign-born participated in 2012 in LLL compared to 14.7% native-born. This means a distance of 3 
percentage points whereas on EU average more foreign–born than native-born participate in lifelong learning.35 
The distance for female participation is less distinct in 2012 compared to the EU level.36 


A comprehensive Lifelong Learning Strategy 2020 covering all levels of education and training was presented in 
July 2012. So far, a dedicated budget and a comprehensive evaluation mechanism are missing. 


                                          
35  Eurostat 2012: AT native-born 14.7%, foreign-born 11.7%, EU native-born 8.9%, foreign born 10.7% 
36  Eurostat 2012: AT female 15.2%, male 13%, EU female 9.7%, male 8.3% 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks  
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


11.1% 12.0% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 9.5%


42.0% 43.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 47%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


99.3% 98.1% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


17.7% : 19.6% : 15%


19.1% : 22.2% : 15%


18.0% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.3% 0.3% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.7% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


8.2% 11 7.0% 11


81.0% 80.9% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


6.8% 6.6% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 30.2% 11 : 43.5% 11


26.3% 26.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.2% 6.2% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,669€    08 6,818€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 8,219€    08 8,476€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 11,745€  08 11,691€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 68.8% 11, FL 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


18.0% 23.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


37.0% 37.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


72.8% 72.8% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 15.9% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 13.9% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -18.7% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 14.0% FL : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 13.4% FL : 23.6% EU17


: 25.8% FL : 26.9% EU13


Belgium EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


Reading


Mathematics


Science


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


14. Low-skilled adults


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


10. Digital competences


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


8. Foreign languages 
skills


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


 


Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional, FL= Flemish Community 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
Belgium's education system is faced with poor educational achievements of pupils enrolled in VET, a significant 
educational gap depending on the socio-economic background in particular for migrants pupils, persisting 
differences in early school leavers rate1 and basic skills performance between the communities and regions. 
Belgium is confronted with a skills mismatch in terms of levels and relevance to labour needs, which represents 
an obstacle in tackling unemployment and in supporting growth. Skills shortages for technical and future-
oriented occupations are observed at all levels of education. School leavers in Belgium, in particular the ones 
without upper secondary education, are faced with more difficult transition to work than in most other OECD 
countries2 reflecting both inappropriate skills and limited opportunities.   
 
Whilst there is a need to increase the occupational and interregional mobility as well as the participation rate to 
the labour market, adult participation in lifelong learning is far below the EU average (6.6% vs. 9% in 2012)  
notably for the older workers and low-skilled3 and declined significantly in the last years (8.5% in 2005).   
 
These challenges are reflected in one of the 2013 European Semester country specific recommendations: 
measures should be taken to reinforce the coherence between labour matching, education, lifelong learning and 
vocational training policies for older people and youth. Attention should be given to social-inclusion strategies for 
people with a migrant background.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
With no significant impact of the crisis, public spending on education as a share of GDP in Belgium remains one 
of the highest in the EU with 0.9 percentage point above the EU average (6.2% vs. 5.3% in 2011). The share of 
private expenditure on all levels of education in Belgium is one of the lowest among OECD countries (5% vs. 
16% on average)4. The proportion of annual education expenditure dedicated to human resource costs, close to 
85%, ranks amongst the highest in EU5, far above the 70% EU average. However, during 2011-2012 a 
considerable increase in capital expenditure6 is observed for the German-speaking and the Flemish Communities. 
In 2013, the French-speaking community approved a significant budget to respond to the important needs in 
capital forecast in the coming years.     
 
Communities are taking measures of different scope to increase the efficiency of spending whilst ensuring quality 
education for all. A 2009 reform of the funding of Flemish universities introduced performance criteria; there are 
concerns regarding the right balance between quantitative and qualitative criteria7. A 2012 study analysed 
potential savings in the Flemish education sector8.  Pressure on smart funding is especially high9 in the French-


                                          
1  2012 early school leavers rate : 12.2% in Belgium, 15.3% and 19.9% in the Walloon and Brussels regions respectively ; source : 


Eurostat 
2  OECD eco review- 15 Jan 2013, Enhancing the inclusivenes of the labour market in Belgium By Jens Høj eco/wkp(2013)1 no 1009  
3  Eurostat 2011 Belgium learning participation rate of adults  7.1%,  of  older workers  3.9% and of low-skilled 3.1% 
4  Education at a Glance, 2013, country note on Belgium  
5  Funding of Education in Europe. The Impact of the Economic Crisis. Eurydice Report March 2013 
6  Funding of Education in Europe. The Impact of the Economic Crisis. Eurydice Report March 2013 
7  See: http://www.pascalsmet.be/articles/onderwijs/oproep-academici-een-belangrijk-signaal 
8  Carl van Keirsblick(2012)  Besparingen in het onderwijs : 3 pijlers, Itinera Institute 
9  Public spending on education in the French-speaking Community as a share of GDP is slightly above the national and EU average rates 


and demographic pressure is high in particular in the Brussels region 
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speaking Community. Measures have been taken to lower the repetition years. However, the ‘differentiated 
measures’ is questioned10: it does not address systemic reform but simply provides additional resources to 
certain schools and the measures seems not sufficiently focused. A 2011 report11makes different 
recommendations for more efficient spending in tertiary education. However, the 2013 bill on the modernisation 
of the higher education landscape of the French community does not revise the current funding system. Closer 
synergies between education and training providers are expected to lead to more efficient spending12. 
 
There are concerns in all communities regarding the financing of the planned reforms which will request 
appropriate prioritisation, close monitoring and efficient spending.   
 
Skills 
 
In terms of basic skills, 15-year-olds' performance on 2009 PISA test is better than the EU average in reading 
and mathematics and very close to it for science, with the Flemish, German and French speaking communities 
PISA results significantly above, close and below the EU average respectively. At national and community levels, 
the gap between the top and lower achievers is one of the highest of the OECD. Underperformance reflects 
socio-economic differences and youngsters with migrant background are much more exposed, in particular in 
Flanders13. In general, those youngsters are twice more at risk to be early school leavers. 10 year-olds Flemish 
pupils ranked amongst the top performers for mathematics and the lowest ones for science in the 2011 TIMSS 
survey. French speaking community average results of 10 years-olds in Literacy at the 2011 PIRLS remain below 
the average with modest improvement since 2006. 
 
Belgium is developing and implementing more than one national qualifications framework (NQF). As stated in 
2012 by the relevant Belgian Federal Law, the European qualifications framework (EQF) levels will be used as a 
common reference for the three communities. However, they will reference separately to the EQF14. The Flemish 
qualification framework is now reaching early operational stage. In view of clarifying the placing of professional 
qualifications, an updated referencing report is planned in 2013. In the French and German speaking 
communities, NQF preparation is now well advanced. The adoption of the French community’s NQF and its 
referencing to the EQF are expected by the end of 2013.  
 
The use of ICT is key to support flexible and modular learning in all educational pathways in the Flemish 
community. The 2012 Media Literacy Policy Plan broadens the policy on ICT towards the field of digital media. It 
includes a 40-point action plan encompassing measures related to teacher education and to the development 
and use of open educational resources as illustrated by the launch of the educational portal (klascement15) for 
teachers. The Flemish education committee advice on the integration of ICT in compulsory education encourages 
each school to develop an ICT strategy16.  Other community and/or regional strategies focus on equipment and 
training provision for teachers. Teacher’s competences need to be further developed in order to introduce 
innovative pedagogical approaches. Use of a virtual community and open educational resources are part of the 
key pilot project ‘Lift up’ (see point 4).  The Walloon region cooperates with the communities for some initiatives 
(Digital school of tomorrow, 2011) or develops specific ones.  
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
In 2012, Belgium was still slightly better than the EU average (12.0% vs. 12.7% in 2012) on early school leaving 
(ESL) despite no significant improvement and increasing gaps between regions17. In 2012, a declining rate was 
observed in Flanders which is launching a new comprehensive ESL strategy as a result of a 2012 agreement 
between the Flemish Government and the Social Partners on Professional Careers18. Against the EU general 
trend, ESL rates have been rising again in Wallonia and the Brussels region reaching worrisome levels (15.3% 
and 19.9% respectively). First steps have been taken in June 2013 towards a comprehensive ESL strategy: 1) an 
agreement between the many competent governments19 to develop a register of trajectories of pupils and 
learners from secondary education to the labour market; 2) two draft project decrees approved by the French 
community government aiming at a better coordination of education and youth policies.  


                                          
 Among others, Pisa results attest of very different levels of results for schools with similar socio-economic backgrounds   
11  Académie Royale de Belgique, Groupe de travail sur le financement de l’enseignement supérieur en Communauté Française, rapport 


intermédiaire du 15 juillet 2011 
12  2012 National Reform Programme.   
13  In the 2009 PISA tests, the proportion of low performing students with an immigrant background was nearly three times the proportion 


of low performing native students. Source: OCDE 
14  Cedefop, Analysis and overview of NQF developments in European countries. Annual report 2012   
15  The KlasCement initiative  was launched in 1998 by a teacher and a group of volunteers, its value has been progressively 


acknowledged at both community level  (the initiative has been under the remit of the Flemish Minister for Education and Training 
since January 2013) and outside the country. KlasCement has been indeed replicated in the Netherlands into two versions, namely 
‘klascement.nl’ (addressed to Dutch teachers) and ‘klascement.eu’ (for teachers all around the EU) 


16         VLOR, ‘Advies over ICT-integratie in het leerplicht onderwijs’, May 2013 
17  The Flemish Government has set an addtional ESL target at 5.2 % by 2020 
18  Vesoc agreement on Career Policy (17 February 2012)   
19  The respective governments of Wallonia, the French and German communities, the Brussels region and the ‘CoCOf’  . 
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Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
Participation in early childhood education of 4 year-olds remains amongst the highest in EU. However, 
participation fell between 2009 and 2011 from close to full coverage to 98.1%. Particularly low participation is 
observed in the Brussels region. The Flemish community has taken measures to encourage the participation of 
all children.  
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Unemployment rate amongst early school leavers is 36.3% (compared to 40.1% at EU level) reflecting the fact 
that youth unemployment rate increased far less than in other countries. However, they are faced with more 
difficult transition to work than in most other OECD countries20.  
 
With different approaches and scope, all communities have taken or plan measures to improve school quality 
and promote equity. The Flemish strategy is based on a so-called "triangle of quality"21 building on school 
autonomy, support and (self)-evaluation; the schools, the pedagogical advisory services of the different 
networks and the Flemish School Inspectorate are the ‘corners’. Quality of education in the Brussels region is 
raising particular concern and an inspection of all schools is planned during the next academic year. The Literacy 
Plan 2012-2016 (Strategisch Plan Geletterdheid) encompasses measures for groups at risk in secondary 
education. Good mastering of Dutch is seen as a transversal objective. Starting from the 2010-11 scholastic year 
the French community has launched projects aimed at reducing the high number of repetition years, namely the 
‘Lift up! (Décolâge!) project22 for children aged 2,5 to 8 years, and to implement a learning outcome approach at 
secondary level. Projects have also been launched by civil society. Room for improvement has been identified as 
regards use of evidence to support policy, the definition of learning outcomes with clear levels of attainment, 
support for teachers to implement the competence based approach, earlier intervention for groups at risk and 
tools helping schools to evaluate their educational outcomes and barriers and share good practices.  There is no 
evidence of results of a key measure taken aiming at improving quality and equity in access to schools (‘décret 
inscriptions’). In addition, all communities have taken measures to improve the quality and relevance of VET 
education which should contribute to lower the drop-out rate.  
 
Belgium is among the three European countries which are the most affected by a shortage of qualified 
teachers23. The situation is more acute in the French community where a shortage is observed at all ISCED 
levels whilst the situation in the Flemish community is about the average observed in Europe though with a lack 
of teachers in mathematics24; communities are engaged in discussion encouraging inter-professional mobility. In 


                                          
20  OECD eco review- 15 Jan 2013, Enhancing the inclusivenes of the labour market in Belgium By Jens Høj eco/wkp(2013)1 no 1009  
21  OECD : Strong Performers and Successful Reformers in Education (2013, link http://www.pearsonfoundation.org/oecd/belgium.html,  
22  250 schools participate to the ‘Lift up ‘ project for the 2013-14 academic year  
23  Progress towards the common European objectives in education and training (2011),European Commission staff working document  
24  Study on Policy Measures to Improve the Attractiveness of the Teaching Profession in Europe , April 2013,Contract n° EAC-2010-1391 


Final Report Volume 2, European Commission     
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the last few years, the Flemish community has taken different measures to modernise the teaching profession25. 
Current discussions aim at improving the working conditions of beginning teachers in order to retain them, and 
more recently, at revising the initial teacher education. At this stage, the option of a 5 years master does not 
seen appropriate. Early 2012, the French community approved an orientation note to reform initial teacher 
education. Consultation26 is ongoing and implementation is planned by 2014-5.  The extension of the length of 
study to five years for all teachers is of note. Whilst the French community is badly hit by a shortage of qualified 
teachers, the number of candidates wishing to join the profession exceeds the available number of places. A 
recent survey27 highlights difficulties in retaining them due to a (too) large difference in position on the labour 
market and status between beginning teachers and established teachers. The early leaving rate during the first 
year of teaching accounts for more than 50% of the early leaving rate of the first 5 years of teaching28. Without 
denying the need of improved guidance and support to beginning teachers, the survey suggests that high policy 
attention should be given to this sensitive issue of status.  The German speaking Community focuses on better 
teacher education and a professionalisation of school management. 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Belgium’s tertiary attainment rate significantly exceeds the EU average (43.9% vs. 35.7 % in 2012). The national 
target has been set at 47 % in 2020. The parent’s level of education has a larger than EU average influence on 
the participation in tertiary education. All communities have taken measures with mixed results as regards 
widening participation to under-represented groups and lowering the high drop-out rates. New measures are 
explored (e.g. introduction of evaluation test). Meeting the twin challenge of quality education and massification 
is a raising concern for universities. A recent survey29 urges for more attention to quality criteria and less focus 
on quantitative ones. A profound reform of the Flemish higher education system, with integration of the 
academic courses in colleges into universities, will be implemented in one phase during the 2013-2014 academic 
year30. Further measures focus on quality assurance and accreditation. The 2013 draft decree on Higher 
Education modernisation of the French community aims to improve student achievement rates by more informed 
choice and better support of the students (e.g. informative evaluation test) and to rationalise the offer of 
training. The draft decree however does not provide indication on quality/performance criteria. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 


                                          
25  Reform of  the initial education of teachers, introduction of performance criteria in the selection and career path, increased support for 


teachers, European Commission (2013),  Study on Policy Measures to Improve the Attractiveness of the Teaching Profession, vol2 
26  The consultation will focus on three areas: strengthening teacher education, redefining the learning content and the reorganization of 


the structure formation 
27  B.Delvaux, P. Desmarez,V. Dupriez,S. Lothaire,M. Veinstein ( 2013), Les enseigants débutants en Belgique francophone. Les cahiers du 


Girsef  
28  The average early leaving rate during the first 5 years is estimated at 35,6% on average for the all education and training system  
29  Itinera Institute, 'the price of massification',2013/15, 2 October 2013 
30  Integration decree, 5 July 2012 
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All communities are committed to promote outgoing/incoming study and placement mobility inside and outside 
Europe, including also teacher, staff and researcher mobility. The Flemish community has set a target of 20% 
graduate students being mobile by 2020.  
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
At 80.9% in 2013, the employment rate of recent graduates remains above the EU average (75.7%). Whilst 
youth unemployment rate increased far less than in most European countries, school leavers in Belgium, in 
particular the low-qualified, face a difficult transition to work 31 reflecting inappropriate skills. Moreover, since the 
start of the economic crisis, the share of low qualified youngsters not in employment, education and training has 
risen to 18%, above the 16% OECD average. The situation of the low-qualified will become worse in the future 
as the demand for medium and high qualified jobs up to 2020 is forecast to increase, in particular for the former. 
In Belgium, private returns for young people qualifying from VET post-secondary education, estimated in terms 
of earning differentials, do not differ significantly from the ones investing in tertiary education.  
 
There are different plans to monitor the pupils’ trajectories and the transition from education to the labour 
market. Initiatives have been taken at federal and regional levels to secure an increasing number of work 
integration traineeship places with a focus on the low qualified school leavers and to launch the Youth guarantee 
by 201432. In addition, communities have taken a wide variety of measures to improve guidance on career 
opportunities, developing alternate training and traineeships at higher education level, and in the Flemish 
community by the introduction in 2009 of short post-secondary curriculum33.   
 
Moreover, all communities have taken measures to improve the quality, relevance and attractiveness of 
vocational education and training (VET). Participation in VET is high with 72.8% of students enrolled in upper 
secondary vocational education and training in 2012. However, pupils enrolled in VET qualification sections and 
apprenticeships are faced with a high level of repetition years and are more at risk of leaving without 
qualification. Early June 2013, the Flemish Government has reached an agreement on an orientation note aiming 
at a profound reform of secondary education. The agreement foresees a ‘broad’ common first 2 years degree 
allowing for later orientation towards VET and general education streams. Provisions to include both weak and 
strong performers are foreseen.  The split between general, technical, vocational and artistic education in upper 
secondary education would be replaced by a specialisation according to 5 fields. A final decision is to be taken by 
2016. To reduce the level of repetition years and drop-outs, the French speaking community has launched the 
“Qualification by units” - CPU34 project accompanied with the introduction of learning outcomes. A unique 
apprenticeship contract will be introduced in 2013.   
 
The 2012 VESOC agreement between the Flemish Government and the Social Partners on Professional Careers 
foresees actions related to transition from education to the labour market. The French Wallonia-Brussels 
parliament has started to discuss in August 2013 the project for a third economic ‘Marshall Plan’ ( referred as MP 
‘2022’); consultation of the social partners has been launched. Compared to the previous plans, a major change 
is the central role given to education and training and the need to increase the link with the world of work.  
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC35) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Belgium (Flanders) score significantly 
above the EU average in the proficiency tests on literacy and numeracy. Moreover, the share of low-skilled adults 
is rather low: 14% in literacy and 13% in numeracy (compared to 19% and 24% respectively at EU level).  
 
The gap in proficiency skills for literacy between the generations aged 25-34 and 55-65 is significant (i.e. 
equivalent to the skills usually acquired with about 5 years of education). This might be due to improvements in 
the education system in recent decades and / or a decline in skills over the working life. 
 
In addition, there is a big difference between the skills levels of native and foreign born. There are however 
rather small differences in young adults' (aged 16-29) scores in literacy and numeracy across different education 
levels, in particular between lower and upper secondary education.  
 
                                          
31   OECD eco review- 15 Jan 2013, Enhancing the inclusivenes of the labour market in Belgium By Jens Høj eco/wkp(2013)1 no 1009  
32  From October 2013, the Brussels region has set-up a specific "Youth Guarantee" service whose first task will be to implement the 


federal measure related to integration work traineeships  
33  “Se-n-se” and short cycle HE vocationally-oriented study programmes (HBO5), Decree on Higher vocational education of April 2009. 


Evaluation planned in 2013   
34  Initiated in 2010-11, the pilot project “Qualification by units- CPU” concerns the last two years of compulsory education and should be 


achieved in 2012-13. It introduces the concept of  certification by units. The pilot concerns 5 secteurs :  training programmes consist in 
different  units with corresponding learning outcomes. It is a response to the Ecvet approach. 


35  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 
presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 
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Despite the fact that different measures have been taken at federal and regional levels, the adult participation 
rate in lifelong learning is well below the EU average (6.6% vs. 9% in 2012), notably for older workers (3.5%) 
and the low-skilled (2.7%)36, and declined continuously over the last few years.  
 
Nevertheless, employees have, in comparison to the EU average, in principle good access to enterprise-provided 
continuing training, because in 2010, 78% of enterprises provided such vocational training (EU: 66%). Better 
synergies between the main training providers are progressing in the regions and initiatives are taken to secure 
the quality of the provision of training. The French–speaking community, Wallonia and the Brussels region have 
launched in February the ‘2013 – the year of competences’. The objective is to prepare, with all training 
providers, a more profound reorganisation of the post-2014 period LLL approaches and governance mode in view 
of the transfer of responsibilities established by the last state reform.   
 


                                          
36  Source : Eurostat 2012 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks   
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


14.7% 12.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 11%


27.9% 26.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 36%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


78.5% 86.6% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


41.0% : 19.6% : 15%


47.1% : 22.2% : 15%


38.8% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.5% 0.7% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.3% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


3.6% 11 7.0% 11


73.6% 67.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


1.4% 1.5% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 35.3% 11 : 43.5% 11


22.9% 19.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.3% 3.6% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 2,335€  08 2,190€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 2,256€  08 2,148€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 4,829€  08 3,763€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: : 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


7.0% 12.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: : 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


51.8% 52.2% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 5.3% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -1.9% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -27.9% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


Bulgaria EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


Reading


Mathematics


Science


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


14. Low-skilled adults


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


10. Digital competences


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


8. Foreign languages 
skills


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


  


Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main Challenges 
 
Bulgaria is facing the challenge of improving the overall quality and efficiency of its education system. The final 
adoption of the School Education Act before the end of 2013 would provide a framework for progress on the 
necessary reforms, including modernising curricula, amending Act on Vocational Education and Training and 
implementing improvements to teachers’ education and incentives.  
 
In higher education, reforms have made very limited progress. The existence of an important disparity between 
higher education outcomes and labour market demand worsens structural unemployment and hampers the 
development of high-value, innovative sectors. The poor performance of higher education is linked to a lack of 
incentives at institutional level as well as to the standard of individual researchers and teachers. 
 
Bulgaria is addressing some of its challenges however close attention needs to be paid to adopting the reform 
laws and to enforcing their implementation while carefully monitoring their impacts. Implementation of the 
reform of higher education, accompanied by effective governance and sufficient investment will be key for 
promoting growth and competitiveness of the Bulgarian economy.  
 
The country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education and training from the 2013 European Semester thus 
recommends the adoption of the School Education Act as well as the reform of vocational education and training 
and higher education, in particular through better aligning outcomes to labour-market needs and strengthening 
cooperation between education, research and business. Improving access to inclusive education for 
disadvantaged children, in particular Roma is also being proposed. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP in Bulgaria is the lowest in the EU and well 
below the EU average (3.6% vs. 5.3% in 2011) and has been on the decrease from 4.3% in 2009 to 3.4% in 
2012. As far as the situation at the different levels of education is concerned, the level of expenditure was the 
lowest in the EU in 2010 also at the tertiary level, expenditure for primary and secondary levels were 
significantly lower than the EU average, whereas at pre-primary level it was significantly higher than the EU 
average.  
 
Skills 
 
According to the OECD PISA tests there has been an improvement from 2006 to 2009 in pupil achievement in 
reading, maths and science. However Bulgaria still remains with 41% and 47.1% in reading and maths 
respectively the worst performer in the EU, and with 38.8% in science the second worst performer in the EU.     
 
At 12% in 2012 Bulgaria has the second-lowest share of individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills which 
is consistent with the low rate of access to ICT. Bulgaria is below the EU average as regards foreign languages 
skills. 
 
The National Qualifications Framework (NQR) elaborated in line with the European Qualifications Framework for 
Lifelong Learning and the Qualifications Framework for the European Higher Education Area was adopted in 2012 
and presented to the EQF Advisory Group in 2013. The Bulgarian NQF is one single, comprehensive framework, 
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which includes qualifications from all levels and subsystems of education and training (pre-primary, primary and 
secondary general education, VET and HE). It will provide a reference point for validating non-formal and 
informal learning.  
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Bulgaria is slightly outperforming the EU average as regards the early school leaving rate (12.5% vs. 12.7% in 
2012). It has shown a steady improvement since 2006 (17.3%) and is making progress towards achieving the 
national 2020 target of 11%, despite a moderate step back from 2011 (11.8%). 
 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The JAF sub-indicators show that the employment disadvantage for early school leavers is low however it is on 
the increase. Likewise the level of investment and early childhood education and care are on the increase, for 
ECEC at a significantly higher rate than the EU average.  
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
72 State Education Standards and 391 new curricula for compulsory education and specialised study courses 
have been developed through European Social Fund (ESF) co-funded projects and cover all subjects for general 
education. Pending adoption of the new School and Pre-School Education Act, which is required for the new 
curricula to come into force, training of teachers and of assessors for the assessment of school books is on-
going.  
 
The improvement of teacher education is being carried out through a National Programme for Qualifications and 
a complementary training programme co-funded by the ESF. The training is for the qualification of pedagogical 
experts and covers topics including foreign languages, ICT, special education needs and intercultural learning.  
 
Supporting educational integration and ensuring effective access to disadvantaged groups, in particular Roma 
students, is a major priority in the area of education. A strategy on early school leaving has been drawn up and 
is consultation is on-going with a view to adopt the strategy by end 2013.  
 
At present almost half of the Roma students in Bulgaria (48.3%) are enrolled in school facilities situated in urban 
neighbourhoods with predominantly Roma populations, which creates conditions for the increased educational 
segregation of Roma students. An ESF co-funded project focusing on pilot schools is being implemented with 
activities including assessment of needs of children and support of children with disability. The objective is to 
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introduce an inclusive approach to education with difficulties identified at pre-school age. Participating schools 
are assigned speech therapists and psychologists to assist teachers in assessing children's needs.    
 
The necessary measures for optimizing both pre-school and school infrastructure should include repair, 
renovation and efficient management of technical and material facilities, introduction of energy efficiency 
measures, and improving accessibility for children with special educational needs, including supportive built 
environment.   


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Bulgaria's tertiary attainment rate is lagging behind the EU average (26.9% vs. 35.7% in 2012) with minimal 
progress being registered since 2006 (25.3%) towards the national 2020 target of 36%.  
 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The JAF sub-indicators show that investment is low and is not increasing as much as the EU average. It is also 
noted that upper secondary prevalence is much more pronounced, even though the employment advantage of 
tertiary education is large and growing further rapidly. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Higher education faces persisting challenges in responding better to labour market needs (employment levels of 
young graduates is at 67.3% in 2012) and raising innovation potential in the economy. The existing financing 
and structure of the higher education system, including the degree of specialisation, and suboptimal incentives at 
the institution level, as well as for individual teachers and researchers, contribute to the gap between 
educational output and demand.  
 
Bulgaria has addressed the 2012 CSR calling for reform of higher education (upper/post-secondary and tertiary) 
mostly by initiating the process of modernising the curricula for higher and vocational education. Calls for 
proposals have been issued and 80% of all university students are expected to have modernised curricula by the 
end of 2014. 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training  
 
High unemployment among the low-skilled and young people (28.5% and 28.2% respectively in 2012) partly 
reflects persistent skill and regional mismatches as well as the low quality and low relevance to labour market 
needs of the education and training systems. Amid risks of locking the economy on a low-growth path, low 
employment rates also result in a persistent and significant share of the population becoming vulnerable to 
poverty and social exclusion. Under the national ‘Employment for Youth’ initiative, Bulgaria has committed itself 
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to reduce the youth (15-24 years) unemployment rate to 23% and the share of young NEETs to 19% by the end 
of 2013.  
 
Draft amendments to the Labour Code on internship contracts for young graduates with secondary or tertiary 
education are at an advanced stage of adoption. The measures planned in this area are relevant, but more needs 
to be done to differentiate among the needs of young people with diverse levels of education and socio-economic 
backgrounds.  
 
Draft amendments to the Vocational Education and Training Act as well as adoption of new strategic documents 
and tools would introduce to the system the models and principles of validation of non-formal and informal 
learning; modularisation of learning content and transfer of credits based on learning outcomes; applying quality 
assurance mechanisms thus increasing accessibility, quality and permeability of the VET sector and ensuring 
flexible paths to further learning or labour market. 
 
More active cooperation is required with the business and the employers so that the knowledge obtained in the 
secondary vocational education could be as close to the real working environment as possible. This mismatch in 
the skills raises concerns with regard to the competitiveness of the economy.  
 
A positive development is that calls for proposals for modernised curricula for vocational training have been 
issued and it is foreseen that the curricula will be modernised in partnership with employers. At present the ratio 
between theory and practice in the curricula of most of the professions still remains in favour of the theory; the 
employers do not participate in the development of the training materials and are not active enough in the 
process of final evaluation of the skills attained by the graduates from the vocational training under the different 
professions. 
 
Investigations of skills mismatches are organized by employers and labour administration. The latter was active 
in the years of crisis and organized a scheme that will provide regular information on the mismatches. The 
scheme: “Establishment of a system of forecasting labour force demand” (2011 – 2013, 0.500 million Euro 
granted from the ESF) is aimed to improve forecasting procedures and dissemination of results.  
 
These are first steps towards a more flexible system for vocational training and education with regard to the 
requirements of the business for swift and direct inclusion of the graduates in the labour market.  
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adult participation in lifelong learning (1.5% in 2012) is the second-lowest in the EU. Lifelong learning in 
Bulgaria is still experiencing impediments, such as limited and not well adapted opportunities to the training 
needs of the various target groups, lack of support systems and insufficient flexibility between the different 
learning solutions (e.g. between vocational education and training and higher education). The problems are even 
more aggravated by the fact that the bigger part of the potential trainees are with a lower socio-economic and 
educational status.  
 
As only 31% of enterprises report to provide continuing vocational training (CVTS 2011), also training 
opportunities for employees are limited (EU: 66%). Even if about half of the employees of these enterprises 
participate in some training, which is around EU average, the average duration of these activities is rather short 
(22 hours; EU: 38%). 
 
An integrated lifelong learning strategy for 2014-2020 is being elaborated, which would contribute to the 
educational spectrum entirety, as well as to the coordination of the actions among all interested parties. There 
has been ongoing work since 2012 on a pilot project of the National System for Validation of Non-formal and 
Informal Learning, which will encompass the system of vocational education and training. 
 
Measures for improved guidance and counselling services have been undertaken – a National network of 37 
offices for information and professional counselling for employers and employees has been set up. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


3.9% 4.2% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: /


20.6% 23.7% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: /


ET 2020 Benchmarks


68.8% 70.6% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


22.5% : 19.6% : 15%


33.2% : 22.2% : 15%


18.5% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.1% 10 0.6% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.0% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


0.5% 11 7.0% 11


77.0% 58.7% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


2.3% 2.4% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 47.0% 11 : 43.5% 11


46.0% 50.0% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


: : 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 3,414€  08 3,285€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 3,623€  08 3,485€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 7,307€  08 5,233€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


24.0% 27.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


59.0% 44.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


72.5% 71.5% 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 6.0% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 0.7% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -17.5% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


8. Foreign languages 
skills


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


Science


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


Reading


Mathematics


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Croatia


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges  
 
Even though Croatian education has experienced substantial reforms1 over the last decade, its performance 
shows several weaknesses at different levels. First, some progress has been achieved in terms of the tertiary 
education attainment rate. However a serious effort may be required in order to reach the national and Europe 
2020 target. Second, educational outcomes at primary and secondary level are low and raise the question of the 
quality of compulsory education. In particular, educational achievements of 15 years old students have 
deteriorated as measured by PISA, remaining below the EU average, most distinctively in mathematics. Third, 
participation in early childhood education is low compared to the EU average, despite some improvement over 
the last years. Fourth, adult participation in lifelong learning is low and on decrease. Main issues in this area 
revolve around adult learning as well as teacher education not receiving the required attention and funding. 
Finally, the VET system in Croatia requires reorganisation in order to become more attuned to the labour market. 
 
In sum, education and training at all levels show evident skills gaps compared to labour market needs2, which 
hampers significantly the transition of young people from school to work. 
Combined with future demographic trends these weaknesses threaten to undermine competitiveness as well as 
necessary productivity gains and result in clear skills gap between education and the needs of the labour market. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
In 2010, Croatia's public expenditure on education and training was 4.3% of GDP, which is lower than the EU 
average (5.4%). The percentage had been stable since 2008 despite the economic crisis situation but education 
expenditure were finally cut in 2011 and 20123.  
 
Skills 
According to large scale international studies of pupils' performance (TIMSS and PIRLS), 2011 data showed that 
fourth graders in Croatia scored significantly below the reference point4 in mathematics, and significantly above 
the scale centre point in science and reading in comparison to other countries in the surveys.  
 
In secondary education, PISA results show that educational achievements of 15 year-olds is far below the EU 
average in mathematics5  and somewhat below in reading and science.6 All values deteriorated compared to the 
previous testing in 2006, but the largest difference is found in mathematics.7  
 


                                          
1  Among them introduction of the Croatian National Educational Standards and the National Curriculum Framework; introduction of the 


State Matura as the standardized secondary school- leaving exam; consolidation of professional profiles in vocational education and 
training; and more internationalization in higher education. Agencies that have been established or successfully expanded their 
activities are the National Centre for External Evaluation of Education, and the Agency for Science and Higher Education. 


2  In 2011, 20,6% of the participating employers stated that there is a need for further education of their employees; the main areas in 
which this is necessary are: vocational/technical skills, ICT, foreign languages, team cooperation and communication skills. 


3  Compare Eurydice Funding in Education (2012) that registers annual reduction in Croatia of about 5% in 2011 and 7% in 2012. 
4  Reference point or centre point is a constant measure against which TIMSS and PIRLS studies compare country performance. It is a 


mean score from the first time the studies were conducted in 2001 (PIRLS) and 1995 (TIMSS).  
5  Percentage of low achievers was 33.2% as opposed to EU: 22.2% 
6  PISA 2009: reading HR: 22.5%, EU: 19.6%; science HR: 18.5% compared to EU: 17.7%. 
7  Reading 2006: 21.5 % as opposed to Reading 2009: 22.5%; Mathematics 2006: 28.6 % as opposed to Mathematics 2009:33.2 %; 


Science 2006 :17% as opposed to Science 2009: 18.5 %   
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In Croatia at least one foreign language is compulsory or part of the core curriculum at ISCED 1 and ISCED 2 
level8. The average number of foreign languages learnt per pupil in lower secondary education rose between 
2006 and 20099 and has remained stable since then on the level of EU average of 1.5 but results are mediocre10. 
 
According to the European Schoolnet Survey of Schools11, Croatian schools are well connected in terms of fast 
broadband.  Moreover and despite the lower number of available computers compared to the EU average12, the 
frequency with which ICT is used in classrooms by both students and teachers is above the EU average. The 
percentage of individuals (16-74) with high computer skills in 2012 was 27% which is above the EU average 
(26%) and represents an increase of 3 percentage points compared to 2009, when it was below the EU average 
(25%). In 2012 close to half (44%) of population believes that they have the right competencies to start a 
business.  
 
Croatia is developing a national qualifications framework (CROQF) and it adopted the framework legislation in 
March 2013. CROQF is based on learning outcomes and serves both as qualifications and as a credit framework. 
It is considered a key engine to further introduce reforms in different areas of the education system, by ensuring 
the close cooperation of different stakeholders (public authorities, employers, learning providers and other social 
partners)13, increasing transparency, facilitating recognition of prior learning, and attuning training better with 
labour market needs.   
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
The early school leaving rate (ESL) remains very low compared to the EU average. However, it has been 
marginally increasing in the last couple of years from record low 3.7% in 2008 to 4.2% in 2012 (in comparison 
to EU average 14.8% and 12.8 %, respectively14). When it comes to particular subgroups of early school leavers, 
the between-group differences are not as stark as in the rest of the EU. Namely, gender difference is smaller (1 
percentage point) compared to the EU average (3.5 percentage points). 
  
Moreover, since 2008, the share of the unemployed early school leavers has increased by 25 percentage 
points15. Plans to implement compulsory upper secondary education have been stalled by the current economic 
conditions that weighed also negatively on the physical refurbishment plans and on the provision of free text 
books, public school transportation and student dormitories.  
  


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
In 2011, only 70.6% of children were enrolled in early childhood education and care (ECEC) programmes. 
Participation had increased by around 2 percentage points since 2009 but the rate is still well below the EU 
average of 93.2%. However quality of ECEC, measured as the child-staff ratio, appears to be more satisfactory 
(it was 12.1, as opposed to the EU average of 13.4)16. 


                                          
8  See ESCL Survey. 
9  From 1.2 in 2006 to 1.5 in 2009 Source: Eurostat  
10  The results of the 2011 ESLC survey show that upon the completion of lower secondary education the knowledge of English as a 


foreign language is around the average.  The percentage of students with a level of knowledge that corresponds to CEFR B1 is 24 % 
and for B2 level it is 23 %.  


11  https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/sites/digital-agenda/files/Croatia%20country%20profile.pdf 
12  9 students per computer as opposed to EU average of 5. 
13  Publication Analysis and overview of NQF developments in European countries, Annual report 2012 , CEDEFOP  
14   Source: EU LFS (http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/tgm/table.do?tab=table&plugin=1&language=en&pcode=t2020_40). 
15  From 2008 to 2012 it increased by 25 percentage points. From 2011 to 2012 it increased by 5 percentage points. Source A4 unit Stan's 


email check how to refer to this…. 
16  According to UNICEF, optimal child-staff ratio is below 15. Source: Education and Training Monitor 2012. 
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Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Croatia is one of the few EU countries that have increased their teaching work force between 2007 and 2010 
whilst the student population is in decline17. Teacher education is a distinct focus of policy and a 'Strategy of 
Teaching, Education, Science and Technology 2013-2020", as a follow up to the previous 2009-2013 is currently 
being devised. It will update several sector strategies that have been only partially implemented and will also 
include life-long learning that had not been covered so far.  


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Enrolment in tertiary education has continuously risen and tertiary education attainment (30-34 year olds) 
doubled in the past five years reaching 23.7% in 2012 (compared to 35.7% in the EU). Nevertheless, growth in 
the attainment rate has been levelling off since 201118 and Croatia will have to step up efforts to reach the 
national target of 35%. The amount of tertiary VET graduates increased by 2.3 percentage points in the 2006-
2011 period (7.6 % in 2010), which is slightly above the EU average.19 The increase can be attributed to the 
transition towards the new degree structure of the Bologna programme but also to previous national reforms.20  
 
Croatia, after joining the Bologna process in 2001, has set up a quality assurance system, introduced the 
European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) and joined the Lisbon Recognition Convention21. The current 
organisation of universities, which grants full legal independence to faculties, is perceived as a hurdle to further 
improve the quality of higher education. As a matter of fact, it hampers the capacity of the rector and the central 
university bodies to define and implement an overall strategy covering all parts of a university and affects quite 
negatively areas such as performance-based financing, institutional leadership, and a more strategic outlook of 
universities and their constituents. With respect to didactic and pedagogic approaches, Croatia is aiming to 
strengthen learner-centred approach. 
 
The percentage of Croatian students enrolled in a university in another EU member state both for a degree 
programme and for a non-degree (credit) one was above the EU average in 201022, which is considered to be a 
success for the Bologna process, designed as an instrument to encourage mobility among students. However, 
still 73% of students have not and do not plan to enrol in courses abroad and this share reaches 90% for 
students from less privileged social backgrounds.23 
 
Nevertheless, the number of foreign students studying in Croatian universities was lower than the EU average in 
2005 and sharply decreased in 201024. One of the factors may be that the offer of English programmes for 
international students is reduced.25 


                                          
17  Eurydice, Funding of Education in Europe (2013): Other countries are Austria and Cyprus.   
18  In 2008 it was 18.5%; in 2010 24.3% and in 2012 23.7% in comparison to EU average which was 31%, 33.5 % and 35.8%, 


respectively. See Eurostat Labour Force Survey. 
19   See Cedefop 2013 'On the way to 2020: data for vocational education and training policies Indicator overviews' . 
20  Among these, the introduction of the Croatian National Educational Standards and the National Curriculum Framework; the introduction 


of a standardized secondary school- leaving exam; the consolidation of professional profiles in vocational education and training; and 
greater internationalisation in higher education.  


21  World Bank 2012  
22  Enrolment for a degree programme was 3.3 in Croatia against an EU average 2.4 and Croat enrolment for credit was 0.2 compared 


with an EU average of 1.2; see ET Monitor 2012. 
23  Source:  The Eurostudent survey.  
24  In 2005 HR: 2.7 EU Mean: 6.4 and in 2010 HR:0.5 and EU average 6.7 See: Education and Training Monitor, 2012. 
25  Ministry of Science, Education and Sports, April 2007, OECD Thematic Review of Tertiary Education Country Background Report for 


Croatia. 
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Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 


6. Facilitating the transition from school to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
The employment rate for recent graduates (15-24 year-olds) in 2012 was 16.9%, far below the EU average 
(32.8%). Employment rate decreased by 8.7 percentage points between 2009 and 201226 and reveals that 
young people are increasingly facing difficulties in the transition from school to work.  
 
The VET system in Croatia requires reorganisation in order to become more attuned to the labour market.27  In 
2010 the Agency for Vocational and Adult Education and Training was created with the purpose of planning, 
monitoring and improving vocational and adult education. The agency plays an important role in the CROQF-
related reforms and, in particular, in reforming VET towards an outcomes-based approach.28  
 
The CROQF is currently developing occupational standards for different professions together with stakeholders.  
 
There is a great scope for improving work-based learning opportunities in VET. For instance, reports suggest that 
three-year VET schools provide better practical training than four year VET schools if supported by stronger 
partnerships with employers. Practical training in four-year VET schools is marred by the inability of schools to 
provide placements, which then becomes the responsibility of students. This makes placements often short-lived 
and deprived of any quality control over learning.  
 
Leonardo da Vinci programme participation rates referring to VET mobility show that the number of participants 
increased three times for initial VET between 2010 and 201129.  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Participation rate of adults (25-64 age group) in lifelong learning in 2012 was 2.4%.  This rate is very low in 
comparison to the EU average (9%) and has not improved since 200730. Moreover, the rate of older adults who 
participate in lifelong learning (55-64 age group) is only 0.3% in 2012 compared to 4.5% in the EU31.  


                                          
26  Source: Eurostat, LFS data  
27  The World Bank (February 2012) Croatia: Policy Notes, a strategy for smart sustainable and Inclusive Growth, Report No. 66673-HR 
28  CEDEFOP (2013): Analysis and overview of NQF developments in European countries. Annual report 2012 
29  From 79 participants in 2010 to 237 participants in 2011. Source: http://ec.europa.eu/education/leonardo-da-


vinci/doc/stat/croatia_en.pdf . However, Leonardo da Vinci programme is only one among many other bilateral and national 
programmes which means that the actual figures may be higher.  



http://ec.europa.eu/education/leonardo-da-vinci/doc/stat/croatia_en.pdf

http://ec.europa.eu/education/leonardo-da-vinci/doc/stat/croatia_en.pdf
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Taking educational background into consideration, in 2011, 2.9% of adults with upper and post-secondary 
education participated in lifelong learning (EU average 7.6%) and so did 2.9% of adults with tertiary education 
(EU average 16 %). Both subgroups participate significantly below the EU average but the difference is 
particularly conspicuous for tertiary graduates.  
 
Regarding the outcomes of employed adults' self-assessment in Croatia in 2010 compared to the rest of EU: 
employees were less likely to say they needed more training for their current job (8.7% as opposed to the EU 
average of 13%), more likely to consider they possess skills for even more demanding duties (40.5% as opposed 
to EU average 31.7%) and less likely to say their skills match the job demand (50.8%, as opposed to 55.3 %). 
Moreover, employees in high-skilled clerical positions in Croatia were more likely to report a need for further 
training (16.5%) than employees in lower-skilled clerical positions (8.3%). Finally, employees under 30 years old 
are more likely to report the need for training (14.6%) whereas employees over 50 years of age are more likely 
to report having more skills than needed for their duties.  
 
Regarding enterprises, 57% of them provided vocational training in 2010. This is below the EU average of 66%. 
However only 31% of staff (vs. an EU average of 48%) profited from training, whereas more training hours were 
delivered per participant (29) compared to the EU average (25)32. 
 
The low participation in lifelong learning provides fewer opportunities for engaging in learning as well as results 
from a lack of demand of learners. Different occupational and age sub-groups perceive the need for training 
differently and this emphasises the importance of a planned and tailored policy approach to up-skilling in order 
to avoid skills mismatch and underutilisation. 
 


                                                                                                                                                   
30  In 2007 it was 2.4, in 2008 it was 2.2, in 2009 2.3, in 2010 2.2 , in 2011 2.3 Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
31  In comparison with the EU average of 4.5 %.  
32. Source: Continuous Vocational Training (CVT) in Eurostat 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks  
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


11.7% 11.4% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 10%


45.0% 49.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 46%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


86.4% 85.0% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


: : 19.6% : 15%


: : 22.2% : 15%


: : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


6.3% 7.1% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.9% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


28.0% 11 7.0% 11


81.1% 73.0% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


7.8% 7.4% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


94.8% 92.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


7.2% 7.2% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 8,491€    08 9,260€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 10,891€  08 10,849€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 10,343€  08 9,933€    10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: : 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


29.0% 23.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: : 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


12.8% 12.7% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 27.9% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 6.6% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -22.4% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 11.8% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 15.5% : 23.6% EU17


: 20.2% : 13.0% EU17


Cyprus EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


Reading


Mathematics


Science


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


14. Low-skilled adults


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


10. Digital competences


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


8. Foreign languages 
skills


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results refer to people without ICT 
experience and people who failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
Confronted with a difficult labour market, Cyprus faces a skills mismatch, which represents an obstacle to 
tackling unemployment and to supporting growth and innovation. With a threefold increase of the youth 
unemployment rate (15-24 years old) between 2008 and 2012 (from 9% to 27.8%), Cyprus had one of the 
highest year-on-year increases in the EU in 2011 and 2012. Cyprus has one of the highest shares in the EU of 
well-educated youngsters at tertiary level. However, the employment rate of tertiary graduates having 
graduated in the previous three years is one of the lowest in the EU (74.7% versus 81.5% in 2012).   
 
Links between the labour market needs and the educational outcomes are still weak. In the EU, Cyprus has the 
lowest participation rate in upper secondary vocational education and training and one of the lowest share of 
young graduates in mathematics, science and technology1. Adult participation in lifelong learning remains below 
the EU average whilst there is a need to increase the low occupational mobility and to prepare people for the 
profound changes in the economic sectors2. The continuous increase in immigration rate, with a large proportion 
of low-skilled adults, will continue to require particular attention from education policies with the support of 
teachers and trainers well trained to address this issue.  
 
The country has undergone a process of fiscal consolidation and is implementing the measures set out in the 
Economic Adjustment Programme (2013-2016) agreed in April 2013.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Cyprus has the second highest general government expenditure in education and training as a share of GDP in 
the EU3. It has also a large private expenditure in education and training accounting in 2008 for 1.6% of GDP 
compared to less than 1% in most other EU Member State. Those last 4 years, investment in higher education 
increased much more than the EU average. Whilst there were no direct budget cuts for education in 2013, 
Cyprus anticipates by 2015 cutting current education expenditure by at least 3% including reducing human 
resource costs4 through decrease of salaries and in the number of teachers. The Economic Adjustment 
Programme encompasses structural reforms related to the public service restructuring namely a scaled decrease 
of emoluments, limited measures specific to the educational system as of 2013 (e.g. a reduction of the number 
of teachers seconded to the Ministry of Education, elimination of the mentoring component for in-service 
training, reduction of the cost of afternoon and evening programmes) as well as adjustment of educational 
allowances from 2014. Important reforms in the field of education and training are currently co-financed by the 
European Social Fund. However, the absorption rate is lower than expected. 


                                          
1  The 2011 share of MST graduates among  20 -29 years old in CY  is 5.1% versus an EU average of 14.4%. 
2  The Economic Adjustment Programme is aiming among others to support the downsizing of the banking sector and the shift towards 


growth enhancing sector namely the natural gas one 
3  CY is one of the 4 EU countries with a more than 50% increase in the level of public spending during the last decade. See: Funding of 


Education in Europe. The Impact of the Economic Crisis. Eurydice Report March 2013 
4  Funding of Education in Europe. The Impact of the Economic Crisis. Eurydice Report March 2013 



http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/op149_en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/op149_en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/op149_en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/op149_en.htm
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Skills 
 
As regards basic skills, according to a national survey5 on ‘Functional Illiteracy’, the estimated percentages of 
pupils (6ths graders) with a high likelihood of remaining illiterate or with inadequate numeracy skills after 
completion of compulsory education decreased significantly (from 12.7% to 6.9% for the former, and from 8.3% 
to 5.5% for the latter) between 2007-8 and 2012-2013. Underperformance concerns mainly boys that do not 
speak Greek at home. On average students at ISCED 2 level learn 2 foreign languages. 
 
Progress is being made in the implementation of the 8 levels NQF (agreed in 2011) and in its referencing to EQF 
although there have been delays (planned by end 2013, initially expected by end 2012). This affects the 
integration of the system of vocational qualifications (SVQ) developed separately. Modest progress has been 
made in the implementation of the European Credit Transfer System for Vocational Education.  
 
eEducation is one objective of the Digital Strategy (2012-2020). For this purpose the Ministry has initiated two 
strategic projects in 2012: the eContent and educational software acquisition and the creation of the Schoolnet 
DIA.S.(Educational Portal and LMS). Specific attention is given to the training of teachers ensuring their 
competence in using ICT tools and on pedagogical innovation and progress. An Action Plan covers the 2013-2015 
period.  
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
With a significant decrease from 14.9% to 11.4% of the early school leaving rate between 2006 and 2012, 
Cyprus performs better than the EU average (12.8% in 2012) and is now at 1.4 percentage point from its 10% 
national target. With a rate of 20.7% in 2012, foreign born people are much more at risk to be early school 
leavers than nationals. Boys with low socio-economic background are at the highest risk of dropping out of 
school. Moreover, this trend increased these last years opposed to the EU one.  Many initiatives have been taken 
since 2007 with a strong focus on migrant pupils. However, comprehensive support for migrant pupils seems to 
be limited to ZEP schools (Educational Priority Zones)6. The evaluation of the Action Plan (2010-12) for the 
integration of migrants7 is foreseen in 2013 in view of its renewal for the 2013-14 period8.  
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The share of female and male early school leavers in Cyprus is significantly different from the EU average: girls 
are much less represented contrary to the boys. Moreover this trend increased those last years and the share of 
native born boys is on the rise. As regard unemployment, early school leavers are comparatively more 
disadvantaged in Cyprus than on average in the EU. This trend increased these last years since the crisis.  
    


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 


                                          
5  Results of the longitudinal national ‘Literacy project’ ( for 6ths graders from the 2007-2008 and for 3rd grade from 2011-2012) 
6  Study on educational support for newly arrived migrant children, European Commission, January 2013 
7  National action Plan 2010-2012 for the integration of Third Country Nationals legally residing in Cyprus 
8  Cyprus National Reform Programme 2013 
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Against the EU general trend, the participation in early childhood education, which is relevant for prevention of 
early school leaving, is stagnated since 2006 and remains below the EU average (85% vs. 93.2% in 2011) and 
10 percentage points below the EU benchmark for 2020.  
 
In a medium- to long-term perspective, improving school quality and outcomes may help reduce early school 
leaving. The new National Curriculum reform, which upgrades the curriculum for all public schools (from pre-
primary to upper secondary education), has been gradually implemented in primary education and lower 
secondary education cycle (3 years Gymnasium) from the school year 2011-12. Complete implementation is 
planned by 2014-2015.  
 
Multiplying work-based learning and apprenticeships opportunities may also contribute to combat ESL, in 
particular considering the extremely low participation rate in VET. The first level of the New Apprenticeship 
System, started in October 2012-13, addresses youngsters (14- 16 years olds) who dropped out. A revised 
organisation model might be implemented for 2013-2014 on the basis of the lessons learned. Moreover, a reform 
restructuring upper secondary and upgrading secondary technical/vocational education to technological Lyceums 
is planned. The development of a new curriculum, which is part of the reform, seems postponed to 2015.  
 
Evidence shows that school quality and outcomes strongly depend on the quality of the teaching force9. In 
response to austerity measures, the number of teachers will decrease after many years of increase. Despite the 
recent cut in public sector salary the teaching profession remains attractive and the demand for accessing the 
profession exceeds massively the offer. However, many consider that the capacity to attract and reward the best 
teachers is limited by the current selection (mainly based on a waiting list) and career path system. Reforms to 
modernise the selection and evaluation of the teaching profession have been under discussion with the teachers 
unions for many years now, without reaching agreement.  Reorganisation will be needed in order to maintain the 
welcomed in-service training for teachers for which ad hoc support measures were stopped in 201310.   
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
With one of the highest tertiary attainment rates in the EU (49.9% compared to the European average of 35.8% 
in 2012), Cyprus has already reached its national target (46%). In recent years, increase in higher education 
investment has been largely above the EU average. At the same time, the employment advantage of higher 
education graduates is lower than in the EU average (see sub-indicators below). To complete the recent 
development of public universities, the set-up of a quality agency is progressing but slower than expected 
(planned by 2013). With the crisis and the higher-than-EU-average unemployment rate of recent tertiary 
graduates, one of the challenges for higher education is its relevance to labour market needs.  Avenues for 
action remain to be explored in view of better guidance to youngsters on career opportunities, general 
introduction of a learning outcome approach, reform curricula allowing for recognised traineeships into higher 
education curricula and flexible modes of learning as well as measures to reinforce the link between higher 
educational outcomes and skills forecast.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


                                          
9  See European Commission (2012), Supporting the Teaching Professions for Better Learning Outcomes, SWD(2012) 374. 
10  In the Economic Adjustment Programme 



http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/op149_en.htm

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/occasional_paper/2013/op149_en.htm
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Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
With Greece and the UK being the most chosen destinations, student mobility is one of the highest in Europe. As 
a response to the crisis and to the lowering of educational grants, additional places are foreseen in the public 
universities11 to compensate for an expected decrease in international mobility. Incoming mobility is traditionally 
lower, the language being considered as one of the main barriers.   
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
In 2012, the employment rates of recent graduates stagnated at 73.0% below the 75.7 % EU average. The 2013 
National Reform Programme refers to plans to monitor the transition of VET graduates to the labour market and 
further education and training by using national monitoring systems.  
 
Participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training is the lowest in the EU (12.7% as 
against 50.3%, 2012) and below 5% for girls. Two reforms have been started to develop work-based learning 
and alternative pathways. Firstly, to decrease the drop-out rate and improve basic skills, Cyprus started in 2012-
13 the implementation of the New Modern Apprenticeship (NMA) system, a two level system directed to 
youngsters between 14-25 years old. The NMA is expected to be fully operational in 2014-15. On the offer side, 
enterprises receive financial support to train apprentices. Secondly, in September 2012, Cyprus set up four post-
secondary institutions for technical and vocational education and training, one in each district. Demand exceeded 
largely supply for both schemes (with the exception of NMA level2) for which a reinforcement is planned. It is a 
positive step forward despite the lack of quantified objectives for the number of apprenticeships and students. 
Close monitoring is called for to ensure that objectives are met in terms of addressing current skills shortages 
and in terms of flexibility to adapt to the changing skills needs.  
 
A major reform related to upper secondary and upgrading of secondary technical/vocational education to 
technological Lyceums is under discussion. With modest progress in the discussion, the proposal is expected to 
be finalised by 201612. Ways to develop a  quality vocational education and training (VET13) could include  reform 
curricula allowing for more work-based learning at an earlier stage, better guidance to youngsters on career 
opportunities, actions to promote the attractiveness of VET, and measures to reinforce the link with future 
oriented-jobs. This is important because employment in medium and high qualification jobs is forecast to 
increase faster than the EU average up to 2020.  
 
In addition to the NMA and the set-up of post-secondary institutions, focused initiatives have been taken to 
facilitate transition between education and work, like ‘The job placement and training of unemployed tertiary 
education graduates scheme’ (whose first results seem positive), accelerated initial training of newcomers, and a 
scheme for the enhancement of youth entrepreneurship.  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Adult Skills Survey (PIAAC14) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Cyprus score slightly below the EU average 
in the literacy and numeracy proficiency tests. Contrary to the results of most countries, the youngest generation 
(aged 16-24) scores worse than older generations. The performance of young people (aged 16-29) with upper 
secondary education is not significantly better than that of people with at most lower secondary education. 


                                          
11  Cyprus national Reform Programme 2013 
 


12  Cyprus 2013 National Reform Programme 
13  With less than 15% of pupils, Cyprus is characterised by the lowest participation rate in upper secondary vocational education and 


training in EU and a very low participation of girls.  
14  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 
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Recent tertiary graduates (aged up to 29) have lower literacy and numeracy skills than recent upper secondary 
graduates in the best performing EU countries.  
 
The Adult Skills Survey also reveals that the percentage of all adults with low skills is below the EU average 
(11% for literacy and 15% for numeracy, compared with 20% and 24% respectively). The difference in adult  
participation rates between lowest- and highest-skilled people is relatively small in Cyprus: low-skilled people in 
Cyprus are 3 times less likely to participate in job-related learning compared to high skilled people15. 
 
Cyprus is one of the few countries to have a national target for adult participation in lifelong learning set at 12% 
by 2020. Despite a Lifelong Learning Strategy (2007-2013), the adult participation in lifelong learning remains 
below the EU average (7.5% compared to 8.9% in 2011). Reaching the ambitious national target claims for 
reinforced efforts and a more ambitious policy. 
 
The set-up of a consultative national forum for lifelong guidance was approved in March 2012 with the mandate 
of promoting a shared national policy in this area. This is a first step in view of an effective integrated delivery of 
guidance services cutting across the education and employment areas. Preparing people to the skills needed for 
the energy sector is key. As shown by a recent survey16, this will require a cross sectoral approach and an 
appropriate organisation. 
 
In 2010, 72% of enterprises provided vocational training to their staff in Cyprus, a rate slightly above the EU 
average17. Different measures have been taken or planned to secure the quality of the provision of trainings. The 
introduction of a system for the assessment and certification of training providers and trainers is considered a 
good practice18.    
 


                                          
15  At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
16  Survey on ‘Early Identification of Employment and Training Needs for the effective utilisation of Natural Gas in Cyprus’, Human 


Resource Development Authority, 2012  
17  Continuing vocational training, Eurostat report, June 2013 
18  Survey on ‘Trainers in continuing VET : emerging competence profile, Cedefop, 2013 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 


Europe 2020 target /
Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


5.4% 5.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 5.5%


17.5% 25.6% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 32%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


90.0% 87.8% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


23.1% : 19.6% : 15%


22.3% : 22.2% : 15%


17.3% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.7% 0.1% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


8.5% 11 7.0% 11


84.5% 82.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


6.8% 10.8% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


22.7% 30.7% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.8% 4.9% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 3,762€  08 4,136€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 4,203€  08 4,464€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 6,240€  08 5,881€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


51.1% 07 69.6% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


19.0% 26.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: : 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


73.3% 73.0% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 30.6% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -2.7% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -16.2% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 11.8% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 12.9% : 23.6% EU17


: 25.4% : 26.9% EU13


Czech Republic EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


Reading


Mathematics


Science


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


14. Low-skilled adults


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


10. Digital competences


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


8. Foreign languages 
skills


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
The quality of compulsory and tertiary education remains a challenge, as identified by the Commission and 
Council in the European Semester 2013. Reforms have been initiated at all education levels to tackle these 
challenges, including curricular reforms, a new testing of pupils in 5th and 9th grade in reading, mathematics 
and foreign language, the setting up a of a new career system for teachers notably aimed at encouraging in-
service training; a reform of the higher education sector was put again on the table after several trials in the 
past. These measures need to be pursued and reinforced, also through an improved use of EU funding. There is 
a need for preserving expenditure in education and training, which is lower than EU average.   
As the country-specific recommendation of 2012 was only partially implemented, its objectives were continued 
through a more operational 2013 CSR: "Establish a comprehensive evaluation framework in compulsory 
education and take targeted measures to support schools that rank low in educational outcomes. Adopt 
measures to enhance accreditation and funding of higher education. Increase the share of performance-based 
funding of research institutions." 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
While the public education spending as a percentage of GDP increased from 4.8% to 4.9% between 2010 and 
2011, it remains lower than the EU average (5.3% in 2011)1. Public expenditure slightly increased at school level 
with a raise in teachers' salaries, and decreased in higher education/adult education, by 14% between 2008 and 
20122. Municipalities lacked the funds needed to adapt pre-primary provision to meet the rise in the birth rate 
from 2001. The Czech Republic aims to strengthen the links between funding and the quality of education 
provided, particularly with respect to the employability of graduates, and to further improve teachers' salaries3. 
The funding system of compulsory education will be revised, adding elements linked to number of 
classes/programmes to the per capita funding, with the aim of ensuring that quality is not compromised in 
regions with fewer children. 
 
Skills 
 
The percentage of 16-74 years-old with high computer skills has increased from a level much lower than EU 
average in 2009 (19% versus EU average of 25%) to the EU average of 26% in 2012. Financial literacy, 
entrepreneurial, ICT topics are being added to the curricula and steps have been taken to promote further use of 
ICT in education (digitalization of text books, teacher education, modernization of equipment, e-learning). The 
"Strategy for development of ICT in education" 2009-2013 also entails dedicated funding for ICT equipment. As 
regards entrepreneurship, only 39.2% of Czechs believe that they have the required knowledge, skills and 


                                          
1  COFOG data, Eurostat 
2  European University Association Public Funding Observatory  
3  Eurydice, "Funding of education in Europe – the impact of the economic crisis", 2012 
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competence to set up a business which is rather low compared to other EU countries4. Teaching of a second 
language was introduced at primary level from September 20135.  
 
The Lifelong Learning Strategy 2007-2015 and the Act on Verification and Recognition of Qualifications are the 
basis for the system of validation and recognition of qualifications, including those acquired through non-formal 
and informal learning. While it is still to be confirmed if the country will develop an overarching National 
Qualifications Framework (NQF), partial frameworks for vocational education and training (VET) and school 
education are in force, which were referenced to the European Qualifications Framework in 2011. The NQF for 
higher education is being developed. 
 
4. Fighting against early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
The Czech Republic is one of the best EU-performers as to the headline target on early school leaving (ESL), with 
a rate of 5.5% in 2012, which is the level set for the national target 2020. ESL is mainly prevented by a high 
degree of permeability between education paths. Still, the increase in ESL from 4.9% in 2011 will have to be 
monitored closely in order to be constrained. The "Equal Opportunities" Action Plan adopted by the Government 
end 2012, together with EU-funded projects, could contribute to reducing the very high ESL rate among Roma 
children6. Only 24% of Roma children attend pre-school education and the education system fosters 
segregation7. 
 
Participation in early childhood education and care declined between 2007 (92.6%) and 2011 (87.8%); facilities 
are insufficient, except for the last year of pre-school. Legal measures allowing employers to create company 
kindergartens (2012) and introducing new types of childcare services "children groups" (to be adopted in 2013) 
aim at increasing the offer, together with recent measures to increase quality8. 
 
PISA results in 2009 pointed to a decline in students' learning outcomes compared to 2006 in mathematics and 
science9, with high disparities in performance between schools (selective grammar vs other schools). The 
country is developing minimal educational standards, together with a national computer-based testing of pupils 
in grades 5 and 9, in the Czech language, mathematics and foreign language. The Government submitted end 
2012 a proposal to strengthen the role of mathematics and science in the state Framework Education 
Programmes.  
 
Teachers are currently badly remunerated at all school levels compared to other countries10 and the teaching 
workforce is ageing rapidly. A new career-system for pedagogical staff is being prepared, aimed at improving the 
quality and attractiveness of teaching through improved in-service training based on standards, increased 
teacher motivation through a widening of career possibilities and corresponding progression in salaries (change 
in legislation needed in 2014). The global envelope for teachers' salaries will need to be increased for the new 
system to give its full effects. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 


                                          
4  2011 Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 
5  2013 National Reform Programme (NRP) 
6  The share of Roma and non-Roma living in close proximity to Roma households, aged 18-22, not attending school and not having 


completed higher than lower secondary or short-term upper-secondary education in 2011 was 97%, "Roma education in comparative 
perspective", UNDP/World Bank/EC regional survey 


7  According to the Czech School Inspectorate, 26.4% of children educated in substandard schools designed to cater for the mentally 
challenged such schools were Roma in 2012. To be noted the positive trend from 35% in 2010. 


8  2013 NRP 
9  However, 2011 data from "Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study" (TIMMS) and "Progress in International Reading 


Literacy Study" (PIRLS) are on the rise compared to the previous editions. 
10  Key data on teachers and school leaders in Europe 2013, Eurydice 
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Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The Czech Republic's tertiary attainment rate (25.6% in 2012) is significantly lower than the EU average of 
34.6%, but has nearly doubled since 2006. This increase, higher for females than for males, has shifted the 
focus of policy makers from quantity to quality and labour market relevance, also with the aim to reduce the 
drop-out rate. 2011 OECD data indicate that just above 70% of students who enter tertiary education do 
graduate with at least a first degree at this level11.  The 32% national target for tertiary attainment is likely to be 
met. Employment rate of people aged 20-34 having achieved tertiary education was 87.1% in 2012, while it was 
77.8% for those having achieved only upper-secondary education. 


The share of performance-based funding of higher education institutions (HEIs) introduced in 2010, for which 
indicators cover i.a. research, teaching, internationalization, employability, was increased to 22.5% in 2013. A 
reform on accreditation, profiling and funding of HEIs should be adopted in the near future12. International 
student mobility is low. The government has submitted end 2012 a proposal for practical training in companies 
for students of upper secondary and HE. Previously envisaged introduction of generalised tuition fees and loans 
for students has been postponed due to strong resistance. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
                                          
11  Education at a Glance 2013 
12  2013 NRP announced 2013 but due to the fall of the Government and anticipated general elections, the process might be delayed. 
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6. Facilitating the transition from school to work 
 


The large VET sector (73% of students in upper secondary education were enrolled in VET in 2010 – EU average 
was 50%) is school-based13. Provision of training in VET is still variable and participation of companies in work 
place training provision is low. Social partners' involvement in VET is fragmented, not all sectors being covered 
at this stage. The government adopted in January 2013 an action plan so support VET, focusing on the need to 
further enhance cooperation between schools and businesses; cooperation was extended through the newly 
introduced final examination, involving employers14. End 2012, the Government submitted a proposal to improve 
the not-well developed career-guidance. Other on-going measures in the field of VET concern curricula, schools 
self-evaluation, development of qualification standards, tax deductions for businesses in view of supporting 
corporate investment in education15.  


While youth unemployment (15-24) has doubled since 2008, it still remains below EU average. The employment 
rate of graduates was among the highest in the EU in 2012 (82.3% vs 75.7%) and increased between 2011 and 
201216. Unemployment rate of the population having not attained upper-secondary level (25.5%) was much 
higher than the rate of those with higher levels of education17.  


Skills mismatches impact especially on disadvantaged groups - such as low-skilled or Roma - and regions and on 
young people and current initiatives to develop systematic anticipation of labour market needs and to involve 
employers more in VET are aimed at reducing the mismatches.  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC18) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in the Czech Republic perform significantly 
above the EU average in the proficiency tests on literacy and numeracy. The skills of the younger age groups are 
generally higher than those of the overall population. However, young people (aged up to 29) with tertiary 
educational attainment have a slightly lower performance in the literacy and numeracy proficiency tests 
compared to older cohorts (30-65) with the same level of education. The performance of young people (aged 16-
29) with upper secondary education is close to that of people with at most lower secondary education.  
 
The Czech Republic results however show a high share of highly-skilled individuals who are inactive (24%). In 
contrast to the good results on literacy and numeracy, the share of Czech adults with high digital problem-
solving skills is only at the EU average.  
 
Participation of adults in lifelong learning grew significantly in the last years and has reached 10.8% in 2012 vs 
9% in the EU, showing that the Czech Republic would be well on track to reaching the EU benchmark by 2020 if 
efforts are sustained. The share of enterprises offering continuing training is higher than the EU average and the 
share of employees participating is the EU highest (72% of employees working in companies offering training 
participated in 2010)19. Although PIAAC states that participation in lifelong learning is relatively equally 
distributed among highly or poorly skilled people, the Labour Force Survey indicates that participation is still low 
for those with low qualifications (2.8% in 2011), who would benefit most of further education. 
 
One of the projects aiming at increasing the opportunities for Czech citizens to improve their skills is carried out 
with EU funds in line with the 2007 Strategy for Lifelong Learning and related action plan adopted in 2009 
consisted in transforming 325 secondary schools into centres for lifelong learning offering – besides IVET – 
various forms of continuing education. 
 


                                          
13  European Commmission Staff Working Document SWD(2012)375 final "Vocational education and training for better skills, growth and 


jobs" accompanying the Commission Communication "Rethinking Education: Investing in skills for better socio-economic outcomes" 
14  2013 NRP 
15  2013 NRP 
16  Rate of people aged 20-34, upper-secondary and tertiary, having left education and training no more than 3 years before reference 


year, CRELL calculations based on Eurostat LFS data 
17  Eurostat, LFS 
18  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


19  Eurostat, CVTS 2011 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks  
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


11.3% 9.1% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: <10%


40.7% 43.0% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: >40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


91.9% 97.9% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


15.2% : 19.6% : 15%


17.1% : 22.2% : 15%


16.6% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.0% 1.1% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


2.6% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


7.8% 11 7.0% 11


87.9% 84.1% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


31.2% 31.6% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


84.2% 81.5% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


8.0% 7.8% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 7,949€    08 8,598€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 8,740€    08 9,177€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 13,810€  08 14,617€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


78.8% 07 79.8% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


31.0% 42.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


35.0% 31.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


47.3% 46.1% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 15.8% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -15.0% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : 21.2% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 15.7% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 14.2% : 23.6% EU17


: 21.7% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Denmark EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
 







DENMARK 
 


 


3 


 


Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 


2. Main challenges  
 
The main challenge of the Danish education system is its cost-effectiveness. Despite the considerable amounts 
spent on education as a percentage of GDP, indeed the highest share of GDP in Europe, upper secondary 
completion rate is low, largely due to high early drop-out rates from vocational education and training. In 
addition, the insufficient number of apprenticeships places for young people also leads to dropping out of 
education. Furthermore, despite progress in recent years, Denmark has one of the longest average transition 
periods from lower secondary to upper secondary and from higher education to work.  
 
Although some measures were adopted and the government presented a proposal of a school reform and 
additional funds to be used to improve the quality VET and increase the number of apprenticeships, further effort 
is needed to face these challenges. Also improving the level of such key competencies as literacy and numeracy 
remains a challenge. Apprenticeships or work-based training together with targeted career guidance need further 
attention. 
 
Therefore the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education focused on four 
topics: improving the quality of vocational training to reduce drop-out rates, increasing the number of 
apprenticeships, implementing the reform of primary and lower secondary education in order to raise attainment 
levels and improving the cost-effectiveness of the education system.   


3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Denmark is keeping its position as the country within the EU where the government is spending most on 
education as a percentage of GDP (7.8% in 2011, compared to the EU average of 5.3 %).  
 
The government devotes more than DKK 1 billion in 2012 and 2013 to VET. The budget agreement 2012 
provides funding for 10.400 additional apprenticeship places and for creating 1.500 extra in-school training 
places. In the frame of 2013 budget there is an agreement to provide 3.1 billion DKK in the period 2013-2016 to 
ensure quality in vocational training and strengthen the so-called education guarantee (ensure the 
apprenticeship places).  
 
With the Agreement on the Budget Bill for 2012 a total of DKK 420 million has been allocated for 2012 and DKK 
630 million for 2013 to be spent on increased higher education activity. For 2013, in order to fight youth 
unemployment, the government proposed a new package stimulating job rotation, apprenticeships and 
vocational education. DKK 300 million are allocated to provide education for the unemployed who will lose their 
unemployment benefits in 2013 and DKK 600 million are allocated between 2012 and 2016 to tackle youth 
unemployment. 
 
Skills 
 
Denmark is above the EU benchmarks for the three basic skills in reading, mathematics and science. In the PISA 
survey, the performance in mathematics worsened significantly between 2006 and 2009, whereas the share of 
low-achievers in reading and science fell during the same period. Girls outperform boys in reading like in the 
other Nordic countries, whereas in Denmark boys have a lower percentage of low achievers in both mathematics 
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and science than girls. Denmark has a comparatively high penetration of computer use in schools (78.8% of 
pupils in 4th grade use computers at school (the average for countries where data is available is 60.7%). 
Likewise ICT skills of the population are above the EU average. As regards entrepreneurship, the share of the 
population believing to have the required knowledge to start a business is 31%, as against the EU average of 
42% in 2012. Foreign language learning starts in primary education where all pupils learn English as a first 
foreign language and this continues into lower secondary education (ISCED 2) 2 foreign language is compulsory from 
5 class from the school year 2014/15 (the political agreement of 7/6-2013). Danish pupils study more foreign languages 
(1.8 in 2012) than the EU average.  
 
Educational goals are defined at a central level. For example, since 2009, all curriculum subjects in primary and 
lower secondary schools share the common objective of improving pupils' reading skills. National tests in Danish 
reading have been introduced and are conducted regularly to identify individual learning needs. Specialist 
reading teachers are widely available in the country as are digital reading and writing programmes for students. 
Available evidence also shows that the test results are used actively by teachers for improving skill levels of 
pupils. 
 
The forecast for the Danish employment pattern up to 2020 would increase the demand for high and low skilled 
persons whereas the demand for medium skilled would fall significantly. This forecasted employment pattern is 
in marked contrast to the overall EU forecast of a positive demand for medium skilled people and a negative 
development for the low skilled. 
 
Denmark has national qualifications frameworks in force and presented their national referencing report to the 
EQF Advisory Group.  
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
As regards the early leaving school rate (9.1% in 2012), it has decreased significantly in recent years (11.3% in 
2009; 11.0% in 2010 and 9.6% in 2011). The trend has been similar for those born abroad (decrease from 
15.8% in 2009 to 10.1% in 2012). The EU and the national (10%) targets have already been achieved.  
 


Figure 2. Early school leavers of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 3. Early school leavers and sub-indicators    


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
In June 2013 the Government (consisting of the parties ‘Socialdemokraterne’, ‘Radikale Venstre’ and ‘Socialistisk 
Folkeparti’) found a political agreement first with the parties ‘Venstre’ and ‘Dansk Folkeparti’ and shortly later 
also with the party ‘Konservative’ about the future of the Danish municipal primary and lower secondary school.  
The reforms will be implemented in the school year 2014-2015. The agreement foresees longer school hours 
spent on core subjects such as Danish, maths and English and more emphasis on practical training, e.g. art, 
music and activity-based education and improving basic skills. 
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The other reform that is planned is in upper secondary vocational education and training. The aim is to improve 
cost-effectiveness, enhancing quality and decreasing the number of drop-outs. This should be achieved by 
securing more apprenticeships places, improving guidance services and fostering more cooperation between VET 
schools and companies by providing companies with additional incentives. The student grant reform was agreed 
and made into legislation in June 2013. 
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
As regards the Europe 2020 target on tertiary education, Denmark’s tertiary attainment rate is well above the EU 
average (43% as against 35.7% in 2012). More women (52.6%) than men (33.7%) have tertiary education, 
while the differences between native-born (43.5%) and foreign-born (39.3%) are less significant1.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary educational attainment of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary educational attainment and sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The Government set a national target of 60% of the young people to complete at least one tertiary education 
programme by 2015. To this end, the Agreement on the Budget Bill for 2012 a total of DKK 420 million have 
been allocated for 2012 and DKK 630 million for 2013 to be spent on higher education. 
 
Lengthy study periods at tertiary level have long been characteristics of the Danish higher education system. 
Denmark also has one of the longest average transition periods from lower secondary to upper secondary and 
from higher education to work (on average graduates from tertiary education are nearly 28 years old before they 
start work in 2011, in 2001 this figure stood at nearly 29 years).  
 
Following a decision in June 2013, changes to the state education grant system (SU) will be gradually 
implemented from 1 July 2014 to 1 January 2016.2 The main aim of this reform is to create incentives for 
getting students faster through the education system and into the labour market. One element is that, for 
students starting their tertiary education more than two years after the qualifying examination, the duration of 
the State education grant system will be limited to the standard length of the course in question. Other students 
will be allowed an additional six months for a bachelor’s degree and in addition extra six months for a master’s 
degree. This will be complemented by a new framework for higher education supporting the completion of 
studies and increasing demands on universities for improving their education provision, for example through 
improving possibilities for students to obtain credits for prior education, or better and more flexible transition 
between bachelor and master’s degree.  


                                          
1  Source: Eurostat (LFS). 
2  For details see Danish Agency for Higher Education and Educational Support (http://www.su.dk/Nyheder/Sider/su-


reformenervedtaget.aspx) 
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training (VET) is slightly below the EU 
average (46.1% as against 50.3% in 2011). The high drop-out rate in VET (almost 50 per cent) is linked to the 
fact that there are not sufficient apprenticeships places available, especially in the context of the current 
economic crisis. In 2012, 3700 students could not find an apprenticeship place. In fact, employers lacked 
incentives to create apprenticeship places. Furthermore, low basic skills of VET pupils is another factor 
contributing to the high drop-out rate. 
 


To this end, vocational education and training is being reformed and negotiations are on the way with social 
partners and municipalities. The reform should further strengthen the roles of guidance centres and trade 
committees for matching VET with labour market needs, develop incentives for the creation of more 
apprenticeship places and support high-quality and attractive vocational upper secondary education through the 
application of the European Quality Assurance Framework for VET and also through the introduction of training 
placements abroad in VET programmes (including considering the introduction of shorter programmes for the 
most vulnerable young people). The Expert Committee on Vocational Youth Education set up in 2012 by the 
Danish Government (with representatives of trade unions and employers) is due to make its final proposals in 
autumn 2013 in order to find a lasting solution to the continuing problem of a lack of private apprenticeships and 
high drop-out rates. There are discussions on introducing flexible, shorter VET cycles for the most vulnerable 
learners. The reform also aims to strengthen the role of guidance centres and trade committees and support 
high-quality and attractive upper secondary VET.  
 


The reform is backed up by financial resources. The government devotes more than DKK 1 billion in 2012 and 
2013 to VET. The budget agreement 2012 provides funding for 10.400 additional apprenticeship places and for 
creating 1.500 extra in-school training places. The 2013 budget agreement includes provision of 3.1 billion DKK 
in the period 2013-2016 to ensure quality in vocational training and strengthen the so-called education 
guarantee (ensure the apprenticeship places).  
 


Transition from school to the labour market for young people has become more challenging. The employment 
rate of graduates (ISCED 3-6) aged 20-34, who have graduated no more than three years ago, decreased from 
a pre-crisis level of 90.8% in 2007 to 84.1% in 2012, while remaining markedly above the EU average (75.6%). 
Furthermore, the share of young people aged 18-24 not in employment and not in any education and training 
increased from 5.7% in 2008 to 8.8% in 2012, although it remains one of the lowest in the EU.  
 


For 2013, in order to fight youth unemployment, the government proposed a new package stimulating job 
rotation, apprenticeships and vocational education. DKK 300 million are allocated to provide education for the 
unemployed who will lose their unemployment benefits in 2013 and DKK 600 million are allocated between 2012 
and 2016 to tackle youth unemployment. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC3) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Denmark perform significantly above the 
EU average in numeracy and above the EU average both in literacy and in problem solving in technology rich 
(ICT) environments. The proportion of adults with no ICT experience is very low (2%, compared to an EU 
average of 12%).  
 


The performance of young people (aged up to 29) with tertiary education is not significantly better than of those 
with upper secondary education. Furthermore, the gap in literacy proficiency is rather large between the foreign- 
and native-born (26 points in literacy i.e. equivalent to 4 years of education) compared to the EU average.  
 


Lifelong learning is deeply rooted in the Danish tradition and culture. Denmark is one of the EU leaders in adult 
participation in lifelong learning with a rate of 31.6% in 2012 against an EU average of 9%. More women 
participate in lifelong learning (37.8%) than men (25.4%), but there is no significant difference between native-
born (31.6%) and foreign-born (31.5%)4.  
 


While in adult education in the EU by far the most learning activities are of non-formal nature, this is less the 
case in Denmark, where almost 6% of adults report having participated in formal learning during the last twelve 
months (EU: 2.4%)5.  
 


Access to enterprise-provided vocational training is as well high, with 85% of enterprises reporting to have 
offered such courses (EU: 66%)6. Nevertheless, the majority of learning happens outside companies: more than 
three times as many adults report to have participated in "other job-related learning activities" than in activities 
sponsored by enterprises7. 


                                          
3  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


4  Eurostat, LFS 2011. 
5  Eurostat, AES 2011. 
6  Source: Eurostat, CVTS 2011. 
7  Eurostat, AES 2011. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


13.9% 10.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 9.5%


35.9% 39.1% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


95.7% 89.1% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


13.3% : 19.6% : 15%


12.7% : 22.2% : 15%


8.3% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


2.5% 2.6% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


2.1% 11 7.0% 11


67.6% 75.1% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


10.5% 12.9% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 61.0% 11 : 43.5% 11


: : 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


7.2% 6.5% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 4,432€  08 4,108€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 4,871€  08 5,355€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 4,500€  08 5,038€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: : 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


28.0% 32.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 43.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


33.0% 34.4% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 6.5% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 7.5% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : 17.8% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 13.0% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 14.3% : 23.6% EU17


: 27.1% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Estonia EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
The main challenge for Estonia will remain the improvement of the quality of the education system, while 
pursuing its adaptation to  its demographic situation as well as to the requirements of the labour market. 
 
As regards upper-secondary level there is an identified need to re-organise the existing network of schools. For 
vocational education and training (VET), it will be important for Estonia to make VET more relevant for both the 
present labour market as well as for future skills needs. Finally, in higher education there is clearly a necessity to 
steer more students towards the fields of study required by the future labour market, in particular as regards 
science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). 
 
Estonia also aims at increasing the adult participation rate in lifelong learning to 20%, in which the inclusion  of 
low-skilled remains a particular concern, and reducing the share of adults without professional or vocational 
education to below 30%, hence further efforts will be essential in this area.  
 
Participation of children in early childhood education and care (ECEC), especially under the age of 3, also 
remains a concern. 
 
Consequently, the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education focuses on the 
further adaptation of the Estonian education and training system to the needs of the labour market, the 
participation of the low-skilled in life-long learning, as well as on the cooperation of higher education institutions 
with business and research. 


3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Public spending on education (COFOG data) continues to be relatively high in comparison with the EU average; in 
2011 it was at 6.5% of GDP versus 5.3 % for the EU-27. It has only slightly decreased throughout the period 
2008-11. 
 
The authorities gave priority to the investment in education in recent years in Estonia. The education sector is 
named a priority in the current government coalition programme. Investment in education has enjoyed priority 
over the past years and remained stable during the economic crisis. The government expenditure on education is 
set to play an even more prominent role, i.e. given also the importance of sizable EU transfers. It will be 
however important in the future to combine the relatively high level of expenditure with the planned efficiency 
gains, such as the improvement of the delivery of educational services by local authorities, as suggested by the 
OECD1. 
 
Skills and qualifications 
 


                                          
1  OECD Public Governance Reviews - Estonia: Towards a Single Government Approach, see in particular case study 1: Estonian 


education – sustaining high quality schools,  
link http://www.oecd.org/estonia/oecdpublicgovernancereviews-estoniatowardsasinglegovernmentapproach.htm 


 



http://www.oecd.org/estonia/oecdpublicgovernancereviews-estoniatowardsasinglegovernmentapproach.htm
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In terms of basic skills, 15-year-olds' performance on 2009 PISA tests in literacy, numeracy and science 
continues to largely outperform the EU average, and is consistent with results of previous PISA tests.  
 
Foreign language skills are more developed than the EU average. For entrepreneurship, 43 % of 18-64 years old 
population are believed to have the required skills and knowledge to start a business.  
 
ICT skills of the population are slightly above the EU average with 32% of individuals aged 16-74 in 2012 with 
high computer skills. Estonia is also intensely investing in the use of new technologies and digital skills, by e.g. 
updating the ICT skills of students, teachers and teacher educators (“Õppiv Tiiger” - The Learning Tiger 
Programme 2008-13 in general as well as vocational education and the “Tiigriülikool” - Tiger [Leap] - Programme 
2009-12 in higher education). The Estonian government has very recently launched a pilot project for computer 
based statistics education in lower and upper secondary school. The project includes the development of a new 
conceptual approach and digital learning material. 
 
Estonia has a national qualifications framework (NQF) in force. Estonia has also already referenced the Estonian 
qualifications framework to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF) in 2011.  
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 


 
Estonia performs slightly better than the EU average for the early school leaving rate (12.9% in 2012). It is 
relatively close to both the EU deadline target for 2020 (10%) as well as its national target (9.5%). It is also 
worth noting that a significant reduction of the early school leaving rate for males took place in recent years, but 
it still remains twice as high as for females. As regards the period 2011-12 the ESL rate has all in all decreased 
by 0.4 p.p. 
 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 


 
Investment is strong and it is increasing. Labour market disadvantage is not so strong, but perhaps a stronger 
parental education has built a tradition for further learning. 
 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
In the spring of 2012 Estonia initiated preparations for the basic school and upper secondary school reform: 
changes in the Basic School and Upper Secondary School Act were approved in the Parliament in June 2013 and 
came into effect on 1 September 2013. The main change includes a clear distinction between basic school and 
upper secondary school in order to increase the attractiveness of vocational school education in relation to upper 
secondary school, especially upon completion of basic education. The financing rules for schools were made more 
transparent and the working arrangements for teachers were made more flexible as well as more attention is 
given to the teaching profession and to increasing the responsibilities of school directors in school management. 
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The process also includes the consolidation of the upper secondary school network and the launching of a 
programme of investment with local authorities, aimed at raising the quality of the school system, at obtaining 
relevant key competences, and at matching educational outcomes with the needs of the job market, as well as at 
adapting educational provision to Estonia’s adversely evolving demographic situation, including through 
reallocation of infrastructure and resources. The initial funding for the programme amounts to 24 million EUR 
p.a. for the period 2012-15. The reform is a step in the right direction and is expected to provide for a smoother 
transition to vocational education after basic school. However, its impact will only probably show in the future 
and the implementation will require further monitoring. 
 
One of the impacts of this reform outlined by Ministry of Education and Research in their preliminary assessment 
includes a more precise division of responsibilities between the state, local government and the school level 
(school directors). This includes e.g. better defined responsibilities for financing of teacher salaries. However, the 
reform of the upper-secondary school network may prove difficult and take a long time. It remains also to be 
seen whether it is feasible to implement this long-term initiative independently from a possible future territorial 
reform of the country, providing for the efficient delivery of educational services for the Estonian population, as 
suggested by the OECD.  
 
Participation in early childhood education was at 89.1% in 2011, slightly below the EU average. Participation of 
children in ECEC especially under the age of 3 remains a concern.  


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Estonia performs better that the EU average for the tertiary attainment rate (39.1% in 2012). It has almost 
reached in this area both its national, as well as the EU target for 2020. In addition, a strong increase in tertiary 
attainment of females was noted for Estonia and the rate remains almost twice as high as for males. As regards 
the period 2011-12 the completion rate has decreased by 1.2 pp. The number of graduates in science, 
mathematics and technology is still low when compared to the EU average.  
 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
Investment is low but has been increasing. Like with ESL, the incentive to continue with tertiary attainment is 
rather low (limited employment advantage) and has been decreasing considerably. But also here a strong 
parental education might point towards a tradition of learning. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
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Estonia proceeded with the adoption of the New Higher Education Act in May 2012. The major aims of the reform 
are to increase the fairness of the higher education system and the efficiency of studies, to reduce the division 
between the various fields of higher education and to increase the accountability of institutions of higher 
education in ensuring the quality of education. In addition the reform intends to steer more students towards 
mathematics, science and technology (MST) subjects, corresponding to the current and future skills needs of the 
labour market (e.g. as regards the so far unmet demand for ICT specialists).  At present the Ministry of 
Education and Research (MoER) is in the process of implementing this important reform, inter alia through the 
conclusion of performance agreements between the Ministry and universities. However, this new institutional 
arrangement will have to be balanced against the need to preserve the high degree of autonomy and the 
governance structures of Estonian universities. As regards the cost of this reform, it is estimated for the State 
budget at € 6.1 million in 2013, € 18.8 million in 2014 and € 33.0 million in 2015, but there is also a possible 
risk of insufficient public budget compensation for a certain number of higher education institutions (HEIs), thus 
not fully covering the potential loss of currently important private funding.  
 
Together with the reform, the Government adopted the amendments to the Study Allowances and Study Loans 
Act in December 2012, with which the needs-based study allowance was introduced. The new allowance is a 
national allowance which is designed to support students from financially disadvantaged backgrounds in terms of 
their access to higher education, success in their studies and completion of a study programme within a nominal 
duration. The system of needs-based study allowances was effectively introduced as of the 2013-14 academic 
year and will apply to all students entering higher education.  
 
The establishment of performance agreements between the MoER and 6 higher education institutions (HEIs) is a 
step in the right direction, i.e. by allowing the steering of students towards areas with the most promising 
employment outlook (STEM) in a context in which the number of graduates in science, mathematics and 
technology is still low in EU comparison. This orientation also seems to be corresponding to the future skills 
needs of the country, as outlined by future skills forecasts. It is also worth mentioning that the process is now 
well on track with the conclusion of all the 6 performance agreements in early 2013 and the inception of the new 
arrangements as of September 2013. It is expected that the reform will lead to a rise in education quality, 
provide better access to higher education and make university graduates more competitive on the job market. 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Estonia is faced with a problem of a high number of people without any professional qualifications, since about 
30.3% of Estonians aged 25-64 years in 2012 have graduated from neither VET nor university. Therefore this 
group has only compulsory or upper-secondary general education at the moment. A number of ambitious 
initiatives (e.g. TULE, KUTSE) intend to address these two important challenges in the field of education and 
training, often with the assistance of financing from EU structural funds, in particular the European Social Fund 
(ESF). A recent Eurostat study shows that 68% of Estonian enterprises provided in 2010 continuous vocational 
education and training (CVET) for its employees, slightly higher than the 66% EU-average. 
 
Estonia decided to pursue the modernisation effort regarding its vocational education and training (VET) sector, 
in particular via the revision of the VET Institutions Act presented by the government in late 2012, which was 
adopted on 12 June 2013 and entered into force as of 1 September 2013.  
 
The reform focuses on the improvement of quality, modernisation of curricula in order to make them more 
flexible and better corresponding to industry needs, as well as the raising of professional standards for 
educators. The act defines new types of vocational education which can be acquired and are in line with the 
Estonian qualifications framework. Also, an effort is made to attract adults to acquire vocational education or 
improve their current qualifications. In the framework of the reform, a new vocational education standard has 
been introduced that foresees a new level of training in vocational education institutions for high level 
professionals and specialists. In order to include employers more in the development of vocational education, a 
system of quality assessment for vocational education institutions has been introduced which foresees the 
inclusion of employers’ organisations and professional associations.  The aim of this initiative is also for VET 
students to acquire better and up-to-date qualifications for the employers by the time of graduation. Preliminary 
plans include establishing a managing centre for apprenticeship training, in order to foster the extended use of 
this type of training form in VET. It is set to support schools and enterprises, and create 2.000 apprenticeship 
places in co-operation with VET institutions and employers. This is a very useful and important new action as 
work-based training will be made more prevalent and the so-far very limited apprenticeships opportunities will 
be enhanced.  
 
This initiative will, however require substantive public and private funding, e.g. with the co-financing of future 
structural funds,  and a high degree of cooperation of social partners, in particular the enterprise sector, in order 
to make it a fully-fledged success. 
 
Estonia is experiencing a relatively high level of youth unemployment (23.1% in the first quarter of 2013) and 
will have to continue efforts in order to modernise and adapt its education system to the future needs of the 
Estonian labour market. The employment rate of graduates suffered from the recent economic crisis, but after 
reaching its lowest level at 64.3% in 2010 it rebounded in 2011 and remained stable in 2012 (at 75.1%) 
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Estonia's employment pattern up to 2020 is forecast to diverge markedly from the EU average in both high and 
low qualification jobs, with a modest increase in the former and a large increase in the latter. Employment in low 
qualification jobs is projected to rise by 17.8% by 2020 while demand for high qualifications is set to increase by 
only 6.5% during this same period. 
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7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Estonia is confronted with relatively significant skill mismatches with regard to the current needs of the labour 
market, as a result of a major structural shift from non-tradable to tradable sectors in recent years 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC2) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Estonia perform above the EU average in 
the proficiency tests on literacy and numeracy. The same holds true for young adults (aged 16-24). In particular, 
young tertiary graduates (aged up to 29) score highest in literacy among the EU countries participating in the 
survey. The younger generation scores better in literacy (11 points, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 
1 to 2 years of education) than the overall population. The share of low-skilled adults is below 15%, significantly 
below the EU average. However, the low-skilled are 4 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than 
high skilled adults3. Finally, the highly developed literacy and numeracy skills do not necessarily translate into 
large productivity gains for the economy. 
 
As regards progress by Estonia towards the European benchmark on adult participation in lifelong learning, there 
is a clear increase from 6.5% in 2006 to 12.9% in 2012. But it remains much lower for the 50+ age group and 
the foreign-born persons. 
 
In July 2012 the Estonian government decided to set up an inter-ministerial Life-long Learning Strategy Task 
Force, whose aim is to elaborate a new national LLL Strategy for 2014-20, which is a long-awaited and key 
element for the strategic development of education policy in Estonia. It remains to be seen whether the new 
strategy, set to be presented to the government in late 2013, will be  based on the proposal previously 
formulated by the Estonian Cooperation Assembly, the Estonian Education Forum and the Ministry of Education 
and Research (MoER) and called 'Estonian Education Strategy: 2012-20'. This already existing blue-print 
comprehensively tackles the main challenges of the sector in Estonia, including the one related to the 
strengthening of linkages between education and the knowledge-based society, as well as the innovation 
economy. The adoption of a national LLL strategy is a necessity for Estonia and would not only demonstrate the 
country’s commitment to this important principle but also greatly facilitate in the future the use of structural 
funds, in line with the priorities established within such a long-term strategic document. 
 
Providing opportunities for low-skilled workers to take part in lifelong learning still remains a challenge for 
Estonia, and until now there are no specific measures planned to increase participation in lifelong learning among 
this group. 
 


                                          
2  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


3  At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


9.9% 8.9% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 8%


45.9% 45.8% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 42%4


ET 2020 Benchmarks


71.9% 74.0% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


8.1% : 19.6% : 15%


7.8% : 22.2% : 15%


6.0% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.8% 0.8% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


2.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


4.6% 11 7.0% 11


77.8% 80.7% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


22.1% 24.5% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


98.3% 98.3% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.6% 6.4% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,650€    08 6,997€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 5,845€    08 6,094€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 12,066€  08 12,874€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 80.6% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


33.0% 41.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


35.0% 34.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


68.8% 69.6% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 14.9% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 3.9% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -20.6% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 10.6% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 12.8% : 23.6% EU17


: 19.7% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Finland EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test, 4= Tertiary educational attainment: the national target is defined 
more narrowly and excludes technological institutes 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2. Main challenges 
 
In general Finland has been able to maintain its high international position, particularly on basic skills. In the 
context of an ageing population, the employability of older workers and the need to delay their exit from the 
labour market on the one hand, and the level of youth unemployment and a lack of relevant skills among young 
job seekers on the other, are growing sources of concern for Finland, particularly young people not in 
employment, education and /or training (NEETs, ca. 40.000 persons).  
 
Consequently, the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education focused on the 
issue of the development of job related skills for young people and the long-term unemployed. A major initiative 
in this area is the “Social Guarantee for Young People: education, work and tailored services” enhanced as of 
January 2013. Finally, Finland will have to face in the future the issue of increasing the efficiency of its public 
spending on education, in particular in the tertiary sector. 


3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Public expenditure on education (COFOG data) remained stable in Finland during the period 2008-11, from 5.9% 
of GDP in 2008 to 6.4 % of GDP in 2011, and remains significantly higher than the EU general average of 5.3% 
in 2011. Finland has been hence able to maintain its education budget throughout the financial crisis, and its 
public expenditure on education has remained above the EU average, despite a generally difficult economic 
context. 
 
Skills and qualifications 
 
In terms of basic skills, 15-year olds' performance on PISA tests in reading, mathematics and science continues 
to be the best in the EU, despite a certain degree of stagnation in recent years. The recent PIRLS and TIMSS 
surveys confirm this lasting trend. 
 
A large share of the population has high level of computer skills, with 53% of individuals aged 16-24 with high 
computer skills in 2012. Compared to the EU average, Finland shows a very high (and increasing) share of 
graduates in science, mathematics and technology (31.8% vs. 21.9%), as well as a low share of graduates in 
social science, business and law (23.0% vs. 35.7%). With regard to entrepreneurship, the share of the 
population believing to have the required skills and knowledge to start a business is below the EU average, with 
only 34% of the 18-64 years old population. On average, Finnish pupils at ISCED 2 learn more than two foreign 
languages (2.2), which is well above the EU average (1.5), certainly due to its official multilingualism policy. 
 
As regards ICT and opening of education, in Finland, percentages of students in highly digitally equipped schools 
are among the highest in Europe, with only very small percentages of students not in such schools. Except in 
lower secondary school, more than 90% of students are in highly digitally equipped schools. In lower secondary 
school there are still 85% of students in such schools. 
 
As regards qualifications in Finland the Finnish Parliament is examining the Act on a National Framework for 
Exam-based and other Competences establishing the NQF. EQF referencing is due to take place before the end of 
2013. 
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4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Finland performs better than the EU average for the early school-leaving rate. In Finland it was 8.9 % vs. an EU 
average of 12.8% in 2012. However, it tends to be significantly higher among migrants, with an estimate of 
14.9% in 2012. The overall rate of ESL has remained fairly stable for the last decade. For the period 2011-12 the 
early school-leaving rate has decreased by 0.9 pp.  
 
Compared with the nation as a whole, migrant youths in Finland are more exposed to early school leaving (ESL). 
The situation is especially challenging for those young people who have arrived in Finland in the final stages of 
the Finnish programme of compulsory education. Thus language training for immigrants is to be increased at 
secondary and upper-secondary level as well as adult education centres, allowing for the improvement of their 
study prospects and their language skills. This is a very important and promising initiative of the Finnish 
authorities, given the disadvantaged position of non-natives vis-à-vis ESL. 
 
Participation in early childhood education is well below the EU average (74% vs. an estimated 93% in 2011 for 
the 4-6 year old group, according to Eurostat UOE) due i.a. to the traditional Finnish model of child care. 
However, as all parents are entitled to have a public day care place for their under school-aged children, the 
participation rate in pre-primary education for 6-year-olds (pre-school year) is very high, at 98.5% in 2012 
according to Statistics Finland. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
As some sub-indicators show, investment in education is high and it is increasing. Employment disadvantage is 
not so strong but it is increasing. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Teachers in Finland are well prepared, highly respected and rewarded. Initial teacher education requirements in 
public institutions include a competitive examination to enter and teaching practice as part of pre-service 
training. All teachers in basic and general upper secondary education have a Master’s degree. 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Finland is performing quite well as regards the tertiary attainment rate, with 45.8% (EU wide definition) as 
against an EU average of 35.7% in 2012. Finland has almost reached its national target and it has exceeded the 
EU headline target for 20201, but the rate for foreign born persons remains lower than for natives, with 33% vs. 
47% in 2012. For the period 2011-12 the corresponding rate has slightly decreased by 0.2 pp., partly due to the 


                                          
1  The Finnish national target is set at 42% according to the narrow national definition of tertiary attainment (without the tertiary VET). It 


is estimated that the 45.8% of tertiary attainment according to the EU-wide definition corresponds to ca. 40 %( according to Finnish 
statistics in 2011) when applying the Finnish narrow definition.  
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phasing out of the previously large tertiary VET sector. As regards the drop-out rate from higher education in 
2011 and according to the OECD it represented 24.2% in Finland, as compared to the OECD average of 31.6% 
for the same period2. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The supply of upper secondary education is strong and due to high completion rates, tertiary attainment is high 
as well. Moreover, investment is very high and still increasing. Employment advantage is, interestingly, not so 
strong. So it’s not per se a direct labour market incentive that makes people continue into higher education. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
In the future Finland will have to address the issue of the efficiency of public spending in higher education, given 
one of the longest times to degree in all of the OECD countries, as well as the relative importance of expenditure 
in the tertiary sector. 
 
The internationalisation and attractiveness for overseas students of the Finnish tertiary sector remain a challenge 
and will have to be further developed in the future. A Strategy for the Internationalisation of Higher Education 
Institutions in Finland 2009–2015 outlines the goals for the internationalisation of higher education, and is 
currently being revised by Finnish authorities, with a view to increasing the quality and attractiveness of 
universities.   


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work  
 
According to national statistics 69.6% of Finnish upper-secondary students were enrolled in VET in in 2011. A 
recent Eurostat study shows that 74% of Finnish enterprises provided in 2010 continuous vocational education 
and training (CVET) for its employees, slightly higher than the 66% EU-average. 
 
As part of the enhanced Youth Guarantee, launched in January 2013, Finland has increased the number of 
available study places in VET by 1.700. These study places were created particularly in geographical areas where 
there previously was relatively few study places available compared with the relevant age group.  
 


                                          
2  OECD Education at a Glance 2013, see statistics at the following link http://www.oecd-


ilibrary.org/docserver/download/9613031e.pdf?expires=1372231758&id=id&accname=oid031827&checksum=4FF3E0083B6C93694CF
460C1CBF57750 


 



http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/9613031e.pdf?expires=1372231758&id=id&accname=oid031827&checksum=4FF3E0083B6C93694CF460C1CBF57750

http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/docserver/download/9613031e.pdf?expires=1372231758&id=id&accname=oid031827&checksum=4FF3E0083B6C93694CF460C1CBF57750





FINLAND 
 


 


6 


This initiative responds to the high demand for VET in Finland, potentially reducing the numbers of those who are 
excluded from this type of provision. In parallel the selection criteria in vocational education in Finland are 
undergoing a change in order to prioritise those who have left compulsory education but do not have a 
secondary education degree. In addition, apprenticeships will be developed further by Finland (in 2010 only 
16.8% of VET upper-secondary students were in apprenticeships, according to Statistics Finland), i.a. by 
providing more financial incentives for employers.  
 
All in all this is a positive development, but the number of additional VET places seems rather limited, as 
estimates show that there are presently ca. 40.000 low skilled young people in Finland, who are neither in 
employment nor in education or training (NEETs). The increase in the number of apprenticeships will also remain 
to be monitored, given the complexity and the financial cost of the setting up of such schemes. 
 


It is worth noting that in Finland the employment rate of graduates remained above the EU average throughout 
the economic crisis (80.7% in 2012 for Finland as against 75.7% for the EU-27) and youth unemployment 
figures remain at average level in comparison to other EU countries This performance may be explained inter alia 
by the fact that Finland shows a very high - and increasing - share of graduates in science, mathematics and 
technology (MST) compared to the EU average, at 31.8% vs. 21.9%, as well as a low share of graduates in 
social science, business and law, at 23.0% vs. 35.7%, the latter being a group usually more exposed to 
unemployment in times of economic recession. 
 


A comprehensive social guarantee for young people ('Social Guarantee for Young People: education, work and 
tailored services') was introduced by Finnish authorities in 2006 and recently enhanced. The Youth Guarantee 
package consists of various elements: a guarantee of employment, education or training, as well as a young 
adults’ skills programme, a youth ‘workshop’, and outreach youth work. The guarantee is in force as of 1 January 
2013. Through this scheme the unemployed aged under 25 and recent graduates under 30 will be offered a job, 
place to study, training or other activation measure within 3 months of registration with the public employment 
service. The Government budget proposal includes 60 million EUR destined for local authorities for the 
employment, education and training guarantee in 2013. The above-mentioned young adults' skills programme 
will be implemented in 2013-2016, with a budget of 27 million EUR in 2013 and 52 million EUR in the years 
2014-2016. In this context opportunities to achieve a vocational qualification or a part of it will be provided for 
those 20-29 year olds who only have achieved the comprehensive school leaving certificate. As regards the 
youth workshop and outreach youth work the funding for the period 2013-2015 is set to be of 19.5 million EUR, 
and 11.5 million EUR in 2016.   
 


The guarantee package is one of the major political and social priorities of the Finnish government and an 
example of an ambitious public-private partnership with shared responsibility between authorities, trade unions 
and young people. It remains to be seen whether the on-going administrative and territorial reform will not have 
a significant adverse impact of the delivery of social and education services by local authorities, and that this 
action will be sufficiently well-funded in the future. In addition, the implementation of this scheme will require 
close inter-ministerial cooperation as the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture is responsible for this project 
in collaboration with the Ministry of Employment and the Economy and the Ministry of Social Affairs and Health. 
 


Finally, Finland also decided to improve student guidance during and after the end of compulsory education. The 
aim is give local authorities the legal responsibility to provide young people, who have ended compulsory 
education without a qualification, with professional career counselling and guidance.  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC3) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Finland have one of the best results in the 
tests of literacy and numeracy proficiency in the EU. Moreover, the share of low skilled adults is one of the 
lowest, around 10% for literacy and 12% for numeracy (compared with an EU average of 19% and 24%, 
respectively). A large share of the population (more than 40%) shows high problem-solving skills in a technology 
rich (ICT) environment. The difference in scores of young people and old adults for both literacy and numeracy is 
very high, with youngsters performing much better than older people: the gap in proficiency skills for literacy 
between the generations aged 25-34 and 55-65 is about 40 percentage points (i.e. equivalent to skills usually 
acquired with about 5 years of education). 
 


Participation of adults in lifelong learning is the third highest in the EU (24.5% in 2012). Participation rates 
among older and low skilled adult groups were also higher than average in Europe, but considerably lower than 
among the general adult population in Finland: for the 55-64 year olds it was estimated at 13.5% and for the 
low-skilled, it was only at 10.7%. It is worth underlining that the rate was indeed higher in 2012 for foreign born 
persons (28%) than for natives (24.3%) Given the future demographic challenges4, older and low-skilled 
workers would benefit from targeted measures with the aim to keep them longer active on the labour market 
and increase their social participation and active citizenship. Moreover, human resource policies in traditional 


                                          
3  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are        


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 5) 
or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


4  See in particular the 2012 Ageing Report prepared by the European Commission (DG ECFIN) 
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/european_economy/2011/pdf/ee-2011-4_en.pdf 



http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/european_economy/2011/pdf/ee-2011-4_en.pdf

http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/european_economy/2011/pdf/ee-2011-4_en.pdf
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industries should include special attention to older workers, also in order to prevent skill shortages as regards 
new and often evolving production processes. Finland will also have to face in the future the challenge of skills 
mismatches due to on-going structural change, i.e. the mismatch between the skills of workers leaving declining 
sectors and the skills required in expanding ones. 
 


Finally, while general adult participation is far above the EU average, this is only to the lesser extent the case for 
CVET in enterprises, of which 74% report to provide continuing vocational training (EU66%). 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks   
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


12.2% 11.6% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 9.5%


43.2% 43.6% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 50%4


ET 2020 Benchmarks


100.0% 100.0% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


19.8% : 19.6% : 15%


22.5% : 22.2% : 15%


19.3% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.6% 0.9% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


11.9% 11 7.0% 11


77.2% 76.5% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


5.7% 5.7% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 14.3% 11 : 43.5% 11


50.8% 52.6% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.1% 6.0% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 5,806€    08 6,039€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 9,437€    08 9,825€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 11,072€  08 11,606€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: :  60.7% 07 64.7% 11


31.0% 30.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


27.0% 36.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


44.2% 44.6% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 29.5% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 1.3% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -18.5% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 21.6% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 28.0% : 23.6% EU17


: 16.5% : 13.0% EU17


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


France EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results refer to people without ICT 
experience and people who failed the ICT test, 4= Tertiary educational attainment: the national target is defined differently and refers to the age group 17-
33 years old 
 







FRANCE 
 


 


3 


 


Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2. Main challenges  
 
Whilst the qualification level strongly influences the career path in France, too many young people leave school 
without qualifications or with poor qualifications and are unemployed or trapped in poor quality jobs. According 
to PISA, the widening gap between the top and lower achievers is one of the largest in the OECD countries. The 
early school leaving rate is stagnating. These trends hit France especially hard, as the employability of 15-19 
year-olds, who are not in education (11% in 20101)  remains very low: in 2010, 71% were unemployed or 
entirely out of the labour force compared to 57% on average in OECD countries. While improving access of 
adults to education and training is crucial to increase the employment rates namely of young people, low-skilled 
and older people, the participation rate decreased during the last decade and lags far below the EU average and 
the 15% European benchmark.  
 
Those challenges are reflected in two of the 2013 European Semester country specific recommendations: 
measures should be taken to improve the transition from school to work through, for example, a Youth 
Guarantee and promotion of apprenticeship as well as to increase the adult participation in lifelong learning, 
especially of the least qualified, older people and the unemployed. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
In the last years, general government expenditure on education in France as a share of GDP remained slightly 
above the EU average (6.0% vs. 5.3% in 2011). With a 0,3 % increase of this share, France is one of the few 
countries which significantly increased its total education expenditure during the period 2008-20102. The pattern 
of expenditure in France is specific. Priority has been given to investment in higher education for the period 
2000-2011 to the detriment of mandatory (in particular primary) and post-secondary non-tertiary education. 
With first measures already taken in 2012-13, the new government changed the policy priorities. The 2013 
reform of compulsory education "Refondons l’école de la République" foresees additional means with a strong 
focus on pre-primary and primary levels3 namely with the disposal ‘More teachers than classrooms’ (« Plus de 
maîtres que de classes »).  
 
Skills 
 
In general, France's relative position as regards basic skills vis-à-vis the EU average has deteriorated over the 
last decade. School education only shows average results, slightly worse than the EU average, for reading, 
mathematics and science as documented by the 2009 PISA tests4. French average results of 10 years-olds in 
Literacy at the 2011 PIRLS remain slightly above the average results without significant difference in the last 10 
years.  With regard to language learning, performance of pupils at the end of upper secondary level remains 
modest, as only 14.3% achieve B1 or higher performance.  
 


                                          
1  This rate decreased to 9,8% in 2011 out of which 72 % are unemployed 
2  See European Commission, Recent trends in the funding of education in Europe,2013 
3  The reform foresees 60.000 new  posts, 2/3d of the teachers posts will be allocated to the pre-primary and primary education  
4  Between 2006 and 2009, performance in mathematics has remained stable whilst the results for reading and science have improved at a 


slower pace than the EU average. 
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The July 2013 reforms of both the compulsory education system and the higher education and research system 
demonstrates a comprehensive approach to adapt to the digital age5 namely to the use and production of Open 
Educational Resources (OER). Both include training and support for teachers to adopt new pedagogical 
approaches. The 2013 industrial strategy focuses on four sectors, out of which the digital economy. The 
development of eEducation is seen as a major component6  of the digital economy. an ambitious action plan 
"France Université Numérique" (FUN)", with specific funding, was launched in October 2013.  It aims to support 
the international competitiveness of higher education actors by increasing their offer of Massive Open Online 
Courses (MOOCS) and by developing distance learning. France joined the 2013 pan-European 'MOOCS' initiative.  
 
The French five-level national qualifications framework, established prior to the European qualifications 
framework (EQF), was referenced to the latter in October 2010. As of March 2012, Certificate Supplements of all 
qualifications in the NQF and in the national qualification data base (NRCP) refer to the relevant EQF level on. 
The decision to revise the structure possibly by an eight-level one as proposed by a 2009 reflection note has not 
yet been taken. In case a revised structure would be adopted, a new referencing report should be submitted, 
possibly in the next one to two years7.   
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
In 2012 in France, the proportion of young people who left school early is still below the EU average (11.6% vs. 
12.8%) although improving at a much slower pace than the EU average. Contrary to the EU general trend, girls 
and foreign-born youngsters are respectively nearly as much at risk as boys and native-born. The unemployment 
rate amongst early school leavers remains above the EU average (45.6% vs. 40.1% EU average). France 
continues to have full coverage of early childhood education of 4 years-old. The current school reform aims to 
raise the falling participation of the 2 to 3 years old with an appropriate pedagogy.  
 
Whilst there is not yet evidence of a comprehensive strategy against early school leaving (ESL), measures have 
been reinforced the last years, most of them focusing on secondary level and compensatory programmes. Since 
late 2011, a detection system (SIEI, an interdepartmental system of information exchange) makes it possible to 
identify young school leavers. Data are put at the disposal of 360 local platforms to identify youngsters who 
dropped out without qualification and to support them in finding a solution for further education and training. 
The local platforms are composed of different organisations offering education and training programmes outside 
the regular mainstream education system. The network "Formation Qualification Emploi" (Foquale)8 aims to offer 
a personalised return path to education and training for 20.000 youngsters by the end of 2013. In 2013, 
measures have been taken or planned to intervene at an earlier stage (e.g. a reference person for ESL will be 
appointed in upper-secondary schools with a high level of absenteeism).  Moreover, an interministerial working 
group has been tasked with the development of a comprehensive early school leaving strategy based on a 
transversal approach across the different policies9. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The sub-indicators below show that early school leavers have a greater employment disadvantage in France than 
in other EU countries. Therefore, particular attention is needed for this topic.  


                                          
5  The first one encompasses the setting up of a ‘public service for digital education ’and legal measures to facilitate the use of OER by 


teachers.  The reform on higher education (HE) and research foresees the provision of OER by the public HE institutions as well as related 
services 


6  Ministère de l'Éducation nationale.htm ; ‘La structuration de la filière du numérique éducatif : un enjeu pédagogique et industriel 
7  Cedefop, Analysis and overview of NQF developments in European countries. Annual report 2012. 
8  It succeeds to the 'network nouvelle chance' and was initiated in December 2012 as ‘Objectif Formation – Emploi-ROFE’.   
9 Peer learning Activity report on early school leaving ( to be published soon) 
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Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
In a medium to long term perspective, improving school quality and outcomes may help reduce early school 
leaving. The 2013 reform of the compulsory education system recognises the need to take upstream structural 
actions. One of the objectives is to halve by 2017 the number of youngsters leaving school without sufficient 
qualifications10 to enter the labour market. According to estimates, this concerns currently 1 out of 6 
youngsters11.  
 
The 2010 reform of initial teacher education raised the recruitment requirements of primary and secondary 
teachers from bachelor to master level. This requirement has had negative consequences in the short run 
including decrease in the number of applicants, shortage of training for new teachers or lower selection criteria 
for competitive examinations and recruitment procedures12. 
 
Reversing the previous trend, the recently adopted reform foresees a strong increase in the number of teachers 
and aims at more supportive pedagogical approaches. Both teacher and educational staff’s initial education and 
continuous training will be revised and a new competence framework13 leading to a new master in teaching is 
expected to be adopted soon. As regards continuing professional development, teachers have had a right to 
training since 2010, but this is under-used and attendance is hardly ever taken into account for career 
advancement purposes14. 
 
The set-up of one new accredited institution in charge of staff’s initial education and continuous training (Ecoles 
supérieures du professorat et de l’éducation ‘ESPE’) by ‘Académie’ is a key measure15 of the reform to introduce 
innovative approaches and more practical training for the future teachers. ESPE will replace the current IUFM 
from the 2013/14 academic year and will be tasked with a larger mission (e.g. offer of specific masters for 
teaching, closer links with universities, research and the world of work)16 and open to a larger public (all 
educational staff from pre-primary to university). 


Besides, the “emplois d’avenir professeur (teaching jobs for the future)"17 setup in 2013 seeks to attract, by 
2015, 18.000 students from low-income backgrounds by providing the possibility of progressive entry into the 
teaching profession with a professional development path and financial aid. 
 
5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
As regards the Europe 2020 target on tertiary education attainment, progress has been made from 39.7% in 
2006 to 43.6% in 2012; this rate is well above the  EU average (35.8%). France has a national target of 50 % of  
higher education attainment of 17- 33 year olds defined differently than the EU target18. The share of graduates 
at doctoral level is lower than the EU average as a possible consequence of the dualisation of the French system 
between ‘grandes écoles' and universities.    


                                          
10  Minimal level of qualification: CAP ou BEP at level 5 of the French qualification system (level 3 of the EQF) 
11  National Reform Programme 2013, statistical annex  
12  Report of the Court of Auditors, February 2012: “Initial education and recruitment of teachers”, p. 78, cited in Study on Policy Measures  


to Improve the Attractiveness of the Teaching Profession in Europe, European Commission 2013) 
13  Project Decree of 6 June 2013. 
14  Study on Policy Measures  to Improve the Attractiveness of the Teaching Profession in Europe, European Commission 2013 
15     Out of the 60.000 new posts foreseen,  27.000 posts are planned for the ESPE 
16        Ministères de l’éducation nationale et de l’enseignement supérieur et de la recherche,  Lancement des Ecoles Supérieures de   


Professorat,  1 July 2013 
17  For three years from the second year of their Bachelor’s degree course, students will receive financial aid and will work a certain number 


of paid hours (not as teachers) in primary and secondary schools. In return, students concerned will undertake to sit for a competitive 
examination for recruitment of teachers into the national education system, to be held at the end of the three years. 


18  The EU benchmark considers the proportion of graduate within the 30-34 age group whereas the national indicator calculates the  
probability for someone to be first time graduate, at each age from 17 to 33, for a given year (synthetic indicator).  The national target is 
not the educational attainment of an age-group, such as measured by a household survey. The national target is a “net graduation rate”, 
defined as the estimated percentage of an age group that will complete tertiary education, based on graduation data and on current 
patterns of graduation. 
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Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The sub-indicators below show that as regard employment, the comparative advantage of tertiary graduates 
is slightly smaller in France than in the EU average, but has significantly increased during the recent crisis years.  
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Major reforms of the higher education system have been made since 2007 with mixed results as regards 
widening participation to under-represented groups, lowering the high drop-out rates and shortening of 
completion time. Broadening access to holders of professional and technical bachelors as well as improving 
student success rate in Licence is a key objective of the Higher Education and Research reform. Measures aim at 
a strong simplification and greater transparency of the teaching offer, support for more informed choice and 
reinforced guidance for the students. Governance and curricula (namely with the development of traineeships 
and the offer of training in English) reforms as well as measures to support new modes of learning should 
contribute to greater efficiency of the academic bodies, increased employability of the students and higher 
competitiveness in an international environment 
 
France is still firmly committed to promote outgoing (‘Mobilité internationale 2020’)/incoming learning mobility of 
students. After the 2009 visa procedure, further improvement is discussed as regard multiannual visa to attract 
talented foreign students. 
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Reflecting the general EU trend, the employment rate of recent graduates from upper secondary and tertiary 
education decreased in 2012 whilst remaining slightly above the EU average (76.5% vs. 75.7%). Youth 
unemployment increased in 2012 (from 22.8% to 24.3%) in particular for those with the lowest level of 
education. This trend had already been visible since the start of the economic crisis in 2008. The situation of the 
low qualified will become ever more difficult, since employment in high qualification jobs is forecast to increase 
by 29.5% in France and represent 43% of total jobs in 2020 (compared to an EU average of 34%).  
 
To facilitate transition to work, initiatives taken or planned by the government in 2013 aim at securing jobs with 
a focus on the less qualified (‘emplois d’avenir’19 and ‘contrat de génération’) reinforcing  alternate training 


                                          
19  The ‘emplois d’avenir’ initiative aims to offer 150.000 subsidised jobs by 2014 to young people, mostly in the public sector and with a 


focus on the young people (16-25 years) without a diploma.  
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(namely apprenticeships20), developing measures for early school leavers and launching the ‘youth guarantee’ 
with a focus on youngsters which are the most at risk of exclusion and poverty. 
 
In 2012, 44.6% of upper secondary students were enrolled in vocational education and training, slightly below 
the 50.3% EU average. The number and share of young, low-qualified individuals entering apprenticeship have 
decreased despite various measures21. 
 
The evaluation of the 2009 reform of the ‘Lycée professionnel’ is planned for 2013. The reform aimed to support 
the access to a professional baccalaureate in a shorter period of time22 and to introduce more flexible and 
diversified pathways with work-based learning opportunities.  
 
New measures to combat early school leaving are particularly relevant for those lycées which on average suffer 
from the highest level of absenteeism. One of the objectives of the 2013 school reform is to equip every 
youngster leaving the education system with sufficient qualifications23 to enter the labour market.  Support after 
the compulsory age of education (16) should be provided and the possibility to benefit from apprenticeship 
schemes whilst being enrolled reinforced. Access to short term higher VET will be rendered more easy to the 
professional bachelor graduates. 
 
In parallel, the bill on further decentralisation of national competences to the regions, currently under discussion, 
foresees an increased role of the regions in the initial professional pathways to be taught in their territory in 
order to ensure a better match with the regional skills needs.  
   
In the medium-term, the reform of apprenticeship and lifelong learning, announced by beginning 2014 (initially 
in 2013), aims among others to ensure that the less qualified benefit from the system. For the moment, among 
the population of young people between 16 and 19 years old, the proportion of pupils in apprenticeships is on 
average of 8%24. This represents quite a low proportion. 
 
Moreover, the recently adopted ‘Refondons l’école de la République’ reform of compulsory education provides an 
upstream structural reform to prevent low achievers which was called for by many experts.  
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC25) reveals that French adults (aged 16-65) perform slightly below the EU 
average in the literacy and numeracy tests. Proficiency of adults, with at most lower secondary educational 
attainment, is among the lowest in the EU, in particular for numeracy. Results for other educational levels are 
close to the EU average. However compared to the OECD average, the relative position of France appears more 
critical.  
 
This relative high share of low skilled people seems to be related to a large skill gap between young and old 
generations26. The youngest generation (aged 16-24) scores better than the overall population in literacy (by 13 
points, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 2 years of education). While results for the age group 25-34 
are close to the EU average in literacy and below average for numeracy, adults aged 55-65 are amongst the 
worst performers in the EU.  
 
These first results suggest analysing further the impact of adult learning policies in the long run considering that 
in France the proportion of low skilled people (level 1 or below) is slightly above the EU average ( 22% vs. 20%) 
and that results are more influenced by the generational gap than in EU average. Indeed, there is a  high share 
of people aged 55-64 with at most lower secondary education attainment (41% vs. 36% at EU level) compared 
to 17% for the age group 25-34 (below the EU average of 19%).  
 
Adults’ participation in lifelong learning declined since 2006 and lags far behind both the EU average (5.7% vs. 
9% in 2012) and the 15% European benchmark. Low skilled adults continue to participate much less (2.5% in 
2011) that the most educated. In 201027, the share of the French companies providing training to their 
employees was above the EU average (76% versus 66%).  
 


                                          
20  The previous target was revised downwards at 500,000 apprenticeship contracts by 2017, see 2013 French NRP. 
21  Pierre Cahuca, Stéphane Carcillob et Klaus F. Zimmermannc, L’emploi des jeunes peu qualifiés en France, les notes du conseil d’ 


analyse économique  no 4, avril 2013  
22  In 3 years period equivalent to the one needed for the general baccalaureate.  
23  CAP ou BEP at level 5 of the French qualification system (level 3 of the EQF). 
24  Source: national statistics http://www.data.gouv.fr/DataSet/564571?xtmc=%C3%A9volution%20nombre%20apprenti&xtcr=1  
25  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


26  Only partial results are available for France. 
27  Eurostat, news release on continuing vocational training, June 2013. 



http://www.data.gouv.fr/DataSet/564571?xtmc=%C3%A9volution%20nombre%20apprenti&xtcr=1
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Despite ongoing reforms undertaken in 2009 (law on Lifelong guidance and training28) and 2011 (law on 
‘Alternate routes and career security’ (Loi pour le développement de l’alternance et la sécurisation des parcours), 
the French lifelong learning system fails to adequately target those most in need. The reform of apprenticeship 
and lifelong learning aims to address those shortcomings and to revise also the financing system of vocational 
training. New measures to promote flexibility of adult education for all have been announced or recently adopted 
(namely the ‘compte personnel de formation’ for each adult independently of his status). In addition, the planned 
decentralisation of State’s vocational training competences to the Regional Councils aims to reinforce a coherent 
lifelong guidance (based on the ‘compte individuel de formation’) and to better adapt the offer of initial and 
continued training to the needs.  
 


                                          
28  Which had the objective to encourage the development of a coordinated national strategy, planned and implemented by national 


authorities, regions and social partners. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


11.1% 10.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: <10%


29.4% 31.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 42%4


ET 2020 Benchmarks


96.0% 96.4% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


18.5% : 19.6% : 15%


18.6% : 22.2% : 15%


14.8% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.1% 1.1% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.9% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


7.1% 11 7.0% 11


85.3% 87.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


7.8% 7.9% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


: : 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.4% 4.3% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 5,399€    08 : 10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 8,031€    08 : 10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 12,050€  08 : 10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


37.5% 07 51.0% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


28.0% 21.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


40.0% 37.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


53.2% 48.6% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 2.2% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 2.0% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -4.2% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 17.5% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 18.4% : 23.6% EU17


: 26.0% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Germany EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test   4= Tertiary educational attainment: the national target is defined 
differently and includes postsecondary attainment qualifications at ISCED level 4/4a (following this national definition, the 2012 value is 43.3%) 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
 
2. Main challenges 
 
Participation rates in all types of education and training have to increase in order to tackle the demographic 
change and to ensure that sufficient numbers of skilled people will enter the labour market. Germany is facing a 
shrinking workforce and shrinking young age cohort sizes, especially in the eastern parts. Shortage in skilled 
labour is bound to arise at medium and higher qualifications levels threatening the export oriented and skills 
intensive economy. 
 
Germany is among those EU countries where the link between educational achievement and socio-demographic 
background is very strong. Educational failure threatens not only the supply with skilled and highly skilled labour 
in light of a shrinking workforce, but is considered to cause also huge public follow-up costs due to lower 
employability, higher costs for health and social transfers etc. Providing more equal access to education is also 
crucial with a view to more effective integration of people with a migration background and to full use of their 
human potential for the German society. Many low-achieving youth face difficulties in making a successful 
transition to initial VET. 
 
The country specific recommendations agreed in the 2013 European Semester call to use the available scope for 
increased and more efficient growth-enhancing spending on education and research at all levels of government, 
as well as to raise the educational achievement of disadvantaged people and to increase the availability of 
fulltime childcare facilities and all-day schools. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education in times of economic crisis 
 
After a period of slow growth1 the increase of public spending on education in Germany remains at 4.3% in 
2011. Spending remains still one percentage point below the EU average of 5.3% (2011).2 Whereas spending on 
secondary and tertiary education is above the EU average spending, on primary education it is below3.    
 
The federal and Länder governments agreed in 2008 to increase spending on education and research to 10% of 
GDP by 2015, out of which 7% in education and 3% in research. In this context, the federal government agreed 
in 2008 to invest 12 billion euros more than previously planned between 2010 and 2013 - 6 billion euros in each 
of the two areas. Between 2010 and 2013, more than 13 billion additional euros for education and research were 
included in the budget on federal level. Germany seems to be well on track to achieve the national target and 
spent 9.5 % of GDP on education and research in 2011 according to the national statistics.  
 
This is a positive development which needs to be continued at federal and Länder levels to ensure that the 10% 
target will be met. However, a government expert commission considered this target still inadequate to keep 


                                          
1  Eurydice identified 8 countries including Germany showing constant slight growth in the period 2000-2010 [Funding of Education in 


Europe 2000-2012 (2013)].  
2  However German figures of public expenditure tend to understate actual spending since not all spending in the context of VET, in 


particular private spending for dual VET, are registered. 
3  Eurydice study on funding (2013) compares on the basis of purchasing power parity and per student. 
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with current trends of innovation.4 In order to ensure catching up to the most advanced economies all entities  
available room could be used to set even more ambitious targets and to improve outcomes in education5.  
 
 
Skills and qualifications 
 
Cedefop forecasts for 2020 foresee that Germany's skills needs for employment are expected to remain oriented 
towards highly skilled people, with a significant decrease of low qualification jobs (-6 percentage points in 
volume). One area that is likely to increase are personalized services catering to an aging population. 
 
In terms of basic skills, 15-year olds' performance on PISA tests in reading and mathematics improved and are 
above the EU average. Results of pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds also improved slowly. In science 
results have surpassed the EU benchmark. In TIMSS this trend is less pronounced, results in mathematics at 4th 
grade improved only slightly between 2007 and 2011. 
 
ICT skills of the population are close to the EU average. According to the 2009 PISA survey, 95% of German 
students have access to computers and the internet at school, and the ratio of computers to students aged 15 is 
1 for every 11 students, which is below the OECD average. There is a national strategy on the use of ICT in 
school education ("Schulen ans Netz") which focuses on support and training for teachers and other educational 
staff, awareness-raising on chances and risks of new media and promotion of e-learning. The general national 
ICT strategy covers also the topics: e-Learning, ICT in schools, Digital-Media Literacy and e-skills development. 
 
As regards entrepreneurship,  due to low unemployment, emerging skill shortages and demographic trends, the 
number of entrepreneurs is expected to decline further6, which could hamper Germany’s future growth and 
innovation performance. At the same time, the number of individuals who believe to have the required skills and 
knowledge to start a business has declined between 2009 and 2012 by 2 percentage points. Closer cooperation 
with schools and universities and a systematic integration of “entrepreneurship” in school curricula could help 
reverse this trend. 
 
The German national qualifications framework has been introduced in May 2013. A report referencing the 
German DQR to the European Qualifications Framework was presented on 4 December 2012 and finalised in 
June 2013.  The development of the framework involved a broad range of stakeholders. The framework is 
comprehensive covering the different education sectors, further evaluations are planned.7 
 
In 2011 the federal government adopted a law introducing a nationally standardized system for the assessment 
of professional qualifications acquired in foreign countries (Berufsqualifikationsfeststellungsgesetz). Based on 
individualised reviews EU and non-EU-citizens are entitled to receive a decision of equivalency of their 
professional qualifications acquired abroad in relation to comparable professions in Germany. In case of partial 
equivalency a full qualification may be achieved through targeted up-skilling.  
 
The "Anerkennungsgesetz" for qualifications acquired in foreign countries entered into force in April 2012 and is 
expected to tap hidden human resources in Germany and attract qualified labour from abroad to Germany.  
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Concerning the Europe 2020 targets, the early school leaving rate in 2012 is better than the EU average (10.5% 
compared to 12.8%). Over the last years, it showed a steady, even if recently rather slow decrease (13.7% in 
2006, 11.1% in 2009, and 10.5% in 2012). It is approaching the 10% national target for 2020. There is some 
progress in tackling educational disadvantage8, including of migrants. However, further reducing early school 
leaving will require continuous efforts and is an important contribution to address the demographic challenge. 
 
The Standing conference of the Länder education ministers (KMK) formulated a strategy to support low achieving 
pupils. Implementation at Länder-level differs, but there are several activities on-going.  
 
Recent reforms in several Länder include among other reducing the number of educational tracks in lower 
secondary education from three to two and reducing grade repetition. 


                                          
4  Expertenkommission Forschung und Innovation (2013), Gutachten zu Forschung, Innovation und Technologischer Leistungsfähigkeit 


Deutschlands. 
5  SWD 2013, page 12. 
6  DIHK Gründerreport 2013: http://www.dihk.de/themenfelder/gruendung-foerderung/unternehmensgruendung/umfragen-und-


prognosen/dihk-gruenderreport. 
7   See : Cedefop  Analysis and overview of NQF developments in European countries. Annual report 2012.  
8  PISA in FOCUS, "Are counties moving towards more equitable education systems?" specifically underlines progress in Germany (11 Feb 


2013). The Chancenspiegel of IFS/Bertelsmann sees for all Länder still a clear need to invest in creating more equity while at the same 
time observing big differences between the different Länder.  
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Figure 2. Early school leavers of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
Participation in early childhood education has increased further over recent years (96.4% in 2011) and has 
surpassed the EU benchmark (95%). Given the relevance of early childhood education and care to subsequent 
educational performance, the importance to ensure high-quality early childhood education9 and care provision 
by, for example, improving the qualifications of staff, has to be underlined, including the provision of adequate 
funding. 
 
Foreign–born have a higher chance to leave education early than native-born. This follows generally the 
European trend, however native-born are about two thirds less likely compared to the EU level. Young 
participating in VET are less likely to leave education early and the distinct component of VET might explain that 
the unemployment of early school leavers is 33.7%. This is below the EU level of 40.1%. 
 


Figure 3. Early school leavers and sub-indicators    


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 


 
Compared to the total active population Germany has considerably fewer teachers in primary and secondary 
education (1.6%) referenced to an EU average of 2.1%10. Close to 50 per cent of teachers both at primary and 
at secondary level are 50 years or older, posing a demographic challenge,11 and there are less female teachers in 
secondary education (63.1%) than in primary education (85.5%) within a predominantly female workforce.  
 
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
As regards tertiary attainment, figures have increased by about 6 percentage points since 2006 to 31.9% 
(2012)12. This remains below the EU average 35.7% (2012), especially for females. However, Germany has 
already achieved its national target set in the Europe 2020 context, as it included in it also post-secondary level 
ISCED 4 qualifications (total ISCED 4, 5, 6, performance in 2011: 43.3%, above the national target set at 42%). 


                                          
9  One example on Länder level is the Hamburg initiative "KITA+3 (2013-2014)" that reaches out to all stakeholders including parents 


providing inclusive pre-school education including language training for socially disadvantaged including migrants. Sachsen promotes in 
service training (2012-2014) in particular for management staff. Working group "Fachkräfte KITAs (ECEC Specialists)" was created in 
June 2012 to provide an interdisciplinary platform for the federal, regional (Länder) and local level as well as representative 
organisations. (All NRP 2013).   


10  The lowest participation rate have Germany and Estonia with 1.6% each, compared to the highest in Latvia (3.5%) and Luxembourg 
(3.6%), Source Eurydice (2013), "Key Data on Teachers and School Leaders in Europe". 


11  ISCED 1: 48%, ISCED 2+3: 50% Eurydice, Key Data (2013). 
12  One reason is the double counting, if one individual holds both a bachelor and a master degree in the context of the Bologna reform. 
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Figure 4. Tertiary educational attainment of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
Foreign-born remain at a clear disadvantage at attaining a tertiary education degree as are female graduates 
compared to the EU level. Germany has increased the completion rate. Employment advantages of tertiary 
graduates are below EU average and further decreasing, mainly to the the good employment rate of upper-
secondary graduates. 
 
Students entering Higher education have increased by 5% in 2010 and by 17% in 2011 to 519.000 and dropped 
to 493.000 in 201213. Compared to 2005 this is an increase by 39%. The bulk of this increase can be attributed 
to the fact that a reform of upper secondary education reducing it by one year in most Länder created double 
graduation cohorts.  
 


Figure 5. Tertiary educational attainment and sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The Higher Education Pact (Hochschulpakt) aims to provide additional funding to expand study opportunities in 
reaction to the increasing demand for higher education. In this context the federal government will provide 
additional 7 bn euros from 2011 to 2015. Through the "Quality Pact for Teaching” (Qualitätspakt Lehre) 2 bn 
euros are made available until 2020 for improving study and teaching quality.  Additional 250 mio euros are 
provided in the Federal Government-Länder competition "Advancement through Education: Open Universities" 
("Aufstieg durch Bildung: offene Hochschulen") to promote the establishment and development of continuing 
academic education for new target groups at higher education institutions.     


 
In order to open access to higher education more widely, the so-called “Hochschulzugang für beruflich 
qualifizierte Bewerber" now exists in all Länder, and is promoted through providing students the opportunity to 
obtain also financial support (“career advancement grants”). Though take up is still low at the moment, together 
with the rapid expansion of dual tertiary VET this may further contribute to increasing permeability between VET 
and higher education. 
 
The employment rate of graduates has increased over recent years and is at 87.3% (2012) clearly above EU 
average 75.7% and is also above the 75% 2020-benchmark.14  
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and vocational training 
 
The German VET system in particular dual VET facilitates the transition from education to work and is recognised 
as a key element contributing to Germany’s relatively low youth unemployment rate. The main challenge is to 
ensure a successful transition between school and initial VET for low achievers. At the same time, the need to 


                                          
13  Source Deutscher Bildungsbericht 2012, National Reform Programm (NRP) 2013. 
14  Source: CRELL calculations based on Eurostat LFS data. 



http://www.wettbewerb-offene-hochschulen-bmbf.de/
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provide up to date skills in a context of rapid innovation and globalization for Germany’s export oriented and 
skills intensive economy, requires continuous efforts to maintain the quality and attractiveness of the VET 
system, including for high achieving young people. 
 
Current lead initiatives are the well- established "Ausbildungspakt" (national training pact), extended until 2014: 
it is designed to provide yearly 60.000 new apprenticeship places and to improve the transition from school to 
VET. The 2010 adopted "Bildungsketten" (chains of education) and ‘Jobstarter Connect’ provide early support 
and guidance for pupils at risk. They are part of the "Übergangssystem", which shall take care of those who face 
difficulties in the transition from school to work. However, there is growing awareness among stakeholders of the 
need to reform this overly complex and inefficient tool for transition. According to studies commissioned by the 
German trade union confederation15, the target set in 2008 to reduce the rate of young adults without 
professional qualifications from 17% (2008) to 8.5% in 2015 will not be reached. However, the government 
addresses this shortcoming through a recently launched campaign16.  
 
The number of dual tertiary programmes, whereby students can acquire at the same time a VET and an 
academic qualification through combined in-company training and tertiary studies, are growing quickly and most 
of the Länder are actively promoting this trend.  
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC17) shows that adults in Germany perform slightly above the EU average in 
literacy and in particular in numeracy. In problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments, German adults 
(aged 16-65) score close to the EU average.  


There is a large age variation in literacy proficiency, with the youngest generation scoring significantly better 
than the oldest one. The gap in literacy proficiency between the foreign- and native-born is slightly above the EU 
average. Germany is also one of the countries with the strongest association between socio-economic 
background (education level of parents) and literacy proficiency among young people.  


While at EU level employed people have on average higher skills both in numeracy and literacy than the 
unemployed, the gap is even more pronounced in Germany. The Survey of Adult Skills also shows that 18% of 
German adults (aged 16-65) have low skills, close to the EU average in literacy and lower than the EU average in 
numeracy. However, low skilled adults in Germany are 7 times less likely to participate in job-related learning 
than high skilled adults18. 


Participation of adults in lifelong learning is below EU average (7.9% vs. 9% in 2012) but has slightly increased 
as opposed to the decreasing EU average19. 73% of enterprises provided training to their employees in 2010. 
This is above the EU average of 66%. Close to half the staff (47% compared to EU 48%) profited from training 
with somewhat less training hours per participant compared to the 25 hours EU average. 


With a view to basic skills of adults a scientific study revealed that an estimated 7.5 Mio Germans are 
(functional) illiterates. Bund and Länder have agreed in 2011 to implement a strategy to fight basic skills 
deficiencies ("Grundbildungspakt"). 


The German national qualification system so far only takes into account the system of formal education in 
Germany. This creates a huge challenge to non-formal education providers in both youth and adult learning. 
Therefore there is a drive towards the validation/certification of skills and competences acquired in non-formal 
and informal contexts. 


The "Qualifizierungsinitiative für Deutschland" concluded by the Federal government and the Länder in 2008 to 
bundle initiative for tackling inequalities and up-skilling vast populations includes benchmarks for all stages of 
lifelong learning from early childhood to adult education20 and investment in E&T (see section 2). However most 
of the agreed targets will not be met by 201521 and also the initiative as such seems to have lost attention on 
the political stage. Recent initiatives linked to it were: increased cooperation among the German Länder as well 
as on  federal level, recognition of professional foreign qualifications  a National Strategy against illiteracy , a 
quality offensive for teacher training ("Qualitätsoffensive Lehrerbildung") and an  initiative to ensure the 
availability skilled workers for industry ("Fachkrâftesicherung" and several actions on federal level only.22 


                                          
15  DGB, Expertise "Bildungsgipfel-Bilanz 2012 2012 – Die Umsetzung der Ziele des Dresdner Bildungsgipfel vom 22.10. 2008 (December 


2012). 
16  AusBILDUNG wird was – Spätstarter gesucht. 
17  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


18  At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
19  The national German "Adult Education Survey (AES) indicator" provides additional data. 
20  ECEC: 35% of children below 3 should have a place by 1.08.2013; ESL rate should be reduced from 8% (2008) to 4% in 2015; young 


adults without professional qualifications should be reduced from 17% (2008) to 8.5% in 2015; 40% of an age cohort should start 
tertiary education by 2015; participation in adult learning should be increased from 43% (2008) to 50%.   


21  DGB, Expertise "Bildungsgipfel-Bilanz 2012 2012 – Die Umsetzung der Ziele des Dresdner Bildungsgipfel vom 22.10. 2008 (December 
2012). 


22  "Aufstieg durch Bildung – Die Qualifizierungsinitiative für Deutschland" Bericht zur Umsetzung 2012 by KMK and GWK. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


14.5% 11.4% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 9.7%


26.5% 30.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 32%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


70.2% 08 74.6% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


21.3% : 19.6% : 15%


30.3% : 22.2% : 15%


25.3% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.7% 10 2.1% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.4% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


5.0% 11 7.0% 11


64.7% 42.9% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


3.3% 2.9% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 48.0% 11 : 43.5% 11


97.0% 97.2% 10 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.3% 4.1% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 : 08 : 10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 : 08 : 10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 : 08 : 10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: : 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


13.0% 24.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: : 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


30.9% 08 31.7% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 9.5% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 6.9% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -29.9% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Greece EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
The Greek education and training system faces serious challenges in terms of its quality, its efficiency and its 
capacity to ensure a successful transition of young people to employment.   
 
Greece is faced by multiple challenges, in particular the need to ensure wider access and to raise the quality of 
early childhood education and care (ECEC), to increase adult participation in lifelong learning, to improve equity 
and to address geographic disparities, to value teachers and trainers more as well as reward them adequately, to 
improve the quality of initial teacher education and strengthen teachers' and trainers’ professional standards,  to 
enhance the quality, attractiveness and relevance of iVET to the labour market, to improve school infrastructures 
at all levels, and finally to make serious progress in improving the educational situation of disadvantaged groups, 
including migrants and Roma. 
 
Given a context of strict fiscal consolidation under the current economic adjustment programme the Greek 
education and training sector is adversely affected by decreasing public spending and important budgetary cuts. 
However, perhaps more than lack of funds, the effective implementation of systemic reforms (primary, 
secondary and tertiary education, life-long learning) remains the key issue in the Greek context. 


3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education in times of economic crisis 
 
In the case of Greece the reduction in public spending on education was indeed very important in recent years. 
In fact the ratio of expenditure to GDP remained stable in Greece throughout the crisis (COFOG data, 4.1% of 
GDP throughout the period 2008-11), but since the cumulated GDP loss was of ca. 25% during this same time 
span, the spending on education was reduced virtually in the same proportion. Low public investment makes 
achievement of national targets (e.g. early school leaving, tertiary attainment) difficult. Investment in this field 
is crucial to support long-term sustainable growth in Greece. In the current context, however, in which new 
spending may not be an option, “smart spending” would include taking full advantage of the possibilities of the 
EU structural funds which can underpin education reforms and also finance educational infrastructure.  
 
As regards education and training, Greece is pursuing the implementation of the provisions of the up-dated 
Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) on Specific Economic Policy Conditionality, in particular its section 2.11 on 
the up-grading of the Greek education system, which contains a reference to the Action Plan for the 
improvement of the effectiveness and efficiency of the education system1. Regarding the financing of education, 
in accordance with the MoU and given the strict fiscal consolidation context Greece is set to proceed with the 
reduction of spending on education and training by 0.1 of GDP per year throughout the period 2013-15 (in all ca. 
further 0.3% of GDP), which renders structural reforms particularly difficult and makes necessary efficiency gains 
a key element.  
 
Skills 
 
School education produces rather weak results in terms of basic skills: the share of low achievers in reading, 
mathematics and science remains above the EU average, with a persistent achievement gaps between migrants 


                                          
1  Based largely on the 2011 OECD Education Policy Advice for Greece report, see http://www.oecd.org/greece/48407731.pdf 
 



http://www.oecd.org/greece/48407731.pdf
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and natives. This fact is particularly worrying given the forecasted shift in the employment pattern by 
qualification for Greece by  2020, with a very strong decrease in low qualifications demand (-29.9% by 2020).  
 
As regards entrepreneurship, the share of the population believing to have the required skills and knowledge to 
start a business (50%) is among the highest in the EU. Learning of foreign languages starts in primary school 
and figures indicate above EU average language skills. 
 
ICT skills of the adult population are close to the EU average, with 24% of individuals aged 16-74 in 2012 with 
high computer skills. The “Digital School” strand of the New School reform is the main vehicle for exploiting the 
potential of ICT and open education resources. This scheme has been piloted in 800 primary and 1.250 lower 
secondary schools aiming to provide a platform for digital content and tools and for teacher training, but its 
future depends on the availability of funding. 
 
Greece is currently developing an NQF for lifelong learning (Hellenic qualifications framework, HQF), which 
should include all parts and levels of education, training and qualification and will accommodate non-formal 
learning. The referencing of the national qualifications system levels to the EQF is scheduled to take place before 
the end of 2013. 
 
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Greece performs slightly better than the EU average in early school leaving (11.4% in 2012, having dropped 
from 15.5% in 2006), in comparison with 12.8% for the EU average in 2012. The national target of 9.7% by 
2020 remains an ambitious one. The ESL rated diminished by 1.7 p.p. during the period 2011-12. However the 
national average masks a significant variation between different geographical areas, types of schools and social 
groups. For instance, the sub-group of people born-abroad is lagging very significantly behind, with an ESL rate 
of 42% in 2012 versus 8.3% for the native born student group. The current reduction could also be a side-effect 
of the economic crisis, hence more needs to be done to sustainably improve education and to prevent ESL. 
 
There is a persistent achievement gap between migrant-background and native pupils as well as inequalities in 
educational opportunities and outcomes in all levels of education and training; a large share (approx. 15%) of 
young 15-24 years old are not in employment, education and/or training (NEETs).In addition there are high 
drop-out rates from education for students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Finally regional disparities in 
educational opportunities and outcomes are also very visible. Since late 2009, school reforms are  aiming to 
improve compulsory education and to tackle low performance in basic skills. Structured around 20 broad 
objectives, they put emphasis on foreign languages, revised curricula, all-day provision, a culture of evaluation, 
teacher education, reform of special needs provision, a pilot scheme of Education Priority Zones and the already 
previously mentioned "digital school" pilot scheme. Its success hinges on its future co-financing, i.e. from EU 
structural funds. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
 
It is worth noting that the employment disadvantage (incentive to stay in school) is high and increasing while 
VET and ECEC participation are low but also increasing. In September 2013 a new law reforming upper 
secondary education and in particular the VET system has been adopted by the Greek Parliament. 
 
Greece performs significantly below the EU average in early childhood education, with a 73.5% participation rate 
in 2010 as against an EU-27 average of 92.3%. In the future Greece will have to substantially increase access to 
quality early childhood education and care, especially for disadvantaged families and invest in ECEC 
infrastructure as well as provision, e.g. through the use of structural funds for the period 2014-20. 
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Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The need to consolidate public finances has led to reductions in the recruitment of teachers and in teacher 
salaries, although the profession remains relatively attractive. While the Greek authorities argue that the quality 
of the education provided has not been affected by spending cuts (since some compensating measures have 
been taken such as extensive school network rationalisation which reduced operating costs) there is a risk that 
the budgetary measures could potentially hamper progress towards the Europe 2020 targets, e.g. as regards the 
ESL rate, due to the mergers or/and closures of existing primary and secondary schools. As regards teaching 
hours Greece is one of the countries in which is the lowest of all OECD member states (400 hours per annum in 
2009 in comparison to the OECD average of 700 hours this same year)2. The recently passed Omnibus Law 
increased its duration by two hours per week. 
 


There is room for improvement as regards professional and personal support for new teachers: early career 
support is limited to 100 hours at present, a proposed new system of mentoring has not been implemented yet, 
and there is no workload reduction for new teachers3.  
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 


Tertiary attainment rate increased in 2012 to 30.9% but it is still lower than the EU average of 35.7% in 2012 
and has been increasing relatively slowly over the past decade (25.4% in 2000).  Tertiary attainment in Greece 
increased by as much as 2.0 p.p. during the period 2011-12 and Greece is now close to its national target of 
32% set for 2020. Finally, it should be added that tertiary attainment remains very low for the foreign born 
group, with only 10.3% in 2012. 
 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


It is worth noting that the tertiary attainment is low despite strong (but somewhat decreasing) employment 
advantage. Upper secondary supply is large, so opportunity does exist. 


                                          
2  See the OECD study and 2009 figures at http://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/48631419.pdf. 
3  Study on Policy Measures to Improve the Attractiveness of the Teaching Profession in Europe, European Commission 2013. 



http://www.oecd.org/education/skills-beyond-school/48631419.pdf
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Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
In the field of tertiary education, structural reform legislation voted through the Greek Parliament in 2011 with a 
big majority remains only partially implemented. The reform includes, inter alia, changes in the governance and 
financial autonomy of universities, their re-organisation around "schools" rather than narrowly specialised 
"departments", mergers and redeployment of institutions to better serve regional development and labour 
market needs, internationalisation, implementation of a culture of evaluation, better use of universities to 
provide lifelong learning opportunities to local and regional populations, better monitoring of inputs and outputs. 
Reform measures are included in the MoU and are on-going, with the majority of them yet to be fully 
implemented. The rationalisation and evaluation measures are going in the direction of the consolidation of the 
network of higher education institutions (Athina Project) and the improvement of the quality of higher education.  
 
Finally, the appointment in late 2012 of the President and the Governing Body of the Hellenic Quality Assurance 
and Accreditation Agency (HQAA) took place, de facto providing for the effective activation of this important 
agency, which will be in charge of the external evaluation of universities 
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
The employment rate of graduates suffered hugely from the economic crisis and has decreased alarmingly since 
2006, further increasing the gap in relation to the EU average (42.9% vs. 75.7% in 2012). 
 
In Greece  more than half of the young people are unemployed (64.9% in the second quarter of 2013). In 
addition in the Greek case approximately one third of the jobless youth are both low skilled and long-term 
unemployed. This situation has also a strong impact on emigration of young people, in particular higher 
education graduates.  
 
In the field of vocational education and training (VET), Greece decided to join the EU Alliance for Apprenticeships 
and seems to be committed to the establishment  of a genuine dual system, drawing on the example of other EU 
member States (e.g. through a bilateral agreement with Germany). This in turn could provide for a significant 
reduction in the very high youth unemployment, but will require closer cooperation with social partners as well 
as the establishment of a functioning governance structure. 
 
A new law has been adopted by Parliament in September 2013 aimed at introducing in the country the notion of 
dual-VET and more apprenticeships. Its implementation remains a key issue for the future of this sector of 
education in Greece. 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adult participation in lifelong learning has been and still is far below the EU average and one of the lowest in the 
EU (2.9% in 2012, but with only 1.6% for the foreign born group), with the gap being even more marked for 
particular population groups such as migrants, low-skilled, unemployed, women and older people4. In addition, 
only one out of five enterprises reports to offer continuing vocational training to their employees (EU: 66%), with 
only 28% of employee participating in it (EU: 48%) . 
 
The national Lifelong Learning (LLL) Strategy was adopted in 2011 by Greece, with the aim of providing more 
and better learning opportunities for adults and non-traditional learners. The plan is not however an overarching 
strategic vision for learning within the meaning of a ‘coherent and comprehensive LLL strategy’. It is in fact an 
adult education plan with two strands: initial and continuing training for the labour market; and general adult 


                                          
4  Eurostat, LFS 2012. 
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education. The self-imposed national target is to reach 6 % of adult participation in LLL by 2013 and seems 
indeed very difficult to reach.  
 
In June 2013 the Greek General Secretariat for LLL has published a national LLL strategic document for 2013-15, 
which is a step in the right direction but whose duration is in fact quite limited . 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


11.2% 11.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target : 10%


23.9% 29.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 30.3%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


94.8% 94.5% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


17.7% : 19.6% : 15%


22.3% : 22.2% : 15%


14.1% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.6% 0.3% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.8% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


4.3% 11 7.0% 11


75.6% 73.4% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


2.7% 2.8% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


6.2% 5.9% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.3% 5.2% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 : 08 : 10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 : 08 : 10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 : 08 : 10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


42.9% 07 78.1% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


27.0% 33.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


41.0% 40.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


24.5% 26.2% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 27.3% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -5.4% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -20.5% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Hungary EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
Following a positive trend in the last decade, the early school leaving rate has started to increase again from a 
low of 10.5% in 2010 to 11.5% in 2012. Furthermore, while learning outcomes in compulsory school as 
measured by international student assessments have mostly improved in recent years1, there are significant 
differences between the performance of different schools, including disparities according to geographical regions 
and parents' socio-economic background2. Roma children are over-represented among children with multiple 
disadvantages and face particular challenges in terms of educational attainment.3 Therefore, the challenge 
Hungary faces in school education is to reduce inequalities and to improve access to inclusive mainstream 
education, in particular for the Roma.  
 
While participation rates in higher education have been increasing in recent years, the level of tertiary 
educational attainment is still significantly below the European average (29.9% vs. 35.7% in 2012). The 
challenge is to implement a higher education reform that enables greater tertiary attainment, particularly by 
improving access for disadvantaged students. The system should also support an improved transition between 
different stages of education and towards the labour market.  
 
Hungary also has one of the lowest rates of adult participation in lifelong learning in Europe (2.8% vs. the EU 
average of 9 % in 2012), which is particularly challenging in view of a need to maintain and develop new skills 
and to adapt to structural changes and technical developments.  
 
Consequently, the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education focused on the 
following: implementing a national strategy on early school leaving; ensuring that the education system provides 
all young people with labour market relevant skills, competences and qualifications; improving access to 
mainstream education, for those with disadvantages, in particular for the Roma; supporting the transition 
between the different stages of education and towards the labour market, implement a higher education reform 
that enables greater tertiary attainment levels, particularly amongst disadvantaged students; and boosting 
participation in lifelong learning. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investment in education and training in times of crisis 
 
As for Hungarian education spending, the actual government expenditure on education expressed in Euro 
decreased by 2.1% between 2008 and 2010 and decreased further by 4.7% between 2010 and 2011. As regards 
expenditure as % of GDP, 5.2% was spent on education in 2011 in Hungary (5.3% on average at EU level): the 
lowest share in the last 10 years4. Hungary also showed a decrease in expenditure per primary, secondary and 
post-secondary non-tertiary student between 2005 and 2010. In the past two years, cuts in the education 
budget of more than 5% were observed in Hungary5. In addition to the economic crisis which began in 


                                          
1  15-year olds' performance on PISA tests is better than the EU average in reading and science, however the share of low achievers in 


mathematics is slightly higher than the EU average and worsened between 2006 and 2009. 
2  http://timss.bc.edu/  


http://www.oktatas.hu/pub_bin/dload/kozoktatas/nemzetkozi_meresek/pirls/PIRLS_TIMSS_2011_osszefoglalo_jelentes_4evf_eredmenyeirol.pdf; 
http://www.oktatas.hu/pub_bin/dload/kozoktatas/nemzetkozi_meresek/timss/TIMSS_2011_Osszefoglalo_jelentes_8evf_eredmenyeirol.pdf  


3  National Social Inclusion Strategy – Extreme Poverty, Child Poverty, The Roma – (2011–2020): Only 15% of Roma pupils complete 
secondary school successfully while the national average is over 80%. 2% of young Roma begin their study in higher education and 
0.5% obtain a degree. http://ec.europa.eu/justice/discrimination/files/roma_hungary_strategy_en.pdf 


4  Eurostat. 
5  Source: Eurydice (2012), http://eacea.ec.europa.eu/education/eurydice/documents/thematic_reports/147EN.pdf. 



http://timss.bc.edu/

http://www.oktatas.hu/pub_bin/dload/kozoktatas/nemzetkozi_meresek/pirls/PIRLS_TIMSS_2011_osszefoglalo_jelentes_4evf_eredmenyeirol.pdf
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2008/2009, the demographic decline experienced in Hungary may be another explanatory factor for a reduction 
in education expenditure. 


As regards funding of higher education, the Government will re-allocate EUR 13.56 million (4 billion HUF) from 
the 2013 central budget to address the financing problems of higher education institutions6. Moreover, the 
Government seeks to introduce a new funding model, according to which some of the funding will depend on the 
institutions’ development capacity and the evaluation of their strategic objectives.7 


As for teachers, the pressure to cut back on government spending in order to reduce national debt in wake of the 
2008 economic crisis has significantly affected teachers' salaries in Hungary. Recently the Government 
announced that the salaries of 150,000 teachers will increase by 34 per cent on average as of September 2013 
and that as part of the new career model, wages will rise every year until 2017. 
 


Skills 
 


15-year olds' performance on PISA tests is better than the EU average in reading and science, however the share 
of low achievers in mathematics is slightly higher than the EU average and worsened between 2006 and 2009. 
Hungary has a low number of graduates in science, mathematics and technology in EU comparison. The average 
number of foreign languages learned per pupils at ISCED 2 level is the lowest in Europe. 
 


Hungary has a national ICT strategy for education. It covers the areas of e-Learning, digital and media literacy 
and e-Inclusion. However, the percentages of students currently at schools which are highly digitally equipped is 
very low and significantly below the EU average. Only 34% of students of vocational schools are attending highly 
digitally equipped schools, which is 16% below the EU average8.  
 


A comprehensive National Qualifications Framework (NQF) for lifelong learning was adopted in July 2012 by a 
government decree. However the NQF is not operating yet, since the linking of qualifications is still in progress. 
It will embrace all national qualifications that can be acquired in general and higher education and those 
vocational qualifications registered in the national qualifications register. 
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 


Although Hungary succeeded in reducing the number of early school leavers (aged 18-24) in the last decade, 
since 2010 (10.5%), the early school leaving rate has once again risen and stood at 11.5% in 2012 (compared 
to an EU average of 12.7% in 2012 and a national target set at 10% for 2020).  
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 


                                          
6  Decision published in the Hungarian Official Journal on 11/07/2013 
7   Eurypedia:Headline Targets for Education and Training, investment 
8  European Commission’s report “Survey of schools: ICT in Education : ANNEX 3: Country Sheets on the Provision of Digital Resources 


and ICT in Education in the Member States. At primary schools there are only 15% of students at such schools. At lower secondary 
level even fewer, only 4% are at highly digitally equipped schools. At upper secondary the statistic is better with 40% of students at 
such schools. However, this is still 15% below the EU average. 
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A national strategy on early school-leaving has not yet been adopted. The 2013 National Reform Programme 
(NRP) reports that it is under development.  
 


A number of policy measures aim at improving the school success rate and preventing early school leaving of 
those with disadvantages and multiple disadvantages (in particular Roma). 
 


As a prevention measure, the attendance of kindergarten/early childhood education will be compulsory from the 
age of 3 (instead of the age of 5), as of September 2014. However, success will depend on providing the 
required kindergarten places, as well as on tackling other barriers to access (e.g. distance, transportation and 
financial ones). 
 


One of the programmes under the ‘Sure Start’ programme serves the early fostering of skills of young children 
with multiple disadvantages. One of the three Arany Janos programmes supports vocational training for students 
with multiple disadvantages providing examination certificates, the scholarships ‘Útravaló’ (Provisions) promote 
equal opportunities for disadvantages students by supporting talented students. Finally, as from September 2013 
trainings will be provided for those who are below the compulsory schooling age limit and have not been 
admitted to secondary education (Bridge I and II). The Bridge I programme supplements the missing 
fundamental skills and competences that are necessary for the continuation of studies. The Bridge II programme 
is preparation for beginning of vocational training. The training provided in the Bridge II programme motivates 
learning and develops the skills necessary for the acquisition of a profession.  
 


However, at the same time, the lowering of the compulsory school age from 18 to 16 might lead to an increased 
number of young people leaving education without secondary level qualifications.  
 
5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 


Tertiary education attainment among those aged 30 to 34 reached 29.9% in 2012. Hungary’s national target for 
2020 is set at 30.3%. Further efforts are needed to close the gap to the EU average (35.7%), and in particular 
to improve access for disadvantaged students. Moreover, Hungary has a very low completion rate at tertiary 
level: in 2011, only 53% of students graduated from the programme they entered, in comparison with the OECD 
average of 68%9. As the supply of upper-secondary graduates is decreasing (see graph below), this is a worrying 
development in terms of increasing the tertiary attainment rate. This does not take into account those studying 
in the 3,5-4 bachelor degree programme and another reason for the prolongation of higher education studies is 
the lack of language examination certificates.  
 


At the same time, to be educated to tertiary level makes a significant difference to an individual’s wage in 
Hungary. Adults aged 25-64 with tertiary education can expect to earn more than double (107% more) the 
salary that their counterparts with only upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary education earn. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 


                                          
9  OECD Education at a glance 2013: Hungary country note  
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The admission of students to higher education and the system determining the financial contribution of the state 
and of students to the cost of university studies has undergone significant changes since 2012. The objective 
was to improve efficiency at the level of institutions and of individual study choices by steering more students to 
areas where a need had been identified for the economy and the labour market. Since then, students fall into 
one of three categories: they finance their studies bearing the full tuition fees, they receive a state scholarship 
which covers half of the costs, or they receive a state scholarship which covers the full costs of studies. The 
tuition fees for fee-paying places are determined by the higher education institutions, in accordance with a legal 
framework.  


Full state scholarships are granted to the applicants who performed best in their preceding studies. Students who 
performed slightly worse can still receive a state scholarship covering 50% of the tuition fee. These students 
may take up a student loan with low interest rate. Student loans are also available to students who need to bear 
the full costs of their studies. Finally, special grants are available for disadvantaged students10.   


In 2013 the Government discontinued the practice of previous years when the state decided each year on the 
number of places available in individual study areas and these were (fully or partly) financed by the state. The 
2013 system foresees that admission to higher education institutions is determined by the score achieved by 
candidates and the capacity of higher education institutions, but not an overall enrolment quota or absolute 
maximum of available places set by the state. For training in the field of economic sciences, law and 
administration and for three further BA/Bsc programs, the minister has however defined above average 
admission scores to be achieved. 
 
During its first years, the recent reforms and uncertainty on the number of state-financed scholarships as well as 
of the level of tuition fees and the demographic decline, resulted in a severe drop in the number of applicants. 
The number of applications for the 2013/2014 academic year is 95.433 while in 2012 it was at 111.000 and in 
2011 at 141.00011. As students from lower socio-economic backgrounds tend to be more averse to financial 
risks, the effect of the combined student loan/grant system on the access to higher education of disadvantaged 
groups needs to be further monitored. 
 
6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Youth unemployment (under the age of 25) is worrying, having increased from 11.9% in 2001 to 28.1% in 
2012; far above the 22.8% EU average. The transition from school to work in Hungary is challenging and 
increasingly difficult for young adults, particularly for those leaving education without completing upper 
secondary education.  
 
The new Act on Vocational Training adopted in 2011 laid the foundations for a new vocational training system by 
changing the rules on the content and length of vocational school education, strengthening the vocational 
element in vocational secondary school training, introducing a new type of vocational certificate and prescribing 
minimum training times (in hours) for adult vocational training. The system strengthens dual training elements, 
the increased role of Chambers of Commerce will enable for the representation of economic interests, and 
professional and examination requirements and thus the content of training will follow labour market needs more 
closely. The full launch of the new system is planned as from September 2013, and the measures taken are 
expected to improve the quality of trainings and the employability of participants.  
 
Furthermore, in September 2013, vocational training in higher education will be introduced. Knowledge gained in 
vocational training in higher education (represented by credits) may be transferred towards specialized studies 
aimed at acquiring a higher education qualification and vocational qualification; vice versa, studies in basic 
training programmes may be considered as a part of vocational training in higher education. 
 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
  
Adult participation in lifelong learning is still one of the lowest in the EU. Low participation in training and 
professional qualification limits the Hungarian workforce’s mobility, the promotion of active ageing and leads to 
low adaptability to change and labour market needs. Hungary is among the countries with a low percentage of 
enterprises providing training (49% compared to 66% EU average) and also one of the countries with the lowest 
proportions of employees (27%) in large enterprises who participate in training12.  
 
As part of the modernization of adult training, a new Act on Adult Education is approved in June 2013. The new 
Act will primarily focus on non-school-based vocational training, language teaching and the regulation of training 
programmes supported by the state or the EU. The new Act will prioritize training programmes that are capable 
of meeting labour market needs. There will be guarantees built into the Act and decrees on implementation in 
order to ensure that those who finish supported training programmes receive high-quality training, comparable 
in level with the vocational qualifications acquired within the school system13. 


                                          
10  Eurypedia: Higher Education Funding Financial support for students 
11  http://www.felvi.hu/felveteli/ponthatarok_rangsorok/friss_statisztikak/!FrissStatisztikak/friss_statisztikak.php?stat=14 
12  Continuing vocational training News release: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-11062013-AP/EN/3-11062013-AP-


EN.PDF 
13  NRP 2013 of Hungary page 20,21 



http://www.felvi.hu/felveteli/ponthatarok_rangsorok/friss_statisztikak/!FrissStatisztikak/friss_statisztikak.php?stat=14
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


11.6% 9.7% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 8%


48.9% 51.1% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 60%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


72.8% 96.1% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


17.2% : 19.6% : 15%


20.8% : 22.2% : 15%


15.2% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.8% 0.5% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


2.7% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


10.7% 11 7.0% 11


75.5% 69.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


6.3% 7.1% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


10.1% 10.2% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.9% 5.2% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 : 08 : 10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 : 08 : 10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 : 08 : 10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 69.8% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


22.0% 31.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 45.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


34.4% 34.0% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 16.9% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 11.4% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -31.8% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 17.4% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 25.2% : 23.6% EU17


: 27.3% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Ireland EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
Ireland faces a relatively high level of unemployment, particularly among 15-24 year olds with an education level 
corresponding to the end of the primary cycle (lower secondary). The recent economic crisis has had a strong 
negative impact on the employment rate of those graduating at all levels.  
 
While participation rates are showing modest all-round increases, school outcomes and educational 
achievements have deteriorated, particularly in reading and mathematics. With a rate of around 20% of low 
achievers in mathematics in Ireland, the education system is apparently having difficulty in equipping all young 
people with the skills they need to succeed in the labour market.  
 
Ireland will experience in the future a significant need for both learning provision and educational infrastructure, 
due to the increasing demographic trends, as enrolment figures are expected to continue to rise over the 
medium term at all levels of education. Finally, the impact of the current economic down-turn and the savings 
made in the education sector will have to be further monitored. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP in Ireland is in line with the EU average (5.2% 
vs. 5.3% in 2011), but it has significantly decreased from 5.9% in 2009. This decrease also needs to be seen in 
the context of the severe recession since 2008 which in Ireland led to shrinking GDP growth rates up till 2010.1 
 
Skills 
 
Given the deterioration of the performance of Ireland in the area of educational achievement (PISA 2006 and 
2009), the Irish government has adopted in July 2011 the 'Literacy and Numeracy for Learning and Life Strategy' 
(2011-20). Its aim is to ensure that every child leaving school masters the necessary reading and mathematical 
skills. It also sets out a programme of reforms in initial teacher education and professional development. It is 
estimated that the cost of implementation of the actions of this strategy will be €6 million in 2012, rising to €19 
million per annum by 2017. In addition a new mathematics curriculum at second level was adopted following 
extensive research and consultation and was fully rolled out to schools in September 2012.  It was supported by 
a multi-million euro investment in professional development for all mathematics teachers. 
 
In practical terms Ireland tackles the issue of educational inclusion primarily through a targeted approach called 
the ‘Delivering Equality of Opportunity in Schools’ (DEIS). This national action plan launched in 2005 fosters 
educational inclusion at both primary and secondary school levels, especially in disadvantaged communities. The 
plan comprises a standardised system for identifying and regularly reviewing the levels of disadvantage. It 
includes a general 'School Support Programme’ for priority intervention in difficult geographical areas, as well as 
a number of thematic sub-programmes, such as ‘Ready, Set, Go – Maths’, ‘Reading Recovery’ and ‘Maths 
Recovery’ actions. There are currently 670 primary schools and 195 post-primary schools in Ireland receiving 


                                          
1  Expenditure on education (public and private combined) in 2010 was 6.4% of GDP (up from 6.3% in 2009 and 5.6 % in 2008).  
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assistance under the School Support Plan within the context of the DEIS programme, which has an overall 
budget of €158 million in 2012. 
 
At 31% in 2012, Ireland has an above-average share of individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills which 
is consistent with the advanced rate of access to ICT. The process of high speed broadband roll out is ongoing 
with a further 234 schools expected to be connected by 2014. All second-level schools will receive high-speed 
broadband at no cost to themselves by September 2014. Ireland is also above the EU average as regards 
entrepreneurship competences. The average level of foreign languages learnt per pupil at ISCED level 2 in 
Ireland is the lowest in the EU, but most students to take Irish at primary and secondary level.    
 
Ireland has implemented a comprehensive and learning outcomes based framework of qualifications (NFQ). The 
10 levels of the framework capture all learning, from initial stages to the most advanced. The majority of current 
and legacy national awards are now included in the NFQ, including those made by the State Examinations 
Commission, Further Education and Training Awards Council (FETAC), Higher Education and Training Award 
Council (HETAC), the universities and the Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT). 
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
The early school leaving rate dropped to 9.7% in 2012 from 11.6% in 2009. Ireland performs better than the EU 
average on the early school leaving rate (9.7% vs. 12.7% in 2012) and is quite close to its 2020 national target 
(8%). 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The sub-indicators confirm the good performance on early school leavers despite the small (but increasing) 
employment disadvantage. The level of investment is strong and increasing as well as early childhood education 
and care. Options on vocational education and training are very limited and not changing. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Ireland's 'Back to Education Initiative' (BTEI) for those wishing to re-enter the education system, has proven to 
be a useful national programme and received co-funding from the ESF. Ireland has also decided to invest early 
on in education to prevent early school leaving at a later stage, notably through the Universal Free Preschool 
Year in Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Scheme. The Scheme was introduced in 2010 and is being 
administered by the Department of Children and Youth Affairs. Under the scheme, all children aged between 3 
years 2 months and 4 years 7 months in September of the relevant year are entitled to a free pre-school year of 
appropriate programme-based activities in the year prior to starting primary school.  
 
While participation is voluntary, 96.1% of eligible children were enrolled in pre-school services for the 2011/12 
school year which is a considerable increase from 72.8% in 2009 which was before the scheme was introduced. 
In 2012 this initiative had an annual budget of €175 million. The support is provided through capitation 
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payments paid to services in advance of each school term. The Early Start Programme is a pre-primary initiative 
in designated areas of disadvantage. The programme aims to provide children who are most at risk of 
educational exclusion with an educational programme that will enhance their personal development and prevent 
failure at school.  
 
Ireland will experience in the future a significant need for both learning provision and educational infrastructure; 
since with the strongly increasing demographics, enrolment figures are expected to continue to rise over the 
medium term at all levels of education. The School Building programme for 2013 will see work begin on 50 
projects for new schools and major extensions. This will bring the number of planned major school projects on 
site in 2013 to 113 as part of an overall capital expenditure on schools of almost €370 million.  
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The tertiary attainment rate increased to 51.1% in 2012 from 49.7% a year earlier. Ireland set an ambitious 
national target for 2020 (60%) and currently has the highest tertiary attainment rate in the whole of the EU. 
Improving access for students from disadvantaged backgrounds can contribute to further increasing the tertiary 
participation rate.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
Sub-indicators show a very solid performance with pronounced (and strongly increasing) employment 
advantage. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Ireland's higher education sector is currently undergoing reforms in line with the National Strategy for Higher 
Education to 2030. The aims of the reforms are to have a more flexible system with a greater choice of provision 
and modes of learning for an increasingly diverse cohort of students. Improvements in the quality of teaching 
and learning and the relevance of learning outcomes as well as ensuring that higher education connects more 
effectively with wider social, economic and enterprise needs are also sought.            
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Ireland has a high unemployment rate of 15-24 year olds with an education level corresponding to the end of the 
primary cycle (lower secondary) with almost 50% in 2011. Worryingly the employment rate of graduates 
decreased by almost 20 percentage points since 2006 and is below the EU average (69.3% vs. 75.7% in 2011). 
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Ireland is pursuing the implementation of the 'Youthreach' initiative. It targets young people aged 15-20 who 
have dropped out of school without any qualifications or vocational training. It integrates elements of education, 
training and work experience. In 2010, 2.385 'Youthreach' learners achieved certification and of those 
completing, 15% progressed to employment, while 52% progressed to further education and training. This 
initiative is significantly co-funded by the European Social Fund (ESF), i.e. it has received in 2012 an additional 
financing of €25 million from the ESF within the context of the Youth Opportunities Initiative.  
 
The VET system is set in the context of the Government's National Development Plan (NDP) for 2007-2013, 
which emphasizes the needs for consistency with the European VET and social policy.  Reforms to the vocational 
education and training system are on-going, including the creation of Education and Training Boards. There is a 
need to increase and diversify apprenticeships which were largely concentrated in the construction sector and 
due to the economic crisis have declined dramatically. A wide-ranging review of apprenticeships in Ireland has 
been announced with the objective to align apprenticeship training in Ireland with a greater focus on work-based 
learning and the current needs of the Irish labour market. 
  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC2) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Ireland perform around the EU average in 
literacy, but score below the EU average in numeracy. The share of the population with low skills (at most level 
1) in numeracy is 23%, slightly above the EU average of 20%. This holds also true for young people (aged 16-
24): 22% of them have low numeracy skills, compared to an EU average of 19%. Young adults (16-24) with at 
most lower or upper secondary education also have lower scores than the EU average.  
 
Despite gradual improvement, participation of adults in lifelong learning remains lower than the EU average 
(7.1% vs. 9.0% in 2012)3. The development of new training opportunities, in particular the up-skilling of the 
work force and of the unemployed as well as re-entry into education, is essential to ensure that long-term-
unemployed jobseekers do not become permanently excluded from work.  
 
The new further education and training authority Seirbhísí Oideachais Leanunaigh agus Scileanna (SOLAS) has 
been set up with the mandate to ensure the provision of high-quality further education and training programmes 
to jobseekers and other learners. 
 
Nevertheless, it has to be noted that two thirds of enterprises offer continuing vocational training courses, which 
is in line with the EU average (67 vs. 66%), and the participation of employees in these activities is higher than 
the EU average (60% vs. 48%)4. 
 


                                          
2  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


3  Eurostat, LFS 2012 
4  Eurostat, CVTS 2010 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


19.2% 17.6% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 15-16%


19.0% 21.7% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 26-27%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


98.2% 96.8% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


21.0% : 19.6% : 15%


24.9% : 22.2% : 15%


20.6% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.3% 0.4% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.0% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


3.5% 11 7.0% 11


60.6% 54.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


6.0% 6.6% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


99.4% 99.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.6% 4.2% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,770€  08 6,176€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 7,213€  08 6,711€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 7,457€  08 7,379€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


63.2% 07 60.0% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


23.0% 24.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


41.0% 30.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


59.0% 60.0% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 24.1% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 13.1% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -17.9% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 27.7% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 31.7% : 23.6% EU17


: 26.9% : 13.0% EU17


Italy EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


Reading


Mathematics


Science


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


14. Low-skilled adults


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


10. Digital competences


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


9. Investment in 
education and training


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language1


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


8. Foreign languages 
skills


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results refer to people without ICT 
experience and people who failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 


2. Main challenges  
 
Italy’s weak human capital endowment hinders innovation and young people face a difficult labour market. Public 
expenditure on education as a share of GDP is among the lowest in the EU, notably at tertiary level. Italy 
performs significantly worse than the EU average in terms of early school leaving and registers the lowest 
tertiary attainment rate in the EU for the 30-34 year-old age group. Moreover, adult participation in lifelong 
learning is below the EU average. There is also evidence of a difficult transition from education to the labour 
market, including for high-skilled young people 
 
Although some measures have been adopted with a view to improving the quality of the education system, more 
ambition is needed in some policy areas. Consequently, the 2013 European Semester country-specific 
recommendation (CSR) on education focused on four topics: stepping up efforts to prevent early school leaving, 
improving school quality and outcomes (also by reforming teachers' professional and career development), 
strengthening vocational education and training and improving career and counselling services for tertiary 
students.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP in Italy is well below the EU average (4.2% vs. 
5.3% in 2011). Expenditure per student in purchasing power standard (PPS) is still broadly in line with the EU 
average at primary and secondary level (while being on a declining trend), but significantly lower at tertiary 
level. Due to fiscal consolidation needs, in 2012 Italy continued to reduce budget allocations for education, which 
decreased by around 5% in real terms compared to 20111. With the August 2012 spending review, Italy took 
steps to increase cost-sharing in higher education, as tuition fees are set to rise by between 25% and 100% for 
students failing to graduate within the statutory time.  
 
Skills 
 
School education in Italy produces rather mixed outcomes in terms of basic skills attainment. The unsatisfactory 
results of 15 year-olds in OECD PISA tests in reading, mathematics and science at national level mask significant 
regional disparities: despite recent improvements, performance remains poor in Southern regions, while it is in 
line with or above the EU average in Northern regions. Regional differences can be seen also in the 2011 TIMSS 
& PIRLS studies on 10 year-olds, conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA), where however Italy shows fairly good results in international comparison, especially in 
reading. ICT skills levels are close to the EU average, while Italian citizens appear less confident than the EU 
average about their entrepreneurship competences. 
 
In December 2012, the State, regions and local authorities agreed that as from January 2014, all certifications of 
qualifications obtained in Italy will have to make reference to the corresponding European Qualifications 
Framework (EQF) level. 


                                          
1  Data expressed in 2010 constant prices. See European Commission (2013), Recent trends in the funding of education in Europe.   
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4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Although on a moderately declining trend, the early school leaving rate in Italy remains markedly above the EU 
average (17.6% as against 12.7% in 2012) and the national 2020 target of 15-16%. With a rate of 39.1% in 
2012, foreign-born people weigh heavily on the overall national rate. The analysis of sub-indicators shows that 
the family educational background is particularly unfavourable. Italy performs above the EU benchmark on 
participation in early childhood education, which is relevant for prevention of early school leaving. 
 


Figure 2. Early school leavers of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
 


Figure 3. Early school leavers and sub-indicators    


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
While there is not yet evidence of a comprehensive strategy against early school leaving2, the Cohesion Action 
Plan3 has a strong focus on education and in the short term it should be an important tool to fight against early 
school leaving in Southern regions, where the problem is more severe. The 2013 CSR on education 
recommended that Italy step up efforts to reduce early school leaving.  
 
In a medium- to long-term perspective, improving school quality and outcomes may help reduce early school 
leaving. The main measure in this area was approved in March 2013 and establishes a National System for the 
Evaluation of school institutions, which will be coordinated by the school evaluation agency (INVALSI). In this 
new system, each school will present its self-evaluation report in accordance with a common framework and 
using the quantitative data on pupils' performance provided by INVALSI; schools can also be subject to visits by 
external evaluators. Subsequently each school will prepare a plan for improvement in cooperation with local 
stakeholders and finally will have to publish a report on results achieved. This new system could prove very 
useful, if endowed with adequate resources. 
 
School quality and outcomes also matter for future employability of young people. Evidence shows that they 
strongly depend on the role of teachers4. However, at present the teaching profession in Italy follows a single 
career pathway with salary progression based on seniority only, limited prospects in terms of professional 
development5, no comprehensive assessment of performance and, compared with other countries, low salary 
levels relative to other workers with tertiary education6. Hence the 2013 CSR on education also asks for 
reforming teachers' professional and career development. 


                                          
2  In line with Council recommendation of 28 June 2011 on policies to reduce early school leaving (2011/C 191/01).  
3  The Cohesion Action Plan was adopted at the end of 2011, with the aim to improve the use of structural funds through the prioritisation 


and the redirection of resources towards some key areas, including education. 
4  See European Commission (2012), Supporting the Teaching Professions for Better Learning Outcomes, SWD(2012) 374. 
5  For instance, according to the 2008 OECD TALIS survey of teachers in lower secondary education, 56% of Italian teachers wanted 


more professional development. 
6  While in Italy the annual number of teaching hours is in line with the EU average at primary and upper secondary level and slightly 


below at lower secondary level, the ratio of teachers' salaries to earnings for workers with tertiary education is significantly lower. It 
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5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
As regards the Europe 2020 target on tertiary education, Italy's tertiary attainment rate is the lowest in the EU 
(21.7% in 2012 for 30-34 year-olds, with females clearly outperforming males) and only increased by 2.7 
percentage points over 2009-2012, remaining well below the 2020 national target of 26-27%. As in the case of 
ESL, the analysis of sub-indicators shows that the family educational background is particularly unfavourable in 
EU comparison. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary educational attainment of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary educational attainment and sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
To fully implement the 2010 university reform, the Self-Evaluation, Evaluation and Accreditation System of 
universities (AVA) is now being gradually introduced. Inter alia, the AVA system foresees that university 
institutions and courses which do not respect a number of quality criteria might be closed. The university and 
research evaluation agency (ANVUR) will be the main actor in the new system. In July 2013 ANVUR published its 
report on the evaluation of universities' and public research institutes' research quality (VQR) in the 2004-10 
period. 
 
In a medium- to long-term perspective, a proper and adequately funded evaluation system is key to improving 
the performance of Italy’s tertiary education sector. This is linked to another important principle of the 2010 
university reform, namely that an increasing share of public funding for universities is to be allocated on the 
basis of teaching and research performance.7 Nevertheless, so far the share of public funding distributed 
according to these principles only rose from 7% in 2009 to 13% in 2012.  
 
In order to help students make a more informed choice and thus contribute to reducing tertiary dropout rates, a 
single web portal (Universitaly) presenting all the available courses in the university system was launched in July 
2012. However, this appears to be a relatively minor measure, while targeted action to adapt the supply of high-
level skills to labour market needs is still insufficient. For instance, the 2013 CSR on education asks for 
improving career and counselling services for tertiary students. In September 2013, decree-law 104/2013 made 
career and counselling activities to upper secondary students compulsory as from the penultimate year of upper 
secondary education8.  
 


                                                                                                                                                   
ranges from 58% for primary teachers to 65% for upper secondary ones, compared with an EU average ranging from 80% to 89%. 
See OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 2013. 


7  As from 2013, research performance is measured through the VQR.  
8  The list of stakeholders that can be involved in these activities was extended to include also Chambers of Commerce and private 


employment services. 







ITALY 
 


 


6 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
The skills issue in Italy is relevant not only in terms of levels, but also in terms of mismatch in the labour market 
for the young cohorts, compounded by the effects of the economic crisis. The employment rates of recent 
graduates from both upper secondary and tertiary education are among the lowest in the EU and are 
deteriorating in the recent years. While the overall unemployment rate is still close to the EU average, both the 
youth unemployment rate and the unemployment rate of young tertiary graduates9 are very high. At the same 
time, private returns for young people from investing in tertiary education, estimated in terms of earning 
differentials, are low10.  
 
Employment in medium and high qualification jobs in Italy up to 2020 is forecast to increase faster than the EU 
average, also because now it represents a lower share of total employment (64% as against 77% in 2010). 
 
To facilitate transition to work, the June 2012 labour market reform aims to make the apprenticeship contract a 
major port of entry towards stable jobs. In line with the labour market reform, the government adopted on 11 
January 2013 a legislative decree establishing the national system for the certification of skills, including the 
identification and recognition of non-formal and informal learning. This could contribute to better exploiting the 
competences acquired all over life. A proper translation into practice, also taking account of the exclusive 
regional competences on training policies, will be key to making the new system effective. 
 
Participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training remains above the EU average 
(60% as against 50.3% in 2011). An agreement with Germany has been concluded in December 2012 to 
promote cooperation in enhancing mobility, network projects including employers and trade unions and an 
increase in the work-based learning component in vocational education and training.  
 
Starting from the 2011/12 academic year, 62 higher vocational institutions (Istituti Tecnici Superiori, ITS) have 
been created to provide short-cycle tertiary qualifications (2 years) focused on key sectors of the Italian 
economy. Although they still involve a limited number of students, the ITS are potentially relevant in promoting 
the development of the vocational higher education system, consistently with the 2013 Annual Growth Survey 
priorities on tackling unemployment. However, avenues for action remain to be explored in order to upgrade the 
vocational education and training system, as recommended in the 2013 CSR, both at upper secondary and 
tertiary level. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adults in Italy score below the EU average in the literacy and numeracy tests of the Survey of Adult Skills 
(PIAAC11), at all ages. The youngest generation (aged 16-24) scores better than the overall population in literacy 
(by 10 points, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 1 to 2 years of education). However, recent 
graduates in tertiary education (aged up to 29) do not score better than upper secondary graduates in the best 
performing European countries. Italy has also a large proportion of inactive people among the high-skilled 
population (about 24%).  
 
Close to 30% of adults have low literacy and numeracy skills (at level 1 or below) compared to an EU average of 
19% for literacy and 24% for numeracy. These low-skilled people are 6 times less likely to participate in job-
related learning compared to high-skilled people12. 
 
This is linked to low participation of adults in lifelong learning, which remains low in EU comparison (6.6% vs. 
9% in 2012), although it slightly increased in 2012. In 2010, only 56% of Italian enterprises provided vocational 
training to their staff, as against an EU average of 66%. To increase participation, Italy has recently defined a 
national system for lifelong learning, building on the experience of upper secondary schools providing evening 
courses and the local centres for adult education (CTPs). From the school year 2013-2014 CTPs and evening 
courses will merge in the Centres for Adult Education (Centri provinciali per l'Istruzione degli Adulti, CPIA). The 
new Centres based in lower and upper secondary schools will be a kind of autonomous institution, organised in 
service networks, mainly at provincial level, with the same autonomy of mainstream schools. 
 
The implementation of the European Agenda for Adult learning has stepped up for the period 2012-2014, in 
order to improve coherence of adult learning and socio-economic development as well as cooperation with 
different stakeholders to address the problem of the low skilled. 


                                          
9  In 2012, the unemployment rate for tertiary graduates aged 25-29 was 19% in Italy vs. 10.3% in the EU-27. 
10  For the age group 25-34, in Italy the relative earnings of tertiary graduates with income from employment correspond to 122% of  


those of persons with only upper secondary education, whereas the OECD average is 140%. See OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 
2013. 


11  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 
presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


12  At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


13.9% 10.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 13.4%


30.1% 37.0% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 34-36%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


89.6% 92.7% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


17.6% : 19.6% : 15%


22.6% : 22.2% : 15%


14.7% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.2% 1.7% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.6% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


1.9% 11 7.0% 11


71.4% 74.2% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


5.3% 7.0% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


74.6% 72.3% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.8% 5.7% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 4,162€  08 3,533€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 4,165€  08 3,365€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 4,902€  08 4,315€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


23.2% 07 :  60.7% 07 64.7% 11


17.0% 29.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


50.0% 44.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


36.1% 37.8% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 22.6% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -11.1% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : 26.4% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Latvia EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2. Main challenges 
 
While Latvia has shown remarkable progress in reducing early school leaving and raising the tertiary attainment 
rate, some significant challenges remain to be addressed in higher education and vocational education and 
training (VET), as recommended by the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendations (CSRs). In 
the higher education field, the immediate challenge is implementing the reform proposed by the Ministry of 
Education and Science, given the stakeholders' preference to maintain status quo in the education sector. This 
includes implementing quality-based accreditation of study fields, adopting changes to the governance of higher 
education institutions, promoting internationalisation of higher education and science, and introducing a 
financing model that rewards quality, combined with increased national higher education financing. The main 
challenges for vocational education and training stem from the need to improve employability of young people, 
and concern in particular the limited availability of quality work-based training, including 
traineeship/apprenticeship schemes, as well as the lack of a comprehensive career guidance system.   
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP in Latvia declined by around 1 percentage point 
in 2009-2011, but remains slightly above the EU average (5.7% compared with 5.3%). Education and training 
budgets suffered significant cuts during the crisis and measures are being taken to ensure cost-efficiency, 
including by rationalising education institutions. In 2012 Latvia reduced State budget allocations for education by 
around 10% in real terms compared to 2011 (data expressed in 2010 constant prices); however this is in part 
explained by the extraordinary allocation of funds in 2011 from the Climate Change Finance Instrument, which 
was included in the State Budget. These resources were provided to educational institutions for the renovation of 
buildings and increasing their energy efficiency1.  
 
Skills 
 
In terms of basic skills, 15-year olds' performance on PISA tests in reading and science recently improved and 
continues to outperform the EU average, but worsened in mathematics, where it is now just in line with the EU 
average. The gender gap is very high in reading, where only 8.7% of girls are low-achievers, compared with 
26.6% of boys. ICT skills and entrepreneurship attitude of the population appear close to the EU average. 
 
The National Centre for Education is responsible for a comprehensive curriculum reform for 6-11 years old pupils. 
The aim of the reform is to promote pupil-centred teaching, as well as reading literacy. One of the outcomes of 
this curriculum reform is that as from the 2014/2015 school year learning the first foreign language will become 
compulsory from the first grade2. 
 
Nationally recognised educational programmes from the formal education system (i.e. from primary, secondary 
and higher education) are referred to a Latvian qualifications framework level (LQF) and were linked to the 
corresponding European Qualification Framework (EQF) levels in 2011. Master of crafts, journeyman and 
qualifications acquired in non-formal and informal learning will be attributed levels in a subsequent phase (2013-
15) and consequently referenced to the EQF. 


                                          
1  See European Commission (2013), Recent trends in the funding of education in Europe. 
2  At present it is mandatory to start teaching the first foreign language not later than from the third grade. 
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4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Both the labour market situation – where reduced job opportunities compelled young people to remain longer in 
education – and the policies implemented during the last few years have contributed to the reduction of the early 
school leaving rate, which is now well below the EU average (10.5% vs. 12.7% in 2012). However, a significant 
gender gap persists: 14.5% of males were early school leavers as against 6.2% of females in 2012. The analysis 
of sub-indicators shows that the family educational background is particularly favourable in EU comparison. 
Considering that the 2020 national target (13.4%) has already been achieved, Latvia intends to set a new target 
to 10%. Participation in early childhood education has somewhat increased in recent years and is now in line 
with the EU average (92.7% vs. 93.2% in 2011).  
 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The ‘money follows pupil’ financing principle has motivated schools to retain and attract students. The pupil 
monitoring system (SEIS), that enables tracking of the educational process, may also contribute to identifying 
and supporting students at risk of early school leaving. To bring more young people back into education, 
additional 2000 young unemployed will be involved in short cycle (1-1.5 years) VET programs to obtain 
professional qualifications. A proper implementation of the ongoing measures against early school leaving will be 
key for their success. As early school leavers are disproportionally affected by unemployment, further reducing 
their number can also have a very positive impact on youth unemployment.  
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Latvia's tertiary attainment rate significantly increased in recent years and now outperforms the EU average 
(37% compared with 35.7% in 2012) and the 2020 national target (34%), although with a very large gender 
gap (the rate is 48.1% for women as against 26% for men). The analysis of sub-indicators shows a large 
employment advantage for tertiary graduates compared to upper secondary ones.  
 
Nevertheless, the higher education system faces a number of challenges to better comply with the current labour 
market needs as well as to help raise the innovation potential of the Latvian economy: Latvian universities 
perform poorly in worldwide rankings, cooperation with businesses and research institutions is weak, and the 
higher education network is too large in view of the population served and offers too many distinct study 
programmes. 
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Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The Ministry of Education and Science has proposed ambitious reforms that would largely address the challenges 
faced by higher education. The reform of the accreditation process includes moving from accreditation of study 
programmes to study fields and increasing the independence and impartiality of the accreditation committee. As 
of 2014, the government envisages that higher education institutions will be allowed to select any of the 
independent institutions included in the European Quality Assurance Register for accreditation purposes. 
However, in 2013 the accreditation is being conducted by the Ministry of Education and Science. Large-scale 
evaluation of higher education programmes was completed with European Social Fund financing and the results 
will be used as input for budgetary and accreditation processes.  
 
Reform plans also include developing a new financing model and attracting international teaching staff and 
students. 
 
A research is being conducted in cooperation with the World Bank on the new financing model of higher 
education, which would aim to foster competitiveness of higher education, while ensuring its accessibility. Based 
on the research results, proposals for public discussions on development of optimal financing model of higher 
education will be prepared by the end of 2013. 
 
At the beginning of the academic year 2012/2013, foreign students only represented 3.7% of the total number 
of students in Latvian higher education institutions. In 2013, the government announced amendments to the 
Law on Higher Education Institutions in order to expand the possibilities to implement study programmes in the 
EU official languages at the State-founded higher education institutions. 
 
Finally, other planned measures envisage separating academic and management functions of the universities and 
further consolidating higher education institutions.  
 
Although most reform plans are still at an early stage, they appear ambitious and relevant; if properly 
implemented they will have a significant positive impact on the quality of higher education and on the innovation 
potential of the Latvian economy. Consequently, the 2013 CSRs ask Latvia to implement the planned reforms in 
higher education.  
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Youth employment prospects suffered from the recent economic crisis, but investing to get higher qualifications 
continues to pay off: while the employment rate of young people with only upper secondary education is still 
depressed (56.9% in 2012 as against 77.9% in 2007), that of young tertiary graduates quickly returned to pre-
crisis levels (87.1% in 2012 compared with 86.5% in 2007)3. 
 
Latvia's employment pattern up to 2020 is forecast to become more polarised, with large increases in both high 
and low qualification jobs and a decline in medium qualification jobs. However, low qualification jobs are 
projected to represent only 16% of total jobs in 2020, still below the EU average (18%). The expected increase 
in high qualification jobs appears consistent with evidence from employers pointing to skills' shortages in such 
areas as ICT, pharmaceuticals and engineering, as the higher education system has not produced enough 
graduates in mathematics, science and technology4. 
 
While participation of secondary students in VET, starting from very low levels, has been increasing (reaching 
39% in 2011/2012 and with a national target of 50% by 2020), this may be more due to monetary incentives 
(e.g. stipends to VET students) than to real attractiveness of programmes. Moreover, the ‘money follows pupil’ 
principle has encouraged some of the general secondary schools to offer money or other benefits to students to 
attract them away from VET and this could promote unhealthy competition between the two education sectors.  
 
The Latvian government has allocated additional funding for modernisation and renovation of 11 VET schools 
(out of 38) and is pursuing a rationalisation of VET institutions. Employer-led Sectoral Expert Councils have been 
established and are contributing to the development of VET curricula and profession standards. Plans are being 
elaborated on improving the VET governance and on introducing more flexibility in delivering VET courses via a 
modular system, and in line with the National Development Plan 2014-2020. Latvia still lacks a comprehensive 
nationwide system of impartial career guidance to help the VET students make informed choices. 
 
As regards the work-based learning components of VET and apprenticeships, Latvia has recently introduced a 
regulation for the insurance of the trainees/apprentices, although not in all professions. There are also plans to 
develop a pilot project to intensify cooperation between VET schools and the Chamber of Crafts. To increase the 
opportunities for VET placements, in December 2012 Latvia signed the 'Memorandum of Co-operation in 
Vocational Education and Training in Europe', which among other issues envisages the enhancement of work-
based and/or dual training elements of the VET.  
 
There has not been any rigorous evaluation of the present traineeship/apprenticeship schemes, although 
according to the views expressed by the stakeholders there are problems regarding quality, availability, 
attractiveness to employers and organisational aspects. The 2013 CSR on youth unemployment recommends 
that Latvia establish comprehensive career guidance, implement reforms in the field of vocational education and 
training, and improve the quality and accessibility of apprenticeships. 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Participation of adults in lifelong learning is still quite low in EU comparison (7% vs. 9% in 2012), despite a 2 
percentage point increase between 2011 and 2012.  
 
In 2010, only 40% of Latvian enterprises provided vocational training to their staff, as against an EU average of 
66%5. To develop distance learning opportunities for adults by implementing a customised approach, the 
Ministry of Education and Science has recently developed and approved sample educational programmes for 
general education distance learning and several education institutions offer accredited general education distance 
learning programmes. 
 


                                          
3  Measured as the employment rates of graduates aged 20-34 who have graduated (from upper secondary or tertiary education) no 


more than three years ago.  
4  As regards the distribution of tertiary graduates by field compared with the EU average, Latvia shows a very high share of graduates in 


social science, business and law (54.4% as against 35.7% in 2010) and a low share of graduates in mathematics, science and 
technology (14.3% vs. 21.9%). 


5  Eurostat, CVTS 2010 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


8.7% 6.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: <9%


40.6% 48.7% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


79.6% 84.2% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


24.3% : 19.6% : 15%


26.2% : 22.2% : 15%


17.0% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


3.3% 5.0% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.8% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


1.6% 11 7.0% 11


72.9% 76.0% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


4.5% 5.2% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


79.6% 79.6% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.8% 5.8% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 3,164€  08 3,295€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 3,537€  08 3,291€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 4,741€  08 5,066€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


21.9% 07 37.9% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


27.0% 29.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 40.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


26.4% 28.4% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : -8.8% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 17.8% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : 5.2% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Lithuania EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2.  Main challenges  
 
The main education challenge in Lithuania is the skills mismatch and unemployment of initial vocational 
education and training (VET) graduates and, to a smaller extent, higher education graduates. VET career is still 
perceived as a second choice by parents and pupils, who tend to choose upper secondary general education 
instead. The high unemployment rate among graduates, especially VET ones, is due to the low quality of 
teaching and lack of good practical training. Although Lithuania is one of the EU leaders regarding tertiary 
attainment rate, having already achieved the EU 2020 target, graduates of law, social science and business and 
administration have more difficulties in finding a job than graduates of engineering and science studies, because 
of lower quality teaching and lack of soft skills and practical training. In addition, as participation of adults in 
lifelong learning is one of the lowest in Europe, there is a challenge to provide low-skilled and older workers the 
possibility to up-skill or re-skill to respond better to labour market needs.   
 
Therefore the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education focused on two 
topics: enhancing the implementation and effectiveness of apprenticeship schemes, and addressing persistent 
skill mismatches. 


3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP in Lithuania is slightly above the EU average 
(5.8% vs. 5.3% in 2011), although it decreased by one percentage point since 2009. In 2011, the Programme 
for Target Funding of Study Programmes was approved to support study programmes which are not popular 
among applicants but key to the Lithuanian economy. The budget estimated for this purpose amounts to LTL 1.1 
million (approximately EUR 0.32 million). In 2012, the amount paid as reimbursement of the tuition fee for the 
best performing students who studied in places not funded by the state totalled LTL 11.6 million (approx. 3.35 
million euro). More than 1,700 students were recipients of those reimbursements. Higher education spending in 
Lithuania remains very low. Data from 2010 show that spending per student in HE in Lithuania was around half 
the EU average (EUR 4500 per student in PPS). This level is among the lowest in the EU.  
 
Skills 
 
School education produces relatively weak results in terms of basic skills: 15-year olds' performance on PISA 
tests remains below the EU average in reading (the share of low-achievers is 24.3% vs. the EU average of 
19.6% in 2009) and maths (the share of low-achievers is 26.2% vs. the EU average of 22.2% in 2009). So far, 
there have been no concrete government initiatives to address either the relatively poor performance in basic 
skills or gender differences in educational performance: boys perform worse than girls in reading (PISA results 
2009) In Lithuania 62% of teachers worked in schools, where the school principal reported that the instruction 
was hindered to some extent by shortage or inadequacy of instructional material1. 
 
Lithuania is seeking to enhance innovation and creativity aspects of the education system: the General 
Curriculum Frameworks for Primary, Basic and Secondary Education were updated in 2004. The general curricula 
focus on the development of key competences and promotion of creative thinking and entrepreneurship. 
 
                                          
1  Source : TALIS Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments First Result s from TALIS’, 2009 
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ICT skills of the population are slightly above the EU average, although a lower share of pupils used computers 
at school in 2007 (21.9% of 4th grade pupils in Lithuania, 60.7% in EU). The Lithuanian Government is currently 
investing into the expansion of the broadband network in order to improve high-speed internet access in rural 
areas. As regards entrepreneurship, the share of the population believing to have the required skills and 
knowledge to start a business (40% in 2012) increased by 5 percentage points since 2011 and is now close to 
the EU average (42%).  
 
Lithuania  has national qualifications frameworks in force and  presented their national referencing report to the 
EQF Advisory Group in 2011. In Lithuania, the Law on Education (2011) states that an individual is free to 
pursue non-formal education programmes and self-education. No admission requirements are imposed on 
participants of non-formal adult education. 
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Concerning the Europe 2020 target on early school leaving (ESL), Lithuania performs better than the EU average 
(6.5% v. 12.8% in 2012) and has achieved the national target (9%), after having witnessed a significant 
decrease in the share of early school leavers over the past decade (from 13.4% in 2002). However, more boys 
(8.2%) than girls (4.6%) leave school early.2 
 


Figure 2. Early school leavers of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 3. Early school leavers and sub-indicators    


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Lithuania performs clearly below the EU average on participation in early childhood education and care (ECEC), 
due to the insufficient places in pre-school and early childcare facilities (84.2% as against 93.2% in 2011). In 
2011, participation in ECEC amounted to 54.6 per cent of all children in the age group of 1–6 year-olds and older 
children across the country. The percentage of rural 1–6 year-old and older children participating in pre-school 
and pre-primary education is three times lower than that of urban children of the same age group.  
 
Although the Lithuanian government already initiated some measures to increase the number and type of ECEC 
facilities, e.g. by implementing the Pre-school and Pre-primary education development programme for  the 
2011–2013 period approved by a minister of education and science, where the  programme is meant to become 
a measure providing a better access to Pre-school and Pre-primary education, by opening of so called multi-
functional centres in rural areas and increasing the access and variety of pre-school providers, especially in rural 
areas within the EU funded project, there is scope for improving the accessibility of the ECEC facilities, which is 
still below the EU average. 
 
Since 2012, Lithuania has started the third stage in the development of the school network (the network of 
general education schools has been under reconstruction since 1998). The network of schools reconstruction has 
been determined by both implementing the reform of general education, including transfer from a 9-year to a 
                                          
2  Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
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10-year basic school and establishment of gymnasium and pre-gymnasium type schools, and significantly 
decreasing number of school children. It is up to the municipalities to prepare and approve plans for the reform 
of the network of schools of general education in their constituencies for 2012-2015.  
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Lithuania's tertiary attainment rate (48.7% in 2012) is significantly above the EU average of 35.7% and the 
country already achieved its national 2020 target of 40%. More women (56.4%) than men (40.7%) have tertiary 
education in the 30-34 age group3. Concerning the distribution of tertiary graduates by field compared with the 
EU average, Lithuania shows a high share of graduates in social science, business and law (45.8% as against 
35.7% in 2011) and a low share of graduates in maths, science and technology (21.2%) and in health and 
welfare (9.6%), which has a negative impact on the overall labour market integration of graduates and problems 
with employment. As the sub-indicators below show, in Lithuania tertiary level graduates however still have a 
relatively high employment advantage compared to graduates at secondary level. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary educational attainment of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary educational attainment and sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Quality of teaching in higher education, the provision of practical skills and competences, such as soft skills, 
problem solving, critical thinking and teamwork, and an adequate provision of career guidance services to match 
the labour market needs remain challenges. A complex reform aiming at increasing the quality of higher 
education, its effectiveness, efficiency and access was launched in 2009. The measures taken include improving 
the governance of universities, widening access and partnership with business. Further measures focus on 
creating competition between universities for students and reform of public funding (via a student voucher 
system) and increasing the quality of study programmes and research. The reform instigated consolidation of 
some universities and diversification of funding.  
 
In higher education, the strengthening of knowledge triangle (mainly through the development of the "Valleys" –
research, education and innovation triangles) should help to develop the high quality base for higher education 
and research. 
 
One project provided training for 130 career guidance specialists in Higher Education who provided guidance 
services to more than 5000 students.  In 2013, the implementation of projects aimed at the development of 
career education of students of higher education, and their career tracking and infrastructure will be continued. 


                                          
3  Source : Eurostat 
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Participation of upper secondary students in VET remains markedly below the EU average (28.4% vs. 50.3% in 
2011). VET career is still perceived as a second choice by parents and pupils, who tend to choose upper 
secondary general education instead. Quality and image of VET is still insufficiently taken care of. Appropriate 
governance structures and conditions and provision of training, including apprenticeships places or work based 
learning as well as improvements in teacher education and career guidance, are still a challenge. Many 
vocational schools still do not have adequate equipment or are not using modern pedagogies. Another challenge 
is how to stimulate social dialogue with employers to find a formula that would suit VET schools, companies’ 
needs and pupils' expectations to offer good quality practical training.  
 
The apprenticeship concept was introduced in 2007, but so far there has been little progress in its 
implementation. Uptake is low both on company and student level due to a perceived lack of flexibility and 
quality. To address the challenges in initial VET, in 2011-2012 six vocational education and training schools were 
merged. Additionally, vocational training establishments have been restructured into public institutions. Lithuania 
is also modernising its VET system via projects financed by the ESF, e.g. definition of qualifications, preparation 
of the external evaluation of VET schools and teacher education. Sectoral skills competitions are organised 
together with sectoral exhibitions to attract young people to VET professions. One project targeted general and 
vocational education where 700 career coordinators and 70 career consultants were trained to provide and 
coordinate the services of vocational guidance (career education, information and counselling); models for career 
education and career education monitoring were prepared. Another project financed under the EU Structural 
Funds aims at updating technological skills of VET teachers by spending practical time in companies with a well 
prepared training plan and an individual tutor. So far around 700 teachers took part in the project (around 30% 
of all VET teachers).  
 
In order to promote apprenticeships, Lithuania has introduced a special apprenticeship project (2013-2015), part 
of the Practical VET Resources Development Programme, with the objective to strengthen and expand this 
training form. This effort is complemented by a monitoring system for ensuring quality and efficiency in the 
provision of career services in general education and in VET. In order to further develop apprenticeship training 
forms and the arrangement of vocational training in real working conditions, a project financed from the 
European Social Fund (LTL 2.51 million) will be launched in 2013. Executor of the project will be the Vilnius 
Jerusalem Labour Market Training Centre with its partners. 
 
Unemployment of VET graduates and, to a lesser extent, higher education graduates remains high and the 
participation rate is low, due to skills mismatches further aggravated by high emigration and unfavourable 
demographic developments. The employment rate of recent graduates (age 20-34, who completed upper 
secondary or tertiary education no more than three years ago) increased by around 3 percentage points between 
2011 and 2012, reaching 76%, but was still lower than pre-crisis levels (83.3% in 2006).  
 
At the same time employment rates of initial VET graduates decreased from 72.8% in 2007 to 48.2% in 2011, 
and the employment rates of higher education graduates (ISCED 5-6) aged 20-34 who have graduated no more 
than three years ago decreased from 92.5% in 2007 to 86% in 2012. This is a particular challenge as, according 
to the European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop), employment in medium 
qualification jobs in Lithuania up to 2020 is forecast to increase faster than the EU average, while the forecast 
shows a possible decrease of high level qualification jobs (in contrast with an increase in the EU average) and 
demand for low qualification jobs is expected to grow in Lithuania compared to a big decrease in the EU average. 
This further accentuates the need for a well-established apprenticeship scheme.  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Participation of adults in lifelong learning is one of the lowest in the EU (5.2% against 9% in 2012)4, further 
amplifying challenges to equip low-skilled and older workers with the possibility to up-skill or re-skill to better 
respond to labour market needs.  
 
Companies do not invest sufficiently in employee training, also due to insufficient incentives. In 2010 only 52% 
of all companies provided continuing vocational education and training in Lithuania (compared with an EU 
average of 66%) with just half of the average hours per participant compared to the EU (19% vs. 38%). Only 
31% of employees working in companies providing continuing education and training  participated in training 
courses, against an EU average of 48%, and 35.4% of employees participated in non-formal and informal 
education, against an EU average of 47.4%.  
 
The new Education Strategy 2013 – 2020 is expected to be adopted by the Parliament soon. The strategy mainly 
focuses on VET, adult learning, non-formal learning and the development of the qualifications system. The 
strategy may be a good base for implementing further measures enhancing the Lithuanian education and 
training system. 


                                          
4  Eurostat, LFS 2012 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


7.7% 8.1% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: <10%


46.6% 49.6% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


94.6% 95.6% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


26.0% :  19.6% : 15%


23.9% : 22.2% : 15%


23.7% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.3% 1.5% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


6.7% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


40.6% 11 7.0% 11


85.5% 84.6% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


13.4% 13.9% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


100.0% 100.0% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.3% 5.1% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 12,757€  08 15,262€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 15,617€  08 13,203€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 : 08 : 10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: :  60.7% 07 64.7% 11


42.0% 40.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


61.3% 61.4% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 34.3% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 21.6% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -22.3% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Luxembourg EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
A high proportion of immigrants in the population leads to disparities in success rates between native and 
immigrant students. The fact that Luxembourg is a trilingual country poses additional challenges, in particular for 
students of migrant background. While Luxembourg has a relatively low overall early school leaving rate (8.1% 
in 2012, compared to the 12.7% EU average), the rate is high among the migrant population, which requires 
further measures, notably to improve early childhood education and care, and to increase the resources available 
for language support and remedial classes. The PISA 2009 results also confirmed the worrying inequities within 
Luxembourg’s school system.  
 
While the employment rate of graduates is good, 84.6% in 2012, the youth unemployment rate is relatively high 
compared to the low overall rate of unemployment and is often linked to a lack of skills or qualifications.  
Consequently, the 2013 CSR for Luxembourg related to education points to step up efforts to reduce youth 
unemployment by improving the design and monitoring of active labour market policies. Luxembourg is also 
called on to strengthen general and vocational education to better match young people’s skills with labour 
demand, in particular for people with migrant background. Furthermore, to take resolute action to increase the 
participation rate of older workers, including by improving their employability through lifelong learning.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Public spending on education is in line with the EU average (5.1% of GDP compared to 5.3% in 2011) but this 
does not include tertiary education, and combined with a very high GDP per capita, it still leads to high level of 
spending per pupil/student.  
 
Between 2000 and 2010, the level of public spending on education registered an increase of more than 50% in 
Luxembourg. A major increase of the budget for human resources in education was registered (almost 4%). 
Special additional support and funding for adults in education is provided for re-skilling and upgrading the skills 
of the workforce. The government increased the central funding for training initiatives delivered by businesses 
for improving skills and language competences among the adult population. In 2011, the direct state aid for 
these actions was increased from 14.5% to 20%. In Luxembourg, specific target groups are selected for 
preferential support with the objectives of combating unemployment, and promoting the social integration of 
migrants. The target groups identified by the authorities are adults without recognised qualifications; those 
working for more than ten years with the same employer; and the over-45s. For these groups, there has been 
an increase of 35% in the public contribution towards their salary costs aiming at encouraging greater 
participation in training. 
 
Skills 
 
PISA performance on basic skills of young people is relatively weak and there has been a negative tendency in 
reading, mathematics and science since 2003. The fact that Luxembourg is a trilingual country (Luxembourgish, 
German and French are official languages) poses additional challenges for students, in particular those of 
migrant background. The Government is pursuing discussions on a future reform of secondary schools that 
focuses on four major themes: student progression through the school system, preparing students for university 
studies, language training and the autonomy of secondary schools. 
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The Luxembourg qualifications framework (CLQ) was adopted in 2010 by the Government Council. It covers all 
types and levels of qualifications, schools, vocational education and training and higher education as well as 
adult education and validation of non-formal and informal learning. The CLQ is seen as contributing to the overall 
modernisation of national education and training. The learning outcomes approach has a prominent place in 
these reforms. In the second stage of the development of the CLQ, it will be possible to submit requests for 
linking qualifications that are awarded outside formal education and training systems with the levels of the CLQ. 
This will be done using an accreditation procedure that still remains to be defined. Being host to a large number 
of workers from the neighbouring countries Belgium, Germany and France, Luxembourg also sees the 
development of the NQF and referencing to the EQF as a way to facilitate the comparison and recognition of 
qualifications. 
 
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Regarding Europe 2020 targets, Luxembourg had a relatively low early school leaving rate of 8.1% in 2012, 
compared to the 12.7% EU average. Luxembourg’s national target is to maintain the drop-out rate below 10%, 
however if the rate stabilizes at a lower level than 10%, the target will be modified in 2015. However, early 
school leaving remains a problem among the migrant population. The figure below shows that there is an 
increase in early school leavers among native born pupils and males. 
 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The sub-indicators show that in Luxembourg early school leavers have a much higher employment disadvantage 
compared to the EU average. 
 
On early school leaving in Luxembourg, the figures resulting from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) are subject to 
significant annual variations due to the limited size of the sampling. Thus, the LFS does not help in identifying 
which students are affected or why they drop out. To plug these gaps, in 2003-2004 the Ministry of National 
Education and Vocational Training developed a nationwide study for monitoring the school dropout phenomenon. 
The new results of the national study concerning the 2010-2011 academic year demonstrate that the policies 
and measures currently in place are stabilizing the school dropout rate below 10%. The policies intended to 
improve orientation activities and programs for re-integrating education and training will be maintained not only 
to provide a second chance to dropouts from school but also to contribute to reducing unemployment among the 
young. Particular emphasis will be placed on promoting academic success as a means for preventing young 
people from leaving school and to increase young peoples' qualifications levels1.  
 


                                          
1  National plan for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth Luxembourg 2020 
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Luxembourg’s performance in international comparisons of student outcomes suggests that much can be done to 
improve the effectiveness of teaching and learning. Despite substantial spending on teachers, there is an 
important shortage of qualified teachers2. The percentage of 15 year-old pupils who are in schools affected by 
the lack of qualified teachers in core subjects is the highest among European countries3. A number of reforms 
are currently planned or are in progress in order to respond to national particularities as well as to more 
comprehensive social developments (technical progress, changing family structures, and economic change). A 
reform of secondary schools is currently being prepared – a project giving rise to lively public debates. The 
vocational education system is currently undergoing a reform in order to bring jobseekers' qualifications more in 
line with labour market demands. 


 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The tertiary education attainment rate according to the Eurostat methodology was 49.6% in 2012, well above 
the EU average of 35.7%. This is, however, misleading because Eurostat measures the tertiary attainment based 
on the working population in Luxembourg, but a high percentage of this population is either not resident in, or 
not originally from the country. Luxembourg therefore revised its national target4 in 2012 and set it at 66% 
instead of 40%. The figure below shows that in Luxembourg, males have a very high tertiary attainment rate 
compared to the EU average. Efforts to reach a higher education attainment among residents are important in 
view of the Europe 2020 benchmark for higher education. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The sub-indicators show that parental education and training has an increasing level of influence on tertiary 
attainment. 
 
Students registering for an approved university training program may obtain financial aid for higher studies, 
comprising a subsidized loan and a scholarship, the scholarship-loan ratio (weighting) depending on the 


                                          
2  Study on Policy Measures to Improve the Attractiveness of the Teaching Profession in Europe. April 2013 contract EAC -2010-1391 
3  OECD economic Survey Luxembourg 
4  Luxembourg intends that this indicator provide data on the capacity of the national education system to train young people who can 


earn post-secondary school diplomas rather than it being a reflection of post-secondary qualifications requirements of the labour 
markets. In Luxembourg, 30% of people between the ages of 25 and 64 have university degrees. In Luxembourg, there is a large 
disparity depending on birth country. Among people born in Luxembourg, only 22% have university degrees, while this proportion is 
40% among those persons born in other countries. Differences between these two populations are much less marked in bordering 
countries. Furthermore, in these countries, the proportion of university degrees is higher among natives than among foreign born 
persons. 
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revenues of the concerned student. The financial aid is moveable in the sense that Luxembourg students are free 
to choose the location of their studies5. 


                                          
5  Eurypedia: Financial Support for Learners 
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
The youth unemployment rate, at 18% in 2012, though still below the EU average, is persistently high when 
compared to the country’s overall unemployment rate. On the other hand, the youth employment ratio is very 
low, pointing to a low percentage of the active population in this age cohort. Several measures have been set up 
to help young people to enter or return the labour market, including setting up a career guidance centre, an 
Employment Observatory, and the "fit4jobs6" incentives. The government, in collaboration with the national 
employment agency (Agence pour le développement de l’emploi (ADEM)), is assessing the measures taken to 
analyse how they could be improved. An ambitious action plan for youth employment has been announced, 
which envisages a ‘Youth Guarantee’ (Garantie Jeune): in line with the Council recommendation. 
 
Participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training is above the EU average (61.4% 
vs. 50.3% in 2011). The recent reform of VET provides possibilities to bridge the gap between vocational training 
and higher education. For example, the "Maison de l’Orientation", which provides guidance services and 
direction, opened in 2012. A key challenge will be to increase the quality and attractiveness of VET studies and 
to raise them to the ‘excellence’ level in order to provide a qualified workforce to the labour market and to offer 
professional perspectives to the learners. 
 
The Ministry of National Education and Vocational Training manages the guidance centre and coordinates the 
steering committee made up of various heads of departments. Staff from these departments work in close 
collaboration to produce presentations in schools, assisting with the transition phase from school to work and 
helping during the systematic monitoring periods of young school dropouts. Individual group workshops involving 
the different departments are offered to young people so they can set up a new professional project, confirm it 
and implement it. The guidance centre is also open to adults seeking information, guidance or assistance in 
authenticating acquired professional experience. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 


Adult participation in lifelong learning is at 13.9% compared to 9% EU average. In Luxembourg already a large 
proportion of employees in large enterprises participate in training (60% compared to EU average of 48%)7. A 
law approved on 6 March 2012 aims to motivate small companies to take greater advantage of continuing 
education programmes, and to get companies in general to extend continuing education programmes to workers 
with low levels of initial training.  


The national strategy for lifelong training, which was adopted in November 2012, specifies measures for meeting 
the national target of at least 15% of adults to participate in education and training programmes8. The national 
strategy is based on cross-sector principles and separate measures for connecting the multiple initiatives and 
providing better visibility to Luxembourg’s national policy. The national qualifications grid will be implemented to 
facilitate recognition of training programs and to place special emphasis on getting vulnerable groups to 
participate.  
 


                                          
6  https://www.fit4job.lu/about 
7  Continuing vocational training News Release: http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-11062013-AP/EN/3-11062013-


AP-EN.PDF 
8  Livre blanc sur la stratégie nationale en matière de Lifelong Learning. 


http://www.s3l.lu/livreblanc/Livre%20blanc/Livre%20blanc%20Stratégie.pdf 



http://www.s3l.lu/Lists/Billets/Post.aspx?ID=9

http://www.s3l.lu/livreblanc/Livre blanc/Livre blanc Strat�gie.pdf

http://www.s3l.lu/livreblanc/Livre blanc/Livre blanc Strat�gie.pdf
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


36.8% b 22.6% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 29%


21.0% 22.4% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 33%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


93.9% 100.0% 11,b 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


36.3% : 19.6% : 15%


33.7% : 22.2% : 15%


32.5% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.2% 5.7% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


8.4% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


4.1% 11 7.0% 11


94.1% 91.9% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


6.1% 7.0% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 82.7% 11 : 43.5% 11


95.8% 10 89.8% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.4% 5.8% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,255€  08 7,713€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 5,372€  08 5,444€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 9,688€  08 11,719€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 80.3% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


20.0% 23.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: : 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


58.1% 38.9% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 20.5% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 33.5% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -20.9% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Malta EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 


2. Main challenges 
 
Since Malta has few natural resources, economic growth is overwhelmingly dependent on the skills of its 
population. The country is faced with a number of challenges: a high - even if declining - rate of early school 
leaving, a low basic skills achievement, a still modest rate of tertiary education attainment and a vocational 
training system in need of modernisation. Despite relatively low overall and youth unemployment rates so far, 
the skills issue is set to become more relevant in the next few years. To properly address it, the 2013 European 
Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education asks Malta to continue to pursue policy efforts to 
reduce early school leaving and increase the labour-market relevance of education and training. 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
According to the most recent internationally comparable data, in 2011 general government expenditure on 
education as a share of GDP was somewhat higher than the EU average (5.8% vs. 5.3%). In 2012, Malta 
increased budget allocations for education by around 7% in real terms1 compared to 2011; this appears 
consistent with the 2013 Annual Growth Survey priorities on strengthening investment in education. 
 
Between 2010 and 2012, the budget allocated to ICT in public schools was increased by slightly more than a 
third. In recent years, the government has embarked on two European regional development fund projects in 
order to improve ICT equipment in schools. The first project, which took place between 2008 and 2011, focused 
on the purchase of science and technology laboratory equipment for public secondary schools, with a total 
budget of EUR 1.25 million. The second project has been operating in 2011-12 with an investment of EUR 8.6 
million, including EUR 2.6 million for the purchase of interactive whiteboards for public primary, secondary and 
post-secondary schools 
 
Skills 
 
The process to review and update the National Minimum Curriculum was launched in March 2008 and finalised in 
December 2012 with the formulation of the National Curriculum Framework (NCF). The NCF envisages a 
paradigm shift away from a prescriptive curriculum towards a framework based on learning outcomes, which 
allows for more flexibility. It also moves away from stand-alone subjects to learning areas. In the context of NCF 
implementation, work on the National Literacy Strategy for All (that reviews and widens the scope of the Literacy 
Policy and Strategy launched in 2009 and focuses on competences in both the Maltese and English languages) 
was launched for consultation in May 2013. The consolidated draft document is expected to be out for national 
consultation during the fourth quarter of 2013. The National Youth Employment Strategy also stresses the need 
to address literacy since this is seen by young people as a major stumbling block when looking for a job.  
 
In terms of basic skills, 15-year olds' performance on PISA 2009+ tests is markedly worse than the EU average 
in all subjects; girls tend to largely outperform boys also in mathematics. Malta's 10-year old students performed 
very poorly in science in the 2011 TIMSS study, conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA). According to that study, Malta was also the country which dedicated the least 
amount of time to teaching science (39 hours per year, compared with an international average of 85). The 
                                          
1  Data expressed in 2010 constant prices. See European Commission (2013), Recent trends in the funding of education in Europe.   
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government committed to strongly increasing the allocated time for science in primary schools as from the 2013-
14 school year. While ICT skills of the population are close to the EU average, the positive figures for foreign 
language skills are influenced by the fact that English is Malta's second official language. 
 
Malta has been putting its comprehensive national qualifications framework for lifelong learning (Malta 
qualifications framework, MQF) in place since June 2007. The MQF was then referenced to European Qualification 
Framework in 2009. Important developments took place in 2012 with amendments to the Education Act, which 
established the legal basis for the National Commission for Further and Higher Education (NCFHE), replacing the 
Malta Qualifications Council and the National Commission for Higher Education. Three legal notices were 
published: on quality assurance and licensing of further and higher education institutions and programmes; on 
validation of informal and non-formal learning; and on strengthening the legal basis of the MQF for lifelong 
learning as a regulatory framework for classification of qualifications and awards.  
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
The rate of early school leaving (ESL) has been significantly reduced in recent years, but remains among the 
highest in the EU (22.6% in 2012)2, with a significant gender gap: 27.5% for males compared with 17.6% for 
females in 2012. The analysis of sub-indicators shows that the family educational background is particularly 
unfavourable. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The measures taken in 2011-12 demonstrate that the government and the educational institutions are aware of 
the ESL challenge. A national strategy focused on prevention, intervention and compensation measures, in line 
with the 2011 Council Recommendation on policies to reduce early school leaving3, has been launched in April 
2013. The strategy aims to shed light on the reasons why students leave school at an early age and develop 
policies that motivate them to continue their studies. Prevention measures include implementing the National 
Curriculum Framework, validating non-formal and informal learning and developing new forms of teaching and 
learning, such as e-Learning. Intervention measures comprise a multi-stakeholder approach to address the 
needs of particular groups of students at risk of early school leaving and improving career guidance in 
compulsory education. A review of second chance and re-integration programmes features among compensation 
measures. Policy action has thus been relevant. However, a comprehensive monitoring system to collect and 


                                          
2  Time series on early school leaving have been reviewed by the Maltese Statistical Office and Eurostat due to a new classification of 


certain qualifications at secondary level. According to the new data, the 2012 early school leaving rate is about 10 percentage points 
lower than with the old methodology. At present, figures according to the new classification are available only after 2010 and are 
therefore not comparable with those up to 2009. In view of this, the authorities plan to announce a new 2020 target, based on the new 
data. 


3  10544/11, 7 June 2011. 
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analyse information on early school leaving to underpin the national strategy, as recommended to Malta by the 
2013 CSR on education, is yet to be put in place. 
 
Participation in early childhood education reached 100% in 2011. New childcare centres administered either 
directly by public authorities or in partnership with the private sector have been set up and other are in the 
pipeline. Private childcare facilities are also available. High costs and often inconvenient opening hours, however, 
seem to hinder the efficiency of these facilities. Afternoon school programmes have been established in a 
number of localities and it is planned to expand this service to more localities. These programmes provide after-
school care services which include extra-curricular activities within school structures, thereby bridging the gap 
between the school day and parents’ regular working hours. Several tax incentives have been put in place for 
families sending their children to private childcare facilities. There is still room for enhancing the provision and 
affordability of child-care and out-of-school centres, as recommended to Malta in the 2013 European Semester. 
A programme to expand the provision of early childhood education and care is foreseen in 2014. 
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The tertiary attainment rate of people aged 30-34 is among the lowest in the EU (22.4% in 2012), has broadly 
stagnated in recent years and is still far from the 2020 national target of 33%, although it can be expected to 
increase due to the recent positive trends in participation in and graduation from higher education. As in the case 
of ESL, the analysis of sub-indicators shows that the family educational background is particularly unfavourable 
in EU comparison. 
 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
To increase the supply of high-skilled workforce, a new scholarship scheme aims to provide more opportunities 
to promote further specialisation at a Master level. Targeted areas will be: manufacturing, life sciences, 
educational services, financial services, transportation and logistics, tourism, creative industries, environment 
and ICT. EUR 4 million are envisaged to be invested in this scheme over 2013-2014.  The scheme is 
complemented by other scholarship schemes, such as Malta Government Scholarship Scheme (MGSS), Malta 
Arts Scholarships and Malta Sports Scholarships, which are locally funded. 
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
The relatively mild economic crisis experienced by Malta only had a modest impact on the employment rate of 
recent graduates, which remains among the highest in the EU (91.9% in 2012). This suggests that there is a 
substantial pay-off from education in terms of employment opportunities. The need to raise skill levels is set to 
become more relevant in the future as, according to the European Centre for the Development of Vocational 
Training (Cedefop), the employment pattern in Malta up to 2020 is forecast to be characterised by a strong 
increase in medium and high qualification jobs and a marked decline in low qualification ones.  
 
In 2012, a new Euro Plus Pact commitment established a sector skills committee, which will be responsible for 
examining occupational standards and validation of competences and learning outcomes in order to reduce skills 
gaps. The committee became operational after the appointment of its members in the second quarter of 2013. 
This can contribute towards addressing the current lack of a skills matching and forecasting system.  
 
Participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training is below the EU average (38.9% 
as against 50.3% in 2011). As regards the two existing apprenticeship schemes, according to the latest tracer 
study conducted in 2012, 35% of people completing an apprenticeship decided to continue education, while 85% 
of the rest found a full-time job and 7% a part-time one in the first 3 months after the end of the apprenticeship. 
 
To further improve the efficiency of the system and modernise the vocational training system, the authorities 
have put forward a reform proposal, with implementation expected to start by end-2013, consisting of creating a 
single national apprenticeship scheme that would cover more qualification levels and occupations. The reform will 
also include an increase in apprentices’ maintenance grants and a financial incentive for employers. The 2013 
CSR on education invites Malta to implement this apprenticeships reform. 
 
The post-secondary vocational education institution, the Malta College for Arts, Science and Technology 
(MCAST), is currently undertaking an extensive review and update of many of its courses to make them more 
relevant and attractive to students. The college has also started working to introduce an e-learning component 
to a number of its course to introduce a blended learning approach. This, together with the development of an 
accreditation system for prior learning, offers new tools to attract a potential stream of students who have not 
followed traditional educational routes. These developments are funded through the European Social Fund (ESF).  
 
As part of the national curriculum, Malta has worked on introducing vocational subjects in the secondary school 
cycle. Four vocational subject areas (Engineering, Health and Social Care, Hospitality, and Information 
Technology) were identified and scheduled to be piloted in six state colleges and 4 non-state schools from 
September 2011. From September 2013, the aim is to extend this pilot project to other schools. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Participation of adults in lifelong learning remains low in EU comparison (7% vs. 9% in 2012). In 2010, only 
54% of Maltese enterprises provided vocational training to their staff, as against an EU average of 66%. Malta is 
drafting a Lifelong Learning Strategy, which is expected to be launched for public consultation in the fourth 
quarter of 2013. Several initiatives are planned throughout 2013. The focus is on actions related to identifying 
low skilled and/or low qualified adults and designing the training needs for them, so as to be able in the coming 
years to increase the effectiveness of basic skills learning for those groups. Among second-chance opportunities 
for adult learners, the Adult Learning Classes courses recorded a 38%4 increase in participation in 2012/13 
compared with the previous year, involving more than 9,000 people aged 24-65.   
 


                                          
4  This figure applies only to courses organised by the Directorate for Lifelong Learning within the Ministry for Education and Employment 


as there are several adult learning courses organised by other entities and institutions. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


10.9% 8.8% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: <8%


40.5% 42.3% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: >40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


99.5% 99.6% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


14.3% : 19.6% : 15%


13.4% : 22.2% : 15%


13.2% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.3% 1.3% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


4.9% 11 7.0% 11


92.9% 89.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


17.0% 16.5% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 65.7% 11 : 43.5% 11


78.4% 78.8% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.9% 5.8% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,794€    08 7,279€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 8,851€    08 9,048€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 13,897€  08 13,219€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


83.2% 07 85.6% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


40.0% 30.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


47.0% 42.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


67.1% 69.1% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 22.8% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -4.6% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -13.3% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 11.7% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 13.2% : 23.6% EU17


: 19.1% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Netherlands EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
The Netherlands has a well-functioning educational system and is on track to achieving its Europe 2020 targets. 
This is reflected in good PISA scores, relatively high employment rates and the good international rankings of 
universities. But the educational system suffers from a few shortcomings. This is particularly evident in primary 
and secondary education where high-achieving Dutch students score somewhat lower than their international 
counterparts, whereas students with lower and mediums grades score better than their international peers1.  
 
As for higher education, it is recognised that there is a need to focus more on a comprehensive increase of 
excellence. The connection to the labour market is good, with the exception of science and technology graduates 
who are in persistent shortage. Policies are designed, and measures are planned, to enhance the knowledge and 
expertise of new and established teachers, strengthen core subjects, increase the hours of teaching, reinforce 
the focus on the acquisition of knowledge and skills, provide special facilities for high achieving pupils and 
students, improve the choice of course for students and increase the transparency of educational performance. 
The challenge is to implement these measures in the context of the budgetary adjustments proposed by the 
Dutch Government following the economic crisis. Consequently, in the 2013 Europe 2020 Country-Specific 
Recommendations, the Netherlands was called on to protect expenditure in areas directly relevant for growth 
such as education, to maintain what has been reached and further improve excellence.   
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP was 5.8% in 2011 compared to the EU average 
of 5.3%, with significantly higher levels of public expenditure per student than in other EU Member States.  
 
As regards the study support system for students, the Netherlands plans the replacement of the current partly 
grant-based system in tertiary education with the introduction of a loan system. Savings resulting from this 
measure should be re-invested, especially with a view to increase the quality of education.  
 
Skills 
 
Due to a lower number of high achievers in secondary education, the high average of educational performance at 
the secondary level does not translate into top performance at the tertiary level and the average duration of 
tertiary study is longer than the EU average2.  
 
To enhance the knowledge and expertise of teachers, the “Action Plan Teacher 2020” aims at keeping and 
upgrading the quality of teaching by creating positive career prospects, increasing the educational level of 
teachers, increasing the number of teachers holding a master degree, fostering self-commitment of teachers to 
constantly update their knowledge, as well as structurally introducing peer reviews. Concrete agreements have 
been established for 2012-2015 including, among others, scholarships for teachers and for promotion purposes3. 
 


                                          
1  NL SWD 2013  Van der Steeg, M., Vermeer, N. and Lanser, D. (2011). Nederlandse Onderwijsprestaties in Perspectief. CPB Policy Brief 


05. 
2  NL SWD 2013 : Source: OCW (2011). Key Figures 2006-2010, Education, Culture and Science. 
3  Teaching 2020  a strong profession! http://cinop.brengtlerentotleven.nl/ECBO/ReferNet/docs/11-0315_Teacher_2020.pdf 
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The Netherlands has a national ICT strategy covering areas such as e-Government, infrastructure and broadband 
connectivity, ICT Security, e-Learning and ICT in schools. One of the initiatives is 'Kennisnet', a public 
educational organisation creating a platform to support and inspire Dutch primary, secondary and vocational 
institutions in the effective use of ICT, notably by informing them of the opportunities offered by ICT. 'Kennisnet' 
aims at removing barriers for and between schools and at encouraging interaction within the educational sector. 
 


The Dutch government gave its support to setting up a comprehensive qualifications framework for the 
Netherlands (NLQF) in September 2011. A strong emphasis on the double character of the national qualifications 
system – where private and public providers interact and supplement each other – is an important defining 
feature of the NLQF. A NLQF coordination point is now working in line with these principles and the framework 
can be considered as having reached an early operational stage. 
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
The early school leaving (ESL) rate in the Netherlands fell from 15.4% (2000) to 8.8% (2012), below the 
European average of 12.7%. Also pupils with a migrant background show lower drop-out rates than the EU-
average. The national 2020 target of less than 8% seems realistic. Participation in early childhood education  is 
at 99.6%. 
Sub-indicators are used to shed light on the broader context of the country performance in early school leaving 
and tertiary education attainment and hint to policy levers that can be used to reach national targets by 2020, or 
to bring about change in the longer term. Particularly noteworthy for the Netherlands is that the early school 
leaving rate is lower than the EU average especially for foreign-born pupils.  
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information on sub-indicators. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Success factors of the Dutch strategy to reduce ESL are the evidence-based and comprehensive approach 
(realised with the help of agreements between the central government, schools and local authorities), financial 
incentives to reduce ESL, and strong focus on obtaining correct and timely data: detailed information helps 
schools, regions and the ministry to target resources aimed at reducing ESL.  
 


Joint action by professionals in schools in each region, municipalities and youth care workers has been vital in 
tackling the problem of ESL. In particular, the Netherlands has been divided into 39 Registration and 
Coordination Regions. These regions employ additional officers who keep in touch with 18-23 year old school 
leavers without a basic qualification, and try to guide them back to school. In each of these regions the national 
government has made agreements with schools and municipalities, based on the specific problems that occur in 
each region. All regions have a “contact municipality” which coordinates notification and registration of early 
school leavers by school and which coordinates the agreement with the national government. The current ESL 
approach (2012-2015) involves two kinds of funding: EUR 58 million in the form of performance-related funding 
for schools and EUR 56 million in funding for the regional programs to prevent pupils leaving school early, based 
on the regional analysis. The results of the agreements and best practices per school are published online, which 
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motivates and stimulates all parties involved. The regions which receive funding are also obliged to participate in 
monitoring and evaluation. 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The proportion of 30 to 34 year-olds with tertiary attainment has risen from 26.5% in 2000 to 42.3% in 2012. 
The increase has been achieved partly by encouraging students to complete their studies more quickly.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The sub-indicators show that the employment advantage for tertiary graduates is below EU average; however 
this is not due to a problem of performance but to the high employment rate of upper-secondary graduates. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
 
With regard to the share of tertiary graduates in science and technology, the Netherlands traditionally scores 
below the EU average. Skill shortages, especially in engineering and technology related professions, are 
becoming an increasing concern and a potential bottleneck for growth. In reaction to these challenges, the 
government has recently announced its strategy ‘Techniekpact’4. Concrete measures for better adapting the 
educational system and the labour market to the changing requirements of the technology sector are currently 
being developed. Effective implementation of the strategy will be important in order to preserve and enhance the 
innovative capacity of high-tech companies in the Netherlands. 
 
As regards the student loan system, arguments presented by the government to introduce the new social lending 
system refer to better investment in education and research, sharing investments in education, accessible higher 
education for everyone who can and wants to study, encouragement of conscious study choice and more efficient 
functioning of the government administration. In the new system, students will have to fully finance their studies 
privately, but will be able to take loans from the government. Repayment of loans will depend on the student’s 
income after graduation. Students with an underprivileged background (low-income groups) will be compensated 
by an additional grant. Moreover, the repayment conditions will be means-tested and the repayment period will 
take, at most, 20 years with a low interest rate. The impact on tertiary enrolment on the level of qualifications 
on graduation should be closely monitored5.  
 


                                          
4  http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/documenten-en-publicaties/convenanten/2013/05/13/nationaal-techniekpact-2020.html 
5  The Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (CPB) did research on the possible effects of the system change. According to this 


research, the Ministry does not expect a major fall in attendance due to this new system (each year, 1,300 students less at higher 
school (HBO) and 900 college students less at the university). 
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The Netherlands has an "Excellence Policy" in place: "Performance Agreements" are signed with all individual 
higher education institutions that link additional funding to meeting targets on education quality, study success 
and the profiling of education and research. This means that performance agreements are concluded with 
practically every university and institution of professional education to improve the quality of education, to 
increase the completion rate among students and to promote institutional profiling and greater differentiation of 
teaching programmes. Meeting the performance targets has an impact on funding.  


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Wider access to higher education requires a good match between upper secondary vocational education (MBO) 
and higher professional education (HBO) and a high standard of education at MBO level. The policy to improve 
the quality of MBO education was laid down in the action plan 'Focusing on Skills’ in 2011, in which the focus is 
on measures to improve the quality of vocational education, reduce the number of qualifications and courses, 
simplify the system of vocational and adult education and improve the management and operations of schools. 
This action plan sets out how teachers and principals can be further ‘professionalised’ with a view to achieving 
optimum quality within the education sector as a whole. It establishes the government’s objectives for the years 
ahead and presents a longer-term vision for the period to 2020. 
 
The youth unemployment rate in the Netherlands is far below the European average (9.5% in 2012, compared to 
22.8%). However, there was a relatively sharp increase in youth unemployment (1.9 p.p.) between 2011 and 
2012, and youth unemployment is high compared to the overall unemployment rate of the working age 
population. The government has earmarked an additional EUR 50 million to provide a boost for regional efforts to 
tackle youth unemployment and has launched School Ex 2.0, a programme intended to encourage young people 
in MBO to continue studying longer and to choose a course with greater relevance for the labour market. These 
measures will build on the positive experience gained with the Youth Unemployment Action Plan in 2009 and the 
methods and infrastructure developed by the regions at that time. The additional funds will be used to encourage 
young people in the regions to be in education and to help them in their search for work. The government has 
chosen a regional approach, where local municipalities along with schools, knowledge centres and the UWV 
(Uitvoeringsinstituut Werknemersverzekeringen, responsible for paying out benefits to the unemployed) 
cooperate to create job experience schemes, internships and to match companies looking for employees with 
potential candidates.  
 
The government has also called on the social partners to promote the employment of young people, for example 
by providing sufficient places for traineeships and work placements. The government has also announced 
measures to facilitate the creation of work experience places and qualification files6, consisting of so called core 
tasks and work processes described in competences. From 1 January 2014, the tax credits that employers 
receive for providing work experience places will be replaced by a more targeted subsidy scheme, which will 
reduce the costs. The creation of qualification files and a number of other statutory duties of the Centres of 
Expertise for Vocational Education and Business will be centralised in the Foundation for Cooperation in 
Vocational Education, Training and the Labour Market (SBB). 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC7) shows that Dutch adults (aged 16-65) have literacy and numeracy skills 
significantly above the EU average. A large share of the population (more than 40%) shows high problem-solving 
skills in technology rich (ICT) environments. The youngest generation (aged 16-24) scores better than the 
overall population in literacy (by 10 points, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 1 to 2 years of 
education).  
 
On the one hand, the share of low-skilled adults is comparatively low – below 12% for literacy and around 13% 
for numeracy (19% and 24% at EU level). On the other hand, the gap between native and foreign-born adults in 
both numeracy and literacy is large compared to the EU average (close to 50 points, i.e. equivalent to skills 
usually acquired with 7 years of education).  
 
In addition, the participation rate of low-skilled adults in job-related training is one of the highest among EU 
countries. The difference in participation rates between the lowest- and the highest-skilled people is relatively 
small in the Netherlands: low-skilled people are 3 times less likely to participate in job-related learning compared 
to those who are high-skilled8. 
 
The participation of adults in lifelong learning in the Netherlands is close to double that of the current EU average 
(16.5% compared to 9.0% in 2012)9. The Adult and Vocational Education Act contains measures to bring 


                                          
6  http://www.s-bb.nl/qualifications-and-examinations.html 
7  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


8   At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
9  Eurostat, LFS 2012 
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education more in line with the world of work. The centres of expertise on vocational education, training and the 
labour market form the link between vocational education and the business sector organisations. Organised by 
sector, their managing boards comprise representatives of employers and employees, and in most cases, 
educational institutions. Unsurprisingly, in 2010, 79% of enterprises provided vocational training to their staff, as 
against an EU average of 66%10. 
 
Municipalities are responsible for providing courses that meet the demand for adult education. The target groups 
include illiterate adults, immigrants and elderly people and also specific groups such as young mothers or the 
long-term unemployed. The municipalities buy in courses from the ROCs (regional training centre), including 
literacy courses, and report to the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science on their education policy. The Adult 
and Vocational Education Act identifies four types of courses: adult general secondary education; courses 
providing a broad basic education; courses in Dutch as a second language; courses aimed at fostering self-
reliance. In line with the government’s intention to stimulate adults with low literacy to participate in adult 
education, municipalities receive a yearly budget of EUR 53 million for courses in reading, writing and math 
skills. Besides this, the national government spends EUR 58 million on secondary general adult education 
(vavo)11. 
 


                                          
10  Eurostat, CVTS 2011 
11  http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/volwassenenonderwijs/onderwijs-voor-volwassenen) 



http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/volwassenenonderwijs/onderwijs-voor-volwassenen

http://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/volwassenenonderwijs/onderwijs-voor-volwassenen
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


5.3% 5.7% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 4.5%


32.8% 39.1% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 45%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


70.9% 78.4% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


15.0% : 19.6% : 15%


20.5% : 22.2% : 15%


13.1% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.5% 0.7% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.4% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


1.0% 11 7.0% 11


78.4% 73.3% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


4.7% 4.5% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 25.0% 11 : 43.5% 11


48.7% 79.0% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.6% 5.5% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 3,558€  08 4,279€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 3,223€  08 3,735€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 4,630€  08 5,951€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 56.9% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


14.0% 18.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 54.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


47.2% 48.3% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 27.0% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -11.2% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -1.0% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 18.8% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 23.5% : 23.6% EU17


: 38.0% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Poland EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges  
 


One of the major challenges for Poland remains skills mismatch, which contributes to the currently high youth 
unemployment.1 More young people must be attracted into vocational education and training (VET) by raising 
the quality and attractiveness of initial VET and by stimulating quality work-based learning and apprenticeships. 
There is also a challenge regarding the quality of teaching in certain Higher Education Institutions, teaching the 
skills needed on the labour market and cooperation with employers. Participation of adults in lifelong learning 
has decreased in recent years and remains very low in EU comparison. At the same time low-skilled workers 
constitute the largest share of the unemployed. Poland also scores below the EU average regarding pre-school 
education.  
 


Therefore the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education focused on the  
following topics: increasing the availability of apprenticeships and work-based learning, strengthening 
cooperation between schools and employers, improving the quality of teaching and adopting the proposed life-
long learning strategy, investing in affordable quality childcare and pre-school education, ensuring stable 
financing and qualified staff.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 


Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 


General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP has remained stable since 2000 and is close to 
the EU average (5.5% vs. 5.3% EU average in 2011). The expenditure on education was not significantly 
reduced due to financial crisis and there was 13% growth between 2001 and 2008. Teachers’ salaries increased 
in 2012 following the reform of the salary structure. Nevertheless, the economic crisis contributed to the merger 
and closure of some education institutions e.g. primary schools in 2010-2012 as well as reductions in the 
employment of teachers2, which the Polish government argues to be also due to the low birth rate Poland also 
reduced central and local expenditure on construction, maintenance and renovation of educational buildings. The 
spending on ICT equipment in schools was also reduced.  
 


Regarding investment in higher education, Poland introduced several competition based financing schemes 
financed under the EU Structural Funds; and example the best higher education institutions will receive 
additional funding for quality enhancing activities from the national budget. In the period 2012-2015 there will 
be a 30% increase in the minimum salary for the employees of public higher education institutions (HEIs).   
 
Skills 
 


In terms of basic skills, 15-year olds' performance on 2009 PISA tests continues to outperform the EU average in 
maths (20.5%) and reading (15%), while improving in particular in science (13.1% in 2009 compared to 17.0% 
in 2006)3. However, there is scope for improving performance on non-standard calculations and on analysing 
and using different types of written texts. Problem solving, critical thinking and teamwork, could be developed 
already at this very early stage of education. As more boys than girls choose engineering and technical studies 
there is a challenge to change stereotypes regarding gender based career paths in primary and secondary school 
books and to provide adequate career guidance.  


                                          
1  Employment rates of graduates (ISCED 5-6) aged 20-34 who have graduated no more than three years ago was 82,6% in 2011, down  


from 87% in 2008  and now just below the EU average for higher education graduates.   
2  Source: Eurydice report : ‘Funding of Education in Europe. The impact of the economic crisis’, 2013 
3  Source: OECD (PISA 2006 & PISA 2009) 
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The results are a bit different when it comes to TIMSS and PIRLS tests; Poland scores above the average of the 
countries who participated in the tests in reading as in PISA, scores around average in science and performs 
significantly worse in mathematics4.  
 
In order to attract more young people to choose technical studies and overcome the current negative trend in 
mathematics education, organisational and curricular changes have been introduced, e.g. in 2010 Poland 
introduced a compulsory mathematics exam in the matura (exit national examination for upper secondary 
education). 
 
Teacher training/continuous training to introduce modern teaching methods and new class organisation 
stimulating teamwork, solving complex problems without ready-to use patterns, creativity to address new ways 
of work and cooperation and the needs of employers remain a challenge. One of the measures to improve the 
quality of teaching was the recent introduction of competence frameworks as professional standards for 
teachers5.  
 
ICT skills of the population are low in comparison with the EU average. In most schools ICT infrastructure levels 
are significantly below the EU average. Close to 40% of primary students attend schools with low ICT equipment 
levels and no internet facilities. At EU level the average is 15%. At secondary level there are still close to 30% of 
Polish students in such schools comparing to an EU average of around 6%.6 The issue of ICT skills is currently 
being addressed by the "Digital School" programme financed under the EU Structural Funds and launched in 
2012. It focuses on the computerisation of Polish schools and raising ICT competences. The programme includes 
actions on ICT infrastructures in schools, teacher training and the creation of open digital textbooks. In 2012, 
3,500 Polish primary schools (27% of all potential applicant schools) applied for inclusion in the project. To 
promote, disseminate and implement a distance learning system in educational institutions, Poland also started 
to implement the "Distance Learning Project" (2009-14) with financial support from the EU Structural Funds, 
whose beneficiaries are employees, teaching staff and educational institutions. 
 
As regards entrepreneurship, the share of the population believing to have the required skills and knowledge to 
start a business is higher (54% in 2012) than the EU average 50%7. The average number of foreign languages 
per pupil at ISCED 2 was in line with the EU average (1.5 in 2011)8. 
In order to help adults validate their skills quicker, the proposal of the amendment of law on higher education 
stipulates that adults over the age of 25 will be able to get an academic degree and get some subjects passed 
without participating in the regular lectures. 
 
The employment pattern in Poland up to 2020 is forecast to be fairly different from the EU average, with a 
stronger decrease in medium qualification jobs (-11.2%) than in low qualification ones (-1.0%) and high demand 
for high qualifications (27%)9, whereas in EU there will be a decrease in the demand for low qualification jobs (-
20.2%) and an increase in the demand for medium (4.7%) and high (19.2%) qualification jobs.  
 


Poland has a national qualification framework in force and presented their national referencing report to the EQF 
Advisory Group. 
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 


Concerning the Europe 2020 targets, Poland is one of the best performers in the EU regarding early school 
leaving, with a rate of 5.7% vs. the EU average of 12.7% in 2012. However the ESL has been going slowly up in 
the recent years. The national target for 2020 is 4.5%. More boys (7.8%) than girls (3.5%) leave school early.10  
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 


                                          
4  Source: TIMMS, PIRLS 2011 
5  Source: Eurydice report:’Key data on Teachers and School Leaders in Europe’, 2013 
6  European Schoolnet & University of Liege (2013): Survey of Schools: ICT in Education, Benchmarking access, use and attitudes to 


technology in Europe’s schools. EUN, Brussels. 
7  Source: Global Entrepreneurship Monitor, http://www.gemconsortium.org/key-indicators 
8  Source: Eurostat 
9  Source: Cedefop, 2012 Forecast 
10  Source: Eurostat (EFS) 
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Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
While the early school leaving (ESL) rate remained very low in recent years, the share of people aged 18-24 not 
in employment, education or training in 2011 was 15.5%, compared to 12.3% in 2008.  
 


Teacher training/continuous training supporting the introduction of modern teaching methods stimulating 
teamwork, solving problems remain a challenge. 52% of teachers worked in schools where the school principal 
reported that the instruction was hindered to some extent by a shortage or an inadequacy of instructional 
material.11 More than 50% of teachers are below 40 years of age vs. TALIS average of 43%. 94% of teachers 
completed a Masters’ degree. Poland is among the countries where contractual employment of teachers for less 
than one year is more common.  
 


Participation in early childhood education is one of the lowest among the EU Member States (78.4% against the 
EU 2020 target 95%), despite a steady increase since 2000.  Government efforts concentrated on the 
implementation of the ‘Toddler programme’. As a result, the number of nurseries almost doubled over the last 
two years, but the total number still remains extremely low and does not satisfy needs (36000 places compared 
to 400000 children born annually in Poland). Furthermore, most investment (more than 90% of the total) is 
concentrated in metropolitan areas and selected municipalities. In 2013, expenditure on childcare is expected to 
double, reaching EUR 25 million. Concerning pre-school education, the government foresees a significant 
increase in the spending for 2014. According to a new regulation (adopted in July 2013) starting from the 
September 2015, every four – year - old will have a right to participate in pre-school education. And from 
September 2017 every three-year-old will have ensured place in pre-school education. Since September 2011 
pre-school education is obligatory for all five-year- olds. 
 
5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 


As regards the Europe 2020 target on tertiary education, the Polish tertiary attainment rate strongly increased 
over the last decade and was at 39.1 % in 2012 (compared to an EU average of 35.7%). Poland has the 
ambition to achieve 45% rate by 2020. More women (46.5%) than men (31.9%) have tertiary education12.  
 


Compared to the EU average, Poland shows a low share of graduates in science, mathematics and technology 
(15.8%) and in health and welfare (8.9%) compared to a high rate in law, business and social studies (42.8% in 
2011)13. The European Social Fund (ESF) and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) are used to raise 
student numbers in mathematics, science and technology. 
 


Even though tertiary level education still provides an employment advantage (see sub-indicators below), the 
unemployment rate among higher education graduates is high. Employment rates of graduates (ISCED 5-6) 
aged 20-34 who have graduated no more than three years ago was 82.1% in 2012, down  from 87% in 2008 
and now just above the EU average14.   
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 


                                          
11  Source: ‘Creating Effective Teaching and Learning Environments. First results from TALIS’, OECD 2009 
12  Source: Eurostat (LFS) 
13  Source: Eurostat (UOE) 
14  Source: Eurostat 
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Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
There is also a challenge regarding the quality of teaching in Higher Education Institutions, especially private 
ones, to equip graduates with the skills needed at the labour market such as problem solving, critical thinking, 
teamwork, etc.  
 
The reform of the education and science system introduced in 2010-2011 was a first step in strengthening 
university-business links and making the courses more flexible and based on learning outcomes. Further 
legislative amendments presented in 2012 differentiate between academic and vocational higher education 
institutions and introduced dual studies linking academic studies with practical training in companies. A list of 
faculties that received a negative opinion from accreditors will be published so that potential students are better 
informed before making their choice. More cooperation between the world of work and education will be 
encouraged. Academic Career Offices (Akademickie Biura Karier) will actively join the programme "Youth on the 
labour market". 
 
Poland focuses also on improving the excellence of research and innovation by introducing a system of 
competitions for funding the best research centres and research topics and best study programmes. Grants are 
also given to the best PhD students and most talented students.  
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Due to the crisis, transition from education into work has become problematic. Youth unemployment of 15-24 
year olds is rising and is now above the EU average (26.5% in 2012 vs. 17.2% in 2008)15 mainly due to 
insufficient match between education and labour market needs. The employment rate of graduates (20-34 years 
old, upper secondary and tertiary) has decreased by 6 percentage points since 2006 and remains slightly below 
the EU average (73.3% vs. EU average 75.7% in 2012)16. The challenge is to attract more young people into 
vocational education and training (VET) by raising the quality and attractiveness of Initial VET and stimulating 
quality work-based learning opportunities and apprenticeships.  
 
In 2011, 48.3% of all students in upper secondary education were enrolled in vocational upper secondary 
education (vs. 50.3% EU average and with an increase by 1.1 percentage points since 2009).17 The system is 
mostly school-based.  
 
To improve the quality of vocational training, a VET reform has been implemented as from the 2012/2013 school 
year. Schools can now create curricula which are based on learning outcomes, and qualifications can be obtained 
on special courses which are certified separately during external exams, already in the course of the studies. 
Also soft skills such as communication, team work, problem solving are taken into account in the programmes. 
VET schools are encouraged to involve companies in the education process, by creating curricula, participating in 
the exam boards and providing practical training opportunities. Different projects financed through the ESF 
produce useful tools for modernising VET, e.g. model for cooperation of vocational schools/ institutions with 
employers.  
 
There is still a challenge to stimulate cooperation between different actors: companies must be more involved in 
curriculum creation and offer quality work-based learning opportunities (apprenticeships, on-the job training 
periods). The provision of high quality career guidance in VET to pupils and their parents remains a challenge in 
all regions.  
 


                                          
15  Source: Eurostat 
16  Source: CRELL calculations based on Eurostat LFS data 
17  Source: CEDEFOP, 2010 
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To increase the attractiveness of vocational schools among lower secondary school Poland has decided to 
undertake a programme called "Vocational School – a School of a Positive Choice"(2010-12) which included a set 
of promotion and awareness raising activities, e.g. on Polish TV.  
 
To promote cooperation between enterprises, universities and vocational schools, Poland started to implement 
the “Business for education” project to strengthen cooperation between education and companies and increase 
knowledge, skills and competences of students.  
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adults (aged 16-65) in Poland score below the EU average in all the three domains tested by the Survey of Adult 
Skills (PIAAC18): literacy, numeracy and problem solving in technology rich (ICT) environments. About 20% of 
adults have no computer experience: this is significantly worse than the EU average (14%); however young 
people (aged 16-24) perform closer to the EU average. They also score better than the overall population in 
literacy (by 14 points, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 2 years of education). 
 
The performance of young people (aged 16-29) with upper secondary education is only slightly better than that 
of people with at most lower secondary education. The survey also shows that upper secondary education 
graduates (both from general education and VET) aged 16-29 perform close to the EU average in literacy and 
slightly below in numeracy.  
 
Poland has one of the largest differences on the adult literacy scale related to socio-economic background 
(education level of parents) and is one of the countries with the strongest association between socio-economic 
background and literacy proficiency among young people.  
 
Poland has also a large proportion of inactive people among the high skilled population (about 24%). Finally, the 
survey shows that almost 19% of adults have a low skill level (at most level 1) in literacy and 23% in numeracy, 
close to the EU average. However, low skilled people are 7 times less likely to participate in job-related learning 
compared to high skilled people19. 
 
Participation of adults in lifelong learning has slightly decreased in recent years and remains very low in 
comparison to the EU average (4.5% vs. 9.0% in 2012). At the same time low-skilled workers, whose 
participation in lifelong learning is even lower, constitute the largest share of the unemployed. 
 
Only 22% of all enterprises (compared to 66% in EU 27) provided continuing vocational education and training in 
2010 with 22 hours of training per participant20.  
 
55 % of employees, employed in companies providing continuing education and training (CVT) participated in 
CVT courses against 48% of EU average21. 29.1% employees participated in non-formal and informal education 
in 2010 against 47.4% EU average22.  
 
The strategy document “Lifelong Learning Perspective (2012-20)” and its accompanying Action Plan was drafted 
and contains a comprehensive approach to lifelong learning, including the provision of skills in the future. This 
initiative needs still to be adopted in the course of 2013 and could play a key role in fostering human capital 
development. Following the recent VET reform, there is more flexibility in the continuing education system – 
adults will have the possibility to acquire or complete their vocational qualifications during special courses and 
take the exams to have their qualifications confirmed without the necessity to attend the vocational education 
and training school.  
 


                                          
18  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


19  At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
20  Source: Eurostat, CVTS 2010 
21  Source: Eurostat, ibid 
22  Source: Eurostat, AES 2011 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


31.2% 20.8% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 10%


21.1% 27.2% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


88.2% 95.4% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


17.6% : 19.6% : 15%


23.7% : 22.2% : 15%


16.5% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.5% 0.5% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


2.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


3.4% 11 7.0% 11


82.6% 67.9% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


6.5% 10.6% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 30.3% 11 : 43.5% 11


84.1% 72.6% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.8% 6.3% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 4,224€  08 : 10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 5,764€  08 : 10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 7,240€  08 7,742€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 59.9% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


27.0% 29.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 47.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


38.4% 42.4% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 17.2% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 39.3% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -16.1% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Portugal EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
Although Portugal still performs below or close to the EU average in several of the most important indicators, 
including ESL and tertiary attainment, its progress in recent years has been quite significant and consistent. The 
country's main challenge is now to sustain its efforts to improve the organisational effectiveness of its 
educational system and increase its performance in a context of fiscal consolidation that entails stable or reduced 
funding. It should continue to aim at: reducing early school leaving, restructuring of secondary education 
including VET, and finally, improving the qualifications levels of the adult population.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as percentage of GDP in Portugal has been above EU 27 level for 
the last few years, varying from 6.1% vs. 5.1% in 2007, to 7.1% vs. 5.5% in 2010, and to 6.3% vs. 5.3% in 
2011. However, given the trend in GDP growth, this has been estimated to correspond to cuts in the education 
budget of around 5 % in 2011 and 2012 at constant 2010 prices, which is mainly the result of cuts in salaries, as 
well as through the reorganisation of the schools network with mergers and closures. In 2009, 81.6% of its total 
expenditure in public educational institutions (ISCED 0 to 6) concerned personnel, one of the highest 
percentages in the EU. Another estimation points to a reduction of 11.2% from 2010 to 2011 in expenditure by 
the Ministry of Education (excluding higher education). Like other countries, Portugal anticipates to further 
reduce spending by 3.5%. 
 
Skills 
 
The PISA test on 15 years' old students has shown the positive evolution of Portugal over the last decade 
regarding basic skills. While in the PISA 2000 and 2006 surveys the percentage of low achievers was significantly 
higher than the EU average in all three areas assessed, in 2009 that percentage for reading and science literacy 
was already lower than the EU average. Only in mathematics did Portugal fail to perform better than the EU 
average, despite the significant progress achieved. 
 
Preliminary data on 12th grade national exams for 2012 showed that the results were comparable to the 
previous year, with a slight increase in Portuguese (average mark of 10.4 out of 20) and a stable situation for 
Mathematics A (10.5), Geography (10.6), Mathematics applied to the Social Sciences (10.6) or Economics A 
(11.7), while there was a decrease on the national average for Biology, Geology A and Physics and Chemistry A. 
 
The percentage of individuals aged 16-74 who self-report high computer skills has progressed until 2011 and is 
consistently above EU average, although it has decreased in 2012 like the latter. Nevertheless, schools are 
relatively well equipped, have fast broadband speeds and above EU average of desktop computers connected to 
the internet. The present national strategy on the use of ICT in education relies on the infrastructure (high-speed 
broadband, Internet access in classrooms) and equipment (desktop computers, video projectors and interactive 
whiteboards) deployed in schools in the last few years. The strategy includes initiatives covering curricula and 
extra-curricular activities, distance collaboration, digital learning resources, e-safety, curriculum integration, 
dissemination and continuing professional development. Particularly noteworthy is the Schools Portal educational 
repository, which holds learning resources uploaded in their majority by teachers and provides a source of 
information for sharing best practice with regard to the use of blogs as educational tools and services. 
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The perception of entrepreneurship skills among the 18-64 years old population has declined since 2007 but in 
the last two years remained stable (47%) and slightly higher than the EU average (42% in 2012).  Although the 
average number of foreign languages learned per pupil at ISCED 2 has decreased from 2006 (1.9) to 2011 (1.6), 
it remains at the same level as the EU in 2010. However, Portugal performs below the EU average in percentage 
of students reaching B1 level or higher in the first foreign language at the end of lower secondary education 
(30.3% vs. 43.5%). 
 
Portugal has successfully completed the referencing of the Portuguese Qualifications Framework to the European 
Qualifications Framework (EQF), in force since October 2010, and will now proceed with the inclusion of the EQF 
levels in diplomas and certificates awarded for qualifications.  
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Portugal performs worse than the EU average in the area of early school leaving (ESL) (20.8% vs. 12.8% in 
2012) although its performance has improved significantly during the period 2006-2012 (39.1% in 2006). 
Portugal has defined a very ambitious national target (10% by 2020) which will be difficult to achieve. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The examination of sub-indicators reveals that the parents' education of the 18-24 years old cohorts is 
particularly unfavourable. Therefore, tackling school dropout has been a permanent concern of governments in 
the last few years. Measures which have contributed to secure a positive trend include: diversification of supply 
in secondary education, especially regarding VET offers; intervention initiatives to fight low achievement; 
rationalisation of the schools network; compensation measures under the ESF- supported New Opportunities 
initiative; specific intervention programmes to raise basic skills in Mathematics and Portuguese; curricula review 
and reorganisation. Work is on-going regarding teaching quality, school autonomy and management, assessment 
of schools and strengthening and modernising VET. 
 
Also noteworthy in this respect is the steady increase in the percentage of participants in early childhood 
education from 78.9% in 2000 to 95.1% in 2011. In its assessment of progress under Europe 2020, the 
government has announced the development of a pre-school assessment and monitoring system contributing to 
support the new guidelines regarding better coordination with the first cycle of basic education, as well as the 
widening of the network in the Lisbon and Oporto metropolitan areas.  
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
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In this same context, while the legal regime for teachers' continuous professional development is on-going, the 
government has also announced the review of basic and secondary education teachers' initial education. Both 
actions should contribute to significantly improve the quality of teaching.  
 
In order to prevent school failure and early dropout the government is developing an early action system 
resulting from the implementation of the following measures: consolidation of the Psychology and Guidance 
Services extending their action to basic and pre-primary education; continuous training of teachers focusing on 
the didactics of Portuguese and mathematics; creation at school level of an entity responsible for remedial action 
and cooperation with families and community; finally, the improvement of the monitoring capacity through the 
implementation of the student electronic registration number. 
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Portugal has made significant progress in tertiary educational attainment in the last few years, although the 
share of tertiary graduates is still below the EU average (27.2% vs. 35.7% in 2012). Between 2006 and 2012, 
the number of higher education graduates increased by about 8 percentage points. Portugal has defined a very 
ambitious national target (40% by 2020) that will be difficult to achieve. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
On-going measures contributing to increasing tertiary attainment include the extension of compulsory education 
until the age of 18, the Confidence Contract signed in 2010 by the government and all public universities, 
polytechnics and higher education institutions, the increase in the number of students enrolled in technical 
specialisation courses, the extension of the distance learning supply network, and the increased diversification of 
3rd cycle courses in cooperation with the private sector. 
 
Furthermore, the Agency for the Evaluation and Accreditation of Higher Education has continued to work in 
quality certification. New guidelines were adopted in 2012 with a view to rationalise and adapt certification to 
labour market needs, which established the number of vacancies available per course for students enrolled for 
the first time in public higher education institutions. A new training offer of ISCED 5, 120 ECTS courses (Cursos 
Superiores Especializados) to be provided in polytechnics is being developed and should optimise the use of 
resources as well as hep increasing the number of students in higher education. The on-going review of the legal 
regime of higher education aims at increasing quality and contributes to the internationalisation of higher 
education institutions through more flexible management rules and streamlined conditions for access by foreign 
students. 
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The modernisation agenda is further pursued through the development of a programme supporting technology 
transfer between higher education institutions and business and the creation of start-ups with a science and 
technology focus. 
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Youth unemployment is particularly high in Portugal: at 42.5% in April 2013, it is the third worst rate in the EU 
27. As employment rate of graduates has been decreasing since 2005, the trend has accentuated in the last 
three years to well below the EU average (67.9 vs. 75.7). In order to fight youth unemployment, the programme 
'Youth Impulse' (Impulso Jovem) was launched in 2012  to support a number of on the job training activities 
such as the 'Passport for jobs', which provides six-month internships in companies, nationally or internationally, 
in social-economy institutions, in youth and sports associations, in agricultural exploitations and in public sector 
bodies. Moreover, the programme 'Stimulus 2012' (Estímulo 2012) aims at promoting the return to the labour 
market of the unemployed through supporting companies that hire and provide adequate training to people with 
higher employability difficulties. 
 
The government has also been working on a major restructuring of the VET system, which accounts for about 
40% of secondary education students, including: a review of current VET offers and curricula to eliminate 
overlaps and to adapt them to future labour market needs, in particular by increasing learning and training in a 
work based context; the creation of professional schools of reference in economic sectors relevant to 
employment creation and in partnership with private stakeholders; the development of  incentives for companies 
to create openings for on the job training and apprenticeships; the implementation of a network of vocational 
centres aimed at providing education and training guidance to both youngsters and adults and at liaising with 
companies at local level.  


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
In 2012, adult participation in lifelong learning (10.6%) although slightly lower than in 2011 (11.6%) was still 
above EU average (9.0%). However, Portugal still has a low qualified workforce. In 2011, 59% of the employed 
population between 15-64 years old had only attained ISCED 2 or below, while only 19.7 completed tertiary 
education (ISCED 5-6). This is relevant as employment in high qualified jobs in Portugal up to 2020 is forecast to 
increase somewhat less than the EU average, while in medium qualified jobs a stronger increase is expected. 
 
The need to invest in raising the skills levels of the population is strengthened by the extremely difficult financial 
and economic situation leading to the loss of low qualified jobs and their expected replacement in the near future 
by medium qualified ones. 
 
The recently created network of Centres for Qualification and Vocational Training (Centros para a Qualificação e 
o Ensino Profissional) will support the recognition, validation and certification of non-formal and informal 
competences and will provide guidance on school, professional or double certification training, as well as labour 
market integration. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


16.6% 17.4% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 11.3%


16.8% 21.8% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 26.7%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


82.3% 82.0% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


40.4% : 19.6% : 15%


47.0% : 22.2% : 15%


41.4% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.2% 0.3% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


1.8% 11 7.0% 11


77.6% 69.4% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


1.5% 1.4% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


96.0% 95.5% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.1% 4.1% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 2,221€  08 1,674€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 2,106€  08 1,680€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 3,673€  08 2,956€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 37.8% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


9.0% 8.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


27.0% 38.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


63.7% 63.1% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 23.1% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -1.8% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -11.5% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Romania EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
Romania faces a major challenge in raising the quality of education and training. The new education law adopted 
in 2011 is a major reform of the entire education system, setting a long term agenda for upgrading the quality of 
education at all levels. In order to be an effective and successful reform, implementation needs to be continued, 
with building up of administrative capacity and evidence-based policymaking at both central and local level.  
 
Early school leaving is significantly above the EU average. Problems persist especially in rural areas and for 
Roma people. Access to quality and affordable early childhood education and care remains problematic. 
Mismatches between skills and labour market demand are characteristic of a large proportion of vocational and 
tertiary education programmes, with the poor level of vocational skills being a specific challenge. The high 
unemployment rate among tertiary graduates and the rate of over-qualification make a further alignment of 
tertiary education with the labour market a high priority. 
 
The country-specific recommendation (CSR) on education and training in the 2013 European Semester thus 
recommends to speed up the education reform, including the building up of administrative capacity at both 
central and local level, and evaluate the impact of the reforms. Furthermore it is proposed to step up reforms in 
vocational education and training, further align tertiary education with the needs of the labour market and 
improve access for disadvantaged people and implement a national strategy on early school leaving focusing on 
better access to quality early childhood education, including for Roma children.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP in Romania is well below the EU average (4.1% 
vs. 5.3% in 2011) and is the third-lowest in the EU. The education budget has decreased considerably in the last 
three years, becoming one of the smallest in the EU. This low level of expenditure is reflected at the primary and 
secondary levels where it was the lowest in the EU in 2010, and at tertiary level where it was significantly lower 
than the EU average. At pre-primary level expenditure was however higher than the EU average. This issue is 
aggravated by the low absorption of EU Funds in the education sector. 
 
Skills 
 
According to the OECD PISA tests there has been an improvement from 2006 to 2009 in pupil achievement in 
reading, maths and science. However Romania still remains with 41.4% of low achievers the worst performer in 
science, and with 40.4% and 47.0% in reading and maths respectively the second worst performer in the EU.     
 
At 8% in 2012 Romania has the lowest share of individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills. The average 
level of foreign languages learnt per pupil at ISCED level 2 in Romania has been constant over the last years and 
is above the EU average. Upgrading of skills is a big challenge that Romania is going to face, especially in the 
perspective of future economic changes which will have an impact on the labour market. According to CEDEFOP 
skill forecasts, Romania will register a deficit of medium and high level skills in 2020. 
 
Romania has developed a comprehensive learning outcomes-based national qualifications framework. This brings 
together nationally recognised qualifications from both initial and continuing VET, apprenticeship at the 
workplace, general and higher education, and helps integrate the validation of non-formal learning into the 
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national qualification system. The National Qualifications Framework in Higher Education which describes 573 
qualifications in terms of competences is related to the European Qualifications Framework for Higher Education. 
The National Qualifications Framework in Higher Education will be integrated in the National Qualifications 
Framework which is being elaborated.  
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Early school leaving (ESL) is a significant challenge; at 17.4% in 2012, the Romanian ESL rate is well above both 
the EU average of 12.7%. The national target of 11.3% for 2020 will be difficult to attain without major efforts. 
Problems persist especially in rural and remote areas and for the Roma. Romania also lacks an adequate data 
collection mechanism regarding early school leavers; a comprehensive strategy, to be finalised by end 2013, 
could help in this regard. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The JAF sub-indicators show a very low level of investment which has been decreasing further. Likewise early 
childhood care and education is low and decreasing as well.  
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
To prevent and combat ESL and to support re-enrolment in school, yearly social support programmes are 
provided which are conceived to assist students from disadvantaged areas - i.e. School supplies, Money for High-
school, Euro 200, the Croissant and milk programme and programmes designed to ensure the transportation of 
students and pupils, i.e. Reimbursement of travel expenses and School shuttles. Through the Law on National 
Education, programmes with direct implications on preventing and combating ESL, namely School after School, 
Second Chance and Functional Literacy are foreseen.  
 
Efforts are being made in reforming early education and an agreement on the preparatory class was reached in 
January 2013. The preparatory class for children aged 6 is maintained within the compulsory primary education. 
At the beginning of the school year 2012-2013, implementation of some priority actions for the entire primary 
and secondary education levels was started, aiming at increasing access of all children to quality education and 
raising school attainment rate. Schools were notified to apply initial assessment tests for students at the 
beginning of the school year and to take remedy actions conceived to foster school attainment. A framework 
programme to county school inspectorates to be detailed at local level (i.e. county, school and teacher levels) 
was issued and is designed to improve the results of national evaluation exams.  
 
5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Although tertiary education has been expanding rapidly in the past years with 21.8% in 2012, approaching the 
attainment of the 2020 national target of 26.7%, the participation rate in Romania is still among the lowest in 
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Europe (around 14 percentage points below the EU average). There is a significant mismatch between the 
education offer of universities and the labour market needs which is visible in the unemployment rates 
(particularly high among university graduates).  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
The JAF sub-indicators highlight the low level of investment which is further decreasing and that upper 
secondary is much more prevalent than tertiary attainment (although the latter has been increasing). The 
employment advantage of tertiary attainment is strong but has been decreasing considerably. 
 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The new education law adopted in 2011 is a step forward in strengthening quality in higher education and the 
new university ranking allows a more strategic use of funding in supporting quality. The reform also overhauls 
the management of higher education institutions and raises requirements for the organisation of masters and 
doctoral courses.   
 
Attracting more students from lower income families in higher education, particularly from rural areas, remains 
an important challenge. Recent surveys found considerable differences between Roma and non-Roma in 
Romania, with less than 10% of the Roma household members aged 20 to 24 being reported to have completed 
general or vocational upper-secondary education, compared to more than 60% of non-Roma. 
 
In order to monitor the higher-education graduates’ insertion on labour market – the National Study of 
Monitoring the Labour Market Insertion of Higher Education Graduates also known as University Graduates and 
Labour Market – Romanian Tracer Study is being implemented, and a National Forecast and Statistics Council in 
Higher Education was founded and its internal regulations were approved. 
 
Social scholarships and programmes for students through which the state supports students’ transportation, 
meals and accommodation are offered; 564 distinct vacancies for Roma candidates were foreseen in state 
universities in the 2012-2013 academic year.  
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
To address youth unemployment, the Romanian government amended the law on apprenticeships in the 
workplace, implemented measures to monitor the insertion of higher education graduates on the labour market, 
as well as measures for job subsidising and training for young people. Information campaigns were also carried 
out in educational establishments.  
 
The authorities are currently preparing the National Jobs Plan focused on the situation of youth in order to 
translate the main actions mentioned in the Youth Opportunities Initiative and the Youth Employment Package 
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(in particular the implementation of the Youth Guarantee). However, the effectiveness of the Plan may benefit 
from better coordination and partnership across policy fields for ensuring quality jobs, apprenticeships and 
traineeships and an improved cooperation between schools/universities, enterprises and employment agencies, 
including through practical training in companies.  
 
Quality issues and skills mismatches with labour market demand affect a large share of vocational and tertiary 
education. The main challenge in increasing the supply of skills remains the underfinancing of the sector. In the 
school year 2012-2013 there was the re-launch of the 2 years Vocational Education and Training (VET) system 
based on contracts concluded with business enterprises/public bodies, the latter providing internships for VET 
students. The students are granted monthly scholarships (approx. 45 Euro/student). Roughly 12,500 students 
are enrolled in the current VET school year. 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adult participation in lifelong learning remains stagnant at very low levels, registering a significant gap compared 
to EU average (1.4% vs. 9% in 2012). Participation rates are particularly low among low skilled adults. With 
regard to lifelong learning and the issue of skills mismatch, Romania also lacks an adequate skills forecasting 
system which could provide better guidance to individuals and industry as to the future needs of the labour 
market. 
 
Efforts are being made to re-launch the development of the National Lifelong Learning Strategy by means of an 
EU funded project for which the terms of references are currently being elaborated. The strategy will be 
elaborated by January 2014. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


4.9% 5.3% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 6%


17.6% 23.7% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


77.9% 76.9% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


22.3% : 19.6% : 15%


21.0% : 22.2% : 15%


19.3% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.0% 0.1% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


0.5% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


3.9% 11 7.0% 11


74.4% 68.6% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


2.8% 3.1% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: : : 43.5% 11


22.5% 52.2% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


4.3% 4.0% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 3,070€  08 4,168€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 3,283€  08 3,466€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 5,130€  08 5,318€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


46.7% 07 70.0% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


21.0% 24.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 50.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


71.6% 70.9% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 38.0% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -4.5% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -12.6% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 11.6% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 13.8% : 23.6% EU17


: 33.1% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Slovakia EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2. Main challenges 
 
Recent and on-going reforms to improve the quality and labour-market relevance of education at all levels need 
to be stepped up to further ease school-to-job transition. Youth unemployment rose to 34% in 2012, while 
companies report skills shortages. Global public expenditure on education, as well as its share for teaching 
activities (teachers, material, equipment), are low. The attractiveness of the teaching profession is very low. 
Systematic forecasts of future labour market needs remain insufficient. The announced measures in vocational 
education and training (VET) towards "flexible" dual education and higher education (HE) (focus on 
employability, promotion of studies in certain fields more needed on the labour market) are positive and require 
support notably in terms of funding and better quality of teaching staff. Positive initiatives were launched to 
improve the situation of vulnerable groups, in particular marginalised Roma communities, aimed at increasing 
their educational achievements in mainstream education; to give their full effect, they will need to be 
encompassed in a comprehensive set of concrete measures as announced by the government. 
 
Based on this, the following CSR was formulated in the 2013 European Semester: "4. Step up efforts to address 
high youth unemployment, for example through a Youth Guarantee.] Take steps to attract young people to the 
teaching profession and raise educational outcomes. In vocational education and training, reinforce the provision 
of work-based learning in companies. In higher education, create more job-oriented bachelor programmes. 
Foster effective knowledge transfer by promoting cooperation between academia, research and the business 
sector. Step up efforts to improve access to high-quality and inclusive pre-school and school education for 
marginalised communities, including Roma." 
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Education expenditure as a share of GDP remains among the lowest in the EU in 2011 at all levels of education 
and has decreased from 4.5% of GDP in 2010 to 4% in 2011 (EU average was 5.3% in 2011)1. In addition, 
funding mechanisms favour quantity more than quality and adapt insufficiently to local needs. There has been a 
recent change in higher education to strengthen the link between research performance and public funding; 
further changes will aim at discouraging tertiary schools from retaining non-performing students. Funds to 
schools are not allocated according to the needed number of classes but according to the number of students. 
The 2013 National Reform Programme (NRP), based on the "Report on the situation in education in Slovakia for 
public discussion" issued in March 2013 by the Ministry of Education, sets the objective of gradually increasing 
public expenditure on education to 6% of GDP by 2020. It also aims at increasing efficiency by adjusting the 
number of schools and teachers to demographic developments and to better reflect the employability of (VET) 
graduates. It announces that funding of vocational schools will be updated to reflect higher costs.   
 
Skills 
 
Aggregate PISA score has improved since 2006 but is still below OECD average. The disparity in performance 
between schools is large, having led the Government to adopt measures aimed at improving the quality of pre-
primary and compulsory education. A national system for the testing of the mother tongue language and 
mathematics (3 stages in the 4th, 9th grade and at the upper secondary leaving exam) provides a good basis for 
analysis and evidence-based policy. External and internal quality evaluation of schools will be enhanced and 
                                          
1  COFOG data, Eurostat. 
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enable a more autonomous management of schools, notably as regards teaching material, in line with the 
curricular reform launched in 2008 introducing two-level (state and school) curricula.  
 
ICT skills of the population are slightly below EU average. The provision of ICT infrastructures in schools remains 
significantly below the EU average, especially at primary and lower secondary schools. Supply of quality digital 
learning content including Open Educational Resources seems insufficient. Development of the knowledge 
society, computerisation and digitalisation are among the key objectives of the "Programme Declaration 2012-
2016". Education to entrepreneurship is integrated in the curricula and supported notably through State and 
NGO projects. The share of the population believing to have the required skills and knowledge to start a business 
(50%) is comparatively high. The average number of foreign languages learned per pupil is still close to EU 
average level; however the obligation to learn a second foreign language in compulsory education will be 
suppressed from the state curricula, even if the openness of the Slovak economy would justify continuing the 
emphasis on language skills.  
 
Anticipation of changes in employment till 2020 point to a sharp increase in high qualifications skills.  
The National Qualifications Framework (NQF) is still under development, after several postponements. In 2011, a 
set of level descriptors for a comprehensive NQF for lifelong learning was approved by the Ministry of Education; 
it will include qualifications from all subsystems of formal education and training. A national register of 
qualifications – the backbone of the national qualification system and the NQF – is being established with the aim 
of including all national full and partial qualifications with qualifications and assessment standards. Referencing 
to the European Qualifications Framework is planned for 2014. 
 
 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Slovakia is one of the EU best performers for early school leaving (ESL), with a rate of 5.3% in 2012, compared 
to the EU average of 12.7%. While it already meets its national target of 6%, ESL rate has been increasing 
recently, in particular for girls. The target takes into account the increasing proportion of children from 
marginalised Roma communities, whose vast majority leave school early2. Roma children are often segregated 
and put in special schools. On-going measures (often supported by EU funds) to better integrate them into 
mainstream education need to be enhanced (e.g. zero-classes, all-day programmes, teacher assistants, inclusive 
education). Statistical data gathering including will be launched which should enable monitoring ESL. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 


                                          
2  In Slovakia, the share of Roma and non-Roma living in close proximity to Roma households, aged 18-22, not attending school and not 


having completed higher than lower secondary or short-term upper-secondary education in 2011 was 95%, "Roma education in 
comparative perspective", UNDP/World Bank/EC regional survey. 
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Participation in early childhood education is low compared to EU average (76.9% vs. 93.2%in 2011), with a 
slightly negative trend. The Government will adjust capacities in view of achieving a 95% attendance of children 
over 4 by 20203.  
 
The teaching profession's attractiveness is particularly low, teachers' relative wages being the lowest among 
OECD countries4. The recently introduced career-system for teachers could partly contribute to improving the 
quality of educational outcomes by increasing the attractiveness of the profession and encouraging teachers to 
participate in in-service training. It will be essential to ensure that professional learning opportunities respond to 
the specific needs of each individual teacher and the global financial envelope for teachers' salaries increases for 
the system to really become attractive to teachers. Professional standards for beginning teachers will be 
developed and future teachers will spend more time in practical training5. 
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Although Slovakia's tertiary attainment of 23.7% in 2012 is lower than the EU average of 35.7%, the number of 
new entrants has risen rapidly, calling for increased efforts to improve quality and labour market relevance. The 
national target is 40%. Slovak HE graduates frequently experience horizontal (a quarter are in jobs not 
corresponding to their field of studies) and vertical (more than a third of them are in positions that only require 
upper-secondary level of education) mismatches. 2011 OECD data indicate that just above 70% of students who 
enter tertiary education do graduate with at least a first degree at this level6. Employment rate of people aged 
20-34 having achieved tertiary education was 75.2% in 2012, much higher than the 61.6% for those having 
achieved only upper-secondary education.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Besides existing funding mechanisms based also on performance, amendments to the Higher Education Act were 
adopted in 2012 to improve quality, covering notably the obligatory development of internal quality assurance 
systems, conditions for teachers, internationalisation, part-time studies and improved support to students with 
special needs. The current funding system of higher education institutions (HEIs) does not stimulate the creation 
of more vocationally-oriented bachelor degrees with practical experience organised with companies but 
encourages the vast majority of students to continue studying to obtain Master degrees. The Ministry intends to 


                                          
3  2013 NRP. 
4  Teachers' wages are 44% of the average earnings of tertiary education graduates in Slovakia, while the OECD average varies from 


77% to 85%, OECD Economic Review, December 2012 – They were raised by 5% in 2012, teachers asking for a further increase of 5% 
in 2013. 


5  2013 NRP. 
6  Education at a Glance 2013 – NB, national data gives a higher figure, see Information Portal on HE, Ministry of Education, Science, 


Research and Sport.  
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open up discussions with employers on potential enhanced cooperation with HEIs and to enhance quality 
assurance. 
 
Slovak open universities participate in the first pan-European Massive Open Online Courses initiative (MOOCs) 
launched in 2013, which offers courses on a wide variety of subjects free of charge7. 
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Youth unemployment rate was 34% in 2012 and had risen by more than 76% since 2008, employment of 
graduates in 2012 being at 68.6%, comparing to the 75.7% EU average. Structural mismatches partly explain 
these rates. While the proportion of work-based learning in initial VET is rather high (41%), it takes 
predominantly place in vocational schools facilities without the involvement of companies in providing 
apprenticeship places; reforms adopted in 2012 have created legal framework for systematic involvement of 
social partners in view of improving labor market relevance of VET (VET concerns more than 70% of secondary 
pupils). This has notably led to the creation of more than 20 pilot projects in the automotive sector, the aim 
being to mainstream such schemes in the most suitable sectors. Law amendments adopted in 2012 also 
introduce regulation of number of students/classes in various fields, stricter conditions for accessing VET, 
publication of employability of graduates twice a year. It will be essential to make sure that the definition of skills 
needs is appropriately carried out in a comprehensive way by the labor sector and that the cooperation with the 
education sector and incentives for employers to recruit apprentices are efficient. The decentralization of 
curricular development at school level, based on national curricula, should enable a better reflection of local and 
regional labor market needs. A national quality assurance scheme is still missing. There are no short-term VET 
schemes allowing for certification of vocational skills for simple works (crafts) only, while these could contribute 
helping low-achievers entering the labour market8. Slovakia signed in December 2012 a Memorandum on 
European cooperation in vocational education and training, calling for concrete actions to enhance i.a. VET 
quality and labor market relevance. 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The findings of Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC9) reveal that adults (aged 16-65) in Slovakia perform above the EU 
average in the literacy and numeracy proficiency tests. However, young people aged 16-19 with upper secondary 
education perform below the EU average in the literacy proficiency tests and not better than older cohorts with 
similar qualifications. The gap in proficiency skills for literacy between the generations aged 25-34 and 55-65 is 
low in Slovakia (between 12 and 15 points only, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 2 years of 
education), while in the EU it is on average equivalent to skills usually acquired with 5 years of education. 
 
While employed people have on average higher skills than unemployed people at EU level, the gap is even more 
pronounced in numeracy for Slovakia (27 points, i.e. equivalent to skills usually acquired with 4 years of 
education). In parallel, Slovakia also has a large proportion of inactive people among the high skilled population 
(about 24%). The difference between native- and foreign-born adults is one of the lowest across EU countries in 
both literacy and numeracy skills. 
 
About 20% of adults (aged 16-65) have no computer experience. However young people perform better than the 
older generations and closer to the EU average. 
 
The share of low-skilled people (those with at most level 1) is close to 11% for literacy and 13% for numeracy, 
much better than the EU average. However, low skilled people are much less likely to participate in job-related 
learning compared to high skilled people. 
 
Participation in lifelong learning is among the lowest in the EU and is decreasing (3.1% vs. 9% EU average in 
2012), in particular among the long-term unemployed population. Still, the 2010 Continuous Vocational Training 
Survey points to a higher share in Slovak enterprises offering continuous training to their employees than EU 
average (69% vs. 66%), together with a higher share of employees in these companies taking part in the 
courses than EU average (58% vs. 48%).The law on lifelong learning was amended in September 2012, creating 
an alternative way for adults to enter the labour market through retraining within accredited short practice-
oriented courses. Financial incentives for individuals and employers are missing. Validation of non-formal 
learning is announced to be included in the law in the near future10. Due to the absence of quality data on future 
skills needs, a career oriented guidance and counselling for pupils, students and adults is absent. 


 


                                          
7  Initiative led by the European Association of Distance Teaching Universities (EADTU), see portal www.OpenupEd.eu. 
8  VET in Slovakia 2012, Refernet. 
9  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


10  2013 NRP. 



http://www.openuped.eu/
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


5.3% 4.4% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 5%


31.6% 39.2% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


87.7% 89.8% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


21.2% : 19.6% : 15%


20.3% : 22.2% : 15%


14.8% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


1.0% 0.8% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.3% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


1.8% 11 7.0% 11


82.3% 73.2% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


14.6% 13.8% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 54.0% 11 : 43.5% 11


39.6% 50.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.5% 6.7% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 7,134€  08 6,971€  10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 5,498€  08 5,670€  10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 6,398€  08 7,296€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


33.3% 07 45.3% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


28.0% 31.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


52.0% 51.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


64.3% 65.4% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 22.8% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : -6.6% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -17.9% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : : : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : : : 23.6% EU17


: : : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Slovenia EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


 
2. Main challenges 
 
Overall, Slovenia performs relatively well in education and training. Room for improvement could be identified in 
the following areas:  Skills mismatch is a challenge both for the low-skilled but also for the high-skilled tertiary 
graduates. Although Slovenia recognises the importance of a national forecast of future skills needs on the 
labour market, a comprehensive system to identify current and projected labour market needs is yet to be 
developed. 
 
In addition, the performance of 15-year olds', as measured by international tests1, has failed to improve and has 
even deteriorated. In order to reverse this trend and to remedy apparent weaknesses, like in literacy, reform 
efforts need to be continued and eventually intensified. A national quality framework referenced to the European 
one will be enacted in 2013. Furthermore, special attention will have to be devoted to more efficient inclusion of 
vulnerable groups.   
 
The current context of consolidation of public expenditure in Slovenia might have a negative impact on the 
quality of education the near future. In the context of growth-friendly fiscal consolidation there is a need for 
preserving expenditure in education and training while increasing its efficiency. Therefore CSR 1 2013 asked to 
"safeguard growth-friendly spending”. 
 
CSR 3 2013 asked in particular to "address the skills mismatch by improving the attractiveness of the relevant 
vocational education and training programmes and by further developing cooperation with the relevant 
stakeholders in assessing labour market needs " and to regulate for student work and for further tailor-made 
active labour market policy measures while improving their effectiveness.  
 


3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
In 2011 Slovenia invested 6.7 % of GDP in education. This is an increase of 0.1% in comparison to 2010 and 
higher than 2011 EU average (5.3%). Since 2006 education spending has been consistently above EU average 
and education spending remained stable despite the recession. However there has been a tendency to shift 
resources from primary to secondary education2. Budgetary constraints induce searching for improved efficiency 
and Slovenia aims to rationalise its sprawling school network.  
 
Skills and qualifications 
 
PIRLS 2011 showed that performance of fourth graders in reading is above the scale centre point. TIMSS 2011 
results showed that both fourth graders and eight graders scored above the scale centre point in mathematics 
and science in a context of continuous improvement compared to previous results. PISA tests show more mixed 
results. In reading and mathematics results are below the EU average but in science they are above.  
 
In 2009 21.2% of pupils were low achievers in reading, which is higher than the EU average (19.6%) and 
represents an increase in comparison to the 2006 test (16.5%). Gender differences are important with boys 


                                          
1  OECD: PISA, TIIMS, PIRLS 
2  Eurydice Expenditure and Budgets for Education (2013) observes a relative increase of actual 2011 expenditure in secondary (113.2%) 


and tertiary education (114%) compared to 2008 and a decrease in primary education to 96.5 of the 2008 spending level. 
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being three times more likely to be underachievers than girls. In mathematics, there are 20.3% of 
underachievers which is higher than the EU average (22.2%3) and the percentage increased since 2006 (17.7%) 
with no major gender differences (20.9% for boys and 19.7% for girls). 
 
With 14.8 %, Slovenia has a lower than EU average proportion of low achievers in science (EU average is 
17.7%). The rate did not increase significantly since 2006 testing (13.9% in Slovenia in 2009). Boys (17.8%) 
are more likely to be low achievers than girls (11.6%).    
 
With regards to transversal skills students in grade 9 and 10 have better command of a first foreign language 
than the EU average (EU 13 average is 43.5 % and for English language it is 45.2%) with 54 % reaching b1 
level or higher.  
 
In 2007 in Slovenia 33.3% of fourth graders used computers at schools. This is lower than the 60% EU average. 
Among the 16-74 year olds, 31% had high computer skills in 2012. This is higher than the EU average (26% in 
2012).  
Cedefop skills forecast shows that there will be a greater need for jobs that require higher education attainment. 
The increase in Slovenia is estimated to be 22.8%. Contrary to that, jobs that require medium and low 
qualification level will decrease by 6.6% and 17.9%, respectively.4  
 
With regards to entrepreneurship 51% of 18-64 year olds believed in 2012 that they have required skills and 
knowledge to start a business. This is a decrease in comparison to 56% in 2010. 
 
Slovenia started to develop a Slovenian Qualifications framework in 2005. In 2006 Slovenia adopted the 
classification system KLASIUS which is used for the classification of education and training (activities and results) 
informal administrative databases and for statistical analysis. KLASIUS is a mandatory national standard. SQF 
was developed with stakeholder involvement and in April 2013 a referencing report to the EQF was presented. It 
is foreseen to adopt a legal basis in late 2013.   
 


 


4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Slovenia strongly outperforms the EU average in terms of early school leaving (ESL) (4.4% compared to the EU 
average of 12.8% in 2012) and it has already outperformed its Europe 2020 national target of 5%. Even so the 
contribution to ESL of foreign born children could be reduced from 13% in 2009 to 10.1% in 2012 it remains 
significantly higher than the 4.2% share of native ESL.  
 
In 2012, employment disadvantage remained below the EU average but it has grown at a higher rate than the 
EU average related to the economic situation.   
 


Figure 2. Early school leavers of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
As regards the other ET 2020 benchmarks, participation in early childhood education is close to the EU average 
(92.9 % in 2011).  The percentage of three year olds who participate in 2012 in ECEC was 81% and percentage 
of four year-olds in both early childhood education and primary education was 87%.5 Both rates exceeded OECD 
average. Slovenia has made considerable efforts to make early childhood education more affordable with the 
amendment of the Pre-School Institutions Act (2008) however saving in the context of the economic crisis had a 
mitigating effect. For instance fees for the second child in ECEC are only covered up to 30%. 
 


                                          
3  The goal is to lower the percentage of underachievers to 15%. 
4  CEDEFP, 2012 forecast. 
5  Source: OECD Education at a Glance 2012 
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Figure 3. Early school leavers and sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Slovenia has a favourable ratio of student and teaching staff with 9.4 for pre-primary education, 16.2 for primary 
and 11 for secondary education. This created a positive pre-crisis classroom environment6 before the 
rationalisation of the school network has been started.  
 
When it comes to professional development, a high number of teachers participate in some form of professional 
development7 although the average number of days of development taken was 8.3, well below the TALIS 
average of 15.3 days8. Fewer teachers than the TALIS average report needing more professional development9. 
Overall, most teachers receive feedback or appraisal of their performance as well as an evaluation10. This is high 
in comparison to other countries. Slovenia has an ageing teacher population that therefore shows an above 
average length of experience. High rates of absenteeism11 are registered as well as a clear need for more 
professional training for teaching pupils with special needs.12 In order to further reduce the already very low ESL 
rate in EU comparison particular attention to youth with special needs is required.  
 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Slovenia is approaching the 40% national and Europe 2020 target for tertiary attainment with 39.2% in 2012. 
More students (19%) opted for tertiary vocational programmes than the OECD average (17%). In addition 77 % 
of students opted for general tertiary programmes as opposed to 62 % OECD average. With only 29 % of the 
students expected to complete university education the dropout rate remains well above the OECD average of 
39%.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary educational attainment of specific population sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 


 


                                          
6  Teaching and Learning International Survey (TALIS) in 2008 showed that lower-secondary education teachers score above average on 


self-efficacy and job satisfaction and view quality of classroom environment positively. For more see: OECD, TALIS 2008. For country 
specific notes see: http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/43072770.pdf 


7  Almost 97% of teachers participate in professional development activities in the survey period compared to the TALIS average of 89%.  
8  Average number of days of development taken was 8.3 days, well below the TALIS average of 15.3 days [Table 3.1]. 
9  Unsatisfied demand for more development is well below the average for Slovenia: 35% teachers wanted more development than they 


received (TALIS average= 55%) [Table 3.3].  
10  Only 7% of teachers in Slovenia had not received feedback or appraisal in their school (7th lowest of the 23 countries see more TALIS, 


the TALIS average (37%). Only 9% of teachers believe that a teacher would be dismissed for poor performance in their school (TALIS 
average= 28%), the lowest rate amongst the 23 countries that participated in the survey. 


11  39% of teachers are in schools where the principal reports this hindering instruction a lot or to some extent (TALIS average 26%). 
12  The areas of greatest development need for teachers in Slovenia, as in almost all other countries was teaching students with special 


learning needs (40% of teachers report this; TALIS average=31%) and student discipline and behaviour problems (32% compared 
with TALIS average of 21%) [Table 3.4]. 



http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/43072770.pdf
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Foreign-born have not participated in the steady increase in tertiary attainment13 with a clearly below the EU 
dynamics. Progress in female tertiary attainment is more pronounced than in male. This translates in a clear 
employment advantage whose dynamics has slowed distinctively14 in the recent difficult economic climate. 
However the upper secondary prevalence appears strong in comparison and this is combined with important 
investment in education that sustains this improvement. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary educational attainment and sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
According to 2010 figures new entry students preferred with 33% studies in the field of social sciences, business 
and law (EU21 average: 32%) over sciences with 8 %. This is below the EU 21 average (10%). A very important 
recent reform restricted the length of the specific status of a student, which grants different social rights, to the 
normal length of study plus one year.   
 
In 2010 1.8% of all tertiary education students were enrolled in a university in another country for the purpose 
of obtaining a degree. This is below the EU average (2.4 %). However, for bachelor and master degrees the rate 
(2.2%) is close to the EU average (2.3%) and for Doctorate level education the rate is (4.9%).  
 
One of the biggest challenges for inbound mobility is the language barrier. Other impediments are legal issues 
such as obtaining a visa, a lack of information as identified in the National Report regarding the Bologna Process 
implementation for 2009-2012 period. In the same report, recognition, funding and organisation of study and 
curriculum are identified as the biggest hurdles for outgoing mobility of students. 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Employment rate of graduates (22-34 old) with upper secondary and tertiary education level attainment in 2012 
was 73.2%. This is below the EU average (75.7%). It also represents a decrease from 83.4% in 2008.  
 
The unemployment rate of 25-64 year olds with below upper secondary education was 11.2% in 2012, as 
opposed to a 6.9% unemployment rate of people with upper secondary and post-secondary (non-tertiary) 
education.15 
 
The number of 15-29 year olds who were not in employment, education or training (NEETs) was 8.8% which is 
lower than the OECD average (15.8%) and lower than in 2005 (10.1%).16  However it is expected that the 
effects of the current difficult economic climate will start to show. The employment rate of graduates (73.2% in 
2012) is below the EU average of 75.7%. 
 
Introducing more work-based components and increasing the attractiveness of dual VET is one of the key 
challenges in Slovenia. It is important to intensify the involvement of employers both in defining curricula and 
providing apprenticeship places. The NRP 2013 announced amendments to the Vocational Education and General 
Secondary Education Act and the Slovenian Qualifications Framework Act. These should be made on the basis of 
discussions how to create closer links to enterprises that will start in the second half of 2013. 
 
Besides increasing the enrolment in vocational upper secondary programmes it remains very important to 
increase the attractiveness of vocational education and training as a whole. Efforts are under way on raising the 
profile of VET, career counselling and modernising courses. 


                                          
13  From 28.1% in 2006. 
14  In fact, young tertiary graduates have been identified recently as one of the vulnerable groups, since the growth of the unemployment 


rate of young people and people with higher education was the most pronounced. 
 


15  OECD education at glance 2010 Slovenia. 
16  See OECD Education at a glance 2012: Slovenia Key facts.  
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7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
In Slovenia in 2012 participation of adults in lifelong learning was 13.8%. This is well above the EU average (9 
%). However, it represents a decrease in comparison to the previous year (15.9%) and 2010 (16.2%) and is in 
line with the overall declining trend in the EU countries. 
 
In 2012 participation rate in adult education was higher for the native population (14.6%) than for foreign-born 
(5.9%). Since 2009 it declined more for foreign-born population17. Compared to the EU average the native 
population rate is higher in Slovenia than in the rest of the EU (8.9%), but the participation rate of foreign-born 
population is significantly lower than the EU average (10.6%).  
 
When it comes to gender differences the rates of participation in Slovenia in 2012 exceeded the EU average for 
both male (11.5% as opposed to EU average 8.3%) and female (16.1% as opposed to EU average 9.7%) 
participants.  
 
In sum, Slovenia met the Europe 2020 target for lifelong learning of 15% already in 2010 and in 2011. However, 
certain groups felt the negative impact of the economic crisis, such as the foreign-born at a time when re- and 
up-skilling becomes even more important. In the future Slovenia will have to focus both on those with lower 
educational achievement and the older age-groups, whose participation in lifelong learning remained more 
limited. 
 
On basis of the Labour Market Regulation Act measures are taken with respect to education and training in to 
ensure life-long career orientation. Counselling and information services are currently provided for unemployed 
persons and school-age youth through the Employment Service of Slovenia and concessionaires.  For the adult 
population in general a network of adult education guidance centres (IGAE – Information and Guidance in Adult 
Education) performs this function. The goal is to engage regional career centres more intensively in career 
orientation for unemployed persons combined with enhanced involvement of social partners in the development 
and in the implementation of lifelong career orientation.  
 


                                          
17  Since 2009 the decrease for foreign born was 2 percentage points and for native population 0.7 percentage points See: Eurostat (LFS). 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


31.2% 24.9% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: 15%


39.4% 40.1% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 44%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


99.3% 100.0% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


19.6% : 19.6% : 15%


23.7% : 22.2% : 15%


18.2% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.1% 1.0% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.9% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


3.2% 11 7.0% 11


72.6% 62.4% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


10.4% 10.7% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 26.7% 11 : 43.5% 11


38.7% 40.3% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


5.1% 4.7% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,227€    08 6,207€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 8,680€    08 7,938€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 10,440€  08 10,301€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


: 60.7% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


28.0% 35.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


48.0% 50.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


42.9% 45.3% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 23.2% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 27.1% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -34.4% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 27.5% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 30.6% : 23.6% EU17


: 23.2% : 13.0% EU17


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Spain EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results refer to people without ICT 
experience and people who failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2. Main challenges  
 
The major challenges in the Spanish education system are the transition from education and training to the 
labour market, a persistently high rate of early school leavers with big regional disparities, and skills 
mismatches, including in higher education. Those challenges are aggravated by the economic situation in Spain 
demanding significant fiscal consolidation efforts, with budgetary cuts in education since 2011 at national and 
regional level. 
 
Early school leaving and vocational education and training (VET) have been at the core of the European 
Semester country-specific recommendations (CSRs) since 2011. Progress has been made in both fields. 
Nevertheless, they still remain a major cause of concern and thus are also addressed in 2013 CSRs, which 
recommend that Spain continue with efforts to increase the labour market relevance of education and training, 
to reduce early school leaving and to enhance life-long learning, namely by expanding application of dual 
vocational training beyond the current pilot phase and by introducing a comprehensive monitoring system of 
pupils' performance by the end of 2013.  
 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
In the context of fiscal consolidation, investment in education and training in Spain has suffered significant cuts 
at national and regional level. General government expenditure on education as a share of GDP declined from 
5.1% in 2009 to 4.7% in 2011. Expenditure on educational institutions per student has also declined, but 
remained above the EU average. 
 
In April 2012, a Royal Decree Law set urgent measures to rationalise public expenditure in education. These 
measures concerned the use of all resources available in education, and were implemented in the school year 
2012-2013: increasing the number of teaching hours per teacher; reviewing class-sizes (which are low compared 
to the EU and OECD average) and therefore the student/teacher ratio; adjusting the offer of upper secondary 
education and first-cycle university degrees to real demand; reviewing the university fees in order to bring them 
closer to the real cost of higher education. 
 
Total budgetary allocations for education (central and regional level) decreased by 4.1% in 2012 and by 7.3% in 
2013. Regarding the central level (Ministry of Education, Culture and Sports), the decline was 22% in 2012 and 
25.8% in 2013 (estimated)1. Important cuts were also done at the level of Autonomous Communities. 
 
Skills 
 
Despite some recent improvement in the three fields concerned (reading, mathematics and science), 15-year 
olds' performance on the PISA tests close to the EU average, coupled with big regional disparities.  
 


                                          
1  It has to be taken into account that the central administration budget stands approximately for less than 6% of the total education 


budget and from this budget more than 60% is allocated to scholarships. Source: Spanish Ministry of Education, EVOLUCIÓN DEL 
GASTO EN EDUCACIÓN DE LAS ADMINISTRACIONES EDUCATIVAS SEGÚN LOS PRESUPUESTOS INICIALES Información elaborada en el 
marco de la Estadística del Gasto Público en Educación. 
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A specific program for the improvement of foreign language learning was approved by the Government at end-
2012 and is being implemented by the Autonomous Communities. 40.3% of pupils in lower secondary education 
learn a second foreign language (2010-2011 school year).   
 
ICT skills of the population are above the EU average. At present, 89% of the schools have broad band 
connection to internet. The promotion of digital competences has been developed by means of the Territorial 
Cooperation Programmes for the integration of information and communication technologies (ICT) in publicly-
funded schools.  
 
Regarding entrepreneurship competences, the percentage of 18-64 old adults who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business is above the EU average. The Spanish Government presented on 12 
March 2013 the Entrepreneurship and Youth employment Strategy 2013-2016. In this context, in May 2013 the 
Government approved a draft Law to incentivise the creation of enterprises and jobs and to provide measures to 
support entrepreneurs as autonomous workers to start new activities particularly in the difficult context of the 
economic crisis. 
 
The elaboration of the National Qualification Framework (MECU), is pending. The Ministry of Education, Culture 
and Sport is currently updating the MECU website (to be ready by end-2013) and plans to present a report on 
the links between its national framework and the European Qualifications framework in the 4th quarter of 2013. 
 
 


 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Despite a reduction from 31.2% in 2009 to 24.9% in 2012, the early school leaving (ESL) rate is far above the 
EU average (12.7%), with big regional disparities (from 11,5% in País Vasco to 32,2% in Extremadura). It is 
also far from the national target of 15% by 2020. Measures to fight ESL were put in place at national and 
regional level in recent years, including the 'Plan to fight ESL' (preventive and intervention measures such as 
analysis, awareness raising, follow up of early school leavers to support their reintegration into the education 
and training system), PROA (guidance and support programme) and PCPI (initial professional qualification 
programme). The ministry of education is currently carrying out an evaluation of these measures. The national 
programmes referred to above are not funded by the regions anymore since 2012, and also not included in the 
2013 national budget.  
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
As shown by some sub-indicators, employment disadvantage for early school leavers is high but has been 
decreasing somewhat while the EU average has been increasing. Investment is low but has been increasing, with 
a similar trend for VET opportunities. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
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Given the financial difficulties, the Government's efforts concentrate on normative measures; the reduction of 
ESL is the first main objective stated in the draft Organic Law for the Improvement of the Quality of Education 
(LOMCE), approved by the Government on 17 May 2013 and currently undergoing the legislative procedure in 
the Spanish Parliament. Amongst a series of measures, LOMCE in particular offers flexibility in pathways and 
aims to increase the percentage of students completing upper secondary education and obtaining initial 
vocational training diplomas.  
 
Regarding participation rate in Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC), Spain reached 100% in 2011. Finally, 
Spain is now elaborating a Non-University Teaching Staff Statute to regulate the teaching profession, including 
access to the teaching profession within public service, provision of teaching position, teachers' rights and 
obligations. 


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
Spain established a 2020 national target of 44% for the tertiary attainment rate. At present, the rate is above 
the EU average (40.1% vs. 35.7 in 2012), although it has been stagnating over the last three years. In 2011, 
completion rates are above the EU average for both ISCED 5A (78% vs. 69%) and ISCED 5B programmes (73% 
vs. 59%). The reduction in the number of tertiary students in the field of sciences (-27.3% over the last ten 
years) represents a problem for the future innovation potential of the economy.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
Upper secondary supply is limited but completion rates are indeed good, as is the employment advantage of 
having a tertiary education degree. Furthermore, investment is strong and has increased. 
 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Spain has completed the integration into the Higher Education European Area and within this framework the 
Spanish authorities have announced important measures to increase excellence, innovation, competitiveness and 
internationalization of the university system. The first step in June 2012 was to set a high level group of experts 
that made "Proposals to improve quality and efficiency of the Spanish University system". As a following on-
going step, a working group has been constituted in spring 2013 to further evaluate and operationalize proposals 
on rationalizing the range of qualifications, improving the teacher accreditation system, evaluating and 
optimising accountability mechanisms, governance and funding. 
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6. Facilitating the transition from education to work and reshaping vocational training 
 
Effective measures linking study and work practice will be key for enhancing the employability of young people. 
Spain lacks a comprehensive strategy to effectively match changes in its productive structure; in particular, 
training and skills are not sufficiently updated and adapted to market needs particularly on those sectors with 
better economic development prospects. In this context, increasing the proportion of tertiary VET education in 
the total tertiary attainment rate could be particularly relevant and dual VET, combining study and practice/work, 
could also be applied to some fields in higher education. 
 
The youth unemployment rate (53.2% in 2012) is particularly worrisome, both because of its magnitude and the 
risk of becoming structural. There are also large regional differences, which tend to mirror those in early school 
leaving: the Autonomous Communities with the highest youth unemployment rates are the Canary Islands 
(62.6%), Andalucía (62.3%) and Extremadura (61.6%) and, while those with the lowest are Navarra (40.6%), 
Cantabria (41.5%), Pais Vasco and Aragon (42.5%). These inter-regional differences in unemployment rates 
testify to the need for stimulating workers' mobility nationwide, especially skilled young people. 
 
Spain has initiated a reform of the VET system to better adapt the skills of young people to labour market needs 
and to make VET more attractive: first, the draft Organic Law for the Improvement of the Education (LOMCE) 
includes the setting up of a two-year course of Basic Vocational Training and, secondly, Royal Decree 1529/2012 
introduced measures to develop the training and apprenticeship contract and establish the bases for dual 
vocational training (work-based training with different modalities). The Royal Decree has been agreed between 
the Ministries of Education and Labour; however the competences on their implementation remain within the 17 
Autonomous Communities. During 2012, 4000 students, 500 enterprises and 140 schools participated in pilot 
projects. The measures concerning VET seem adequate, but in the present economic and labour market situation 
their full implementation remains a challenge. Further continued efforts jointly involving public authorities, 
education providers and employers will be required to extend and consolidate the dual VET system in Spain to 
implement work based learning and increase apprenticeship opportunities. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC2) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Spain perform far below the EU average in 
the proficiency tests on literacy and numeracy. This holds also true for young adults (aged 16-24). Young adults 
(16-29) with at most lower secondary education have low scores compared to the EU average. Moreover, the 
performance of young people with tertiary education is not far from that of young people with upper secondary 
education. 
 
The gap in proficiency skills for literacy between the generations aged 25-34 and 55-65 is significant (i.e. 
equivalent to skills usually acquired with about 5 years of education). This might be due to improvements in the 
education system in recent decades and / or a decline in skills over the working life. 
 
Close to 30% of adults have low literacy and numeracy skills (at level 1 or below) compared to the EU average of 
19% for literacy and 24% for numeracy. Moreover, low-skilled people are 6 times less likely to participate in job-
related learning than high skilled people3. 
 
Adult participation in lifelong learning in Spain is slightly above the EU average (10.7% as against 9% in 2012). 
Regarding continuing vocational training, Eurostat data for 2010 shows that in Spain 75% of all enterprises 
provide training (compared with an EU average of 66%).  
 
The Spanish Government has announced in its 2013 National Reform Programme that the Ministry of Education, 
Culture and Sport is elaborating a National Strategic lifelong learning framework (MENAP). Its starting point is a 
former Action Plan for lifelong learning, which resulted from a wide consultation process among Ministries, 
Autonomous Communities and other concerned stakeholders; the economic crisis made it necessary to revise the 
content of this Plan. MENAP addresses the whole population in order to increase personal, social and professional 
skills complementing those acquired in the education system. It will present in a systematic way the necessary 
measures to increase access to information, guidance and advice for citizens to participate in lifelong learning, 
improve the quality of training, promote innovation, individualise the learning process and favour flexible 
learning pathways. 
 


                                          
2  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 


presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


3  At EU level, low skilled adults are 5 times less likely to participate in job-related learning than high skilled adults. 
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


7.0% 7.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: <10%


43.9% 47.9% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: 40-45%


ET 2020 Benchmarks


94.7% 95.3% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


17.4% : 19.6% : 15%


21.1% : 22.2% : 15%


19.1% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.4% 0.6% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.2% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


7.9% 11 7.0% 11


81.6% 83.2% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


22.2% 26.7% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 82.3% 11 : 43.5% 11


68.0% 76.4% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


7.2% 6.8% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 7,314€    08 7,634€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 7,813€    08 7,945€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 15,702€  08 15,068€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


58.5% 07 66.8% 11 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


21.0% 35.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


: 37.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


56.4% 56.3% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 8.6% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 3.1% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : 3.4% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 13.3% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 14.7% : 23.6% EU17


: 19.5% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


Sweden EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 
 
 
 


2. Main challenges 
 
Youth unemployment constitutes one of the main challenges in Sweden. The unemployment rate for young 
people1 has remained at high levels since 2008, with 23.7% unemployed in 2012 compared to the EU27 average 
of 22.8%. While this figure is somewhat overstated, as up to 50% of unemployed young people in Sweden are 
full-time students searching for jobs2 and contrary to a large majority of Member States, Swedish youth tend to 
spend comparatively short periods unemployed3, ‘non-student’ unemployment rate is still high compared to 
other EU Member States with a similarly good labour market performance of the working age population. This 
points to a particular challenge for those young unemployed, who are low-skilled and left school without having 
completed upper-secondary education.4    
 
Hence lack of adequate education appears to be one of the main obstacles for young people to become 
established at the labour market. Consequently, the 2013 European Semester country-specific recommendation 
(CSR) on education continues to focus on improving the labour market integration of low-skilled young people, 
by stepping up efforts to facilitate their transition from school to work, including via a wider use of work-based 
learning, apprenticeships and other forms of contracts combining employment and education. 
  
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Sweden funds its equitable education system by devoting a high share of its GDP to education. General 
government expenditure on education as a share of GDP was 6.8% in 2011 compared to the EU average of 
5.3%, with one of the highest levels of public expenditure per student in the world. This funding goes to both 
public and private educational institutions. While Sweden has one of the most decentralised school systems in 
the world, with its 290 municipalities in charge of organising and operating both municipal and the increasing 
number of independent schools, all schools from pre-primary to post-secondary are publicly funded. In higher 
education, 91% of the total expenditure is public5, which is very high in OECD comparison, and is partly due to 
the fact that Sweden's public and government-dependant private higher education institutions do not charge 
tuition fees for students who are Swedish nationals or come from the EU, EEA or Switzerland.   
 
Skills 
 
Despite high funding levels in EU comparison, there is evidence that learning outcomes in compulsory school as 
measured by international student assessments are worse than in the early 2000s. 15-year olds' performance in 
OECD’s PISA tests worsened between 2006 and 2009 in all three areas, even if Sweden still performed better 
than the EU average in reading and in mathematics in 2009. There is however a significant gender gap in 
reading, with 24.2% of boys being low-achievers compared to 10.5% of girls. Moreover, the relationship 
between socio-economic background and performance has become stronger, and differences between schools 
have increased6. The 2011 TIMSS & PIRLS studies on fourth and eighth grade pupils, conducted by the 
                                          
1  Youth is understood as the 15-24 age group.  
2  Source: Statistics Sweden (2012) 
3  For university students the spell of unemployment is short. Moreover, as students often have temporary, short-term jobs, there is a 


high probability that they are between jobs at the moment when statistics for Eurostat’s LFS are gathered. 
4  Employment rate (15-64) of people with maximum lower secondary education is 46.3%, while the employment rate of higher 


education graduates is 87% (Eurostat, LFS, 2012).    
5  Source: OECD, Education at a Glance 2013, Sweden Country Note  
6  Source: OECD Reviews of Evaluation and Assessment in Education, Sweden, 2011 
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International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA), also show rather mixed results in 
international comparison, in particular in mathematics. 
 
ICT skills of the adult population are far above the EU average. Although schools in Sweden are very well 
equipped with new technologies, this does not seem to translate into high level of use in the classrooms. 
Secondary school teachers' confidence in using ICT is close to the EU average while their participation in ICT 
professional development is lower than the EU average7. Entrepreneurship education has been built into the 
school curriculum and entrepreneurship skills are taught in teacher education. With regard to language skills, 
figures indicate excellent skills in the first foreign language, English.  
 
The Swedish national qualifications framework (SEQF) is expected to be adopted in 2014, in the form of a decree 
(Förordning). The framework aims to include non-formal education and training as well as the extensive field of 
continuing and popular education and training run by the private sector and non-governmental organisations.8  
The overall success of the framework will depend on the extent to which the SEQF is seen as relevant to 
stakeholders outside formal, initial education and training.  
 


 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
Since 2006 the early school leaving rate, as defined by Eurostat, has been below the national target and EU 
benchmark of 10% (7.5% in 2012, with 8.5% of boys and 6.3% of girls being early school leavers). The analysis 
of sub-indicators points to the following reasons behind the good performance: high investment in education, 
favourable family environments and good participation patterns in early childhood education. However, if early 
school leaving is assessed based on the national definition used in Sweden i.e. young people at the age of 20 
who have not completed upper secondary education successfully, the rate remained constant at a level of 27% 
over the past 5 years9 and at a higher level than in the 1990s.  


 
Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
Sweden has recently adopted a number of measures aimed at tackling early school leaving. Regulations have 
been put in place together with the reforms of compulsory and upper secondary education in the 2010 Education 
Act. Furthermore, a government-run inquiry has resulted in new bills addressing early school leaving. The 
overarching goal defined in the policy framework is that all students should be given the chance to reach the 
achievement targets and complete upper secondary school with improved skills both for the labour market and 
                                          
7  Source: European Schoolnet & University of Liège (2013): Survey of Schools: ICT in Education, Benchmarking access, use and 


attitudes to technology in Europe’s schools. EUN, Brussels 
8  http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Files/NQF_developments_2012-SWEDEN.pdf 
9  http://www.skolverket.se/statistik-och-analys/statistik/2.4391/efterfragade-matt-1.120818   



http://www.cedefop.europa.eu/EN/Files/NQF_developments_2012-SWEDEN.pdf

http://www.skolverket.se/statistik-och-analys/statistik/2.4391/efterfragade-matt-1.120818

http://www.skolverket.se/statistik-och-analys/statistik/2.4391/efterfragade-matt-1.120818
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further studies. Prevention measures start already in the early years of schooling by developing 'individual study 
plans' (utvecklingsplan) and granting special support to pupils who run the risk of dropping-out. Furthermore, 
those pupils who do not have the necessary grades to continue their studies at upper secondary level, can take 
part in 'introductory programmes', providing them the skills to move on to upper secondary education or an 
apprenticeship-type training.  
 
However, the increasing lack of attractiveness of the teaching profession is thought to be an important 
bottleneck to increasing the quality of education in Sweden. The declining image of the profession is paired with 
a relatively low pay and little salary progression over the career. While across all OECD countries teachers' 
salaries increased by an average of 22% between 2000 and 2010, in Sweden the increase was only 8%. 
Moreover, in Sweden the gap between starting salaries and salaries at the top end of the scale is narrow 
compared to other OECD countries10. Furthermore, private returns to tertiary educated teachers are low, even 
negative compared to upper secondary graduates employed in other sectors11. At the same time, the teaching 
workforce is ageing: 40.2% of school teachers12 are aged 50 or older, while only 6.8% are younger than 30. 
 
To meet this challenge, the government adopted a wide range of measures, including the reform of initial 
teacher education, proposing an 'induction' year for future teachers and providing specific funds for 
municipalities to support continuing professional development of teachers. For the latter, the 2013 Budget Bill13 
includes the 'Boost for Teachers II' (Lärarlyftet II) initiative, which focuses on teachers who are not qualified in 
all subjects or age groups they teach and on vocational teachers who are offered to take part in practical 
activities in workplaces within their subject area. In addition, in the autumn of 2013, the Government introduced 
a career development reform, providing central government support for salary increases for so-called ‘lead 
teachers’ and ‘senior masters’. The government is also preparing a proposal for adoption by Riksdagen in the 
autumn, with the aim to reduce the administrative burden on teachers14. Another important measure however, 
the accreditation of teachers is still on-going, with numerous postponements of the implementation deadline.  


5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The tertiary attainment rate with 47.9%15 in 2012 is at an all-time high and the upward trend is likely to 
accelerate given that a spike in the generation of 19-year-olds in 2009 led to more young people starting higher 
education studies. Moreover, the academic year 2010-2011 witnessed the highest number of students ever 
enrolled, due to the creation of 10,000 temporary student places. As part of the 'Youth Package' 
('Ungdomspaket'), presented in connection with the 2013 Budget Bill, funding is being made available for an 
additional 4,200 places in higher education during 2013-2015. Nevertheless this measure still means a reduction 
in the overall number of places compared to the 2010-2011 levels. 
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


                                          
10  Teachers are employed by the municipalities. Pay, including minimum salaries, and working conditions are governed by 5-year 


agreements between the employers' organisation (SALAR) and the teacher unions. The more specific salaries of individual teachers are 
however decided locally, as teacher recruitment and appointments are the responsibility of the school principals. 


11  Source: Lönsamma studier? Livslönerapport 2011, Thomas Ljunglöf, Saco, http://www.saco.se/Forskning--kunskap/Publikationer-fran-
Saco/rapporter/Lonsamma-studier-Livslonerapport-2011-/ 


12  School teachers are understood as teachers teaching in public and private institutions at ISCED levels 2-3. Source: Eurostat 
13  The 2013 Budget Bill was presented by the Government on 20 September 2012 (http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/15677/a/199189) and  


adopted by the Riksdag on 19 December 2012.  
14  http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/16843/a/208665 
15  In 2012, the tertiary attainment rate was 53.7% for women and 42.4% for men. The number of women has risen more than the 


number of men over the past 30 years in higher education and as a result the share of women has grown gradually. 



http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/15677/a/199189

http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/16843/a/208665
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Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
The analysis of sub-indicators indicates high investment, favourable family environments and high participation 
in upper secondary education behind the good performance. On the other hand, lengthy study periods and high 
drop-out rates (47% in 201116) have long been characteristics of the Swedish higher education system. At the 
same time, as many students postpone the start of tertiary education, the average age of university entrants is 
high, although has been decreasing in recent year.17 This raises doubts about the system’s efficiency: OECD 
calculations estimate that Sweden has one of the highest cumulative expenditure per student over the average 
duration of tertiary studies. Nevertheless, recent measures, including linking the level of study support to study 
results i.e. academic credits earned, are likely to reduce students’ study periods. Furthermore, in line with the 
demand and the needs of the labour market, the government intends to increase the number of study places in 
the fields of engineering education, medical and dental studies and nursing, although the implementation will 
largely depend on individual institutions due to the principle of strong university autonomy.  
 
Sweden continues to modernise its higher education system by implementing quality-based resource allocation 
from the 2013 budget for the first time. The aim is to achieve higher quality in study programmes by creating 
financial incentives for universities and higher education institutions. Quality-based resource allocation 
represents additional funding and at its initial stage will only comprise a small part of the total resources (1.5% 
of the total funding) for study programmes in first and second cycles. In addition, the new quality assurance 
system largely based on learning outcomes was introduced in 2011.  
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
While participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training (VET) has been above the 
EU average (56.3%18 as against 50.3% in 2011), the system has been characterised by a weak vocational 
content. Cooperation between schools and workplaces has been underdeveloped. Furthermore, the matching 
process has deteriorated which has led to increasing skills mismatches since the 2008-2009 economic crisis.19    
 
Improving transition from school to work was already identified as the main objective of the 2011 school reform. 
As part of the reform, at upper secondary level the general education and the vocational education pathways 
have been further differentiated. Since autumn 2011 in the vocational path more time has been devoted to 
vocational subjects, and apprenticeships were introduced as an alternative route to attain a Vocational 
Diploma20. In addition, an institutionalised structure is being developed between schools and working life, with 
the introduction of national councils and local programme councils.21 To this end, the 2013 Budget Bill contains 
increased financial support for apprenticeships and vocational training programmes. Funding will be largely 
devoted to creating additional study places22 and to stimulating employers to provide apprenticeship positions.  
 


                                          
16  Source: OECD, Education at a Glance, 2013. In 2011, 53% of students graduated from the programme they entered, in comparison to 


the OECD average of 68%. Data includes students entering single courses who may never have intended to study all the courses 
required for a degree but rather choose to study a few courses as part of lifelong learning and/or up-skilling (an estimated 40% of 
students enrolled).  


17  Sweden is indeed below the EU average in participation of 20-24 year olds in higher education. 
18  In 2011, 59.5% of male upper secondary students and 53.4% of female upper secondary students participated in vocational education 


and training (VET).  
19  http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/publications/country_focus/2013/pdf/cf_vol10_issue1_en.pdf 
20  In the 2011/2012 academic year, a large majority of pupils in vocational track studied in vocational schools, where at least 15 weeks 


(12.5%) of the curriculum is work-based learning and 5-6% in apprenticeship schemes, where 50% of the curriculum is work-based 
learning.   


21  Guidance has been strengthened in the Education Act and a systematic tracking of vocational graduates is under preparation. 
22  The 'Youth Package' ('Ungdomspaket'), presented in connection with the 2013 Budget Bill, has a total budget of SEK 1.8 billion for 


2013 to create in total 18,300 temporary study places in secondary and adult vocational education, post-secondary vocational 
education, municipal adult education and higher education. The majority of places, close to 13,000 will be created in vocational 
education. In the period 2013-2016, a total of SEK 5.17 billion will be devoted to finance additional study places.   
http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/19/82/65/4e285b8b.pdf  



http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/19/82/65/4e285b8b.pdf

http://www.regeringen.se/content/1/c6/19/82/65/4e285b8b.pdf
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Funding is also meant to strengthen and raise the quality and attractiveness of VET through more adequate 
training for VET teachers and nationally organised training for trainers.  
 
However, as first data shows and employer organisations point out23, the attractiveness of the vocational path 
has dropped since the reform and there is a decreasing interest in apprenticeship programmes both from the 
part of students and employers.24 In any case, since reforming the vocational training system requires time, it 
will take several years before the true effects of the reform have an impact on the labour market.    
 
At post-secondary level, higher vocational education programmes of 2 years have been developed since 2009 to 
meet the needs of the labour market for qualified labour. The main innovative feature of the system is the close 
collaboration between labour market actors and education providers. Education programmes are financed by the 
Swedish National Agency for Higher Vocational Education, based on short-term skills forecasting, labour market 
needs analysis as well as graduate tracking. First results have shown that the newly established programmes 
have high demand and high insertion rates on the labour market for graduates25. However, the programmes' 
impact will need to be assessed also in the long run to decide if they can be viewed as a viable alternative to 
university higher education. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
The Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC26) shows that adults (aged 16-65) in Sweden perform above the EU average in 
all three domains: literacy, numeracy and problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments. In fact, 
Sweden has the largest share of adults scoring at the highest level in problem solving in technology-rich 
environments in the EU. The share of low-skilled adults (scoring at level 1 or below) is about 13% in literacy and 
15% in numeracy, far below the EU average (19% and 24%, respectively). 
 
Young adults (aged 16-24) score significantly above the EU average in both literacy and numeracy. Furthermore, 
they have higher proficiency in literacy and problem solving but slightly lower proficiency in numeracy compared 
to the overall population. While employed people have on average higher skills than unemployed people at EU 
level, this gap is even more pronounced in Sweden, for both literacy and numeracy. The gap in literacy 
proficiency between the foreign- and native-born is also rather large compared to the EU average.  
 
Participation of adults in lifelong learning has been traditionally high. The participation rate has been further 
increasing in the past 5 years and remains one of the highest in the EU (26.7% vs. 9% in 201227). Nevertheless, 
high participation rates mask great gender differences; while participation rate for women is 31.9%, it is only 
18.4% for men. Whereas foreign-born participation is at the same level as for natives (25.5%), participation of 
low-educated, who would benefit the most from further education, is lagging behind (16.9%). In 2010, 87% of 
Swedish enterprises provided vocational training to some of their staff, as against an EU average of 66%. 
Nevertheless, enterprises provided just about a quarter (26.6%) of all non-formal learning activities to adults in 
2011. 
 
Adult learning is deeply rooted in the Swedish society and is characterised by effective structures, flexible 
pathways and adequate financial means to implement targeted policies. A high quality adult learning and 
opportunities for further education and training in different occupational fields are both government priorities. 
While taking part in basic education is a legal right of all adults, municipalities also have the obligation to offer 
upper secondary education that meets the needs of both the adults and the labour market. Moreover, since 2012 
individuals who complete vocational upper secondary programmes have been given the right to attend 
complementary courses offered by municipality adult education to qualify for higher education28. 
 
To improve skills matching in the labour market, in 2010 the Government tasked actors responsible for regional 
development in each county with setting up skills platforms for coordinating skills provision and short- and long-
term education and training planning. Skills platforms have now been all set up and are proving to be important 
tools in securing skills supply to business and the public sector. Regional skills platforms are to be strengthened 
and further developed during 2013-2016, contributing to enhanced competiveness and sustainable national and 
regional development. 


                                          
23  http://www.svd.se/opinion/brannpunkt/stoppa-yrkesprogrammens-forfall_7766908.svd 
24  There are fewer apprentices today than in the pilot scheme in 2008. This is largely explained by the fact that an 'educational contract' 


was introduced in 2011, putting more responsibility on the organisers of apprenticeship training. 
25  9 out of 10 students who graduated in 2011 had found employment by autumn 2012, with approximately 6 out of 10 graduates having 


employment that fully or mostly corresponded to their education programme.  
Source:https://www.myh.se/Publikationer/Employment-of-graduates-from-Higher-Vocational-Education-and-Advanced-Vocational-
Education-and-Training-in-2012/ 


26  Volume I of the Education and Training Monitor (chapter 6) provides an overview of the results of the survey. Skills levels are 
presented either in terms of average score points or proportion of adults at a given proficiency level in literacy or numeracy (level 1 to 
5) or problem solving in technology-rich (ICT) environments (level 1 to 3 or no ICT experience). 


27  Source: Eurostat: LFS 2012 
28  Following the 2011 reform (Education Act 2010), completion of vocational upper secondary programmes no longer gives direct access 


to higher education studies.   



http://www.svd.se/opinion/brannpunkt/stoppa-yrkesprogrammens-forfall_7766908.svd
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1. Key indicators and benchmarks 
Europe 2020 target /


Europe 2020 headline targets 2009 2012 2009 2012 Benchmark


15.7% 13.5% 14.2% EU28 12.7% EU28 EU target: 10%
National target: /


41.5% 47.1% 32.1% EU28 35.7% EU28 EU target: 40%
National target: /


ET 2020 Benchmarks


97.3% 97.0% 11 91.7% 93.2% 11 95%


18.4% : 19.6% : 15%


20.2% : 22.2% : 15%


15.0% : 17.7% : 15%


Initial vocational training 
(IVET)


a. Students participating in 
Leonardo da Vinci programs 
as a share of vocational 
students at ISCED 3


0.4% 0.3% 11 0.6% 0.7% 11


b. Erasmus inbound 
students as % of student 
population in host country


1.0% 11 1.1% 11


c. Inbound degree mobile 
students as % of student 
population in the host 
country


16.9% 11 7.0% 11


80.0% 81.5% 78.3% 75.7% 82%


20.1% 15.8% 9.3% 9.0% 15%


Proposed ET 2020 benchmark


: 9.3% 11,Eng : 43.5% 11


: 0.0% 11 58.6% 60.8% 10


Other ET 2020 Indicators


6.9% 6.5% 11 5.5% 5.3% 11


ISCED 1-2 6,982€    08 7,585€    10 5,732€  08 6,021€  10


ISCED 3-4 7,201€    08 7,642€    10 6,964€  08 7,123€  10


ISCED 5-6 11,931€  08 12,781€  10 9,309€  08 9,168€  10


85.8% 07,Eng 96.6% 11,Eng 60.7% 07 64.7% 11


29.0% 26.0% 25.0% 26.0%


11. Entrepreneurial 
competences


47.0% 47.0% 42.3% a 42.0% a


12. Vocational 
education and training


30.5% 36.0% 11 49.6% 50.3% 11


High qualification : 20.6% : 19.1% EU28


Medium qualification : 17.8% : 4.6% EU28


Low qualification : -42.9% : -20.2% EU28


Literacy : 16.4% : 19.9% EU17


Numeracy : 24.1% : 23.6% EU17


: 25.2% : 26.9% EU13


14. Low-skilled adults


Problem solving in technology rich environments3


a. General government expenditure on education (% of 
GDP)


a. ISCED 2 students at proficiency level B1 or higher in 
first foreign language18. Foreign languages 


skills


a. Pupils in grade 4 (ISCED 1) using computers at school


b. Individuals aged 16-74 with high computer skills2


Individuals aged 18-64 who believe to have the required 
skills and knowledge to start a business


b. ISCED 2 students learning two or more foreign 
languages


9. Investment in 
education and training


4. Basic skills 
Low  achievers (15 year-olds; 
Level 1 or low er in PISA study)


10. Digital competences


13. Skills for future 
labour markets 
Projected change in 
employment 2010-2020 in %


Reading


Mathematics


Science


Share of vocational students at ISCED 3


b. Annual expenditure on 
public and private 
educational institutions per 
pupil/student in €  PPS


Higher Education


5. Learning mobility


7. Adult participation in lifelong learning
(age 25-64)


United Kingdom EU average


1. Early leavers from education and training
(age 18-24)


2. Tertiary educational attainment  
(age 30-34)


3. Early childhood education and care 
(4 years old - year before start of compulsory primary)


6. Employment rate of graduates (age 20-34) having left education 1-3 years before 
reference year


 
Source: Cedefop: 13  /  EAC: 10a,b  /  European Survey on Language Competences (ESLC): 8a  /  Eurostat (Government finance statistics): 9a  /  Eurostat 
(LFS): 1, 2, 6, 7  /  Eurostat (ISS): 10b  /  Eurostat (UOE): 3, 8b, 9b, 10c, 12  /  IEA TIMSS: 10a  /  Global Entrepreneurship Monitor: 11  /  OECD (PIAAC): 
14  /  OECD (PISA): 4 


Notes:  07 =2007, 08 =2008, 09 =2009, 10 =2010, 11 =2011, e= estimate, a= unweighted average b= break, p= provisional, Eng= England 
Number of countries included in EU average: PISA=25, Entrepreneurship=18, Language skills=13, ICT/Computers at school=13, others: EU27 
1= average of skills tested in reading, listening, writing, 2= having carried out 5-6 specific computer related activities, 3= Results cover people with scores 
below level 1 as well as people who have no computer experience or failed the ICT test 
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Figure 1. Position in relation to highest (outer ring) and lowest performers (centre) 


 
 
Source: DG EAC calculations on the basis of data from Eurostat (LFS 2012 and UOE 2011) and OECD (PISA 2009). Note: all scores are set between a 
maximum (the highest performers visualised by the outer ring) and a minimum (the lowest performers visualised by the centre of the chart). 


2. Main challenges1 
 
The UK has an oversupply of low-skilled workers, and a shortage of workers with high-quality vocational and 
technical skills. Despite some progress in recent years, a significant minority of young people continue to leave 
secondary education without the skills and qualifications to compete in the labour market and saw their job 
prospects disproportionately affected by the economic crisis. Improving access to high quality, affordable, early 
childhood education and care remains an issue. Taking into account these challenges, the 2013 European 
Semester country-specific recommendations (CSRs) focused on apprenticeships and traineeships, young people 
with very poor basic skills and childcare. 


 
3. Investing in skills and qualifications 
 
Investing in education and training in a context of economic crisis 
 
Government expenditure on education institutions in the UK is above the EU average (6.5% vs. 5.3% of GDP in 
2011). The current Spending Review settlement included a real terms protection of the schools budget across all 
UK countries but required significant savings to be made in the area of further education (FE) and skills in 
England. The government in England is rebalancing investment in skills, focusing funding on young people (those 
with English and maths skills below Level 2 and the unemployed). It will also invest an additional £270 million by 
2014-15 for capital investment to improve further education colleges in England, and will also provide improved 
information on returns to further education. As from 2013-14, learners aged 24 and over studying at Level 3 and 
above in England will have access to loans (24+ Advanced Learning Loans) to help them pay course fees.  
 
Skills 
 
In terms of basic skills, 15 year-olds' performance on PISA tests continues to outperform the EU average, 
although average performance in the UK has remained broadly constant in last few PISA assessments in reading 
and mathematics and only modestly improved in science. England and Northern Ireland also performed 
comparatively well in the 2011 TIMSS & PIRLS studies conducted by the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA) on fourth-grade students, especially in mathematics. Concerning 
ICT skills of young people, a very high share of pupils in the fourth grade uses computers at school. As regards 
entrepreneurship, the share of the population believing to have the required skills and knowledge to start a 
business is above the EU average also 15-year old pupils in the UK do not feel they develop entrepreneurial skills 
at school. Having English as mother tongue, pupils' foreign language skills are not very developed in the UK. 
 
There is no single qualifications framework covering all qualifications offered to learners in England and Northern 
Ireland outside those in Higher education (HE). For learners in schools taking, in the main, General (GCSE and A 
Level) qualifications the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) is most relevant. The Qualifications and Credit 
Framework (QCF) mainly covers qualifications related to vocational/adult education and training.2 Qualifications 
offered in HEIs are set out in the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ). Work has been done to 


                                          
1  The UK country fiche attempts to present and describe an aggregate UK education position. However, as education is a devolved 


responsibility in the UK there is substantial variation in the policies, organisation, funding and delivery of education across each of the 
individual countries. 


2  The main difference in the NQF and QCF is the latter includes credit values in order to accommodate a more flexible method of delivery 
of the qualifications. The levels across the NQF and QCF are comparable. The NQF and QCF have each got 9 levels (Entry Level and 
Levels 1 to 8).  
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harmonise the levels in the FHEQ (with Levels 4 to 8) with the QCF and NQF. Wales uses the NQF and but has 
set the QCF within an overarching Credit and Qualifications Framework for Wales (CQFW). Scotland has a single 
framework (covering all regulated qualifications including HE qualifications) with 12 levels. Work has been done 
to articulate the UK frameworks to the European Qualifications Framework (EQF).  
 
 
4. Tackling early school leaving and raising the bar in school education 
 
The UK's early school leaving rate continues to be slightly above the EU average (13.5% vs. 12.7% in 2012). 
Foreign-born pupils tend to perform better than natives. 
 


Figure 2. Early leavers from education and training: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: ESL = early school leaving. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 3. Early leavers from education and training: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
According to the 2011 Skills for Life Survey, 28% of 16-18 year-olds in England are functionally innumerate and 
14% are functionally illiterate3. To address the problem of young people with very poor basic skills, the 
Government in each of the UK countries are enacting a range of reforms such as: i) raising the age of 
compulsory participation in education or training in England to 17 in 2013 and 18 in 2015; ii) reforming the 
education system in England, by reviewing the national curriculum4 and (starting from September 2015) the 
General Certificate of Secondary Education examinations (GCSEs); iii) providing schools in England with a Pupil 
Premium worth £1.25 billion in 2012–13 to boost the attainment of pupils from deprived backgrounds, many of 
whom may be at greater risk of becoming NEETs; iv) in Northern Ireland consultation is taking place on 
proposals to reform funding mechanisms to better support schools in breaking the link between deprivation and 
educational underachievement. The Government will also invest an additional £980 million in school 
infrastructure in England by 2015, including funding for 100 new academies and free schools. 
 
These measures have a long-term nature and therefore it is too early to assess their impact. The focus on 
system reform in England – rather than discrete measures or initiatives – is quite strong at school level. Raising 
the age for leaving compulsory schooling may have a significant effect in reducing early school leaving; however 
it remains to be seen whether pupils will be endowed with the right skills for the labour market. When 
redesigning the GCSEs in England it will be important to avoid the creation of a two-tier system penalising low 
achievers who might not be able to pass the new exams. Finally, a survey by the official school inspection body 
in England (Ofsted) expressed some concern about the Pupil Premium, which a large share of schools were not 
using to target disadvantaged children as envisaged5. One of the 2013 CSRs asks the UK to reduce the number 
of young people aged 18-24 who have very poor basic skills. 
 


                                          
3  See Harding, C et al. (2011), 2011 BIS Research Paper Number 57, Skills for Life Survey: Headline Findings. 
4  The Department for Education proposed more demanding programmes in English, mathematics and science.   
5  See Ofsted (2012), The Pupil Premium, http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/pupil-premium 
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Participation in early childhood education is above the EU average; however the UK faces an on-going challenge 
to improve access to high quality and affordable childcare, as mentioned in the 2013 CSRs. The government is 
improving the availability of early childhood education and care. In January 2013, the Government in England 
published More Great Childcare, which sets out a plan of action for delivering high-quality early childhood 
education and childcare, with a strong focus on child development. In February 2013, the Department for 
Education in England presented the Children and Families Bill to Parliament, proposing reforms to boost the 
number of high-quality, affordable childcare places. 
 
 
5. Encouraging participation in tertiary education and modernising higher education 
 
The UK performs well above the EU average (47.6% as against 35.7% in 2012) with regard to the tertiary 
attainment rate. Also completion rates are above the EU average (72% vs. 69% in 2011)6.  
 


Figure 4. Tertiary education attainment: sub-groups 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: TE = tertiary education. See Annex 2 for further information. 
 


Figure 5. Tertiary education attainment: sub-indicators 


 
Source: JRC-CRELL. Note: see Annex 2 for an explanation of the sub-indicators. 
 
As from the academic year 2012-13, tuition fees increased to up to £9,000 per year in the UK, with a system of 
grants and government-backed loans available for students. University applications rates declined slightly in 
England for the academic year 2012-2013, against a recent trend of annual increases, with a larger drop for 
people coming from more advantaged backgrounds; by contrast, application rates in Northern Ireland, Scotland 
and Wales (where the student support regimes differ from England) broadly continued their recent trends7 
Closely monitoring the impact of the new fee regime in England on participation in higher education remains 
important.  
 


6. Facilitating the transition from education to work 
 
Young, low skilled workers have seen their job prospects disproportionately affected by the economic crisis and 
the unemployment rate of low-skilled 15-24 year-olds is significantly above the EU average (37.2% in the UK 
compared to an EU average of 30.3% in 2012). By contrast, the employment rate of recent graduates from at 
least upper secondary education is well above the EU average (81.5% vs. 75.7% in 2012)8. 
 
The skills issue is set to become even more relevant in the next few years, as according to projections by the 
European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (Cedefop), the number of low qualification jobs in 


                                          
6  See OECD (2013), Education at a Glance 2013. 
7  See UCAS (2012), How have applications for full-time undergraduate higher education in the UK changed in 2012? 
8  Measured as the employment rates of graduates aged 20-34 who have graduated (from upper secondary or tertiary education) no 


more than three years ago. 
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the UK will strongly decrease and could represent only 11% of total jobs in 2020 (compared with an EU average 
of 18%). 
 
The government introduced a new Traineeships programme in England in August 2013. This will provide 16-24 
year-olds lacking the necessary skills and experience they need for the labour market with a tailor-made 
package of support to enable them to take up apprenticeships or other jobs. Traineeships could have a positive 
impact in the relatively short term, but will require effective implementation, as recommended by the 2013 
CSRs. 
 
In Scotland, through the 'Opportunities for All' commitment, the Government aims at offering a place in 
education or training to all 16-19 year-olds not already in learning, training or employment. 
 
Participation of upper secondary students in vocational education and training is below the EU average (36% as 
against 50.3% in 2011). Vocational education and training policy has been too focused on basic skills and 
relatively low-level qualifications, while the economy increasingly demands more advanced qualifications. 
However some progress has been made in recent years. In England, the number of apprenticeships continues to 
grow and there is some evidence of a shift to higher-level qualifications. In 2011/12 there was a 22% growth in 
advanced level (Level 3) apprenticeships and a 68% increase in higher level (Levels 4 and 5) apprenticeships9. 
To increase the focus of apprenticeships on high-level skills, from 2013 Level 6 (graduate) and 7 (postgraduate) 
apprenticeships will be available in subjects including law, accountancy and advanced engineering. In addition, 
24 University Technical Colleges (UTCs), a new type of schools set up in cooperation with employers and 
universities, will be opened by 2014. These colleges will teach engineering, business and other practical skills.  
 
The Employer Ownership Pilot was launched in England to raise business engagement and investment by routing 
public money directly to employers rather than via providers, with businesses invited to set out the public 
investment they need to support their own investment in skills, training and apprenticeship opportunities. In 
2012, 34 projects from businesses were selected, which are expected to generate 11,000 apprenticeships 
(including 4,400 for 16-18 year-olds), 27,000 full time equivalent non-apprenticeship vocational training 
opportunities and 49,000 other learning or training opportunities, including work experience and work 
placements. In the 2013-14 financial year, the Government will increase the size of the Employer Ownership 
Pilot from £250 million to £340 million. 
 
A recent report from an independent ad-hoc commission, the Richard Review, called on the government to 
improve the quality of apprenticeships in England and make them more focused on the needs of employers; the 
government endorsed its recommendations for reforms and intends to start taking practical steps in autumn 
2013. This could help to strengthen the role of employers in designing an effective apprenticeship system. 
However, the qualifications system remains very complex, and this may have an adverse effect on business 
involvement in the apprenticeships programme. The 2013 CSRs recommend that the UK increase the quality and 
duration of apprenticeships, simplify the system of qualifications and strengthen the engagement of employers, 
particularly in the provision of advanced and intermediate technical skills. 
 
Scotland also has a fairly recent scheme for Modern Apprenticeships10. The Scottish Government is committed to 
ensuring 25,000 Modern Apprenticeship opportunities in each year of the Scottish Parliament (25,500 individuals 
started a modern apprenticeship in 2012-13). In Northern Ireland, the Department for Employment and Learning 
offers a guarantee of a training place through its Training for Success programme for all unemployed 16-17 year 
old school leavers with extended eligibility for those with a disability and from an in-care background. 
 


7. Upgrading skills through lifelong learning 
 
Adults (aged 16-65) in the UK (England and Northern Ireland) score around the EU average in the literacy and 
numeracy tests of the Survey of Adult Skills (PIAAC). However young people (aged 16-24) in England perform 
below the EU average and worse than the overall population. This is linked to the very low performance of young 
people (aged 16-29) with only lower secondary education. The survey also shows that recent graduates in 
tertiary education (aged up to 29) do not score better than older British cohorts with tertiary qualifications or 
even than recent upper secondary graduates in the best performing European countries. While employed people 
have on average higher skills than unemployed people at EU level, this gap is even more pronounced in the UK 
(England and Northern Ireland) for both literacy and numeracy.  
 
The results pointing at a significant proportion of low skilled adults confirm the findings of national surveys. The 
UK has a persistently large number of functionally illiterate and innumerate adults, usually with no qualifications: 
according to the 2011 Skills for Life Survey, in England 5.1 million adults (15% of the adult population) are 
functional illiterate and 8.1 million adults (24% of the adult population) are functionally innumerate.  
                                          
9  There were 520 600 apprenticeship starts in the 2011-12 academic year (compared to 457 200 in 2010-11), of which 291 300 were 


taken up by young people (compared to 275 100 in 2010/2011).  In 2011/2012, advanced-level apprenticeships represented 36.1% of 
the total, compared with 33.7% in 2010/2011, while higher-level apprenticeships were 0.7% of the total, as against 0.5% in 
2010/2011. 


10  http://www.ourskillsforce.co.uk/modern-apprenticeships-for-employers/ 
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Participation of adults in lifelong learning in the UK decreased in recent years (although the figures are affected 
by breaks in series), while remaining high in EU comparison (15.8% vs. 9% in 2012). In 2010, 80% of UK 
enterprises provided vocational training to their staff, as against an EU average of 66%.  
 
The Government established the National Careers Service in England in April 2012, as a joint initiative of the 
Department for Business Innovation and Skills and the Department for Education. This measure created for the 
first time an all-age careers service, with a £106 million budget for 2012/13. In Northern Ireland, in September 
2012, the Northern Ireland Executive published Access to Success11, a new integrated regional strategy for 
widening participation in higher education, which includes the development of non-traditional routes into higher 
education through Adult Access Courses and increased part-time opportunities. Northern Ireland has also 
instituted a range of measures to help engage employers, particularly those from the small and medium sized 
enterprises with skills development.12  
 


                                          
11  http://www.delni.gov.uk/access-to-success.pdf   
12  These include: Skills Solutions Service which provides a single point of contact for employers on skills matters providing advice, 


brokering training and helping employers access appropriate funding streams; a diagnostic service (the Management Analysis and 
Planning programme) to assist companies to identify and meet their management and leadership needs; an on-online diagnostic and 
signposting questionnaire for individual managers which will direct individual managers to appropriate programmes including; a range 
of 27 supported management and leadership programmes to develop managers at all levels within a business. 
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