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Foreword

The past two and a half years have been dominated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Disruptions 
to activities in schools, universities and training centres have had severe consequences, not 
least on teachers’ and young people’s well-being. The impact of the ongoing Russian war 
of aggression against Ukraine is also reverberating throughout Europe’s schools, teachers 
and the education community at large. 

Still, our education institutions and teachers continue to demonstrate both their immense 
dedication and their great capacity for flexibility and innovation. They show resilience, 
successfully overcome digital and pedagogical challenges, and act to ensure the continuity 
of learning. 

These challenging times have highlighted inequalities still permeating our education 
institutions. Equity and inclusion in education and training demand us to eradicate the 
negative effects of individual circumstances on people’s prospects in life, such as a 
learner’s gender, home situation, disability, or having a migrant background. Our education 
institutions and teachers deserve all the support we can give them to work towards breaking 
cycles of disadvantage, some of which continue to be passed down through generations.

This year’s Education and Training Monitor accompanies our stocktaking of progress 
towards the European Education Area. The Monitor’s comparative report tracks progress 
towards the EU-level targets agreed by the Member States of the EU and shows how 
countries stand in relation to them. The report complements the targets with a rich 
supporting evidence base, capturing policy levers and contextual factors that may shape 
future successes. 

The Education and Training Monitor continues to provide crucial analytical input to shape 
our education and training policies in support of an inclusive COVID-19 recovery, to increase 
our systems’ resilience during times of disruption and, ultimately, to develop education 
and training systems that lead to better jobs and better lives. I trust that the report will 
inform our discussions with stakeholders, including governments, experts and international 
organisations, as well as the wider public, so that we can achieve our common vision for 
the European Education Area. 

Mariya Gabriel 
European Commissioner for Innovation, Research, Culture, Education and Youth
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Executive summary

The Education and Training Monitor’s comparative report comprises a broad, cross-EU 
analysis of education and training systems to go alongside 27 more in-depth country 
reports. The comparative report tracks progress towards achieving the EU-level targets 
agreed as part of the strategic framework for European cooperation in the field. Seven EU-
level targets have been set, and this report complements them with numerous supporting 
indicators to shed light on context and possible policy levers. In addition, the 2022 edition 
starts with a brand new EU-level indicator – developed in response to a request from 
the Council – to be used as a broad measure of the equity of EU education and training 
systems. The 2022 Education and Training Monitor accompanies a Commission progress 
report on the European Education Area.

A new indicator brings the conversation closer  
to the roots of inequity in education

No education and training system manages to decouple performance from socio-
economic status. Young people from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds are 
almost six times more likely to underachieve at age 15 than those from advantaged socio-
economic backgrounds, suggesting a strong intergenerational transmission of educational 
disadvantage. Such inequities do not emerge at age 15 and do not stop there. Stepping 
up the focus on equity in education is likely to support future progress in all existing EU-
level target domains. The 2022 Education and Training Monitor demonstrates key equity 
challenges across other domains, with underperformance widespread among specific 
population sub-groups, and often clustered in the same schools or areas. 

A summary of country performance with regards to the EU-level targets under 
the EEA Strategic framework Resolution.
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Countries
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Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey 2021 and UOE 2020), OECD (PISA 2018) and IEA (ICILS 2018).
Note: the EU-level target on adult learning is omitted as data supporting the main indicator will only be available as of 2023.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
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A level playing field is set in the early years

Quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) is a major contributor to equity when it 
can reach children from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. Participation in ECEC 
contributes to better cognitive outcomes and better prospects, especially for vulnerable 
children. At 93.0% in 2020, the overall share of children between the age of 3 and the 
start of compulsory primary education enrolled in ECEC has remained stable. Yet children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds continue to encounter obstacles to participation. Several 
EU countries have recently broadened access by extending the age of the ECEC place 
guarantee or improving affordability. Even though closures and restrictions were not as 
ubiquitous as at other education levels, the COVID-19 pandemic put pressure on the quality 
of provision, and a spotlight on pre-existing structural issues. 

A better responsiveness is needed for future decreases  
in early school leaving

At 9.7% in 2021, the share of early leavers from education and training continues to 
fall and remains on track to achieving the 2030 target of less than 9%. Approximately 
3.1 million young people are now disengaged from education and training while having 
attained lower secondary qualifications at most, with only 42.3% of them being employed. 
Future progress may require refocusing on the most disadvantaged and hardest-to-reach 
young people. For instance, young people whose parents have a low level of education are 
nine times more likely to be early school leavers than young people whose parents have 
a high level of education. The Pathways to School Success proposal links low attainment 
and low achievement in education, supporting a wide range of actors in their capacity to 
respond to the real-world needs of today’s young people.

A diverse and evolving landscape characterises  
vocational education and training

Nearly half (48.7%) of all pupils enrolled in upper secondary education are in vocational 
education and training (VET). The 2022 Education and Training Monitor captures progress 
towards three key objectives for the VET sector, covering work-based learning, mobility 
and graduate employability. In terms of work-based learning, newly collected data reveal 
major differences between countries. While at EU level, the 2025 target seems within 
reach, the full impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is yet to be captured. The pandemic has 
also interrupted a gradual increase in VET learner mobility, with some recovery beginning in 
May 2021. Furthermore, at 76.4% in 2021, the employment rates of recent VET graduates 
suffered from the pandemic too, with recovery remaining incomplete.

An expansion of higher education masks persisting disparities

In 2021, 41.2% of 25-34 year-olds had a tertiary-level qualification, keeping the EU on 
track towards meeting its 2030 target of at least 45%. However, decades of educational 
expansion have coincided with an ever-widening gender gap, reaching 11.1 percentage 
points in favour of women. Evidence suggests that gender gaps emerge long before 
tertiary education and widen along the education trajectory, as mirrored in most data 
on new entrants, enrolments and completion. Study choice also retains a strong gender 
divide, and women remain underrepresented in disciplines such as ICT and engineering. In 
addition, tertiary educational attainment rates are 48.6 percentage points higher among 
young people whose parents have a high level of education than they are among young 
people whose parents have a low level of education. 



6  

An era of transitions demands lifelong skills development

In 2021, 10.8% of adults aged 25 to 64 participated in formal or non-formal learning 
activities over the preceding 4 weeks, showing a recovery from pandemic-induced drops 
the previous year. While adult learning in the preceding 4 weeks has increased among the 
unemployed (now 12.7%), it is still much less prevalent among people with a low level 
of education (4.3%) and people living in rural areas (7.8%). These data build on a new, 
more granular definition of adult learning – and will be improved again next year with the 
reference period for learning activities being extended to 12 months. It is the 12-month 
reference period that will be used for the EU-level targets for both 2025 and 2030, as well 
as for national targets set by the Member States. 

A policy focus on key competences looks beyond basic skills

The fact that underachievement in basic skills is associated with less time being allocated 
for instruction could spell bad news for the learning losses that may have resulted from 
physical school closures. However, there are other key competences beyond reading, maths 
and science that should not be overlooked in a post-COVID-19 world. The 2022 Education 
and Training Monitor looks at the latest evidence on key competence domains such as 
multilingualism and citizenship. Firstly, almost two thirds of lower secondary students now 
learn at least two foreign languages, strengthening intercultural understanding. Secondly, 
in terms of civic awareness, substantial shares of young people give priority to issues such 
as inequality (42.8%) and climate change (39.4%). 

A focus on digital and sustainability competences concerns 
learners of all ages

The promotion of digital and sustainability competences can benefit from them being 
mainstreamed in compulsory education as cross-curricular subjects. It will also benefit 
from the boosting of teachers’ confidence and skills. Yet ensuring a basic proficiency 
in digital and sustainability competences has particular implications for adult learning, 
making sure that learners who already left the formal education and training systems do 
not miss out on the opportunities provided by an accelerating twin transition. Moreover, it 
should be emphasised that these competence domains are marked by the same inequities 
that permeate the entirety of education and training. For instance, boys are more likely 
to underachieve in digital skills than girls, and engagement in environmental protection 
activities is more prevalent among young people from advantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds in several Member States.
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Part 1. The right of learning

The right to education is enshrined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights and a cornerstone of 
the rights-based Sustainable Development Goal 4 
for education1, contributing to a fair society of equal 
opportunities. At EU level, it is the European Pillar 
of Social Rights2 that plays a key role in battling 
inequalities between and within Member States3. Efforts 
to improve equity and inclusion in education and training 
complement the EU equality strategies adopted in 
2020-214. They form a strategic priority of European 
cooperation in education and training towards the 
European Education Area and beyond5. 

1 See UNESCO’s overview of the right to education.

2 Principle 1 of the European Pillar of Social Rights says that ‘[e]veryone 
has the right to quality and inclusive education, training and life-long 
learning in order to maintain and acquire skills that enable them to 
participate fully in society and manage successfully transitions in the 
labour market’.

3 Two headline indicators of the European Pillar of Social Rights’ revised 
Social Scoreboard worth mentioning here as broader context indicators 
concern income inequality (comparing the ratio of equivalised disposable 
income received by the top quintile to that received by the bottom 
quintile) and the at-risk-of-poverty or exclusion rate for children aged 
0-17 (measuring the share of children who are at risk of poverty, and/or 
severely materially or socially deprived, and/or living in households with 
very low work intensity).

4 These EU equality strategies comprise, inter alia, the Gender equality 
strategy, the EU anti-racism action plan, the EU Roma strategic 
framework for equality, inclusion and participation, the LGBTIQ equality 
strategy, and the Strategy for the rights of persons with disabilities.

5 See the 2021 Council Resolution, henceforth noted as ‘EEA Strategic 
framework Resolution’.

Equitable education and training systems are not about 
equal educational attainment or equal educational 
achievement. Instead, they are expected to ensure that 
young people’s educational performance is decoupled 
from individual circumstances such as socio-economic 
status – the latter often captured by parental education 
and occupation, or household income. Moreover, inclusive 
education and training systems are responsive to the 
outcomes and experiences faced by specific population 
sub-groups6.

Part 1 of this report puts equity front and centre. It 
starts off with a brand new EU-level indicator on equity 
in education and training, in response to an invitation 
to propose one as part of the EEA Strategic framework 
Resolution. The proposed approach affirms the objective 
to decouple education outcomes from socio-economic 
status. The new indicator is based on the OECD’s 
Programme for International Student Achievement 
(PISA). Part 1 then continues with a chapter on access 
to quality early childhood education and care, which 
levels the playing field in a truly equitable education and 
training system.

6 Disadvantaged backgrounds, above and beyond socio-economic status, 
concern young people that have been traditionally marginalised and/
or discriminated against in education and training. Some disadvantaged 
groups remain invisible in regular cross-EU monitoring exercises, such as 
young people from racial and ethnic minorities and young people with 
special education needs or disabilities.

https://www.unesco.org/en/education/right-education/need-know
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights_en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/empl/european-pillar-of-social-rights/en/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2020%3A0565%3AFIN
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/roma-eu/roma-equality-inclusion-and-participation-eu_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/policies/justice-and-fundamental-rights/combatting-discrimination/roma-eu/roma-equality-inclusion-and-participation-eu_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0698
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52020DC0698
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8376&furtherPubs=yes
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
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Box 1. Evidence suggests physical 
school closures have widened 
educational inequities
National research suggests that where learning 
loss occurred, it typically exacerbated educational 
inequalities stemming from pre-existing socio-
economic gaps. In the Netherlands, for example, 
learning losses were 60% higher among students 
living in households where neither parent had 
achieved qualifications above lower secondary 
education level. Similarly, a study from Belgium found 
a correlation between the extent of the learning 
loss and school characteristics, with schools with 
higher shares of disadvantaged student populations 
experiencing larger learning losses. Studies from 
some other Member States showed similar patterns.

Several key factors were likely to influence children’s 
vulnerability to learning loss. Parental education 
likely played an important role, as parents with 
lower educational achievement may have found it 
more difficult to provide their children with adequate 
learning support at home during physical school 
closures. Children living in single-parent households 
may have been particularly vulnerable, especially 
where single parents were employed and experienced 
work-life balance difficulties that prevented them 
from providing appropriate learning support. Migrant 
status of parents and children contributed to learning 
vulnerability, as parents may have struggled to 
provide learning support to their children due to 
language barriers or differences in educational 
systems between countries. 

Above all, learning loss was concentrated among 
children experiencing socio-economic disadvantages, 
such as low household income, lack of access to 
educational tools, lack of internet access, or lack of 
parental support in learning. Migrant and displaced 
children, especially refugees and asylum-seekers, 
were more vulnerable to educational disruption where 
they had limited access to resources necessary for 
online learning. Children from certain minority ethnic 
backgrounds, such as Roma, experienced such poor 
digital infrastructure too. Limited internet access 
in certain remote rural locations was also likely to 
contribute to learning loss.

Source: Employment and Social Developments in Europe 
(ESDE) review 2022.

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
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Chapter 1.  A new indicator brings the conversation 
closer to the roots of inequity in education

1.1. Socio-economic status has an 
immense effect on educational 
performance

For the very first time, Figure 1 contrasts severe 
educational underperformance among learners from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds with that of 
learners from advantaged socio-economic backgrounds. 
Severe underperformance here means a low score on 
all three PISA scales simultaneously (reading, maths 
and science)7. Socio-economic status is captured by the 
OECD’s index for economic, social and cultural status8, 
comparing its lowest and highest quarters. This broad 
measure of inequity tops no fewer than 35 percentage 
points in Romania (39.0) and Bulgaria (38.3)9. The gap is 
19.3 percentage points on average across the EU, with 
students of low socio-economic status 5.6 times more 
likely to underachieve in school education than students 
of high socio-economic status10.

7 This is in contrast to low achievement in reading, maths and science 
separately, which is captured by an existing EU-level target (see Section 
7.1 and also Box 2 in this section). Section 7.1 reiterates how there has 
been negligible progress towards reaching the existing EU-level target. 
An insufficient focus on equity in education may be a primary cause of 
this negligible progress. The new EU-level indicator domain on equity 
in education brings the conversation closer to the root of the problem. 
It is worth noting however, that the share of severe underperformance 
may be underestimated. This is partly because the underpinning PISA 
tests may have excluded newly arrived migrants, learners with language 
difficulties, or learners with disabilities. Student exclusions from PISA 
2018, albeit small, were attributed to functional disability, intellectual 
disability, language or other reasons.

8 This well-established index is a measure of students’ access to family 
resources (financial capital, social capital, cultural capital and human 
capital). It comprises elements such as parental level of education, 
parental occupational status and various home possessions.

9 In both countries, around half of all 15-year-olds in the lowest quarter 
of socio-economic status underperform across reading, maths and 
science. 

10 Comparing the two latest rounds of data collection (2015 and 2018), 
the gap has not changed substantially at EU level since 2015 when it 
stood at 18.8 percentage points and a 5.9 ratio. The addition of PISA 
2022 in December 2023 will shed further light on trends over time, 
and may confirm whether gaps have widened since the onset of the 
COVID-19 crisis.

The outsized role of socio-economic status is not 
limited to a minority of Member States11, but there 
are huge disparities between countries as to the size 
of underachievement gaps. Firstly, a gap of under 10 
percentage points only exists in Estonia and Finland (5.1 
and 9.9, respectively). These two countries are generally 
top performers in PISA and thereby show that there is 
no inherent trade-off between excellence and equity. 
Secondly, country variation is so substantial that students 
from advantaged socio-economic backgrounds in some 
countries are still much more likely to underperform 
than students from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds in other countries. 

11 Even among the seven countries with overall shares of 
underachievement below 10%, the underachievement ratio between 
low and high socio-economic students ranges from 3.5 (Estonia) to 6.0 
(Poland).

Students of low socioeconomic 
status are almost 6 times more 
likely to underachieve than 
students of high socioeconomic 
status”.
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Figure 1. Educational underperformance is coupled with socio-economic status
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Note: countries are shown in descending order according to the percentage point difference between the lowest and highest quarters of socio-economic status in terms 
of average underachievement in reading, maths and science (combined). Figures on top of each bar denote the ratio between the two values. 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-1.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
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Box 2. How does the new EU-level indicator compare with the existing EU-level 
targets on underachievement in reading, maths and science?
The new EU-level indicator for equity in education uses a combined measure of severe educational underachievement. 
Instead of looking at low achievement in reading, maths and science separately – as is the approach of the 
complementary EU-level target on underachievement in basic skills (Section 7.1) – it captures underperformance on all 
three proficiency scales simultaneously. 

It is more likely for a 15-year-old to have a low score on one PISA scale than on all three PISA scales simultaneously. 
Across the EU, the shares of underachievement in reading (22.5%), maths (22.9%) and science (22.3%) are all higher than 
the share of underachievement in all three domains combined (13.0%). This illustrates how the new EU-level indicator on 
equity is built on a more severe definition of educational underachievement. Here, eight Member States yield shares above 
15%: Bulgaria (32.0%), Romania (29.8%), Cyprus (25.7%), Malta (22.6%), Greece (19.9%), Luxembourg (17.4%), Slovakia 
(16.9%) and Hungary (15.4%).

Underachievement gaps by socio-economic status are also different when looking at the three PISA domains separately as 
opposed to combined (Figure 2). The new EU-level indicator for equity in education is more favourable to some countries 
and less favourable to others. Some Member States compare more positively with the EU average, such as Czechia (in 
particular when compared to reading and maths separately), Slovenia (maths, reading) and Denmark (science). Other 
Member States compare more negatively with the EU average, such as Malta (in particular when compared to reading 
separately) and Cyprus (maths).

Figure 2. The underachievement gap between low and high socio-economic status when combining 
reading, maths and science, and when looking at them separately
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-2.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-1.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
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Even though education and training systems all across 
the EU try to eliminate any negative effects arising from 
learners’ individual circumstances, low socio-economic 
status may be the largest single explanatory factor 
obstructing equality of opportunity for many different 
disadvantaged groups12. Low socio-economic status 
permeates the school experience in various ways. Its 
effects are evident for the youngest age brackets with 
comparative data available13 and even extend to 15-year-
olds’ expectations of completing tertiary education in 
the future14. Socio-economic status is so engrained in 
education and training systems that learners with low 
socio-economic status may end up clustered in schools 
with a concentration of similarly disadvantaged peers15.

The passing down of educational disadvantage throughout 
the generations remains pervasive in all EU-level target 
domains covered in the 2022 Education and Training 
Monitor with proxies for socio-economic background 
available. For instance, young people whose parents 
have a low level of education are nine times more likely 
to become early school leavers (Chapter 3) and 48.6 
percentage points less likely to attain a tertiary educational 
qualification (Chapter 5) when compared to young people 
whose parents have a high level of education16.

1.2. Complementary evidence on 
specific disadvantaged groups 
adds further texture

Inclusive education presupposes an assessment of the 
disadvantage experienced by specific population sub-

12 See the 2021 Council conclusions on equity and inclusion in education 
and training in order to promote educational success for all.

13 The 2019 Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study 
(TIMSS) by the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement (IEA) is partially focused on students in grade 
4 (age 10 on average). Across the EU, 4.5% of fourth graders reveal a 
low performance in the TIMSS tests for both maths and science. This 
share is only 1.0% among high socio-economic groups (measured on the 
basis of parental education), versus 9.9% among low socio-economic 
groups.  Monitor Toolbox 

14 Strikingly, across the EU, whereas 81.8% of 15-year-olds from 
advantaged socio-economic backgrounds expect to complete tertiary 
education, only 45.4% of 15-year-olds from disadvantaged socio-
economic backgrounds expect to do the same.  Monitor Toolbox 

15 PISA’s ‘isolation index’ can be used as a proxy for such school 
segregation. The index ranges from 0 (no segregation) to 1 (full 
segregation). Overall, the EU scores a 0.16. Segregation is, on average, 
lowest in Croatia (0.10), Finland (0.10) and Cyprus (0.10), and highest 
in Bulgaria (0.29) and Slovakia (0.29).  Monitor Toolbox  The European 
Expert Network on Economics of Education (EENEE) published a 2021 
analytical report on school segregation that uses intra-class correlations 
on the basis of parental education and immigration status, both clearly 
correlating with the main indicator in Figure 1.

16 Data for early leavers from education and training (Chapter 3) and 
tertiary educational attainment (Chapter 5) are based on a 2021 ad hoc 
module of the EU Labour Force Survey (LFS).

groups. Some elements of this disadvantage may be 
due to socio-economic status, whereas others could be 
attributed to factors such as prejudice, discrimination, 
language barriers or a lack of appropriate services.

Women outperform men in virtually all EU-level 
education statistics. Combined underachievement in 
reading, maths and science is about 3 percentage points 
less common among girls (with the socio-economic 
gap in underachievement being nearly identical). The 
risk of early leaving from education and training is 3.5 
percentage points lower among girls (Chapter 3) and 
tertiary educational attainment is no less than 11.1 
percentage points more common among women (Chapter 
5). Education and training systems do nonetheless 
contribute towards engraining outdated gender 
stereotypes17. Gender equality measures in education are 
particularly targeted at creating a better gender balance 
in certain fields of study, and at developing equality 
plans, particularly in higher education institutions.

Migrant young people are 12.9 percentage points more 
likely to become early school leavers than the overall EU 
average (Chapter 3)18. They are 7.1 percentage points less 
likely to attain a tertiary education qualification (Chapter 
5). The later migrants arrive in the education trajectory, 
the more education and training systems struggle to 
integrate them. The underperformance gap between low 
and high socio-economic status is 20.9 percentage points 
when the test language is not spoken at home19, versus 
17.4 percentage points when it is (Figure 3). The difference 
is much more pronounced in Hungary (59.1 versus 27.8), 
Romania (64.2 versus 37.7), Slovakia (49.2 versus 23.9) 
and Portugal (40.2 versus 20.2).

17 Important elements that deserve further attention include, for instance: 
(a) the revision of textbooks and digital resources through a gender 
equality lens; (b) the need for gender-sensitive teaching as of ECEC; and 
(c) the fighting of gender-based bullying (including cyber-bullying).

18 Being born in another EU country or in a non-EU country are two vastly 
different concepts. Yet the difference is small in terms of early school 
leaving (21.4% versus 21.6%, respectively).

19 Migrant background is difficult to analyse meaningfully using the PISA 
data that underpins the equity main indicator (Figure 1). A first problem 
concern definitions, with non-immigrant students defined as ‘students 
whose mother or father or both was/were born in the country/economy 
where the student sat the PISA test, regardless of whether the student 
him/herself was born in that country or economy’. A second problem 
concerns small sample sizes, particularly for Bulgaria, Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania and Slovakia. However, the test language being spoken at 
home is an imperfect proxy for migrant background too, and may 
misclassify some students.

Figure 3. A different home language widens inequities further in some Member States 
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Source: European Commission (Joint Research Centre) calculations based on OECD’s PISA 2018 data.  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 
Note: countries are shown in descending order according to the underachievement gap among students who speak the test language at home. The difference between 
the test language being spoken at home or not in terms of underachievement gaps between low and high socio-economic status is not statistically significant at the 
0.05 level for Cyprus, Ireland and Poland.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021XG0610%2801%29&qid=1651064547529
https://www.iea.nl/studies/iea/timss
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
https://eenee.eu/en/resources/library/patterns-of-school-segregation-in-europe/
https://eenee.eu/en/resources/library/patterns-of-school-segregation-in-europe/
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-3.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
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groups. Some elements of this disadvantage may be 
due to socio-economic status, whereas others could be 
attributed to factors such as prejudice, discrimination, 
language barriers or a lack of appropriate services.

Women outperform men in virtually all EU-level 
education statistics. Combined underachievement in 
reading, maths and science is about 3 percentage points 
less common among girls (with the socio-economic 
gap in underachievement being nearly identical). The 
risk of early leaving from education and training is 3.5 
percentage points lower among girls (Chapter 3) and 
tertiary educational attainment is no less than 11.1 
percentage points more common among women (Chapter 
5). Education and training systems do nonetheless 
contribute towards engraining outdated gender 
stereotypes17. Gender equality measures in education are 
particularly targeted at creating a better gender balance 
in certain fields of study, and at developing equality 
plans, particularly in higher education institutions.

Migrant young people are 12.9 percentage points more 
likely to become early school leavers than the overall EU 
average (Chapter 3)18. They are 7.1 percentage points less 
likely to attain a tertiary education qualification (Chapter 
5). The later migrants arrive in the education trajectory, 
the more education and training systems struggle to 
integrate them. The underperformance gap between low 
and high socio-economic status is 20.9 percentage points 
when the test language is not spoken at home19, versus 
17.4 percentage points when it is (Figure 3). The difference 
is much more pronounced in Hungary (59.1 versus 27.8), 
Romania (64.2 versus 37.7), Slovakia (49.2 versus 23.9) 
and Portugal (40.2 versus 20.2).

17 Important elements that deserve further attention include, for instance: 
(a) the revision of textbooks and digital resources through a gender 
equality lens; (b) the need for gender-sensitive teaching as of ECEC; and 
(c) the fighting of gender-based bullying (including cyber-bullying).

18 Being born in another EU country or in a non-EU country are two vastly 
different concepts. Yet the difference is small in terms of early school 
leaving (21.4% versus 21.6%, respectively).

19 Migrant background is difficult to analyse meaningfully using the PISA 
data that underpins the equity main indicator (Figure 1). A first problem 
concern definitions, with non-immigrant students defined as ‘students 
whose mother or father or both was/were born in the country/economy 
where the student sat the PISA test, regardless of whether the student 
him/herself was born in that country or economy’. A second problem 
concerns small sample sizes, particularly for Bulgaria, Lithuania, Poland, 
Romania and Slovakia. However, the test language being spoken at 
home is an imperfect proxy for migrant background too, and may 
misclassify some students.

Figure 3. A different home language widens inequities further in some Member States 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70 Test language is spoken at home
Test language is not spoken at home

Es
to

ni
a

Sl
ov

en
ia

Fi
nl

an
d

D
en

m
ar

k

Sw
ed

en

Po
la

nd

La
tv

ia

Ire
la

nd

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Au
st

ria

Cr
oa

tia

G
er

m
an

y

Sp
ai

n

M
al

ta

Ita
lyEU

Cz
ec

hi
a

Be
lg

iu
m

Fr
an

ce

Li
th

ua
ni

a

Po
rt

ug
al

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Sl
ov

ak
ia

G
re

ec
e

Cy
pr

us

H
un

ga
ry

Bu
lg

ar
ia

Ro
m

an
ia

G
ap

 in
 t

he
 u

nd
er

ac
hi

ev
em

en
t 

be
tw

ee
n 

lo
w

es
t 

an
d 

hi
gh

es
t 

qu
ar

te
rs

 o
f 

so
ci

o-
ec

on
om

ic
 s

ta
tu

s 
(in

 p
er

ce
nt

ag
e 

po
in

ts
)

Source: European Commission (Joint Research Centre) calculations based on OECD’s PISA 2018 data.  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 
Note: countries are shown in descending order according to the underachievement gap among students who speak the test language at home. The difference between 
the test language being spoken at home or not in terms of underachievement gaps between low and high socio-economic status is not statistically significant at the 
0.05 level for Cyprus, Ireland and Poland.

The new EU-level indicator domain on inclusion and equity 
must always remain a work in progress, taking on board 
the latest evidence as the knowledge base is strengthened 
further over time20. Such a flexible approach enables 
the monitoring exercise to acknowledge, for instance, 
periodical data on young people from racial and ethnic 
minorities who are marginalised and/or discriminated 
against21, young people with disabilities and/or special 
education needs22, and school-age refugees (Box 4). 
Furthermore, non-discrimination in education is itself 
a sub-dimension that may strengthen the EU-level 
indicator domain on inclusion and equity in the future23.

20 The Commission is examining on a wider scale the obstacles to 
collecting ‘equality data’ and is enabling the exchange of best practices. 
This is to encourage Member States, in full respect of their national 
contexts, to move towards collecting data disaggregated on the basis of 
all the relevant discrimination grounds.

21 As a prime example, the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA) 
reproduced early school leaving statistics for their 2019 Roma and 
Travellers Survey. More than half of surveyed 15-24 year-olds complete 
at most lower secondary education in Belgium (59% of Roma and 71% 
of Travellers), France (84% of Travellers), Ireland (70% of Travellers) 
and the Netherlands (88% of Roma and 62% of Travellers and Sinti).

22 Albeit a simplified proxy, an important addition to the EU Labour Force 
Survey data will be two new biennial variables on self-perceived general 
health and self-assessed limitations in daily activities because of on-
going (physical, mental or emotional) health problems.

23 FRA captures self-reported experiences with discrimination in 
educational institutions (as a parent or as part of one’s own education).

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-3.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-roma-travellers-six-countries_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-roma-travellers-six-countries_en.pdf
https://fra.europa.eu/en
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Box 3. Investigating the share of out-of-school 15-year-olds
Another fundamentally overlooked issue may be that of out-of-school young people24, who do not have a chance to 
underperform in the first place. Figure 4 captures the share of unenrolled 15-year-olds across the EU. These 15-year-olds 
may be at different stages of each country’s educational pathway (whether lower or upper secondary education), yet still 
at compulsory schooling age in most Member States. It is worth noting that low performing countries in Figure 1 (Romania, 
Bulgaria) also yield significant shares of out-of-school young people in Figure 4 (16.8% and 14.5% respectively). Further 
investigation of this indicator is warranted25. 

Figure 4. Around 3% of all 15-year-olds are not enrolled in the national education system
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Source: Eurostat (UOE 2020).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 
Note: the indicator combines demography and enrolment statistics, approximating the share of 15-year-olds not enrolled in domestic formal education. 

24 Shares of out-of-school youth and adjusted net enrolment rates are 
an accepted complement in measures of educational poverty. Such 
indicators are calculated by the World Bank as a proxy for schooling 
deprivation, and by UNESCO as SDG indicator 4.1.4. The latter was 
reported by OECD in Education at a Glance 2021.

25 Some limitations are worth flagging. The indicator may unintentionally 
reflect (however negligible) non-resident populations enrolled in 
domestic programmes, resident populations enrolled in non-domestic 
programmes, or home schooling. 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-4.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/equity-and-inclusion.html
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education/brief/what-is-learning-poverty
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2021_b35a14e5-en
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1.3. Specific policies can alleviate 
inequities but remain 
underexploited

Equity and inclusion in education and training is a 
challenge across all Member States. Just like the scope 
and determinants of the problem vary from country 
to country, so do the various education and training 
systems in terms of institutional stratification26 and 
specific policy measures to alleviate the effects of 
socio-economic status. This section summarises a few 
examples of the top-level financial and non-financial 
support that is provided by (and to) the education and 
training systems across the EU.

Most Member States provide additional financial support 
for schools27 with disadvantaged students, either 
upon application or it is allocated automatically. Only 
Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Hungary, Malta, Luxembourg 
and Romania do not report such measures. Moreover, 
top-level regulations or recommendations on the socio-
economic composition of schools28 exist in Belgium 
(Flemish Community), Hungary, Romania, Slovakia, Spain 
and Portugal, while the school catchment area can be 
adjusted in France, Hungary and Slovenia.

26 There are a number of institutional characteristics that tend to stratify 
an education system, which are therefore commonly associated with 
educational inequity. Examples are the early tracking of learners in a 
highly differentiated system, or an overreliance on grade repetition. 
A 2020 Eurydice report captures many of these institutional 
characteristics. Tracking already starts under the age of 13 in Germany 
(10), Hungary (10), Austria (10), Czechia (11), Slovakia (11), the German 
and Flemish Communities in Belgium (12), Ireland (12), Luxembourg (12) 
and the Netherlands (12). Parallel educational structures exist all the 
way throughout general education in Latvia, Lithuania and Spain. Grade 
repetition is particularly frequent in Belgium, Luxembourg, Portugal 
and Spain, all with at least one-fifth of 15-year-olds having repeated a 
grade at least once.

27 Throughout this section, top-level measures to improve equity in school 
education are taken from a 2020 Eurydice report. While this is the most 
recent comparative overview available, the Education and Training 
Monitor’s country reports feature more detailed and up-to-date country-
specific examples.

28 These administrative measures are related to school admission policies 
or classroom grouping methods.

A 2022 OECD report using data from the 2018 Teaching 
and Learning International Survey (TALIS) highlights how 
experienced schoolteachers with, for instance, high levels 
of self-efficacy or digital skills29 tend to be clustered 
in socio-economically advantaged schools. The same 
report also confirms, through a combination of TALIS 
and PISA data, that there is a direct link between an 
uneven distribution of experienced teachers and lower 
than average reading scores. Remedial policies could 
tackle such disproportionate clustering, but the latest EU 
comparative overview30 suggests that neither financial 
nor non-financial incentives are commonplace.

Firstly, financial support to teachers in disadvantaged 
schools (increased basic statutory salaries, allowances 
or other financial support) is crucial31. However, it is not 
prevalent across the EU. Only nine countries report such 
top-level incentives (France, Greece, Hungary, Lithuania, 
Poland, Romania, Slovakia, Slovenia and Sweden). 
Secondly, non-financial incentives in terms of better 
working conditions32 or career benefits33 can raise the 
attractiveness of teaching in disadvantaged schools. Yet 
only six Member States report such incentives (Belgium34, 
France, Lithuania, Slovenia, Spain and Portugal).

29 See Chapter 8.

30 See the 2020 Eurydice report.

31 See the 2020 Eurydice report.

32 For instance, reduced teaching time, reduced class size, job security, or 
access to mentoring/coaching.

33 For instance, a preferential next appointment or faster career 
progression.

34 Not including the German-speaking community.

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/equity-school-education-europe
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/equity-school-education-europe
https://www.oecd.org/education/mending-the-education-divide-92b75874-en.htm
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/equity-school-education-europe
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/equity-school-education-europe
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Box 4. Welcoming Ukrainian refugees
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine forced many people to flee 
their homes. Women and children in particular are seeking 
protection from the war and Eurostat data suggest 
that over 1.4 million of children and young people are 
beneficiaries of international protection35. Key priorities 
concern support to Ukrainian young people, to the 
education systems in Member States that are welcoming 
them as well as to Ukrainian teachers. Early evidence 
points at the difficulties of making sure school-age 
refugees are actually enrolled in school36. 

School education37 in most EU education and training 
systems promote the integration of newly arrived 
children from Ukraine into regular classes, combined with 
intensive support for learning the language of instruction 
(and other subjects). Relatively fewer education systems 
favour the initial integration of refugee learners in 
separate classes. However, there is general consensus 
that longer-term efforts need to be focused on the 
integration of these learners into local schools. 

This requires support to education systems in several 
fields: (1) organising reception and admission processes 
(including expanding capacity); (2) preparing educational 
institutions and staff to include displaced children; (3) 
running targeted activities to help include displaced 
children in education; (4) engaging with displaced families 
and communities and helping them maintain the link 
with Ukraine; (5) taking long-term measures to promote 
inclusive education; and (6) taking specific measures 
for early childhood education and care38. The majority 
of education systems also provide top-level support for 

35 Data for Germany, Czechia, the Netherlands and Hungary are not 
available. Data for France and Ireland are not included as the age 
breakdown is not available

36 See a 2022 Eurydice report.

37 See a 2022 Eurydice report.

38 On 30 June 2022, the Commission published an overview of collective 
experience and knowledge that aims to disseminate shared expertise, 
information on good practice and practical insights supporting the 
inclusion of displaced children from Ukraine in education.

refugee learners who wish to follow distance learning 
according to the Ukrainian curriculum.

In higher education39, Member States report a variety 
of large-scale measures to support the integration of 
refugee students, with most having had measures in 
place since before the Russian invasion of Ukraine40. Only 
six higher education systems monitor the integration of 
refugees in their institutions, mostly tracking enrolment 
data, with no longer-term monitoring yet established. 
Recognition of previous educational attainment can be 
a particular challenge, particularly when evidence of 
qualifications cannot be provided. This is the reason 
why article 7 on the recognition of qualifications held 
by refugees and displaced persons was included in the 
Lisbon Recognition Convention. 

In the field of vocational education and training (VET) 
and adult learning, the Commission41 has invited Member 
States to (1) ensure that people’s skills and qualifications 
can be valued, assessed and quickly recognised, 
regardless of whether documentation is available; (2) 
provide targeted upskilling and reskilling opportunities, 
VET and/or practical workplace experience; (3) ensure 
quick access to initial VET, including apprenticeships, 
and explore ways to prolong ongoing stays of Ukrainian 
vocational learners; and (4) make opportunities available 
for adults fleeing Russia’s war of aggression against 
Ukraine to access general education, including through 
second chance schooling, as well as enrolment in higher 
education institutions.

39 See a 2022 Eurydice report.

40 Higher education institutions have a substantial degree of autonomy, 
and may have taken measures at their own initiative to help refugee 
learners from Ukraine to pursue their studies in their institutions. 
Although such measures may be significant, they are likely to vary from 
one institution to another and are not considered large-scale.

41 On 14 June 2022, the Commission presented operational guidelines to 
support Member States in applying the Temporary Protection Directive 
in terms of access to the labour market, VET and adult learning. This 
new guidance builds on examples collected through a dedicated survey 
on VET-related measures. The results provide an overview of Member 
States’ actions to date, including examples of good practices that can 
serve as inspiration to others. These include accelerated procedures, 
equivalence of studies and validation procedures, individual plans, 
mentoring and counselling, work-based learning, and preparatory 
classes, including those on language and interpersonal skills.

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/supporting-refugee-learners-ukraine-schools-europe-2022
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/towards-equity-and-inclusion-higher-education-europe
https://www.schooleducationgateway.eu/downloads/files/SWD-2022-185-inclusion-displaced-children-Ukraine-in-education.pdf
https://www.schooleducationgateway.eu/downloads/files/SWD-2022-185-inclusion-displaced-children-Ukraine-in-education.pdf
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/supporting-refugee-learners-ukraine-higher-education-europe-2022
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=10294&furtherNews=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=10223&furtherNews=yes
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In higher education42, public funding is rarely provided 
on the basis of equity targets. Only in France and Italy 
are higher education institutions rewarded for meeting 
agreed targets in widening access, participation or 
completion. Top-level financial support in higher 
education is more commonly geared toward student 
accommodation, transport and meals. Only in Belgium43, 
Ireland and Sweden is no such indirect support reported. 

In terms of non-financial measures to support equity in 
higher education, only seven systems44 require or 
recommend higher education institutions to offer staff 
training on diversity or inclusion (Figure 5). While eight 
systems offer higher education institutions financial 
support for such training45, an additional nine offer non-

42 Throughout this section, examples of top-level measures to improve 
equity in higher education are taken from a 2022 Eurydice report. While 
this is the most recent comparative overview available, the Education 
and Training Monitor’s country reports feature more detailed and up-to-
date country-specific examples.

43 No top-level support in the Flemish and German-speaking Communities. 
Only one out of three support types in the French community.

44 Belgium’s Flemish Community, Czechia, Estonia, France, Ireland, Italy and 
Spain.

45 Financial support for training on diversity or inclusion is reported in 
Austria, Belgium’s Flemish Community, Ireland, Italy, Malta, Poland, 
Romania and Slovenia.

financial support46, such as administrative support or 
pedagogical materials and instructors.

In a nutshell
No education and training system manages to 
decouple performance from socio-economic 
status. Young people from disadvantaged 
socio-economic backgrounds are almost six 
times more likely to underachieve at age 15 
than those from advantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds, suggesting a strong intergenerational 
transmission of educational disadvantage. Such 
inequities do not emerge at age 15 and do not 
stop there. Stepping up the focus on equity in 
education is likely to support future progress in 
all existing EU-level target domains. The 2022 
Education and Training Monitor demonstrates 
key equity challenges across other domains, with 
underperformance widespread among specific 
population sub-groups, and often clustered in the 
same schools or areas. 

46 Non-financial support for training on diversity or inclusion is reported in 
Belgium’s German-speaking community, Croatia, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Greece, the Netherlands, Spain and Sweden.

Figure 5. A third of all Member States do not support higher education institutions in their offer of staff 
training on diversity or inclusion

BE de Financial support

Other support

No support
LU

MT

Source: Eurydice 2022.

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/towards-equity-and-inclusion-higher-education-europe
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/towards-equity-and-inclusion-higher-education-europe
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Chapter 2. A level playing field is set in the early years

2.1. Future progress requires 
broadening access and improving 
affordability

The seeds for equal opportunities are sown on the 
first step of the education ladder – the phase of early 
childhood education and care (ECEC). The benefits 
of high quality ECEC have been widely documented, 
especially for vulnerable children47. Broadening access 
to quality ECEC has the potential to level the playing 
field in education and training. Five Member States 
have now reached the EU-level 2030 target (Belgium, 
Denmark, France, Ireland and Spain), which stipulates an 
ECEC participation rate of at least 96% among children 
between the age of 3 and the national starting age for 
compulsory primary education48.

Between 2019 and 2020, the EU average barely 
increased at all, from 92.9% to 93.0% (Figure 6). The 
most prominent improvement was recorded in Greece49 
and Finland. A similar pattern is visible in the age 
group from 4 years upwards, which yields higher ECEC 
participation shares in all countries50. All these figures 
still predate the COVID-19 pandemic51. 

47 For further information, see the 2022 report by the European Platform 
for Investing in Children (EPIC), the 2018 analytical report from the 
European Expert Network on Economics of Education (EENEE), the 2017 
literature review from the European Agency for Special Needs and 
Inclusive Education, and a 2021 OECD working paper.

48 For this EU-level target, children are only considered as participating in 
ECEC if they are enrolled in programmes that are considered educational 
according to the International Standard Classification of Education 
(level 0/early childhood education), i.e. intentionally designed to support 
children’s cognitive, physical and socio-emotional development.

49 Based on estimated figures.

50 Looking at the age group of pupils from 0 years and up, shares are 
increasing slightly in most countries.  Monitor Toolbox 

51 The 2020 enrolment figures represent the number of pupils enrolled at 
the beginning of the 2019-20 school year.

Besides the EU-level target domain stemming from 
the EEA Strategic framework Resolution, the European 
Child Guarantee provides guidance to Member States on 
how to prevent and combat social exclusion of children 
in need, by ensuring they can access key services 
(Box 5). Meanwhile, the Barcelona targets support the 
development of childcare facilities for young children 
with a view to increasing parental labour market 
participation and improving work-life balance (Box 6). 
Broadening access to affordable ECEC caters to all these 
policy objectives.

Member States continue their efforts to increase 
access to ECEC, by introducing a legal entitlement or 
compulsory ECEC52. In Bulgaria, pre-school education will 
become compulsory for 4-year-olds in 2023-24. Spain is 
progressively increasing the offer of public places in the 
first cycle of ECEC in order to meet all requests that 
concern children under the age of 3. In Lithuania, a legal 
entitlement to pre-school education is being introduced 
for 4-year-olds as of 2023, 3-year-olds as of 2024 and 
2-year-olds as of 2025. Romania sets out to lower the 
starting age of compulsory education to 4 in 2023 and 
to 3 in 2030. Cyprus is planning to introduce compulsory 
education for 4-year-olds from 2024.

52 See a 2022 Eurydice report on structural indicators for monitoring 
progress towards EU-level targets.

EU-level 2030 target:

‘At least 96% of children between 
3 years old and the starting age for 
compulsory primary education should 
participate in early childhood education 
and care, by 2030.’

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8447&
https://eenee.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EENEE_AR32.pdf
https://www.european-agency.org/resources/publications/inclusive-early-childhood-education-literature-review
https://www.european-agency.org/resources/publications/inclusive-early-childhood-education-literature-review
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/process-quality-curriculum-and-pedagogy-in-early-childhood-education-and-care_eba0711e-en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-childhood-education-and-care.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/structural-indicators-monitoring-education-and-training-systems-europe-2022
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Affordability remains as big an issue. In 2016, 29.4% of 
all families reported difficulties in affording formal 
childcare services53. This share reached 48.3% among 
low-income families. Member States continue to increase 
affordability of ECEC provision. For instance, the Cypriot 
national recovery and resilience plan aims to gradually 
extending free compulsory pre-primary education to the 
age of 4.

53 Data sourced from a 2016 EU-SILC ad hoc module on access to services, 
and combine ‘some’, ‘moderate’ and ‘great’ difficulties in relation to 
affording formal childcare services.

Box 5. Child Guarantee
In 2019, Commission President Ursula von der 
Leyen announced the creation of a European Child 
Guarantee to ensure that every child in Europe at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion has access to the 
most basic of rights like healthcare and education. 
The objective of the European Child Guarantee, which 
the Council adopted in June 2021, is to prevent 
and combat social exclusion by guaranteeing the 
access of children in need to a set of key services: 
ECEC; education (including school-based activities); 
healthcare; nutrition; and housing.

While most children in the EU already have access to 
these services, inclusive and truly universal access is 
vital for ensuring equal opportunities for all children, in 
particular those who experience social exclusion due to 
poverty or other forms of disadvantage. The European 
Child Guarantee itself will be effective only within a 
broader set of integrated measures, as outlined in 
the European Pillar of Social Rights action plan, and 
within a broader policy framework of the EU strategy 
on the Rights of the Child.

The 2021 Council Recommendation asks Member 
States to submit action plans for implementing the 
Child Guarantee. The action plans should cover the 
period until 2030 and take into account national, 
regional and local circumstances, as well as existing 
policy actions and measures to support children in 
need. The main purpose of the national action plans is 
to describe the existing and planned national and sub-
national policy measures, which aim to improve access 
for children in need to the set of key services covered 
by the European Child Guarantee.

Figure 6. A number of countries are catching up on their ECEC participation rates
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https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ilc_ats03/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/political-guidelines-next-commission_en_0.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-6.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-childhood-education-and-care.html
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/compulsory-education-europe-202122
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2.2. Inclusive ECEC reaches out to 
children who stand to benefit 
from it the most

Broad participation in ECEC contributes towards an 
inclusive, equitable education and training system. At 
country level, there is a correlation between the new 
main indicator for inclusion and equity (Chapter 1) and 
the share of ECEC participation as measured by the 
respective EU-level target. Member States with smaller 
underperformance gaps between low and high socio-
economic status groups tend to have ECEC participation 
rates above or very close to the EU average. Conversely, 
the eight most inequitable education and training 
systems all have below-average ECEC participation rates.

However, a broad ECEC participation rate may mask 
strong disparities by socio-economic status itself. Using 
a different data source enables a focus on children at 
risk of poverty or social exclusion54. In almost all EU 
countries, the share of children at risk of poverty or social 

54 Note, however, that whereas the joint UOE data collection captures the 
attendance of pupils in programmes with an educational component, the 
EU-SILC survey captures participation in formal childcare, regardless of 
a possible educational component in the programme. Also, depending on 
the timing of the EU-SILC 2020 data collection, the data on participation 
in formal childcare may be affected by COVID-19 school closures in 
some countries. This is not the case with the 2020 UOE data collection.

exclusion who are in formal childcare is consistently 
lower than the share among children not at risk (Figure 
7). The participation gap is 7.5 percentage points on 
average, and ranges from 1.5 percentage points in Spain 
to no fewer than 35.7 percentage points in Croatia55.

55 Disparities are even larger in the younger age group (until the age of 3), 
with the EU average gap between the uptake among at-risk and not at-
risk an estimated 31.7 percentage points. For more information, see the 
Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE) review 2022.

Figure 7. Children at risk of poverty or social exclusion are less likely to participate in formal childcare
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The eight most inequitable 
education systems all 
have below-average ECEC 
participation rates.”

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-7.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-childhood-education-and-care.html
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/compulsory-education-europe-202122
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Box 6. Barcelona targets
As announced in the European Pillar of Social Rights 
action plan, the revision of the 2002 Barcelona 
targets are part of the European care strategy. The 
Barcelona targets were first agreed by EU leaders in 
2002 to improve the way childcare is provided across 
the EU and encourage Member States to remove 
disincentives to parental labour market participation.

The 2022 Commission proposal for a Council 
Recommendation to revise the Barcelona targets 
encourages Member States to increase participation in 
ECEC, in particular for children in vulnerable situations 
or from disadvantaged backgrounds. Among the 
recommendations on flanking measures on quality, 
accessibility, staff, governance and data collection, 
two new targets are proposed. These ensure that, by 
2030, at least 50% of children below the age of 3 
participate in formal childcare56; and at least 96% of 
children between the age of 3 and the starting age for 
compulsory primary education participate in ECEC57.

As discussed in Chapter 1, there is more to inclusion 
and equity than socio-economic status. Providing ECEC 
to refugee children remains a structural challenge to be 
tackled by many EU countries58. Pilot actions on Roma 
inclusion have demonstrated that ECEC may overcome 
the educational disadvantage that Roma children face59. 
For children with special education needs, access to 
quality ECEC is key to countering segregation. However, 
organising inclusive education for specific groups requires 
dedicated policy attention. Needs assessments, coupled 
with adapting services and support, are prerequisites for 
finding the right setting to ensure mainstreaming60. 

Lockdowns due to COVID-19 affected ECEC provision. 
Overall, ECEC closures were shorter and less extensive 
compared to restrictions in primary and secondary 
education, whether as a recognition of the critical 
importance of ECEC for children’s development, the 
impossibility to replace provision with online equivalents, 

56 The source is the EU-SILC survey (Eurostat).  Monitor Toolbox 

57 The source is the UOE data collection (Eurostat) and the target is 
identical to the EU-level 2030 target included in the EEA Strategic 
framework Resolution.  Monitor Toolbox 

58 The European Education Area Strategic Framework Working Group 
on ECEC provides a forum for Member States for peer learning and 
discussion. During 2022, a special focus has been placed on including 
Ukrainian children and families in ECEC across Europe.

59 See a 2011 Commission Communication on ECEC. A 2020 report from 
the EU’s Fundamental Rights Agency (FRA), based on the 2019 Roma 
and Travellers survey, suggests that 4- to 5-year-olds from the Roma or 
Travellers communities have alarmingly low ECEC participation rates in 
countries such as France (32%), Belgium (70%) and Ireland (75%).

60 See a 2017 literature review from the European Agency for Special 
Needs and Inclusive Education.

or because of parents’ need for reliable childcare 
support61. Nonetheless, disadvantaged children and 
families are reported to have suffered disproportionately 
from closed or restricted services62. 

When ECEC providers were closed, targeted policies 
to increase affordability, granting priority access, 
proactively reaching out to families and building trust 
with children and families all helped minimise the 
impacts of COVID-19 on accessibility. For example, in 
Belgium (Flemish Community) and Berlin, even during 
the first 2020 lockdown, centres were kept open for 
children of parents with essential jobs as well as for 
socially disadvantaged children. 

2.3. Quality of ECEC provision took a 
hit during COVID-19

Among the core quality pillars of ECEC service provision 
(Box 7) are ECEC workers63. During the pandemic, 
staff shortages, the perception of being undervalued 
and difficult working conditions all grew. Stakeholders 
reported recruitment and retention challenges during 
the pandemic as well as problems paying salaries due 
to closures – but also renewed demands for recognition, 
better working conditions and professional development. 
Meanwhile, professionals reported increased workloads 
and stress levels and a lack of managerial support64. 
Stakeholders agree that the ECEC sector could have 
been better supported by COVID-19 policy responses 
and measures65. 

61 See a 2021 OECD publication on the state of global education 18 
months into the pandemic. 

62 See a 2021 analytical report from the Network of Experts working on 
the Social dimension of Education and Training (NESET), and a 2021 
report from the Commission on ECEC and the COVID-19 pandemic.

63 The curriculum is another such core quality pillar. The educational value 
of ECEC is undisputed, with ECEC curricula or educational guidelines 
in place across all EU countries. See the 2022 Eurydice report on 
structural indicators for monitoring progress towards EU-level targets. 
Still, the educational component of ECEC was a temporary victim of the 
pandemic. Cognitive and educational development was, for a while, put 
second to childcare or health. See a 2021 analytical report from the 
Network of Experts working on the Social dimension of Education and 
Training (NESET).

64 Leaders or coaches with a clear pedagogical vision as well as steering 
capacity allowed their ECEC centres to deal effectively with the 
unpredictable nature of the crisis. Resilience of ECEC providers and their 
workforce turned out to be strongly dependent on how coherent and 
efficient their leadership was.

65 See 2021 analytical report from the Network of Experts working on the 
Social dimension of Education and Training (NESET), and a 2021 report 
from the Commission on ECEC and the COVID-19 pandemic.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2022:442:FIN
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-childhood-education-and-care.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-childhood-education-and-care.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX%3A52011DC0066
https://fra.europa.eu/sites/default/files/fra_uploads/fra-2020-roma-travellers-six-countries_en.pdf
https://www.european-agency.org/resources/publications/inclusive-early-childhood-education-literature-review
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/the-state-of-global-education_1a23bb23-en
https://nesetweb.eu/en/resources/library/governing-quality-early-childhood-education-and-care-in-a-global-crisis-first-lessons-learned-from-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/c14645b2-24f8-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-233017740
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/c14645b2-24f8-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-233017740
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/structural-indicators-monitoring-education-and-training-systems-europe-2022
https://nesetweb.eu/en/resources/library/governing-quality-early-childhood-education-and-care-in-a-global-crisis-first-lessons-learned-from-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://nesetweb.eu/en/resources/library/governing-quality-early-childhood-education-and-care-in-a-global-crisis-first-lessons-learned-from-the-covid-19-pandemic/
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/c14645b2-24f8-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-233017740
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/c14645b2-24f8-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-233017740
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Box 7. Five quality pillars guide 
Member State ECEC policy 
The foundations for high-quality ECEC are access 
to services, workforce, curriculum, monitoring and 
evaluation, governance and funding66. In Czechia, an 
amendment of the Child Group Act in August 2021 
ensures stable and predictable financing for ECEC 
providers, sets a maximum amount that parents 
of young children should pay for ECEC service and 
imposes new technical standards. The Recovery and 
Resilience Fund will also support childcare facilities, 
comprising the creation of more than 7,000 places for 
children below the age of 3 and the refurbishment of 
more than 300 facilities by 2025.

As part of the whole-of-government First 5 strategy 
(2019-2028), Ireland introduced the Core Funding 
stream in September 2022. This new funding model 
aims to improve pay and conditions for the ECEC 
workforce as a whole and increase affordability 
for parents, as well as ensure a stable income to 
providers. Actions have been mapped to strengthen 
professional standards for those working in early 
learning and care, and to commit to a graduate-
led workforce in ECEC by 2028. A more integrated 
governance will be centralised in a new agency for 
ECEC containing functions currently performed by 
separate agencies.

In Denmark, an evaluation study provides evidence 
that the updated and modernised ECEC curriculum, 
introduced in 2018, is now widely used and has 
provided a direction for the work in ECEC facilities in 
Denmark. The evaluation hints at less progress for 
disadvantaged children. An investment of DKK 1.8 
billion (EUR 242.1 million) yearly from 2024 onwards 
aims at improving staff/children ratios and training 
more ECEC staff.

Perhaps due to the pandemic and many professionals 
leaving or wanting to leave the profession, it is now 
widely recognised that professional development and 
working conditions (including wages) for all ECEC staff 
need to be substantially improved67. Regarding the 3+ 
age bracket, 19 countries require at least one staff 
member with a tertiary-level qualification in education 
sciences, while in 22 countries continuing professional 

66 See the 2019 Council Recommendation on high quality ECEC systems.

67 Staff working conditions and skills receive full attention in the 2022 
Commission proposal for a Council Recommendation on the revision of 
the Barcelona targets on ECEC.

development (CPD) is mandatory or a prerequisite for 
promotion68. 

In addition, positive developments have also been 
observed during the pandemic69. In several Member 
States, the shift from ‘controlling’ monitoring processes 
to ‘supportive’ processes were widely appreciated by 
ECEC staff during the crisis. In Italy, for example, quality 
management at municipal ECEC centres continued to be 
carried out internally by pedagogical coordinators within 
a collegial framework. The crisis, moreover, appears to 
have been dealt with more effectively by ECEC systems 
with structural financing, a good organisation and an 
integrated structure, without having recourse to extra 
support measures to ensure the sector’s viability70. This 
confirms that governance and funding are an important 
principle in the EU Quality Framework for ECEC, and 
illustrates the effect that top-level measures can have 
on the resilience of ECEC systems. 

In a nutshell
Quality early childhood education and care (ECEC) 
is a major contributor to equity when it can reach 
children from disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds. Participation in ECEC contributes to 
better cognitive outcomes and better prospects, 
especially for vulnerable children. At 93.0% in 
2020, the overall share of children between the 
age of 3 and the start of compulsory primary 
education enrolled in ECEC has remained stable. 
Yet children from disadvantaged backgrounds 
continue to encounter obstacles to participation. 
Several EU countries have recently broadened 
access by extending the age of the ECEC place 
guarantee or improving affordability. Even though 
closures and restrictions were not as ubiquitous as 
at other education levels, the COVID-19 pandemic 
put pressure on the quality of provision, and a 
spotlight on pre-existing structural issues. 

68 Finland, Ireland, Italy and Malta have introduced or are working on the 
introduction of a minimum qualification requirement for staff working 
with children, in addition to establishing systems to support CPD. 
Belgium (Flemish Community), Bulgaria and Estonia introduced reforms 
to provide a coherent system of CPD. See the 2022 Eurydice report on 
structural indicators for monitoring progress towards EU-level targets.

69 See a 2021 report from the Commission on ECEC and the COVID-19 
pandemic.

70 Conversely, countries or regions with fragmented and under-financed 
ECEC systems, or largely private for-profit or not-publicly-subsidised 
provision, needed emergency financial assistance to prevent centres 
from closing and to ensure staff continue receiving their salaries.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019H0605%2801%29&qid=1638446515934
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2022:442:FIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2022:442:FIN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32019H0605(01)&from=EN
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/structural-indicators-monitoring-education-and-training-systems-europe-2022
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/c14645b2-24f8-11ec-bd8e-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-233017740
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Part 2. The time of learning

The time to learn continues long after compulsory 
education ends, even if the learning activities of a 
15-year-old and a 64-year-old have little in common. 
Compulsory education ends at age 15 across seven 
Member States71, although no 15-year-old reaches the 
minimum standard of upper secondary educational 
attainment. Enrolment, on average, remains at 97.2%. At 
age 34, only 4.5% are still enrolled in formal education72. 
Learning activities shift toward non-formal learning for 
most adults over 25. Indeed, most learning of 25-64 
year-olds concerns non-formal learning, comprising 
three quarters of all participation in 2021 (8.0% against 
a total of 10.8%).

Part 2 of this report concerns formal and non-formal 
learning for young people and adults across the EU. 
It showcases four EU-level target domains from the 
EEA Strategic framework Resolution. These cover a 

71 Czechia, Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, Austria, Poland and Slovenia. See the 
2021 Eurydice report on compulsory education in Europe.

72 At this age, educational attainment has become a tapestry of different 
levels. In terms of highest level of education attained, an average of 
20.9% of 34-year-olds have attained at least a master’s (or equivalent) 
degree, 16.0% have obtained a bachelor’s (or equivalent) degree, 4.6% 
have a short-cycle tertiary certificate and 4.7% have attained post-
secondary non-tertiary education. Still, 18.7% of 34-year-olds have at 
most a lower secondary educational attainment, which may not be a 
sufficient foundation for their future.

disengagement from school before the level of upper 
secondary educational attainment (Chapter 3), the 
exposure to work-based learning in vocational education 
(Chapter 4), tertiary educational attainment levels 
(Chapter 5) and the participation in learning activities 
among 25-64 year-olds (Chapter 6).

Two important cross-cutting considerations from Part 1 
are carried over into Part 2. The first is the cross-cutting 
equity dimension. For instance, in Chapter 3, early school 
leaving rates are shown to signal deeply rooted patterns 
of exclusion and inequity. In Chapters 4 and 5, sizeable 
gender gaps are documented across the vocational and 
higher education sectors, both in terms of attainment 
levels and fields of study. 

A second cross-cutting consideration concerns the 
teaching profession. In Chapters 1 and 2, it became clear 
that the burden of quality and equity is on the shoulders 
of teachers and school leaders. While expectations 
are not always realistic, it is clear that the teaching 
profession requires considerable amounts of top-level 
support to deal with the numerous challenges it is faced 
with. It also requires a better cross-EU monitoring to 
enable mutual learning and a better understanding of 
key obstacles and potential policy levers (Box 8).

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/compulsory-education-europe-202122
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Box 8. Monitoring the teaching profession
The COVID-19 crisis seems to have only increased the heavy demands on teachers, who are expected to deal with remote 
teaching, ever-evolving digital tools and practices, overcoming learning loss, and ensuring equal access to quality learning. 
Meanwhile, a complex interplay of working conditions, professional development, career progression, teacher appraisal, 
mobility, well-being and demographic factors all play their part in regional, national and EU-level teacher shortages73. 

Teachers receive recognition in the EEA Strategic framework Resolution, which identifies them as the backbone of 
the learning process and one of the main contributors to achieving its aims. A solid evidence base can help make the 
right policy decisions. However, from a monitoring perspective, the teaching profession is one of the more complex, 
multifaceted domains in education and training. Many policy-relevant sub-dimensions interact, from input, output and 
effect angles. Aspects like school climate, teaching practices and well-being interact in their influence on students’ 
acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes. 

To provide structure to the monitoring, the Commission is preparing a dashboard that will bring together multiple 
equivalent indicators across different sub-dimensions, while remaining digestible for policy debate. Focusing on the 
attractiveness of the teaching career, the purpose of the dashboard is to assist Member States in monitoring supply and 
demand, but also important contributing factors such as training and professional development, working conditions, and 
the emotional well-being of teachers. Quantitative as well as qualitative indicators will capture phenomena at the central 
level, and should allow for a meaningful cross-EU comparison. 

73 For more information, see the 2021 Eurydice report on teachers in Europe.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32021G1210%2801%29&qid=1639136492674
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/teachers-europe-careers-development-and-well-being
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Chapter 3.  A better responsiveness is needed for 
future decreases in early school leaving

3.1. Past successes in reducing early 
school leaving rates are no 
cause for complacency

The share of early leavers from education and training 
continued to fall in 2021, even if disengagement during 
COVID-19 may still affect early school leaving rates in 
the future74. On average across the EU, 18-24 year-olds 
without upper secondary educational attainment and no 
longer in education or training amounted to 9.7% of their 
cohort in 2021, down from 10.2% in 2019 and 9.9% in 
2020 (Figure 8). This corresponds to approximately 3.1 
million young people.

Some 16 Member States have early school leaving rates 
below 9% (the 2030 target for the EU as a whole), with 
top performers being Croatia (2.4%), Slovenia (3.1%), 
Greece (3.2%) and Ireland (3.3%). Five Member States 
maintain early school leaving rates of 12% or higher75. 
Early leavers are more likely to be male (11.4%) than 
female (7.9%)76 – a phenomenon that snowballs into 
vast gender disparities in higher education (Chapter 5).

74 The indicator covers 18-24 year-olds, for whom a disengagement from 
school may have occurred (well) before 2020-21, meaning that any 
increase of such disengagement during COVID-19 takes time before 
being fully reflected in this measure.

75 Insofar as data are available, bottom-performing (NUTS 2) regions in 
2021 were Sud-Est (22.9%) and Centru (20.2%) in Romania, Észak-
Magyarország (22.3%) in Hungary, Yugoiztochen (21.6%) in Bulgaria and 
Sicily (21.2%) in Italy.  Monitor Toolbox  Among these five bottom-
performing countries, there are strong relative rural disadvantages in 
Romania (23.2% as the average for its rural areas), Bulgaria (23.7%) 
and Hungary (19.7%).  Monitor Toolbox  The degree of urbanisation has 
weaker effects in Spain and Italy.

76 The EU average gender gap had increased in 2020 due to 2019-20 
progress among girls and stable figures for boys, but decreased in 
2021 due to a somewhat more sizable 2020-21 progress among boys 
than among girls. In 2020, there were sizable gender gaps (above 5 
percentage points) in Spain (8.6), Portugal (7.5), Cyprus (6.6) and Italy 
(5.2), yet all Member States except for Spain have managed to decrease 
gender gaps to below 5 percentage points in 2021. In Spain, the 2021 
gap was – at 7.0 percentage points – by far the most sizable.

The last 10 years of progress tell a success story of 
positive upward convergence. Average early school 
leaving rates dropped 2.9 percentage points from 12.6% 
in 2012, with reductions of over 5 percentage points in 
Portugal (14.6), Spain (11.4), Greece (8.1), Malta (7.1), 
Ireland (6.6) and Belgium (5.3). On the other hand, 
between 2012 and 2021, no progress was observed 
in nine Member States. However, for 2021, only four 
of these countries have 2021 early school leaving 
rates above 9% (Germany, Luxembourg, Denmark and 
Hungary).

EU-level 2030 target:

‘The share of early leavers from 
education and training should be less 
than 9% by 2030.’

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html


26 Part 2. The time of learning

Figure 8. 10 years of decreasing early school leaving rates illustrate a positive upward convergence
Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey). [Download data] [Monitor Toolbox] Note: data for Croatia have low reliability due to small sample size. Breaks in time series for Czechia and France (2013), the Netherlands (2013, 2019), Poland (2013, 2018), Luxembourg and Hungary (2015), Denmark (2016, 2017), Belgium, Ireland and Malta (2017), Sweden (2018), Germany (2020) and for all countries in 201477 and 202178.

Upper secondary educational attainment has long been 
regarded as a minimum threshold. An estimated 84.6% 
of 20-24 year-olds had at least such qualifications in 
2021, up from 82.8% 5 years prior. Less than 80% 
of young people have already attained at least upper 
secondary education in Denmark (75.4%), Luxembourg 
(76.6%), Germany (77.1%) and Spain (78.8%). The share 
is over 95% in Croatia (96.9%), Ireland (96.1%) and 
Greece (95.7%).

77 The 2014 break in time series was due to the new International 
Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), with actual changes for 
only very few Member States. Further information on the changes can 
be found here.

78 As from 2021, new legislation applies to the EU Labour Force Survey 
(LFS) and therefore Eurostat flags all 2021 LFS data with ‘b‘ (break in 
series). The methodological changes have a particular impact on labour 
force status but can also affect other LFS indicators. Further information 
on the changes can be found here.

These two indicators – early school leaving and upper 
secondary attainment – mask an age group in transition, 
as well as different structures of education and training 
systems across the EU. Firstly, at 18, all young people 
across the EU have reached the end of their compulsory 
schooling age79. An average of 82.1% still participates in 
education and training, but this participation rate drops 
to 29.2% for 24-year-olds80. The share of early leavers 
increases from an average of 7.6% at age 18 to 11.1% 
at age 2481.

79 See the 2021 Eurydice report on compulsory education in Europe.

80 Enrolment data are captured by the UOE data collection.  Monitor Toolbox 

81  Monitor Toolbox 

Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 
Note: data for Croatia have low reliability due to small sample size. Breaks in time series for Czechia and France (2013), the Netherlands (2013, 2019), Poland (2013, 
2018), Luxembourg and Hungary (2015), Denmark (2016, 2017), Belgium, Ireland and Malta (2017), Sweden (2018), Germany (2020) and for all countries in 201477 
and 202178.
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-8.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/10186/6246844/Implementation-ISCED2011-EE-EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=EU_labour_force_survey
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/compulsory-education-europe-202122
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-8.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
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Figure 9. Most young people with at most lower secondary educational attainment are still in formal 
education
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Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: the lower bars are equal to a country’s early school leaving rate. Participation in non-formal education is higher in reality, as young people participating in both 
formal and non-formal education are recorded only under formal education.

Secondly, in some countries, large shares of the 
combined 18-24 age bracket with at most lower 
secondary educational attainment are still enrolled in 
formal education (Figure 9)82. In terms of early school 
leaving, in order to strengthen prevention and early 
intervention (Section 3.3), it is necessary to understand 
whether young people forego the transition from lower 
secondary education to upper secondary education 
altogether or whether they attempt upper secondary 
education and drop out before attaining any formal 
qualifications83. While comparative data struggle 
to capture the difference, administrative education 
registers can shed a light at the national level84. 

82 See the 2021 Eurydice report on the structure of European education 
systems.

83 Equally, it is necessary to understand whether young people disengaged 
from general programmes or from vocational programmes (Chapter 4). 
The School Education Gateway hosts a European Toolkit for Schools to 
promote inclusive education and tackle early school leaving. Cedefop 
hosts a comprehensive VET toolkit for tackling early leaving, which 
provides support to both policymakers and education and training 
providers. 

84 See the 2019 assessment of the implementation of the 2011 Council 
Recommendation on policies to reduce early school leaving.

3.2. A return to education and 
training is difficult and costly

Without at least upper secondary educational 
attainment, young people face a precarious labour 
market integration and an employment disadvantage 
that is likely to persist throughout working age. With 
educational requirements for entering the EU labour 
market constantly increasing, the social exclusion of 
early school leavers is only expected to become more 
pronounced. Only 42.3% of early leavers from education 
and training were employed in 2021, with the remaining 
share either wanting to work (34.0%) or not (23.7%)85.

Youth unemployment (15-29 age bracket), which stood 
at 13.0% on average across the EU in 2021, reached 
22.4% for young people without at least upper secondary 
educational attainment86. It is worth emphasising that 
young people have been most affected by job losses 

85  Monitor Toolbox 

86  Monitor Toolbox  Using headline indicators from the European Pillar of 
Social Rights’ Social Scoreboard (2021 annual data), the employment 
disadvantage associated with a lack of upper secondary educational 
attainment is equally evident among the population at large (age group 
15-74). In this age bracket, the EU average unemployment rate for 
people with a low level of education (13.8%) is 6.8 percentage points 
higher than the overall unemployment rate (7.0%) and the long-term 
unemployment rate (12 months or more) is 3.4 percentage points higher 
for people with a low level of education (6.2%) than it is on average 
(2.8%). 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-9.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/structure-european-education-systems-202122-schematic-diagrams
https://www.schooleducationgateway.eu/en/pub/resources/toolkitsforschools.htm
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/tools/vet-toolkit-tackling-early-leaving
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/72f0303e-cf8e-11e9-b4bf-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/european-pillar-of-social-rights/indicators/social-scoreboard-indicators
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due to the economic impact of the COVID-19 crisis, 
with particular downturns for young people with low 
levels of education or disadvantaged socio-economic 
backgrounds87.

Enabling undereducated young people to return to 
education and training is particularly difficult and costly. 
The Commission’s reinforced Youth Guarantee (Box 9) 
helps 15-29 year-olds who are not in employment, 
education or training (NEET) find offers of employment, 
apprenticeships, continued education or traineeships. 
The NEET rate is higher among young people with at 
most lower secondary education (15.5% compared to an 
average of 13.1%)88, but a return to formal education is 
exceedingly rare. Only about 10% of offers concern 
continued education each year, with the latest figure at 
10.2% (2020 monitoring data).

Box 9. The reinforced Youth 
Guarantee
The reinforced Youth Guarantee is a commitment 
given by all Member States to ensure that all 
young people under the age of 30 receive a good 
quality offer of employment, continued education, 
apprenticeship or traineeship within a period of 
4 months of registering with public employment 
services. All EU countries have committed to the 
implementation of the reinforced Youth Guarantee in 
a 2020 Council Recommendation. 

The Youth Guarantee has created opportunities for 
young people and acted as a powerful driver for 
structural reforms and innovation. As a result, most 
public employment services have improved and 
expanded their services for young people. A network 
of national Youth Guarantee coordinators ensures 
there is a direct link between the Commission and 
authorities managing the Youth Guarantee in each 
Member State. 

The Recommendation is backed up by significant EU 
financing under NextGenerationEU and the long-term 
EU budget. The EU provides policy support and mutual 
learning activities to help Member States strengthen 
the infrastructure and measures for the reinforced 
Youth Guarantee. The EU also monitors the progress 
made across Member States.

87 For more information, see the Employment and Social Developments in 
Europe (ESDE) review 2022.

88  Monitor Toolbox 

Enabling a return to education requires strong 
partnerships between public employment services and 
the education and training sector. Undereducated young 
people may not be eager return to education, and would 
benefit from a more diversified continued education 
offer. For instance, bridging courses or second chance 
education programmes can help early leavers from 
education and training and low-skilled young people 
ease their way back into formal education and training 
more carefully89. VET pedagogies and work-based 
learning (Chapter 4) may be particularly responsive to 
the (re)engagement of young people90.

3.3. Future progress requires a policy 
focus on young people at highest 
risk

The 2022 Commission proposal for a Council 
Recommendation on Pathways to School Success links 
early school leaving to the ‘early warning’ indicator 
of underachievement at age 15 (Section 7.1). It aims 
to improve the responsiveness of schools to the 
needs of young people who may be struggling. Such 
responsiveness goes beyond a narrow definition of 
educational performance and requires a broad range 
of actors to become involved. This section covers three 
possible gaps in schools’ responsiveness.

The first challenge is the decoupling of educational 
performance from socio-economic status, as 
emphasised in Chapter 1. Ad hoc data from 2021 
(Figure 10) confirm a striking disparity in EU average 
early school leaving rates between young people whose 

89 For more information, see the 2020 Commission Staff Working 
Document underpinning its proposal for a Council Recommendation on 
a reinforced Youth Guarantee, drawing lessons from a 2018 study on 
continued education offers.

90 See a 2022 Cedefop working paper.

Early school leaving is nine 
times more likely among young 
people whose parents have a 
low level of education.”

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv%3AOJ.C_.2020.372.01.0001.01.ENG&toc=OJ%3AC%3A2020%3A372%3ATOC
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=COM:2022:316:FIN
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22841&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22841&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=20214&langId=en
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/6211
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parents have a low level of education (26.1%) and young 
people whose parents have a high level of education 
(2.9%). This means the risk of leaving school early is 
nine times higher among the former group than it is 
among the latter. Such socio-economic gaps exist, albeit 
to varying degrees, across all Member States for which 

the breakdown can be assessed reliably. It is another 
sobering example of how educational disadvantage can 
be passed down from previous generations – a vicious 
cycle that education and training systems are supposed 
to break.

Figure 10. New evidence sheds light on parental education and parental country of birth
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 Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: parental education denotes the highest level of education successfully completed between the father and the mother of the respondent; low reliability for females 
born in the reporting country with parent(s) born outside the EU.

Secondly, new comparative data reveal that children 
from migrant parents or parents from other EU 
countries who were themselves born in the reporting 
country do not have early school leaving rates that are 
substantially different from the overall average (Figure 
10)91. Only first-generation migrants and EU mobile 
young people face, on average, high risks of early school 
leaving – and the difference between the two groups is 
remarkably small92. Past editions of the Education and 

91 It is worth noting that these EU averages mask a diverse picture across 
the Member States.

92 Breakdowns at national level are often unavailable. Among the 
exceptions, Italy, Cyprus and Greece are worth mentioning as young 
people born outside the EU face substantially higher risks of early school 
leaving (34.7%, 31.4% and 30.0%, respectively). In this group, men have 
particularly high early school leaving rates in Greece (45.9%) and Italy 
(40.6%).

Training Monitor already established that, among young 
people born outside the reporting country, the number 
of years since arrival is a major determining factor for 
the disadvantage faced93. In terms of early leavers from 
education and training, special attention is needed for 
young people arriving in the reporting country during – 
and especially towards the end of – mandatory schooling 
age94. 

93 Early school leaving rates among those who arrived in the reporting 
country before the start of compulsory education have been found to be 
similar to those of the native-born population.

94 A 2019 Eurydice report focused on the school integration of newly 
arrived migrant children. A 2020 report from the Fundamental Rights 
Agency (FRA) focused on unaccompanied children’s transition to 
adulthood.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-10.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/early-school-leaving.html
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/integrating-students-migrant-backgrounds-schools-europe-national-policies-and-measures
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2020/integrating-young-refugees-eu-country-information
https://fra.europa.eu/en/publication/2020/integrating-young-refugees-eu-country-information
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Box 11. Recent examples of 
prevention and early intervention
Italy’s community education pacts were introduced 
in the 2020-21 ‘plan for schools’. The pacts are 
agreements between, among others, schools, local 
authorities, and public and private institutions. 
Initially implemented largely as a form of support 
to help schools reopen safely, the pacts are proving 
instrumental in combating educational poverty and 
reducing early school leaving. Essentially, the pacts 
strengthen the role of the school as a social and 
community focal point and learning hub, enriching the 
education offer and learning opportunities. 

In Bulgaria, reducing the share of early school leavers 
is among the priorities of the 2021-30 strategic 
framework for developing education, training and 
learning. For 2030, the Bulgarian authorities have 
set themselves the target of reducing the rate of 
early leavers from education and training to 7%. A 
coordination mechanism, uniting efforts of different 
ministries and stakeholders, continues to operate. The 
coordinated approach is designed to ensure outreach 
to out-of-school children, inclusion in compulsory 
education and prevention of dropout.

In Cyprus, the Commission supported a 2021 project 
aimed at re-engaging students at risk of school 
dropout and offering new opportunities to those who 
already dropped out. The project investigated the 
causes for students disengaging and dropping out 
from secondary education, and the policy measures 
Cyprus has to address these causes. The project 
has informed the Cypriot authorities on providing 
equitable educational opportunities that can engage 
students struggling in school and re-engage those 
who prematurely left education and training.

Thirdly, lengthy periods of physical school closures 
and lockdown measures across 2020-22 have put an 
immense pressure on the well-being of adolescents, 
which is – among many other potentially devastating 
repercussions – strongly associated with educational 
outcomes95. Schools and teachers often proved ill-
equipped to identify such problems, connect to the 
young people affected and help young people get the 
appropriate support96. Future editions of the Education 
and Training Monitor will aim to capture the overlooked 
dimension of well-being at school through regular data 
collections97.

In a nutshell
At 9.7% in 2021, the share of early leavers from 
education and training continues to fall and 
remains on track to achieving the 2030 target of 
less than 9%. Approximately 3.1 million young 
people are now disengaged from education and 
training while having attained lower secondary 
qualifications at most, with only 42.3% of them 
being employed. Future progress may require 
refocusing on the most disadvantaged and 
hardest-to-reach young people. For instance, 
young people whose parents have a low level of 
education are nine times more likely to be early 
school leavers than young people whose parents 
have a high level of education. The Pathways to 
School Success proposal links low attainment and 
low achievement in education, supporting a wide 
range of actors in their capacity to respond to the 
real-world needs of today’s young people.

95 See a 2019 OECD report assessing what school life means for students’ 
lives.

96 For more information on a whole-school approach to mental health and 
well-being, see a 2021 analytical report from the Network of Experts 
working on the Social dimension of Education and Training (NESET).

97 The objective is to strengthen the evidence base on, among other things, 
top-level measures to promote the development of multidisciplinary 
support teams, social and emotional support to young people at risk, 
teacher education and training on the social and emotional development 
of learners, and a more granular early warning system.

https://www.oecd.org/publications/pisa-2018-results-volume-iii-acd78851-en.htm
https://nesetweb.eu/en/resources/library/a-systemic-whole-school-approach-to-mental-health-and-well-being-in-schools-in-the-eu/
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Chapter 4.  A diverse and evolving landscape 
characterises vocational education and 
training

4.1. VET and work-based learning 
provide skills for today and for 
the future

Vocational education and training (VET) aims to equip 
young people and adults with the knowledge, skills and 
competences required in specific occupations or more 
broadly on the labour market. It covers a wide range of 
qualifications: initial VET at secondary level, continuing 
VET for adults and vocationally oriented education and 
training at higher levels. In recent years, the offer of 
VET programmes has become more diverse, driven by 
the importance of lifelong learning and the needs of a 
changing labour market, notably the green and digital 
transitions98. 

98 See the 2022 Commission brochure on skills for today and for the 
future.

Nearly half of all pupils in upper secondary education in 
the EU (48.7% in 2020) are enrolled in VET (as opposed 
to programmes with a general orientation)99. In absolute 
numbers, this corresponds to over 8.7 million students 
in upper secondary VET programmes. The share of VET 
in upper secondary education varies considerably across 
EU Member States, from less than 25% in Cyprus, Ireland 
and Lithuania to over 70% in Czechia and Slovenia 
(Figure 11)100. 

99 In lower secondary education, VET oriented programmes account for 
a relatively small share of the enrolled pupils: approximately 393 000 
pupils or 2% of the overall population at this level.  Monitor Toolbox 

100 Male pupils form a majority of upper secondary VET pupils (58%), 
whereas at post-secondary non-tertiary level, female learners are 
more numerous (59%). The most popular fields of study also differ. At 
upper secondary level, the main field is ‘engineering, manufacturing 
and construction’, whereas at post-secondary non-tertiary level, it is 
‘health and welfare’.  Monitor Toolbox  At short-cycle tertiary level, 
enrolment is more balanced between men (52%) and women (48%), 
but fields of study remain gendered: ‘engineering, manufacturing and 
construction’ for men; ‘services’ and ‘business, administration and law’ 
for women).  Monitor Toolbox  Similar gender stereotypes in study choice 
are found in tertiary education (Section 5.2).

EU-level 2025 target:

‘At least 60% of recent graduates 
from VET should benefit from exposure 
to work-based learning during their 
vocational education and training by 
2025’

https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8450&furtherPubs=yes
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
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Figure 11. Across the EU, nearly half of all pupils enrolled in upper secondary education are in vocational 
programmes
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Source: Eurostat (UOE 2020).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 

In addition to pupils enrolled in upper secondary 
vocational education, 1.3 million learners were enrolled 
in post-secondary, non-tertiary vocational education 
in 2020, with the vocationally oriented programmes 
covering 94% of all students at this level. An additional 
1.3 million were enrolled in short-cycle vocational 
education at tertiary level (98% of all students at this 
level are in vocational streams)101. Indeed, higher level 
VET is gaining importance102.

101  Monitor Toolbox 

102 In 2022, the OECD, with EU financial support, published a report on 
‘Pathways to Professions’, providing comparative data and analyses on 
higher vocational and professional tertiary education systems. The study 
shows there is a wide diversity in VET programmes, including two‑year 
programmes in tertiary institutions, professional bachelor degrees and 
free‑standing professional examinations designed to upskill existing 
professionals. Professional programmes are sometimes the only type 
of tertiary education directly accessible from upper secondary VET. In 
some cases, these programmes provide a bridge into ‘academic’ higher 
education.

The 2020 Council Recommendation on VET sets out 
key principles to ensure VET provides quality learning 
opportunities for young people and adults. The 
Recommendation is strongly focused on increased 
flexibility, increased opportunities for work-based 
learning and apprenticeships, and improved quality 
assurance103. The Recommendation also sets three EU-
level objectives to be achieved by 2025: (1) at least 60% 
of recent VET graduates benefit from some form of 
work-based learning during their studies104; (2) at least 
8% of VET learners study abroad (see Section 4.2)105; 
and (3) at least 82% of VET graduates are employed 
(see Section 4.3). 

103 The 2020 Osnabrück Declaration on VET complements the Council 
Recommendation by defining concrete actions for 2021–25 at both 
national and EU level.

104 Also enshrined in the EEA Strategic framework Resolution.

105 The 8% VET learning mobility target for 2025 will be measured as the 
share of mobile learners in a calendar year, as a proportion of a cohort 
of VET graduates in the same year. The indicator will be based on the 
mobility data sourced from Erasmus+ data and VET graduate data 
sourced from the UOE data collection.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-11.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://www.oecd.org/publications/pathways-to-professions-a81152f4-en.htm
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32020H1202%2801%29
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/osnabrueck_declaration_eu2020.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ALL/?uri=CELEX:32021G0226(01)
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Box 12. A spotlight on 
apprenticeships
The 2018 Council Recommendation on a European 
Framework for Quality and Effective Apprenticeships 
(EFQEA) aims to increase the employability and 
personal development of apprentices and help 
develop a highly skilled and qualified workforce, 
responsive to labour market needs and a cohesive 
society. 

Some 3 years after the EFQEA Recommendation 
was adopted, the Commission examined how EU 
Member States had put the framework and the 
criteria it set into practice. Key findings of the report 
show that most Member States had criteria on 
learning and working conditions106 in place. Further 
progress is needed in implementing framework 
conditions107, notably graduate tracking. The report 
also indicates that the framework supports Member 
States in incrementally and continuously improving 
their apprenticeship schemes, including on those 
criteria that were already partially in place in 2018. 
In conclusion, the analysis confirms that the EFQEA 
remains a key instrument to improve the quality and 
effectiveness of apprenticeships across the EU. 

The Commission continues to help Member States 
implement the framework and, more broadly, it helps 
the wider apprenticeship community by improving the 
supply, quality and image of apprenticeships, as well 
as the mobility of apprentices, also through the 
European Alliance for Apprenticeships and the 
Apprenticeship Support Services.

106 These criteria refer to: a written agreement; learning outcomes; 
pedagogical support; a workplace component; pay or 
compensation; social protection; and work, health and safety conditions.

107 These criteria include: a regulatory framework; involvement of social 
partners; support for companies; flexible pathways and mobility; career 
guidance and awareness raising; transparency; and quality assurance 
and tracking of apprentices.

For learners in VET, work-based learning108 is highly 
beneficial: it equips them with the technical skills and 
knowledge that are specific to their chosen profession, 
as well as more general work-related skills. Work-
based learning can make for a more rewarding learning 
experience for young people that are eager to discover 
the world of work. Young people’s skills that are relevant 
to the labour market, as well as their contacts with 
employers, can smoothen school-to-work transitions.

Newly collected data reveal substantial differences 
across Member States (Figure 12). In several countries, 
notably Romania, Poland and Greece, work-based 
learning in VET remains rather exceptional (with less 
than 20% of learners exposed to it). By contrast, in 
Germany, the Netherlands, Spain and Austria, over 90% 
of learners in VET have gained work experience as part of 
their curriculum. In 2021, the EU average stood at 61%, 
thereby just exceeding the level of the 2025 target109. 

108 Work-based learning in this context refers to experience gained at a 
workplace (i.e. beyond or in addition to school-based learning or practical 
exercises at a training centre). The relevant work experience is part of 
the curriculum of the formal programme leading to the VET qualification 
(unlike most traineeships). Within these boundaries, there is large variety 
in work-based learning. Work experience can take place in different 
sectors and types of workplaces (companies, government institutions or 
non-profit organisations), with varying duration (from 1 month to a year 
or more). Learners may work under different contractual statuses (e.g. 
dual learning with employment contract, apprenticeship) and conditions 
(paid or unpaid work experience). The indicator includes all VET 
graduates who left the VET programme 0-3 years ago, including those 
who are still in education and training, to cover the graduate population 
in the most comprehensive way while ensuring the quality and the 
precision of the indicator.

109 However, caution is warranted when comparing the 2021 EU average to 
the 2025 target. Firstly, the brand new data yield low data reliability for 
some Member States, and unavailability for others. Some data revisions 
may occur. Secondly, a large part of the work-based learning recorded 
in 2021 (work experience while studying, having graduated in the last 
3 years) precedes the COVID-19 pandemic. The latter is known to have 
had a major negative impact on work-based learning (Box 13). 

Newly collected data reveal 
substantial differences across 
Member States in terms of 
VET graduates’ exposure to 
work-based learning during 
their vocational education and 
training.”

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0502(01)
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=24714&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1147&langId=en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1147&intPageId=5235&langId=en
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Figure 12. VET pupils and students’ participation in work-based learning varies strongly across Member States
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Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey 2021).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: the indicator captures the share of 20-34 year-olds who had a work experience of at least 1 month as part of the curriculum and have graduated from medium-
level VET (upper secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary) in the last 3 years. Low reliability of data for Germany, Cyprus and Hungary. Data are not available for Bulgaria, 
Denmark and Latvia.  

On average, close to 40% of VET learners who were 
engaged in work-based learning had paid work 
experience, with male students paid more often than 
female students in every Member State110. However, 
behind this average there are large differences between 
countries (ranging from 94.5% in Germany to 2.3% in 
Italy). Work-based learning experience that lasted for 
long periods (7 months or longer) is common practice in 
only a few Member States, including Germany, Austria 
and the Netherlands111.

110  Monitor Toolbox 

111  Monitor Toolbox 

4.2. The mobility of VET learners was 
interrupted by the pandemic 

Supporting VET learner and staff mobility abroad has 
been a cornerstone of European cooperation in VET112. 
It has provided a wide range of personal, professional 
and academic benefits to participants, whether gaining 
new transferable skills, boosting self-confidence 
or contributing to cultural awareness and open-
mindedness113.

112 The 2021-27 Erasmus+ programme provides unprecedented levels of 
support for VET learners and staff mobility, ensuring adequate levels 
of funding to help almost 2 million VET learners and staff study/work 
abroad.

113 Learning mobility in VET also helps modernise education and training 
systems through close cooperation with VET providers and companies 
abroad, while providing companies with access to high skilled learners. It 
benefits society at large with qualified people contributing to high levels 
of innovation, growth and social cohesion.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-12.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html


35Education and Training Monitor 2022

Figure 13. The gradual increase in VET mobility was interrupted by the COVID pandemic
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Source: Erasmus+, 2014-2022.  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: the indicator refers to the number of VET learners taking part in mobility experiences abroad (KA1), presented by the month in which their mobility experience 
started. The data include all VET learner mobility that took place in that period, as reported by project beneficiaries. This includes mobility related to projects funded 
under the 2019 and 2020 calls of the previous programming period that are ongoing and not yet finalised (e.g. projects that have been postponed due to COVID-19 
travel restrictions). The data were extracted in August 2022, from the Erasmus+ mobilities records for the programming periods 2014-20 and 2021-27. Due to lags in 
reporting, data for the most recent period are preliminary, and are likely to be revised upwards.

However, COVID-19 suspended practical training in most 
sectors (Box 13) and greatly affected transnational 
mobility. Seasonal fluctuations notwithstanding, the 
demand for EU-funded VET mobility had been growing 
steadily for years until the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted 
all education and training activities. Figure 13 confirms 
this gradual increase in VET mobility participants over the 
years, and its interruption at the start of the COVID-19 
pandemic in March 2020, with some recovery beginning 
in May 2021114.

114 Note that figures relate to the 2014-20 Erasmus+ programme and 
do not yet include mobility figures funded under the new 2021-27 
programme. However, even if VET mobility activities have gained a new 
impetus since early 2021, the levels of mobility are still far below the 
pre-COVID-19 level.

Box 13. The impact of COVID-19 lockdown 
measures on work-based learning
The impact of lockdown measures on learning may have 
been particularly damaging in certain fields of VET. In 
addition to school closures, VET students were often 
affected by closures and social distancing requirements 
of businesses where the practical part of the combined 
school-and-workplace programmes was due to take 
place. This may have resulted in cancellation and/or 
postponement of substantial parts of workplace-based 
education, with negative consequences for students’ 
learning. 

The limitations and closures of workplace-based education 
varied strongly by sector. For example, healthcare 
and the food industry often continued their vocational 
education programmes, whereas lockdowns led to 
lengthy interruptions in leisure and tourism. As a result, 
participation in (certain fields of) VET fell in some countries. 

In Germany, the number of new apprenticeships dropped 
by 9.3% in 2020 compared with 2019 (from about 510 
870 to 463 331) and 23% of German companies reported 
knowledge transfer gaps in VET due to the pandemic. 
The Finnish National Agency for Education estimated a 
reduction of 4% in the number of VET graduates in 2021 
compared with the previous year. In the Netherlands, VET 
learners had difficulties finding internships and the quality 
of internships was perceived to have deteriorated.

Source: Employment and Social Developments in Europe (ESDE) 
review 2022.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-13.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
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In addition, it is worth looking at the duration of VET 
mobility, albeit largely pre-COVID. Overall, from 2014 to 
2020, the average VET placement abroad lasted 31 
days. The duration of VET learner mobility varied 
significantly depending on the country concerned (Figure 
14). These differences in duration were mainly due to 
national circumstances, as the offer for support provided 
by Erasmus does not vary across countries. Only 7% of 
VET learners remained abroad for over 3 months115. 

115 According to a 2021 Cedefop paper, the duration of mobility tends be 
lower for apprentices (3% having a mobility spell of 3 months or longer) 
when compared to other VET learners (8.6%).

4.3. VET is a pathway onto the labour 
market 

The employment of recent graduates is an important 
benchmark for VET, given the aim to equip learners with 
skills for specific occupations or the labour market in 
general. By 2025, the EU has set a target of 82% for the 
employment rate of medium-level VET graduates116. In 
2021, this rate stood at 76.4% (Figure 15)117. In terms 
of employment, the VET graduates clearly outperformed 
graduates from medium-level general education 
(61.7%), though lagged behind the average employment 
rate of graduates from tertiary education (84.9%).

116 Upper secondary and post-secondary non-tertiary levels.

117 The employment outcomes depend on many factors: the macro-
economic context of a given country, decisions of graduates to re-enter 
education and training or be active on the labour market, as well as 
the different impact of the COVID-19 pandemic across occupations. 
For more information, see the Employment and Social Developments in 
Europe (ESDE) review 2022.

Figure 14. Average VET mobility duration ranges from 2 weeks to 2 months
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https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications/4202
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-14.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html
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Figure 15. In most Member States, recent VET graduates have good employment prospects

G
re

ec
e

Ita
ly

Ro
m

an
ia

Po
rt

ug
al

Sp
ai

n

Fr
an

ce

Li
th

ua
ni

a

Cr
oa

tia

Es
to

ni
a

Be
lg

iu
m

Bu
lg

ar
ia

Fi
nl

an
d

La
tv

ia

Cy
pr

us

Sl
ov

ak
ia

Po
la

nd EU

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

M
al

ta

Sl
ov

en
ia

Ire
la

nd

H
un

ga
ry

Cz
ec

hi
a

D
en

m
ar

k

Au
st

ria

Sw
ed

en

G
er

m
an

y

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Em
pl

oy
m

en
t 

ra
te

 o
f 

re
ce

nt
 V

ET
 g

ra
du

at
es

2021 2019 2020

Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
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Again, the COVID-19 pandemic has strongly affected 
the employment of VET graduates118. Across the EU on 
average, their employment rate dropped by nearly 3 
percentage points between 2019 and 2020. Decreases 
occurred in nearly all Member States, except for Romania 
and Latvia. The recovery remains incomplete at EU level, 
with an increase by 0.7 percentage points between 2020 
and 2021. The recovery is driven by a starkly diverse 
pattern across countries. In 12 Member States, there 
was a (continued) decline, whereas the remaining 15 
Member States recorded an increase119.

118 In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, employment rates have been 
volatile for recent graduates of all education levels (from 79.9% in 2019 
to 77.4% in 2020 and 78.7% in 2021). Whereas in 2020 the decline 
in employment rates for recent VET graduates (-3.4 percentage points) 
was less pronounced than for those in general secondary education 
(-4.5 percentage points), the latter recovered more strongly in 2021 
(3.4 percentage points compared to 0.7 percentage points for VET). Still, 
there remains a sizeable gap: in 2021, the employment rates for recent 
medium-level VET graduates were nearly 15 percentage points higher 
than those of their peers from upper secondary education with general 
orientation.

119 Nevertheless, throughout the COVID-19-induced crisis, the relative 
performance of Member States did not change substantially: the gap 
between the highest and lowest employment rates in 2021 exceeds 40 
percentage points, as it did in 2019. Most of the top performers in 2019 
managed to sustain high employment rates.

In a nutshell
Nearly half (48.7%) of all pupils enrolled in 
upper secondary education are in vocational 
education and training (VET). The 2022 Education 
and Training Monitor captures progress towards 
three key objectives for the VET sector, covering 
work-based learning, mobility and graduate 
employability. In terms of work-based learning, 
newly collected data reveal major differences 
between countries. While at EU level, the 2025 
target seems within reach, the full impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic is yet to be captured. The 
pandemic has also interrupted a gradual increase 
in VET learner mobility, with some recovery 
beginning in May 2021. Furthermore, at 76.4% 
in 2021, the employment rates of recent VET 
graduates suffered from the pandemic too, with 
recovery remaining incomplete. 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-15.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/work-based-learning-in-VET.html


38 Part 2. The time of learning

Chapter 5.  An expansion of higher education masks 
persisting disparities

5.1. Progress in tertiary educational 
attainment is led by young 
women

Higher levels of educational attainment are associated 
with higher employment rates, lower unemployment, 
better job prospects and higher earnings. Highly educated 
young people (84.9%) were more likely to be employed 
in 2021 compared to those with a medium level of 
education (77.5%) and those with a low level of education 
(54.8%)120. The higher education sector has an essential 
role to play in Europe’s post-pandemic recovery and in 
shaping sustainable and resilient societies, of which 
deeper and more effective transnational cooperation is 
a key element121.  

120 This concerns the 25-34 age cohort. Despite having a higher rate of 
tertiary educational attainment, highly educated women (82.9%) were 
less likely to be in employment than men (87.9%). If considering the 
unemployment rate, which only covers people in the labour force, the 
difference between highly educated women and men is minor (0.2% in 
favour of men in 2021).  Monitor Toolbox 

121 To this end, the European Commission adopted a European strategy 
for universities in early 2022, which was endorsed by 2022 Council 
conclusions. Encouraging deeper transnational cooperation, a 2022 
Council Recommendation aims to build bridges for effective European 
higher education cooperation.

The tertiary educational attainment rate of 25-34 year-
olds in the EU stood at 41.2% in 2021. This continues 
the steady growth seen in the past decade, up from 
34.1% in 2012 and 37.6% in 2017 (Figure 16). In all but 
three Member States, attainment rates have increased 
compared to 2017122. At EU level, the current rate is 
3.8 percentage points shy of the 45% target for 2030, 
with 13 Member States surpassing it in 2021. Top 
performers are Luxembourg (62.6%), Ireland (61.7%), 
Cyprus (58.3%), Lithuania (57.5%) and the Netherlands 
(55.6%). Eight Member States have yet to reach 40%123.

122 Poland (-3.0 percentage points), Romania (-2.3 percentage points), and 
Finland (-0.2 percentage points) are the exceptions.

123 Looking closer at this group of young people with tertiary educational 
attainment, a master’s level or equivalent is most common (44.4%), 
closely followed by bachelor’s level or equivalent (43.5%). Also, a notable 
share of these young people having obtained their highest attainment 
level through short-cycle tertiary education (10.6%). Attainment at 
doctoral level or equivalent is not as prevalent for this age cohort (1.5%). 
In comparison, 3.0% of 25-64 year-olds with tertiary level attainment 
have qualifications at the doctoral level. The shares of people with 
short-cycle tertiary education (14.1%) and master level or equivalent 
qualifications (45.6%) are slightly higher in this age cohort, while the 
share of people with bachelor level or equivalent qualifications (37.3%) 
is lower. The overall tertiary educational attainment rate (33.4%) is 
significantly lower compared to the younger age cohort.  Monitor Toolbox 

EU-level 2030 target:

‘The share of 25-34 year-olds with 
tertiary educational attainment should 
be at least 45%, by 2030.’

Young people whose parents 
have a low level of education 
are more than three times less 
likely to attain a tertiary-level 
qualification.”

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://education.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-01/communication-european-strategy-for-universities.pdf
https://education.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-01/communication-european-strategy-for-universities.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:JOC_2022_167_R_0003
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=OJ:JOC_2022_167_R_0003
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32022H0413(01)&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32022H0413(01)&from=EN
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
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Figure 16. 10 years of educational expansion has brought about higher shares of tertiary level attainment
Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey). [Download data] [Monitor Toolbox] 
Note: breaks in time series for Belgium (2017), Denmark (2016, 2017), Germany 
(2020), Ireland (2017), France (2013), Luxembourg (2015), the Netherlands 
(2013, 2019), and Sweden (2018), and for all countries in 2014124 and 2021125.

Three dimensions of inequality in educational attainment 
are worth emphasising here: the gender gap, the socio-
economic gap and the effect of first-generation migration 
and EU mobility. Firstly, there is a sizeable and persistent 
gender gap in tertiary educational attainment across 
the EU, which has been expanding over the previous 
decades (Figure 17) and is now substantial across all 

124 The 2014 break in time series was due to the new International 
Standard Classification of Education (ISCED), with actual changes for 
only very few Member States. Further information on the changes can 
be found here.

125 As from 2021, new legislation applies to the EU Labour Force Survey 
(LFS). Therefore, Eurostat flags all 2021 LFS data with ‘b’ (break 
in series). The methodological changes have a particular impact on 
labour force status but can also impact other LFS indicators. Further 
information on the changes can be found here.

Member States126. Educational attainment at this level 
is much more common among women than men in the 
25-34 age group. At 46.8%, the female EU average has 
exceeded the target127. In contrast, the attainment rate 
for men was 35.7% in 2021, 11.1 percentage points 
lower than the rate for women128. 

126 In 20 Member States, the tertiary educational attainment rate for 
females in the 25-34 age group exceeds 45%. Conversely, the male 
cohort has only reached this level of attainment in six Member States. In 
addition, there are only seven Member States where the gap is less than 
10 percentage points. Germany stands out with the narrowest gap (3.8). 
Differences of more than 20 percentage points are found in Slovenia 
(23.6), Slovakia (23.0) and Estonia (21.2).

127 The target value was already reached by female 25-34 year-olds 
already in 2019 when the rate reached 45.0%.

128 The distribution across different tertiary education levels differs between 
women and men in the 25-34 age cohort. Most women with tertiary 
level attainment completed a degree at master’s or equivalent level 
(45.7%), followed by bachelor’s or equivalent level (43.6), short-cycle 
tertiary education (9.5%), and doctoral or equivalent level (1.3%). 
Attainment at bachelor’s or equivalent level (43.5%) was more common 
among men with tertiary educational attainment, followed by master’s 
or equivalent level (45.7%), short-cycle tertiary education (12.1%), and 
doctoral or equivalent level (1.7%).  Monitor Toolbox 
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-16.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/10186/6246844/Implementation-ISCED2011-EE-EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=EU_labour_force_survey
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-16.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
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Figure 17. The gender gap increased from 4.3 percentage points in 2002 to 11.1 percentage points in 2021
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Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: breaks in time series in 2014 and 2021.

Reducing the gender gap will be necessary if the EU 
level target is to be reached by 2030. This will require 
institutional changes at tertiary level to ensure equal 
opportunities and gender equality129, but there is also a 
need for measures at lower education levels. Evidence 
suggests that gender gaps are already prevalent in 
secondary education (Chapter 3) and continue to widen 
along the education trajectory130. At the time of entry 
into first-cycle programmes, a gender gap is already 
well-established131 and increases through to completion 
of tertiary education132. Moreover, there are large gender 
differences across fields of study, which will be examined 
closer in Section 5.2.

129 The Commission, in cooperation with stakeholders and Member States, 
plans to develop a European framework for diversity and inclusion, 
including for gender gaps, to this end (see the 2022 Commission 
Communication on a European Strategy for Universities). 

130 A 2021 study on gender behaviour and its impact on education 
outcomes points to a direct link between boys’ underperformance in 
compulsory school education and the gender gap in tertiary educational 
attainment, as participation in higher education is highly dependent on 
grades and obtaining an upper secondary education qualification. For 
an overview of other determinants underlying the gender gap identified 
in the literature, see a 2021 analytical report from the European Expert 
Network on Economics of Education (EENEE). 

131 In 2020, 54.0% of new entrants to bachelor’s or equivalent level were 
female, up from 53.5% in 2016.  Monitor Toolbox  Women outnumbered 
men both in terms of enrolled students and graduates.  Monitor Toolbox 

132 Data collected for OECD’s Education at a Glance 2019 showed that, on 
average, women have a higher completion rates than men in bachelor’s 
programmes.  

Box 14. A higher education sector 
observatory
In 2023, the Commission will set up a European 
Higher Education Sector Observatory to provide 
evidence on progress made in implementing the 
European strategy for universities. The observatory 
will combine the best of the current EU data tools and 
capacities (including ETER, U-Multirank, Eurostudent 
and Eurograduate) in one single place, while further 
improving their use and relevance for policymakers, 
universities, students and researchers.

Streamlining and upgrading existing European data 
sources will enable institutions and governments 
to strengthen their evidence base on key topics 
such as inclusion, learning outcomes, progress on 
digital, green and entrepreneurial skills, technology 
transfer, employability, students and labour market 
needs, strengthening research careers, open science, 
the institutions’ role in innovation ecosystems, and 
transnational cooperation in the higher education 
sector.

The Observatory will make it possible to compare, 
analyse and showcase the higher education sector’s 
performance across various fields – thereby 
supporting the transformation of higher education 
institutions. By building on the synergies between 
the existing data tools, it will ensure focused and 
purpose-driven monitoring, eliminating potential 
overlaps and decreasing data collection burden on 
higher education institutions.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-17.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://education.ec.europa.eu/document/commission-communication-on-a-european-strategy-for-universities
https://education.ec.europa.eu/document/commission-communication-on-a-european-strategy-for-universities
https://op.europa.eu/o/opportal-service/download-handler?identifier=414f506c-df95-11eb-895a-01aa75ed71a1&format=pdf&language=en&productionSystem=cellar&part=
https://eenee.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Analytical-Report-No-46-Gender-Gaps-in-Education-Evidence-and-Policy-Implications.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2019_62cab6af-en
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Figure 18. New evidence sheds light on parental education and parental country of birth
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Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey 2021 ad hoc module for parental education and EU Labour Force Survey 2021 for parental country of birth and total).  
 Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: parental education denotes the highest level of education successfully completed between the father and the mother of the respondent.

Secondly, ad hoc data from 2021 confirm that tertiary 
educational attainment is often passed down from 
previous generations (Figure 18). The EU average tertiary 
educational attainment rates are 48.6 percentage points 
higher among young people whose parents have a high 
level of education (70.8%) than they are among young 
people whose parents have a low level of education 
(22.2%). Far from decoupling educational performance 
and socio-economic status (Chapter 1), parental education 
proves a robust determinant of tertiary educational 
attainment across the EU.

Thirdly, new evidence confirms that the children of 
migrant parents or parents from other EU countries do 
not yield lower tertiary educational attainment rates on 
average across the EU (Figure 18)133. A young person born 
in the reporting country has similar chances of obtaining a 
higher education qualification if their parent(s) were born 
in another EU country (42.6%), outside the EU (42.4%) or 
in the reporting country (42.2)134. Only first-generation 
migration (34.1%) and EU mobility (38.5%) are associated 
with lower likelihoods of tertiary educational attainment. 
The gender gap is smaller among the latter two groups, 
amounting to 5.7 and 5.8 percentage points, respectively.

133 Note that these averages mask substantial variation between Member 
States.

134 At 42.2%, the average for 25-34 year-olds born in the reporting country 
as were their parent(s) is still below the 2030 target of at least 45%. 
This is different from early school leaving, where the equivalent group 
has reached the respective 2030 target of below 9%.

5.2. Gender stereotypes persist  
in study choice

Challenging gender prejudices and stereotypes 
throughout the education cycle, from early childhood 
education to adult learning, can reduce gender imbalances 
in other areas of life135. Gender gaps in education choices 
are significant and, like the attainment gap, they persist 
over time. Figure 19 shows the distribution of women 
and men enrolled in higher education in the EU in 2020 
across broad fields of study.

Men are underrepresented in the fields of education 
(21.5%); health and welfare (28.1%); arts and humanities 
(35.5%); and social sciences, journalism and information 
(35.6%). This contrasts female enrolment in the STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and mathematics) 
disciplines, where women only represent 31.3% of 
the enrolled students despite good employment 
opportunities in this area136. Sweden (37.2%), Romania 
(36.8%), Italy (36.2%) and Poland (35.6%) are the only 

135 Challenging gender stereotypes, closing gender gaps in the labour 
market and achieving equal participation across different sectors of the 
economy are central components of the Commission’s 2020-25 Gender 
Equality Strategy. 

136 The STEM disciplines encompass the following broad fields of study: 
‘natural sciences, mathematics and statistics’, ‘information and 
communication technologies’ and ‘engineering, manufacturing and 
construction’.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-18.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0152
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0152
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Member States where the female enrolment shares in 
STEM disciplines exceed 35%137. 

Figure 19. There are strong gender disparities 
across fields of study

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%

MalesFemales

Information and
Communication Technologies

Engineering, manufacturing
and construction

Services

Agriculture, forestry,
fisheries and veterinary

Natural sciences, mathematics
and statistics

Total

Business,
administration and law

Generic programmes
and qualifications

Social sciences, journalism
and information

Arts and humanities

Health and welfare

Education

Share of field of study

Source: Eurostat (UOE 2020).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: the indicator covers students enrolled in tertiary education.

Existing research provides evidence of a complex set 
of determinants as regards the gender gap in STEM, 
highlighting aspects such as the educational context, 
the structure of the labour market and cultural values 

137 Considering the constituent STEM disciplines, substantial gender gaps 
are found in both ICT and engineering, manufacturing and construction, 
with women accounting for, on average, less than one third of enrolled 
students (19.3% and 26.8%, respectively). At country level, the pattern is 
consistent, with a female share of under 35% across all Member States 
in both fields. Natural sciences, mathematics and statistics differ from 
the other STEM disciplines insofar as there is almost gender balance 
at EU level (50.4% in favour of women), but with stronger variation at 
country level. See also the gender gaps in awareness of environmental 
problems in Section 8.3.

and social norms in society138. An example is the 
persistent labelling of study areas as either ‘feminine’ 
or ‘masculine’, which may result in study choices being 
limited to what is ‘suitable’ for either women or men. 
Reducing these barriers is important in order to allow 
young women and men to choose their study pathways 
more freely, without gender stereotypes constraining 
their possibilities (Box 15).

Box 15. Tackling gender stereotypes in 
study choice
In March 2022, Ireland published recommendations on 
gender balance in STEM education, expanding further 
on actions identified in its 2017-19 STEM Education 
Implementation Plan. These recommendations cover four 
key areas for action: (1) instilling a whole school culture 
change, to include early years leaders and educators, 
school leaders, teachers, learners and parents/guardians; 
(2) providing effective support for early years educators 
and teachers; (3) widening learner access to STEM; and 
(4) supporting a societal and cultural shift to address 
current barriers to gender balance in STEM.

The Estonian Social Affairs Ministry commissioned a 
study on women’s representation in ICT education and 
the labour market. The study resulted in the following 
policy recommendations: (1) technology lessons and 
activities should be directed to boys and girls equally; 
(2) ICT should be a compulsory part of the national 
curriculum, either as a separate subject or integrated 
with other lessons; and (3) gender mainstreaming 
among teachers should be promoted and developed 
systematically. The recommendations were reflected in 
the updated 2022 curriculum for technology education, 
which stipulates that the division of students into study 
groups be gender-neutral and based on students’ 
interests and preferences.

In Czechia, a 2004-18 project called Break the Waves 
(Prolomit vlny) aimed to increase equal opportunities for 
women and men in the labour market and education, 
by tackling occupational segregation. The project was 
conducted by a non-profit organisation. One of the 
work strands aimed to support non-gender-stereotyped 
career choices for girls and boys at the end of primary 
and secondary schools, by helping career counsellors 
and education providers change gender stereotypes 
in educational choices. The project produced, among 
other things, a handbook on gender-sensitive school 
management, a gender auditing methodology and a 
gender equality tool for teachers.   

138 See a 2021 analytical report from the European Expert Network on 
Economics of Education (EENEE).

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-19.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://eenee.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EENEE_AR41-2.pdf
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Closing the gender gap in STEM is likely to foster 
economic growth via both higher productivity and 
increased labour market activity. One example is 
Europe’s digital transition (Chapter 8), which sees an 
increased need for skilled labour in the ICT sector. This is 
addressed through a proposed EU-level target under the 
Digital Decade of reaching 20 million employed ICT 
specialists by 2030. In 2021, there were 8.9 million 
employed ICT specialists in the EU, but only 19.1% of 
them were female. This is consistent across Member 
States, with none having female shares exceeding 
30%139. To achieve the Digital Decade objectives, 
education will play a central role, with the 2021-27 
Digital Education Action Plan being one of the key 
enablers.

5.3. Learning mobility remains 
limited and highly unbalanced

The opportunity for learners to move abroad to study, 
as well as the broader cooperation across borders, are 
strong drivers for improving the quality of education 
and training institutions140. Mobility is an essential part 

139  Monitor Toolbox 

140 Internationalisation is not only a strong driver for improving the quality 
of education and training systems. It can also have an impact on the 
economy. A 2020 analytical report from the European Expert Network on 
Economics of Education (EENEE) examines this in more detail.  

of lifelong learning and an important means to improve 
personal development, employability, and adaptability. 
Moreover, learning mobility can increase cooperation 
between education institutions and step up transnational 
cooperation141. 

There were close to 4.1 million graduates from tertiary 
education in 2020 originating in the EU142. Of these, 
approximately 550 000 completed parts of or all their 
studies abroad. This equates to a graduate mobility 
rate of 13.5%, which is on par with developments in 
recent years143. Limited progress may hint at barriers to 
mobility that would need to be removed if the EU is to 
move towards achieving a European Education Area by 
2025144. An additional obstacle, yet to be fully reflected 
in the data on mobile graduates, is the COVID-19 

141 See the 2022 Council Recommendation on building bridges for effective 
European higher education cooperation.

142 The figure for graduates originating in the EU is computed by taking 
the number of graduates in the EU, subtracting graduates originating 
outside the EU who graduated in the EU, and adding graduates 
originating in the EU who graduated in a country outside the EU.

143 Variations in reported data makes comparisons over time difficult. 
Excluding countries where not all data are reported would severely 
restrict the analysis, as inward degree mobility is the basis for 
computing outward mobility. 

144 Mutual recognition of higher education qualifications and the outcomes 
of learning periods abroad are two examples, which were addressed 
in a 2018 Council Recommendation. The latest edition of the Mobility 
Scoreboard supports this notion, and provides information on additional 
challenges. An in-depth overview is presented in Eurydice’s 2020 
Bologna Process Implementation Report. 

Figure 20. A temporary stay abroad remains the favoured option for most mobile graduates 
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0118
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0624
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/tertiary-educational-attainment.html
https://eenee.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/EENEE_AR40.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32022H0413(01)&from=EN
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:32018H1210(01)&from=EN
https://national-policies.eacea.ec.europa.eu/mobility-scoreboard/higher-education/scoreboard-indicators
https://national-policies.eacea.ec.europa.eu/mobility-scoreboard/higher-education/scoreboard-indicators
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/european-higher-education-area-2020-bologna-process-implementation-report
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-20.xlsx
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pandemic145. As was documented for the VET sector 
in Chapter 4, the pandemic significantly affected the 
globalisation of higher education (see Box 16).

Box 16. Learning mobility during 
COVID-19
COVID-19 resulted in large disruptions to the higher 
education sector and caused a major break in 
international student mobility. Campus closures and 
travel restrictions led to a move to online education 
both for domestic and international students. 

The expected short-term impact of the pandemic 
on student mobility is a decrease in international 
enrolments. A recent study on university applications 
from foreign students in the United Kingdom found 
that the pandemic led to a reduction in applications 
of between 11% and 14% in 2020, which does not 
appear to have been driven by Brexit. These findings 
are in line with drops in international enrolments seen 
in many other countries in the academic year 2020-
21146. 

It is too early to predict the long-term impact of 
the pandemic on international student mobility. 
While short-term drops in enrolments are expected, 
it is still unknown whether the pandemic will alter 
the perception of studying abroad in the medium- 
and long-term. A rapid transformation of the way 
learning was organised during COVID-19 has shown 
that physical mobility is not the only option for 
internationalisation. Virtual mobility could reach more 
students but may reduce the number of students 
going abroad.

A temporary stay abroad was the favoured option for 
most mobile graduates, as indicated in Figure 20. At 9.1%, 
the credit mobility rate was more than double that of 
the degree mobility rate (4.3%) at EU level. Luxembourg 
(85.4%) had by far the highest outbound mobility rate 
in 2020, almost 50 percentage points above the second 
highest rate found in Cyprus (35.5%). Together with the 
Netherlands (24.3%) and Slovakia (20.8%), they are 
the only countries exceeding 20%147. In 2020, the rate 

145 The most recent data, from 2020, refer to the academic year 2019-20, 
which is too early to assess the full impact of COVID-19. 

146 For more details, see a 2021 report on the impact of COVID-19 on 
higher education by the Network of Experts working on the Social 
dimension of Education and Training (NESET). 

147 In 2009, an EU-level target was adopted, which aimed for at least 20% 
of higher education graduates to have a study period abroad by 2020. 

for most Member States was between 10% and 20%. 
However, six countries have yet to reach 10%148.

The EU’s inward graduate degree mobility rate was 
higher than the outward degree mobility rate in 2020 
(8.0% compared to 4.3%)149. More than two in three 
(70.4%) inward degree mobile graduates originated 
outside the EU150. Stimulating mobility, as well as 
attracting and retaining talented students (alongside 
academics and researchers), can help maximise Europe’s 
global influence as regards values, education, research 
and societal impact151. 

Figure 21 provides information on degree mobility 
balance in 2020, including mobility both within and 
outside the EU152. It is important to strive for a balance in 
the mobility flows to optimise what is often referred to 
as ‘brain circulation’. Figure 21 illustrates how balanced 
a system is in comparison to its outward degree mobility 
rate. Positive values on the x-axis indicate an imbalance 
in favour of inward mobility, whereas negative values 
indicate an imbalance in favour of outbound mobility. 
The most balanced country in 2020 was Romania, while 
the most imbalanced countries were the Netherlands 
and Denmark.

148 Ireland did not report credit mobility data for 2020, which could result in 
the outward rate being underestimated.

149 The inward mobility rate for the EU is calculated as the number of 
inward degree-mobile graduates in the EU divided by the number of 
graduates originating in the EU.

150 The highest share of degree mobile graduates came from Asia (23.3%), 
followed by Africa (17.1%), European countries outside the EU (12.9%), 
and the Caribbean, Central and South America (8.5%). The remaining 
two regions, Northern America (2.4%), and Oceania (0.2%), made up 
less than 3% of the inward degree mobile graduates. Graduates from 
unspecified regions of origin comprised 5.9%. 

151 The European Strategy for Universities highlights the importance of 
fostering mobility between Europe and other regions of the world.  

152 The data depicted in this chart is based on student mobility rather than 
graduate mobility. This increases coverage of outbound mobility to 
destinations outside of Europe, which in turn provides a more nuanced 
overview of mobility balance. Balance is computed as the absolute 
difference (incoming minus outgoing students) divided by the total 
number of incoming students (when the balance is positive) or by the 
total number of outgoing students (when the balance is negative).

https://doi.org/10.1108/HEED-11-2021-0080
https://nesetweb.eu/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/NESET-AR4-2020_Full-Report-1.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52009XG0528(01)
https://education.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-01/communication-european-strategy-for-universities.pdf
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Figure 21. Most Member States receive more students than they send abroad
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Most Member States receive more students than the 
number of those going abroad, indicated by the cluster 
on the right-hand side of the x-axis. Countries with a high 
importing balance tend to have lower outbound mobility 
rates, albeit with substantial variation between countries. 
In 2020, Denmark and the Netherlands were the highest 
net importing countries, with mobility imbalances of 
more than 80%. Moreover, the outbound mobility rates 
in these countries (2.1% and 2.2%, respectively) were 
among the lowest in the EU. 

The variation in outward mobility rates of net exporting 
countries is substantially higher than observed among 
net importing countries. Luxembourg, Slovakia, Greece, 
and Cyprus were the highest net exporting countries 
(above 40%), and saw outward mobility rates of 76.9%, 
19.9%, 4.9% and 40.2%, respectively.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-21.xlsx
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Figure 22. Intra-EU degree mobility is highly unbalanced across Member States

Net exporting countries Net importing countriesBalance (%)

-1.0 -0.8 -0.6 -0.4 -0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1.0

Denmark
Netherlands

Czechia
Austria

Belgium
Malta

Sweden
Hungary

Spain
Germany

Estonia
Latvia

Ireland
Portugal

Greece
France

Finland
Romania

Bulgaria
Poland

Croatia
Cyprus

Lithuania
Slovakia

Luxembourg
Italy

Source: European Commission calculations based on Eurostat (UOE 2020 on degree mobility).  Download data  
Note: calculations and metadata are detailed in the downloadable Excel file.

Considering only intra-EU degree mobility, the depiction 
of balance takes on a very different form (Figure 22). 
In 2020, Italy, Luxembourg, Slovakia, Lithuania, Cyprus 
and Croatia had the highest net export of degree mobile 
students to other Member States relative to how many 
students they received. A further 10 Member States 
also recorded a mobility flow imbalance in favour of 
outbound mobility. Notably, many countries move from 
being net import countries to net export countries if only 
intra-EU mobility is considered153.  

153 Outward degree mobility to the EU accounts for more than 50% of the 
outbound mobility in all but seven Member States (France, Lithuania, 
Portugal, Sweden, Denmark, Ireland, and Malta). Conversely, inward 
mobile students from the EU account for less than 50% of inbound 
mobility in most Member States. In seven countries, the share is below 
20% (Lithuania, Finland, Italy, Ireland, Portugal, France, and Poland). This 
is an important caveat when assessing intra-EU mobility. Systems may 
be much more attractive to foreign students than the intra-EU balance 
(Figure 22) would suggest. The share of inward mobility from outside 
the EU is above 80% in Poland, France, Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Finland, 
and Lithuania.

In a nutshell
In 2021, 41.2% of 25-34 year-olds had a tertiary-
level qualification, keeping the EU on track towards 
meeting its 2030 target of at least 45%. However, 
decades of educational expansion have coincided 
with an ever-widening gender gap, reaching 11.1 
percentage points in favour of women. Evidence 
suggests that gender gaps emerge long before 
tertiary education and widen along the education 
trajectory, as mirrored in most data on new 
entrants, enrolments and completion. Study choice 
also retains a strong gender divide, and women 
remain underrepresented in disciplines such as ICT 
and engineering. In addition, tertiary educational 
attainment rates are 48.6 percentage points 
higher among young people whose parents have 
a high level of education than they are among 
young people whose parents have a low level of 
education. 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-22.xlsx
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Chapter 6.  An era of transitions demands lifelong 
skills development

6.1. Increasing participation in adult 
learning is a renewed priority

The COVID-19 pandemic has made it clear that 
everybody needs basic digital skills for study, work and 
daily life, whereas the green transition calls for new 
skills and attitudes (see Chapter 8). Meanwhile, skills 
shortages have become a standard fixture on the EU 
labour market. In 2019, labour shortages were at their 
highest in around half of the Member States, declining 
during the pandemic but increasing again in 2021154. 
Eurofound reported that, in a context of post-pandemic 
recovery and transition to a climate-neutral economy, 
the construction, energy, manufacturing and transport 
sectors were likely to need additional labour supply and 
new skills the most. 

154 See the analysis in the Joint Employment Report 2022, as based on data 
from the European Business and Consumer Survey.

Stepping up the development of the existing labour force’s 
skills can play a major role in tackling skills shortages. 
Therefore, increasing participation in adult learning has 
become a priority issue and was the focus of one of 
three headline targets for social policy welcomed by EU 
leaders in 2021, which aims to ensure 60% of adults are 
participating in learning every year by 2030155. The 2025 
EU-level target of 47% adults participating in learning 
annually has become a milestone towards reaching the 
2030 target156. In addition, Member States have set 
national targets by 2030 (Box 17).

155 An EU-level 2030 target of 60% of adults participating in learning every 
year was welcomed in the 2021 Porto Declaration, signed by EU leaders, 
and then by the European Council in its 2021 conclusions. 

156 The 2025 target of 47% adults participating in learning every year is 
part of the EEA Strategic framework Resolution.

EU-level 2025 target: 

 ‘At least 47% of adults aged 25-64 
should have participated in learning 
during the last 12 months, by 2025’.

EU-level 2030 target:

‘At least 60% of adults aged 25-64 
should have participated in learning during 
the last 12 months, by 2030’.

Among adults with a low level 
of education, those whose 
parents have a high level of 
education are four times as 
likely to participate in learning.”

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/publications/report/2021/tackling-labour-shortages-in-eu-member-states
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/316112f2-fda1-11ec-b94a-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?langId=en&catId=89&newsId=10004&furtherNews=yes
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/50763/2425-06-21-euco-conclusions-en.pdf
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2021.066.01.0001.01.ENG
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Box 17. National targets for 2030
Achieving the 2025 and 2030 EU-level targets 
requires sustained measures, and in some 
countries radical reforms, to increase adult learning 
participation. On 16 June 2022, the employment 
and social affairs ministers of EU Member States 
presented their 2030 national targets for (a) the 
employment rate; (b) reducing the number of people 
at risk of poverty; and (c) participation in adult 
learning. The overview below shows the 2030 national 
targets for adult learning, compared to a 2016 
baseline (the latest data available using the same 
12-month reference period). 

Country Baseline (2016) Target (2030)

EU 37.4 60.0

Belgium 39.4 60.9

Bulgaria 11.8 35.4

Czechia 22.8 45.0

Denmark 50.4 60.0

Germany 46.4 65.0

Estonia 33.9 52.3

Ireland 46.0 64.2

Greece 16.0 40.0

Spain 30.4 60.0

France 48.4 65.0

Croatia 26.9 55.0

Italy 33.9 60.0

Cyprus 44.8 61.0

Latvia 39.0 60.0

Lithuania 25.0 53.7

Luxembourg 42.6 62.5

Hungary 54.8 60.0

Malta 32.8 57.6

Netherlands 57.1 62.0

Austria 55.3 62.0

Poland 20.9 51.7

Portugal 38.0 60.0

Romania 5.8 17.4

Slovenia 40.3 60.0

Slovakia 42.6 50.0

Finland 51.4 60.0

Sweden 58.8 60.0

Source: 2022 press release ‘Commission welcomes Member 
States’ targets for a more social Europe by 2030‘.

The 2022 Council Recommendation on ‘individual 
learning accounts’ outlines how Member States can 
stimulate participation in adult learning by closing 
support gaps and fostering the integration of financial 
and non-financial support (Box 18). The 2022 Council 
Recommendation on a European approach to micro-
credentials for lifelong learning and employability aims 
to increase transparency concerning the quality and 
recognition of short training courses, which constitute 
the bulk of adult learning (Box 19).

6.2. There are signs of recovery 
amid a strikingly uneven country 
performance

While future EU-level monitoring of adult learning will 
use a 12-month reference period, the most recent 
data available concern participation in adult learning 
participation over the 4 weeks preceding the survey157. 
There was a near-universal decrease of adult learning in 
the past 4 weeks between 2019 and 2020 (from 10.8% 
to 9.1% in the EU average, with drops in all Member 
States except Greece, Spain and Lithuania), likely due to 
the health measures introduced because of COVID-19, 
which disrupted learning provision, especially at the 
workplace. However, a near-universal increase of adult 
learning was observed between 2020 and 2021 (from 
9.1% back to 10.8%, with increases in all Member 
States except Germany, Greece, and France). This may 
be due, in part, to the more granular measurement as 
of 2021158, or to the relaxation of COVID-19 measures, 
making it easier for adults to participate in learning 
activities again.

157 As of 2022, and then every two years, the EU Labour Force Survey (LFS) 
will include questions about learning participation in the preceding 12 
months (in addition to the annual question about participation in the 
last 4 weeks, as in the past). This will support the monitoring of Member 
States’ progress towards the 2025 EU-level target, the 2030 EU-level 
target and the 2030 national targets.

158 The EU Labour Force Survey (LFS) is undergoing changes in the 
2021 and 2022 annual data that affect, among other things, the 
measurement of adult learning. The 2022 revision is detailed in the 
previous footnote. As for the 2021 revision (with data already reported 
in this chapter), respondents are asked whether they have attended non-
formal learning activities that are job-related, and subsequently whether 
they have only participated in learning activities that are not job-
related (i.e. undertaken for personal reasons). The new implementation 
guidelines clarify that non-formal learning includes taught courses 
including workshops, seminars and tutorials as well as private lessons 
and massive open online courses. The advantage of this change is that 
the measurement of adult learning is expected to improve, as otherwise 
respondents may not have thought about learning that is not job-related 
in the context of the LFS.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_3782
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_3782
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32022H0627%2803%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32022H0627%2802%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32022H0627%2802%29
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Figure 23. Adult learning took a hit during COVID-19 and picked up again in 2021
Source: Eurostat (EU Labour Force Survey). [Download data] [Monitor Toolbox] 
Note: breaks in time series for Germany (2020) and for all countries in 2021159.

Most adult learning in the 4 weeks preceding the survey 
concerns non-formal learning, comprising three quarters 
of all participation in 2021 (8.0% against a total of 
10.8%160). This share is almost the same as it was in 
2019, while it was a bit lower in 2020. Adult learners 
mostly follow short courses, more likely to be organised 

159 As from 2021, new legislation applies to the EU Labour Force Survey 
(LFS) and therefore Eurostat flags all 2021 LFS data with ‘b’ (break 
in series). The methodological changes have a particular impact on 
labour force status but can also impact other LFS indicators. Further 
information on the changes can be found here.

160  Monitor Toolbox 

in non-formal settings161. Non-formal learning represent 
less than half of all adult learning in only a couple of 
countries with a very low rate of participation162. Most 
non-formal adult learning is job-related, but 1.9% of 
adults reported reporting participation only in non-
formal learning that was not related to their job163. 

161 See a 2021 Eurydice report on adult education and training in Europe.

162 A little over a quarter in Bulgaria and a little over a third in Greece. Note 
that non-formal learning may be even more important when using a 
12-month reference period.

163  Monitor Toolbox  In some countries, the improved measurement of 
non-formal learning not related to the job may have helped increase 
overall adult learning participation. In the Netherlands and Slovenia, 
where participation significantly increased in 2021, the growth is almost 
completely thanks to higher participation in non-formal learning, and 
half of it concerns non-formal learning not related to the job (5.4% in 
the Netherlands and 4.8% in Slovenia). In Denmark, non-formal learning 
not related to the job (9.8%) is more than half the non-formal share 
(17.1%), though not enough to bring the total participation (22.4%) back 
to its 2019 level (25.3%). An increase in non-formal learning in Cyprus 
(3.1% in 2019 versus 7.5% in 2021) also explains its 2021 total, with 
little contribution from non-job related learning (1.2%). In Romania, the 
impact of non-job related learning (0.3%) was also minimal, and overall 
growth was thanks to participation in mostly job-related non-formal 
learning, which was half of its total in 2020 (0.5% against 1.0%) and 
90% of a much larger total in 2021 (4.4% against 4.9%).
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Note: breaks in time series for Germany (2020) and for all countries in 2021159.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=EU_labour_force_survey
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/adult-education-and-training-europe-building-inclusive-pathways-skills-and
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-23.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
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Box 18. Individual learning accounts
The aim of the 2022 Council Recommendation on 
individual learning accounts is to promote adult 
participation in learning through direct financial support 
and complementary services. It invites Member States 
to consider setting up individual learning accounts to 
encourage adults to participate in training. Every adult, 
whether at work or not, is recommended to receive a 
personal account with training entitlements, which they 
can spend throughout their career on training courses 
that are relevant to the labour market and quality-
assured, chosen from a registry of eligible opportunities. 

In France, the use of individual learning accounts 
(‘compte personnel de formation’, CPF) has increased 
rapidly during the pandemic, against an overall trend 
of falling adult learning participation. The number of 
CPF-funded training courses increased from 489,000 
in 2019 to 1 million in 2020, and then to 2.1 million 
in 2021. Workers in the accommodation and catering 
sector, which was particularly affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, recorded the strongest increase, suggesting 
that the CPF allowed many workers to use the period 
of low economic activity for (online) training. Following 
a 2019 reform that made it more user-friendly, use 
of the CPF has increased, in particular among low 
qualified adults, who are now well represented among 
CPF users. France provided additional incentives for the 
acquisition of digital skills, supported by the Recovery 
and Resilience Facility.  

The Netherlands has introduced individual learning 
budgets, allowing adults to claim a budget of up to EUR 
1 000 per year to spend on eligible training activities 
(‘STAP’ scheme). STAP replaces an income tax deduction 
for training expenses, after an evaluation found this 
income tax deduction only had limited success in 
encouraging people to take up additional training. In 
contrast, the STAP budget is available to all adults on 
the Dutch labour market regardless of whether their 
income is sufficiently high to pay income taxes, and it 
does not require pre-financing by individuals. In the first 
application period (March-April 2022), the budget was 
exhausted after 3 days: 36 000 individuals received 
a STAP budget, enrolling in 4 000 different training 
programmes managed by 235 different providers.

Greece is setting up a scheme of Lifelong Skilling 
Accounts with support from the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility, helping people to take up training that responds 
to their individual needs. The initiative includes a new 
national register of eligible training providers, based on 
a revised quality assurance system. The scheme is part 
of a comprehensive reform, which also envisages an 
investment in general skills programmes for 500 000 
participants and aims to develop basic- and medium-
level digital skills, skills for the green transition and 
financial literacy skills. A National Skills Council will 
annually revise the national skills strategy.

More adult women (11.6%) than men (10.1%) participated 
in learning in the 4 weeks preceding the survey, with 
proportions stable throughout recent years. This pattern 
is repeated across many Member States, with only few 
exceptions164. Some countries record a particularly strong 
female predominance. Three women participate in learning 
activities for every two men in Denmark (26.6% against 
18.1%) and Finland (35.8% against 25.5%). The female 
share is twice the male share in Latvia (11.5% against 
5.5%) and Croatia (6.4% against 3.7%).

Higher female participation is also the case among 
unemployed adults165, with 14.3% of women participating 
in learning activities versus 11.2% of men. In total, adult 
learning among unemployed people has increased at 
EU level to 12.7% (from 10.5% in 2020 and 10.7% in 
2019)166, possibly thanks to active labour market policies 
that responded to the impact of the pandemic. Differences 
between countries remain huge, with almost half of 
unemployed people in Sweden participating in learning 
compared to less than 1 in 10 in eleven other Member 
States167. 

6.3. Adult learning is rare among 
people with a low level of 
education and in rural areas

The participation of adults with a low level of education 
remains below half of the general rate, with an EU average 
of 4.3%, exactly the same as in 2019, recovering from the 
rate of 3.4% in 2020168. Adults with a low level of education 
whose parents have a high level of education are four 
times as likely to participate in learning as adults with a 
low level of education whose parents also have a low level 
of education (14.2% versus 3.5%)169. This suggests that 
socio-economic status has a strong influence on learning 
participation, going beyond what is reflected in an adult’s 
own formal educational attainment.

164 For example, the pattern is flipped in Cyprus with a 9.9% share among 
men versus 9.5% among women.

165  Monitor Toolbox 

166 Growth in adult learning among unemployed people was substantial 
in some Member States, such as the Netherlands (19.5% in 2019 and 
30.4% in 2021) and Slovenia (9.7 in 2019 and 15.9% in 2021), largely 
contributing to the increase of overall adult learning rates in these 
countries.

167 Romania, Slovakia, Hungary, Croatia, Czechia, Greece, Poland, Lithuania, 
Italy, Latvia and Cyprus.

168 While in a few Member States female participation is higher among 
adults with a low level of education (Sweden, Finland and Denmark), in 
most countries adult learning is slightly more prevalent among men with 
a low level of education, as reflected also in the EU average (4.4% men 
versus 4.2% women).  Monitor Toolbox 

169  Monitor Toolbox 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32022H0627%2803%29&qid=1656936941903
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html


51Education and Training Monitor 2022

Figure 24 captures non-formal learning across three 
levels of educational attainment. It confirms that most 
non-formal learning is job-related and substantially 
more prevalent among people with higher levels of 
education than it is among people with lower levels of 
education. However, Figure 24 also illustrates how age 
plays into the participation rates for the three groups, 
here including people beyond the working age. While 
participation in general decreases with age at all levels 
of attainment, among people who are highly educated, 
participation in job-related non-formal learning has a 
clear peak in the mid-age groups, something that does 
not occur among people with medium or low levels of 
education. 

More generally, younger adults participate in formal and 
non-formal adult learning substantially more than older 
adults, with the EU average rate of the 25-34 age bracket 
(18.2%) about twice the rate of the 45-54 age bracket 
(9.2%). While one in four highly-qualified young adults 
participate in learning (24.9%), the participation rate 
(8.3%) of young adults with lower levels of qualification 
(25 to 34 years) is lower than the rate (9.9%) among 
highly-qualified older people (55 to 74 years).

As can be seen in Figure 25, the prevalence of adult 
learning in the 4 weeks preceding the survey is different 
when living in a city (13.6%), in a smaller town (9.8%) 
or in a rural area (7.8%)170 – which may in part reflect 
the proximity of training opportunities in more densely 
populated areas. In Malta, the distribution is balanced, 
and in Estonia, the Netherlands and Sweden, the gap 
is relatively small. However, in Austria, Cyprus, Czechia, 
Germany and Latvia, the participation rate in rural areas 
is about half the rate in cities, and in another seven 
Member States – Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia, Greece, 
Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia – it is less than half.

The share of adult learning in the past 4 weeks among 
those born outside of the reporting country (11.0%) 
is very similar to the overall EU average rate (10.8%), 
with a slightly higher share for those born in non-EU 
countries (11.5%) and a lower share for adults born in 
other Member States (9.8%). In most countries, data are 
close to the average pattern, with only a few exceptions. 
In Lithuania, participation of adults born in the EU 
(12.4% in 2021) is much higher than that of adults born 
in non-EU countries (5.5%), while the opposite is true for 
Hungary (5.3% for those born in other Member States 
against 11.6% for adults born in non-EU countries).  

170  Monitor Toolbox 

Figure 24. Non-formal learning is led by people who are highly educated below the age of 55
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Note: ‘Not job-related’ non-formal learning is more prevalent than suggested by the figure, as adults who have participated in both job-related and not job-related non-
formal learning are only recorded under job-related non-formal education.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-24.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
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Figure 25. Adult learning is low in rural areas for the majority of Member States
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Box 19. Micro-credentials
Most adult learning takes the form of short, non-formal 
courses, which is increasingly leading to micro-credentials 
being awarded. The 2022 Council Recommendation on a 
European approach to micro-credentials aims to ensure the 
quality, recognition and understanding of micro-credentials, 
making it easier for individuals, employers, and education 
and training institutions to trust and appreciate them. 
Micro-credentials have huge potential to shape a better 
supply of targeted upskilling and reskilling courses, and 
to motivate people to take advantage of them, knowing 
that their new skills will be certified in a clear and credible 
document. Micro-credentials open the possibility for people 
to accumulate, or ‘stack’, different competences, which 
can be documented and recognised by learning providers, 
employers, and sectors – as well as across countries.

In Ireland, certificates released after short courses have 
been included in the National Framework of Qualifications 
since its establishment in 2003. In the Netherlands, 
micro-credentials (‘edubadges’) can be issued online and 
their recipients can store and share them with employers 
or education providers. In Croatia, ‘micro-qualifications’ 
have become part of formal adult education following the 
2021 adoption of the new Adult Education Act, and units 
of learning outcomes related to short training courses 
can lead to partial or full qualifications. In Spain, recent 
legislation has integrated a number of micro-credentials 
into formal VET, which can be stacked and lead to a formal 
VET certificate. Latvia also allows micro-credentials to be 
accumulated in order to get a full qualification or used 
as standalone qualifications. Estonia is revising its Adult 
Education Act to regulate the content, provision, quality 
framework and duration of learning experiences leading to 
the award of micro-credentials171.

171 Country examples are taken from a 2022 CEDEFOP briefing note.

In a nutshell
In 2021, 10.8% of adults aged 25 to 64 
participated in formal or non-formal learning 
activities over the preceding 4 weeks, showing 
a recovery from pandemic-induced drops the 
previous year. While adult learning in the preceding 
4 weeks has increased among the unemployed 
(now 12.7%), it is still much less prevalent among 
people with a low level of education (4.3%) and 
people living in rural areas (7.8%). These data 
build on a new, more granular definition of adult 
learning – and will be improved again next year 
with the reference period for learning activities 
being extended to 12 months. It is the 12-month 
reference period that will be used for the EU-level 
targets for both 2025 and 2030, as well as for 
national targets set by the Member States. 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-25.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/adult-learning.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32022H0627%2802%29
https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/files/9171_en.pdf
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Quality education equips young people with the 
knowledge, skills and attitudes required to thrive in life 
and to cope with the various challenges they will face172. 
Parts 1 and 2 of this report already touched upon a 
number of important dimensions of quality education, 
such as learning mobility, teaching and the way equitable 
education and training systems feed into quality learning 
for all. Part 3 looks at educational achievement173 as a 
proxy for quality education and an illustration of the kind 
of learning that is behind the educational credentials, 
diplomas and certificates mentioned in Part 2. 

172 See the 2020 Commission Communication on achieving the European 
Education Area by 2025.

173 In a cross-EU assessment, educational achievement is often measured 
using large scale assessments from the OECD and the International 
Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA).

The final part of this report aims to broaden the 
focus on reading, maths and science and to expand 
coverage to other key competences in a lifelong 
learning perspective. Such an approach may, over time, 
reveal common characteristics and synergies that 
can improve our education and training systems. The 
2018 Council Recommendation on key competences 
for lifelong learning singles out eight broad domains: 
(1) literacy; (2) multilingualism; (3) mathematics (and 
science, technology and engineering); (4) digital; (5) 
personal, social and learning to learn; (6) citizenship; 
(7) entrepreneurship; and (8) cultural awareness and 
expression. Not all of these key competence domains 
lend themselves easily to cross-EU comparisons, but the 
quantitative and qualitative evidence is improving174.

174 A 2022 study provides an overview of major reforms in the development 
of key competences across all Member States and a deep dive into 
reform processes in Denmark, Ireland, the Netherlands, Portugal and 
Slovakia. 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0625
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0604(01)&rid=7
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/a5b0c2a2-b562-11ec-b6f4-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
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The Recommendation also refers to numerous 
‘horizontal enablers’ that can be expected to benefit the 
development of most – if not all – key competences in 
an education and training system. Such enablers include 
cross-discipline learning, whole school approaches, 
learner continuity, cross-sectorial cooperation, the active 
participation and decision making of learners, guidance 
and support for innovative learning methodologies175, 
and competence-oriented approaches in initial teacher 
education, continuing professional development and 
staff exchanges. 

The 2020 Commission Communication on achieving 
the European Education Area by 2025 continues the 
work on these ‘horizontal enablers’, and introduces 
additional enablers such as micro-credentials176. The 
2020 Commission Communication on the European 
Skills Agenda strengthens the focus on the digital 
and green transition (see Chapter 8), while adding 
objectives on adult learning and the digital skills of the 
adult population. The European Skills Agenda also adds 
further ‘horizontal enablers’ such as individual learning 
accounts177. 

175 Including access to centres of expertise, tools and materials.

176 See the 2022 Council Recommendation on a European approach to 
micro-credentials for lifelong learning and employability. Chapter 6 
features examples in Box 19.

177 See the 2022 Council Recommendation on individual learning accounts. 
Chapter 6 features examples in Box 18.

Box 20. Learning losses due to 
physical school closures
While there is no comparable EU-level evidence, 
national studies show large variation in the impacts 
of physical school closures on learning progress. 
This reflects considerable cross-country variation in 
the intensity of the pandemic, length and extent of 
school closures, different modes of distance or hybrid 
learning adopted, readiness to move towards online 
learning (and its efficiency), and also the type, scope 
and timing of measures adopted to mitigate learning 
loss.

The magnitude of reported learning loss varied 
significantly by country, subject, level of education, 
and school closure length. Declines were recorded in 
the Flemish Community of Belgium (maths and Dutch 
among sixth grade students), Italy (maths among 
primary school students), the Netherlands (maths, 
spelling and reading among students in grade 4-7) 
and Germany (reading comprehension, operations and 
numeracy among fifth grade students). Other national 
studies found less conclusive evidence or no evidence 
at all of learning loss. In addition, there may have 
been some learning recovery during the second year 
of the COVID-19 pandemic in countries that recorded 
learning losses in 2020. 

Some pre-COVID-19 studies suggest that remedial 
measures could be effective in addressing educational 
disruption. In a March 2021 survey on COVID-19, 
76% of participating Member States reported 
providing remedial measures to reduce learning loss 
at upper secondary level. These included specific 
supports for students in upper secondary grades 
ending with a national examination (65% of Member 
States) and for students in programmes with a 
vocational orientation (53%). In addition, 71% of 
countries reported introducing specific measures for 
disadvantaged students. More than 60% of Member 
States introduced supports for students at risk of 
early school leaving or grade repetition, as well as for 
students unable to access distance learning. Remedial 
actions were often preceded by an assessment of the 
gaps in student learning (71% of countries). 

Source: Employment and Social Developments in Europe 
(ESDE) review 2022.

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0625
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22832&langId=en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32022H0627%2802%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32022H0627%2803%29
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=738&langId=en&pubId=8483&furtherPubs=yes
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Chapter 7.  A policy focus on key competences looks 
beyond basic skills

7.1. Underachievement in basic skills 
goes down with instruction time

Underachievement in reading, maths and science is 
captured by data from the OECD’s PISA, with its most 
recent 2018 round178 well documented in previous 
editions of the Education and Training Monitor179. Across 
the EU, the shares of underachievement in reading 
(22.5%), maths (22.9%) and science (22.3%) are all 
quite a distance from the 2030 target of below 15% 
and have actually increased when compared to the 
2015 PISA round.

With PISA widely regarded as the benchmark for 
international comparisons in educational achievement, 
there is great interest in seeing whether its 2022 round 
will confirm further increases in underachievement, or 
whether any learning losses resulting from the 2020-21 
physical school closures will have been remedied in the 

178 PISA is currently conducted every 3 years. The next data collection has 
been delayed to 2022 due to the COVID-19 pandemic. The results will 
be released by the end of 2023.

179 Note that PISA 2018 forms the basis for the new EU-level indicator on 
equity in education (Chapter 1).

interim. In this section, further analysis of PISA 2018 
data suggests that instruction time does correlate with 
underachievement, which may not bode well in terms of 
COVID-19 effects.

Instruction time is not the definitive hallmark of quality 
education180, yet there is a clear association between 
the number of annual hours 14-year-olds were 
expected to spend overall in regular lessons181 and the 
underachievement rate in reading182 at age 15 (Figure 
26). Three out of the four bottom performing countries 
with respect to underachievement in reading are also 
the countries with the lowest intended instruction time 
at age 14 (Cyprus, Romania and Malta).

180 The time students spend learning has a broader variety of 
characteristics (regular lessons, afterschool classes, private tutoring), 
and is heavily influenced by factors such as teaching practices.

181 Intended instruction time (on the x-axis) ranges from 600 to 1 200 
hours per year, although for most countries, the values are concentrated 
between 800 and 1 000 hours. They correspond to the intended 
instruction time in public institutions.

182 Similar association holds for the other domains – mathematics and 
science.

EU-level 2030 target:

‘The share of low- 
achieving 15-year-olds in reading, 
mathematics and science should be less 
than 15% by 2030.

Three out of the four bottom 
performing countries with 
respect to underachievement in 
reading are also the countries 
with the lowest instruction time 
at age 14.”
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Figure 26. Cyprus, Romania and Malta may benefit from increasing the instruction time 
Source: OECD (PISA 2018) and Eurydice. [Download data] [Monitor Toolbox] 
Note: the values in the horizontal axis correspond to the intended instruction 
time (number of hours per year) in public institutions (no data for Austria, Latvia, 
the Netherlands and Sweden)183. The size of bubbles represents the degree of 
flexibility in time allocation, measured as the average of the share of vertical 
and horizontal subject flexibility over the total instruction time184.

In Denmark, which has the highest number of hours 
and the highest share of language classes185, the 
underachievement rate is 16.0%. In France, with a share 
of language classes that is closer to the EU average, 
the underachievement rate increases to 20.9%. Lower 
shares of language classes are also observed in 
countries with higher underachievement, such as Greece 
(8.1%) and Bulgaria (9.2%).

Furthermore, there is a group of countries (Estonia, 
Finland, Czechia, Ireland, and Belgium) where 
underachievement rates are below the EU average, 
while neither the instruction time nor the share of 
language classes are out of the ordinary. These countries 
share a varying degree of flexibility in the allocation of 

183 See the PISA 2018 system-level indicators.

184 See the 2018 Eurydice report on recommended annual instruction time. 
Data from 2017-18 is used to match the 2018 PISA data.

185 European Commission (Joint Research Centre) calculations of the 
country average share of language class periods per week, derived from 
the PISA 2018 student’s background questionnaire, ranging between 
8.1% in Greece and 19.6% in Denmark (the EU average is 11.6%).

instruction time (as depicted by the bubble size in Figure 
26), whether it be ‘vertical flexibility’186, as in Estonia, 
Czechia, Finland, or ‘horizontal flexibility’187 in Belgium 
and Ireland188. These findings suggest that a higher 
degree of school autonomy could act as a leverage to 
tackle underachievement189.

186 Vertical flexibility refers to the capability of schools and/or local 
authorities to allocate a subject’s instruction time across more than one 
grade. See the 2021 Eurydice report on recommended annual instruction 
time.

187 Horizontal flexibility refers to the capability of schools and/or local 
authorities to allocate instruction time for a group of subjects within a 
specific grade. See the 2021 Eurydice report on recommended annual 
instruction time.

188 Ireland was in the process of introducing vertical flexibility.

189 The amount of instruction time in primary education might also 
influence the results in subsequent stages of education. Bulgaria and 
Romania are among the countries with the lowest number of hours of 
intended instruction time in primary education. See the 2021 Eurydice 
report on recommended annual instruction time.

Sh
ar

e 
of

 u
nd

er
ac

hi
ev

em
en

t 
in

 r
ea

di
ng

Intended instruction time at age 14 (hours per year)

600 700 800 900 1.000 1.100 1.200
0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

CyprusCyprus

RomaniaRomania

MaltaMalta

BulgariaBulgaria

SlovakiaSlovakia
GreeceGreece

SpainSpain

DenmarkDenmark

FranceFrance

LuxembourgLuxembourg

CzechiaCzechia

EstoniaEstonia

IrelandIreland
FinlandFinland

PolandPoland SloveniaSlovenia

PortugalPortugal

LithuaniaLithuania
HungaryHungary

CroatiaCroatia

BelgiumBelgium
GermanyGermany

ItalyItaly

Source: OECD (PISA 2018) and Eurydice.  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
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Netherlands and Sweden)183. The size of bubbles represents the degree of flexibility in time allocation, measured as the average of the share of vertical and horizontal 
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/key-competences-and-basic-skills.html
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/f91bd498-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/f91bd498-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/9fdd536a-6eb8-11e8-9483-01aa75ed71a1/language-en/format-PDF/source-71779345
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/recommended-annual-instruction-time-full-time-compulsory-education-europe-202021
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/recommended-annual-instruction-time-full-time-compulsory-education-europe-202021
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/recommended-annual-instruction-time-full-time-compulsory-education-europe-202021
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/recommended-annual-instruction-time-full-time-compulsory-education-europe-202021
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-26.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/key-competences-and-basic-skills.html
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7.2. Multilingualism may be  
on the rise

The EU’s motto ‘united in diversity’ symbolises the 
essential contribution of linguistic diversity. Languages 
unite people, make other countries and their cultures 
accessible, and strengthen intercultural understanding. 
Foreign language skills play a vital role in boosting 
employability and mobility190. Yet too many Europeans 
still leave school without a working knowledge of a foreign 
language. For this reason, the EU has set the improvement 
of language teaching and learning as a priority191. 

In 2016, 78.7% of young adults (25-34 years) reported 
they knew at least one foreign language192, but only 36.8% 
declared knowing more than one foreign language, the 
latter fairly stable across time193. Evidence suggests that 
proficiency among young adults may pick up in the future 

190 Multilingualism also improves the competitiveness of the EU economy. 
For instance, poor language skills may cause companies to lose 
international contracts and may hinder the mobility of skills and talent.

191 See the 2019 Council Recommendation on a comprehensive approach to 
the teaching and learning of languages, reiterated under priority area 1 
in the EEA Strategic framework Resolution.

192 Among them, 64% declared their level of the best-known foreign 
language to be good or proficient.  Monitor Toolbox 

193 The EU average yielded 35.2% in 2007, 37.0% in 2011 and 36.8% in 
2016.  Monitor Toolbox 

as younger cohorts age. In primary education, a strong 
majority of pupils are in contact with a foreign language 
(86.1% in 2020). Moreover, the share of lower secondary 
students learning more than one foreign language has 
been increasing in recent years, rising from 46.3% in 2015 
to 59.2% in 2020 (Figure 27)194.

The share of students who continue studying a second 
foreign language in upper secondary education (49.0% 
across the EU in 2020) tends to be lower than in primary 
and lower secondary education. Remarkable exceptions 
are Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and Belgium, where the 
share from lower to upper secondary education increases 
by over 30 percentage points, followed by an increase of 
over 20 percentage points in Austria and Slovenia. 

Some 60.0% of students enrolled in general programmes 
in upper secondary education are taught at least two 
foreign languages on average across the EU, compared 
to only 35.1% of students in vocational programmes. This 
pattern is observed in all countries except Italy, where 
students in vocational education are more likely to learn 
a second foreign language than their peers in general 
education (48.1% versus 24.7% in 2020).

194 The situation varies substantially across countries. 

Figure 27. The exposure of school-age youth to foreign languages bodes well for the improvement of 
multilingual proficiency among young adults

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

Share of students in upper secondary education learning at least two foreign languages (2020)

Lu
xe

m
bo

ur
g

Fi
nl

an
d

Ita
ly

G
re

ec
e

Es
to

ni
a

M
al

ta

Ro
m

an
ia

Po
rt

ug
al

D
en

m
ar

k

Cy
pr

us

Sw
ed

en

Li
th

ua
ni

a

Fr
an

ce

La
tv

ia

N
et

he
rla

nd
s

Cz
ec

hi
a

EU

Cr
oa

tia

Sl
ov

ak
ia

Po
la

nd

Sp
ai

n

G
er

m
an

y

Be
lg

iu
m

Sl
ov

en
ia

Bu
lg

ar
ia

Au
st

ria

Ire
la

nd

H
un

ga
ry

Share of 25 to 34 year-olds reporting to know at least two foreign languages (2016)

Share of students in lower secondary education learning at least two foreign languages (2020)

Source: Eurostat (UOE 2020; Adult Education Survey 2016).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32019H0605(02)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=uriserv:OJ.C_.2021.066.01.0001.01.ENG
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/key-competences-and-basic-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/key-competences-and-basic-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-27.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/key-competences-and-basic-skills.html
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Box 21. Entrepreneurship 
competence
Entrepreneurship competence refers to the capacity 
to act upon opportunities and ideas, and to transform 
them into values for other people. It is founded 
upon (1) creativity, (2) critical thinking and problem 
solving, (3) taking initiative, (4) perseverance and 
(5) the ability to work collaboratively in order to plan 
and manage projects that are of cultural, social or 
financial value.

According to the 2021 Global Entrepreneurship 
Monitor (GEM), there is still insufficient training 
provided throughout primary and secondary education 
across the EU as regards creating or managing small 
and medium-sized enterprises (with Finland and the 
Netherlands being the only exceptions). At post-
secondary and tertiary levels, the situation improves 
and five additional Member States can be added 
to the list (Spain, France, Lithuania, Germany and 
Luxembourg). 

The European entrepreneurship competence 
framework (EntreComp) is a reference framework that 
explains what is meant by an entrepreneurial mindset. 
EntreComp offers a comprehensive description 
of the knowledge, skills and attitudes that people 
need to be entrepreneurial and to create financial, 
cultural or social value for other people. EntreComp 
comprises three key areas with 15 entrepreneurship 
competences, defined through learning outcomes – 
what a learner knows, understands and can do. The 
learning outcomes are mapped across eight different 
levels of progression, from beginner to expert. 

EntreComp can be used in a variety of ways including: 
(1) supporting policy and practice to develop 
entrepreneurial skills; (2) assessing entrepreneurial 
skills; and (3) helping to train educators, trainers and 
teachers. EntreComp can be used across sectors and 
be a key tool used for collaboration and development 
work by educators, trainers, employers, professional 
bodies and policymakers.

Regarding the actual languages studied, in primary 
education the preferred language remains English 
(84.1%), and to a lesser extent French (5.5%) and 
German (3.4%). These are also the main languages 
studied in lower secondary education (98.3%, 30.6% 
and 21.4%, respectively), with the addition of Spanish 
(17.7%). Upper secondary education features a similar 
– though slightly more balanced – pattern, for English 
(88.1%), French (18.9%), German (20.0%) and Spanish 
(18.0%)195.

The Commission is strengthening the central role of 
multilingualism by: (1) working with Member States and 
leading experts in language education to modernise 
language teaching; and (2) strengthening the evidence 
base for language policy, in collaboration with the 
Eurydice network and Eurostat, as well as with external 
partners such as UNESCO, OECD and the Council of 
Europe196. For instance, results from the 2022 Adult 
Education Survey will provide valuable information, in 
particular for the younger age groups (from 18 years 
old).

Crucially, the question remains whether language 
policies, curricula, instruction and learning can actually 
lead to students becoming proficient in foreign 
languages. The next PISA cycle will include an optional 
module197 to assess the English language proficiency of 
15-year-old students. 

195 The 2023 follow-up to the 2017 Eurydice report on teaching languages 
at school in Europe will provide an insight into participation in foreign 
language learning, and into the context and organisation of foreign 
language teaching. An analysis of innovative approaches to and 
strategies for teaching languages across the EU (Germany, Spain, Italy, 
Netherlands, Finland and Sweden) is available in a 2020 report from the 
Network of Experts working on the Social dimension of Education and 
Training (NESET).

196 The Council of Europe and its European Centre of Modern Languages 
focus on promoting innovation in language teaching. As many 
education systems are not using common methods of assessment, 
efforts to improve language teaching should be coordinated with the 
development of modern assessment methodologies. For instance, the 
initiative on ‘relating language curricula, tests and examinations to the 
Common European Framework of Reference (RELANG)’ focuses on 
helping educational authorities link language examinations to the 
proficiency levels defined in the Common European Framework of 
Reference for Languages (CEFR). Another strand of this cooperation 
develops support for multilingual classrooms, to help young migrants 
integrate and excel in school.

197 The PISA 2025 Foreign Language Assessment will assess reading, 
listening and speaking proficiency in the English language. The 
Commission has supported the development of the assessment 
framework and plans to co-finance Member States’ international 
costs associated with participating in the optional module, through the 
Erasmus+ 2023 work programme. 

https://www.gemconsortium.org/
https://www.gemconsortium.org/
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1317&langId=en
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/key-data-teaching-languages-school-europe-2017-edition
https://nesetweb.eu/en/resources/library/the-future-of-language-education-in-europe-case-studies-of-innovative-practices/
http://www.ecml.at/
http://relang.ecml.at/
http://relang.ecml.at/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/level-descriptions
https://www.coe.int/en/web/common-european-framework-reference-languages/level-descriptions
https://www.ecml.at/TrainingConsultancy/Multilingualclassrooms/tabid/1816/language/en-GB/Default.aspx
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/foreign-language/
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7.3. Citizenship attitudes evolve with 
education

Citizenship competence is the ability to act as responsible 
citizens and to fully participate in civic and social life, 
based on an understanding of social, economic, legal 
and political concepts and structures, as well as global 
developments and sustainability. Education plays an 
essential role in teaching fundamental values and 
promoting social inclusion in order to strengthening 
social cohesion and democratic participation198. 

The 2022 European Parliament Resolution on 
implementing citizenship education actions called 
for the development of tangible and measurable EU 
objectives on citizenship education. The results from the 
2022 edition of the International Civic and Citizenship 
Education Study (ICCS)199, expected to be published in 

198 See the 2018 Council Recommendation on promoting common values, 
inclusive education, and the European dimension of teaching. The 
Council of Europe developed a Reference Framework of Competences 
for Democratic Culture, to be adapted for use in primary and secondary 
schools and higher education and vocational training institutions 
throughout Europe.

199 ICCS is carried out by the International Association for the Evaluation 
of Educational Achievement (IEA) and measures, among other things, 
eighth graders knowledge, conceptual understanding, and competences 
in civic and citizenship education. 

2023, will provide a solid basis to inform such tangible 
and measurable EU objectives on citizenship education. 
In the meantime, a 2021 Eurobarometer Youth Survey 
sheds light on various citizenship attitudes and hints 
at how such attitudes evolve as young people progress 
through the education and training system.  

Looking at the Youth Survey’s results, a prioritisation of 
various civic issues200 reveals clear differences based 
on the age at which the respondents left the education 
system (Figure 28), which could be regarded as a proxy 
for educational attainment201. Young people who left 
early tend to give less priority to issues such as tackling 
poverty and inequality, improving people’s health 
and well-being and combating climate change, when 
compared to those with a higher educational attainment 

200 Part of the Eurobarometer project carried out by the European 
Parliament, this youth survey was conducted in June 2021 and targeted 
16-30 year-olds across the EU. Respondents (18 156 in total) were 
asked to select three issues that should be given priority, among 
the following list: (1) combatting climate change and protecting the 
environment; (2) improving access to education and training; (3) tackling 
poverty and inequality; (4) combatting unemployment/lack of jobs; (5) 
improving population health and well-being; (6) tackling cyber/online 
threats (hacking, ransomware, identity theft); (7) dealing with the 
challenges of immigration; (8) tackling the rise of extremism; (9) tackling 
terrorism; and (10) tackling financial/political corruption.

201 Differences in Figure 28 are much more prominent than when 
comparing age groups (16-19, 20-24, 25-29). 

Figure 28. Young people’s priorities shift from unemployment to inequality and climate change the longer 
they spend time in education 
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-9-2022-0114_EN.html
https://www.iea.nl/studies/iea/iccs
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0607(01)&from=EN
https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/reference-framework-of-competences-for-democratic-culture
https://www.coe.int/en/web/campaign-free-to-speak-safe-to-learn/reference-framework-of-competences-for-democratic-culture
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/at-your-service/en/be-heard/eurobarometer/youth-survey-2021
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-28.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/key-competences-and-basic-skills.html
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or still in the education system. In fact, young people 
who left before the age of 16 indicate, on average, 
unemployment as their number one priority. Young 
people with higher levels of educational attainment or 
still in the education system attribute less relevance to 
issues such as terrorism or online threats. Instead, they 
tend to prioritise civic issues such as protecting human 
rights and democracy, freedom of speech and gender 
equality202.

Citizenship competence has strong links to other 
competence domains, which is particularly evident in 
light of the green and digital transition (Chapter 8). 
Firstly, sustainability is a prominent sub-dimension of 
citizenship competence, and a clear civic priority for 
young people (Figure 28). Secondly, as part of the 2021-
27 Digital Education Action Plan, the Commission has 
been working on guidelines for teachers and educators 
to tackle disinformation – a civic issue that has been 
gaining substantial momentum in recent years203. 

Box 22. Personal, social and learning 
to learn competence
The personal, social and learning to learn key 
competence is the ability to reflect upon oneself, 
manage time and information effectively, work with 
others in a constructive way, remain resilient and 
manage one’s own learning and career. It includes the 
ability to cope with uncertainty and complexity, learn 
to learn, and support one’s physical and emotional 
well-being.

LifeComp is a conceptual framework, which the 
Commission developed to establish a shared 
understanding on the personal, social and learning 
to learn key competence. LifeComp describes nine 
competences that are structured across three 
intertwined competence areas (personal, social and 
learning to learn). These nine competences are: 
(1) self-regulation, (2) flexibility; (3) well-being; 
(4) empathy; (5) communication; (6) collaboration; 
(7) growth mind-set; (8) critical thinking; and (9) 
managing learning. The conceptual framework can be 
used as a basis for developing curricula and learning 
activities.

202 The links between education and active citizenship/civic engagement are 
explored further in a 2018 ad hoc report from the Network of Experts 
working on the Social dimension of Education and Training (NESET).

203 The guidelines are accompanied by a report that provides insights 
on how education and training can equip young people with the 
competences needed to address issues such as disinformation, referring 
also to good examples across the Member States.

In a nutshell
The fact that underachievement in basic skills 
is associated with less time being allocated for 
instruction could spell bad news for the learning 
losses that may have resulted from physical 
school closures. However, there are other key 
competences beyond reading, maths and science 
that should not be overlooked in a post-COVID-19 
world. The 2022 Education and Training Monitor 
looks at the latest evidence on key competence 
domains such as multilingualism and citizenship. 
Firstly, almost two thirds of lower secondary 
students now learn at least two foreign languages, 
strengthening intercultural understanding. 
Secondly, in terms of civic awareness, substantial 
shares of young people give priority to issues such 
as inequality (42.8%) and climate change (39.4%). 

https://education.ec.europa.eu/focus-topics/digital-education/about/digital-education-action-plan
https://nesetweb.eu/en/resources/library/the-links-between-education-and-active-citizenship-civic-engagement/
https://education.ec.europa.eu/focus-topics/digital-education/action-plan/action-7
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Chapter 8.  A focus on digital and sustainability 
competences concerns learners of all ages

8.1. Member States are trying to 
keep up with an accelerated 
digital transition

All of education and training sectors, from early childhood 
education through to adult learning, have a role to play 
in addressing the latest competence requirements. 
Today, being digitally competent is needed to participate 
in democratic life, work and lifelong learning. Yet in 
2021, 46% of the EU’s adults (aged 16-74) and 29% of 
young people (aged 16-24) were assumed to have an 
insufficient level of digital skills204. In a technology-driven 
society where these skills are a general requirement in 
daily life and across most occupations and sectors, all 
EU citizens should have the right to acquire basic digital 
skills205.

To support Member States’ education and training 
systems in adapting sustainably and effectively to the 
digital age, the 2021-27 Digital Education Action Plan 
sets out two priority areas: (1) fostering the development 
of a high-performing digital education ecosystem and 
(2) improving digital skills and competences for the 
digital transformation.

The COVID-19 pandemic expedited the digital transition, 
but also drew attention to pre-existing digital skills gaps 

204 Combined percentages for the categories ‘low’, ‘narrow’, ‘limited’ and ‘no 
skills’ from the Digital Skills Indicator 2.0. This is a composite indicator 
capturing self-reported internet or software usage (age 16 to 74) in 
five specific areas (information and data literacy; communication and 
collaboration; digital content creation; safety; and problem solving). It is 
assumed that individuals who have carried out certain activities have 
the corresponding skills. Due to a revision of the survey methodology 
prior to the 2021 data collection, results are not comparable over 
time.  Monitor Toolbox 

205 In early 2022, the Commission proposed an inter-institutional 
declaration on digital rights and principles for the digital decade, which 
states that ‘everyone has the right to education, training and lifelong 
learning and should be able to acquire all basic and advanced digital 
skills’. 

and exposed new emerging inequalities in the EU. With 
the digital transformation accelerating, it is essential 
that education and training systems adjust accordingly. 
Acknowledging the need to equip young people at an 
early stage with the skills required to be prepared for the 
digital age, an ambitious EU-level target has been set to 
reduce underachievement in digital skills206. 

Before to the pandemic, more than one in three 
students on average in Member States participating in 
the International Computer and Information Literacy 
Study (ICILS) performed below the threshold for 
underachievement. Moreover, as depicted in Figure 29, 
the ICILS showed evidence of a gender gap in favour 
of girls in average performance, with a higher share of 
underachieving boys207. The gender gap is consistent 
across all proficiency levels in ICILS, except for the 
highest level208. Despite outperforming boys during 
compulsory education, relatively few women chose to 
pursue studies and careers in ICT related fields (see 
Chapter 5).

206 Data to measure the progress made towards reaching the target stem 
from the International Computer and Information Literacy Study (ICILS), 
which is conducted every 5 years by the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). The study targets students 
in their eighth year of schooling and uses computer-based assessments 
to test students’ competence in computer and information literacy. The 
most recent results are from 2018, and the next cycle is scheduled for 
2023 with results due to be released in late 2024. 

207 See also a 2021 IEA Compass Brief and a 2019 Commission policy note.

208 There was either no difference or a slight difference in favour of girls 
in the participating Member States. In percentage points, the largest 
differences were found in Finland (1.5) and France (1.4), followed by 
Germany (0.3) and Luxembourg (0.3). In Denmark (0.0) and Portugal 
(0.0) there were no discernible differences.  Monitor Toolbox 

EU-level target:

‘The share of low-achieving  
eight-graders in computer and 
information literacy should be less  
than 15%, by 2030.’

Despite outperforming boys in 
digital skills during compulsory 
education, relatively few women 
choose to pursue studies and 
careers in ICT related fields.”

https://education.ec.europa.eu/focus-topics/digital-education/action-plan
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/isoc_sk_dskl_i21_esmsip2.htm
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2022:28:FIN
https://www.iea.nl/publications/series-journals/iea-compass-briefs-education-series/january-2021-computational
https://education.ec.europa.eu/document/the-2018-international-computer-and-information-literacy-study-icils-main-findings-and-implications-for-education-policies-in-europe
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
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Figure 29. Boys are more likely to underachieve in 
digital skills than girls
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Source: IEA (ICILS 2018).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox 
Note: underachievement is defined as performance below the level 2 threshold 
(492 score points) on the ICILS computer and information literacy scale. The 
results from Italy are not comparable with those of other Member States and 
have been excluded from the figure.

Most Member States209 start compulsory teaching of 
digital competence at school in primary education210. 
In 13 Member States, compulsory teaching of digital 
competence already starts in the first grade211. At this 
level, the most common approach is to teach digital 
competence as a cross-curricular subject212. However, it 
is common for different approaches to co-exist within 
the same education system. This is also seen in lower 

209 Policy levers captured in this section are based on a 2022 trial data 
collection by the Eurydice network. The selected indicators cover primary 
education and (general) lower secondary education. The reference school 
year is 2021-22. See the 2022 Eurydice report on structural indicators 
for monitoring progress towards EU-level targets.

210 Cyprus and Malta are the exceptions, where compulsory teaching of 
digital competences is not introduced until lower secondary school 
(seventh grade). Albeit not compulsory, digital competence is addressed 
as a cross-curricular subject at primary level in both countries (and 
integrated in other compulsory subjects in Cyprus). In Belgium, Germany, 
Ireland, the Netherlands and Slovenia, top-level education authorities 
have not established a compulsory starting grade for the teaching of 
digital competences for all students. 

211 Denmark, Estonia, Greece, Spain, France, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Luxembourg, Poland, Portugal, Finland and Sweden.

212 Curriculum approaches to digital competence may include teaching 
through a cross-curricular topic, a separate subject, or several other 
subjects (integrated approach). Digital competences are taught as a 
compulsory separate subject from first grade in four Member States 
(Greece, Latvia, Poland and Portugal).

secondary education, where the general tendency is 
to teach digital competence as a compulsory separate 
subject while many education systems allow for more 
than one approach.

Although most education systems dictate specific 
learning outcomes for digital competence213, its 
assessment in national tests is still uncommon in 
primary and lower secondary education. Only three 
education systems (France, Malta and Austria) assess 
students’ digital competences through specific national 
tests related to individual student achievement214. In 
Denmark and France, digital competence is assessed 
through non-specific national tests, albeit only in lower 
secondary education. The remaining systems rely on 
sample-based tests215, do not test digital competences 
through national tests216, or do not organise national 
tests in any competence area217. 

A key enabling factor for effective digital education and 
training concerns teachers and trainers who are confident 
and skilled in using digital technology to support their 
teaching and adapted pedagogy (Box 23). Before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, only 37.5% of lower secondary 
teachers in the EU felt that they were well or very well 
prepared to use digital technologies for teaching218. 
Currently, only 15 education systems include teacher-
specific digital competences for all teacher profiles as a 
mandatory component in the curricula of initial teacher 
education for primary and lower secondary education219. 
In another three systems (Latvia, Luxembourg and 
Malta), digital competences are only compulsory for 
some teacher profiles. 

213 Education systems have different ways of addressing digital 
competence in terms of curriculum content and learning outcomes, 
but Member States tend to include explicit learning outcomes in all 
five areas of digital competence as defined by the European Digital 
Competence Framework. This is consistent with an earlier finding from 
the 2019 Eurydice report on digital education at school.

214 Invariably, these tests take place in lower secondary education. 

215  In the Flemish Community of Belgium (lower secondary education), 
Czechia, Estonia, France (primary education), Luxembourg and Finland, 
digital competences are assessed through sample tests that aim to 
monitor the quality of the education system rather than measure the 
attainment levels of individual students.

216 The French Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, Denmark (primary 
education), Germany, Ireland, Spain, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, 
Malta (primary education), the Netherlands, Poland (general lower 
secondary education), Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Slovakia and Sweden.

217 The German-speaking community of Belgium, the Flemish Community 
of Belgium (primary education), Greece, Croatia, Cyprus, Austria (primary 
education) and Poland (primary education).

218  Monitor Toolbox 

219 The French Community of Belgium, Bulgaria, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, 
Ireland, Spain, France, Italy, Cyprus, Lithuania, Hungary, Poland, Romania 
and Sweden. 

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-29.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/structural-indicators-monitoring-education-and-training-systems-europe-2022
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/digcomp_en
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/digcomp_en
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/digital-education-school-europe
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
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Box 23. Digital skills and the 
importance of more equitable 
teacher allocation 
Data from TALIS 2018 show that pre-service teacher 
education and training is a major driver of teachers’ 
adoption of digital technology for their teaching 
activities. Teachers can only integrate technology into 
their teaching if they themselves acquire basic digital 
skills and are competent enough to tailor technology 
use to their own teaching. However, having qualified 
teachers is only part of the equation. If they are 
unequally distributed across schools, this could lead 
to achievement gaps widening.

Effective teachers do not necessarily work in the 
schools that need them the most, which can give rise 
to socio-economic inequalities in student performance. 
This is one of the findings from a 2022 OECD report. 
Moreover, as mentioned in Box 1 at the start of this 
report, early evidence suggests that learning losses 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic were more prominent 
among disadvantaged students than those from more 
affluent backgrounds. Unequal access to good quality 
digital infrastructure, equipment, and teachers who 
were trained in and feel capable of using ICT are likely 
determinants.

Top-level requirements to appoint a digital school 
coordinator220 and establish a school digital plan221 are 
not common across Member States. Actions in these 
areas are often left to the discretion of school leaders, 
which implies that practices vary and not every school 
benefits from such actions. Similarly, criteria related to 
digital education in external school evaluation are not 
widespread. In the 23 Member States where external 
school evaluation is a requirement222, only 13 have 
specific criteria related to digital education223.  

220 Appointment of a digital coordinator is only a top-level requirement in 
10 education systems in the EU (the Flemish Community of Belgium, 
Spain, France, Italy, Cyprus, Luxembourg, Malta, Austria and Slovenia).

221 Establishing a school digital plan is only a top-level requirement in 
four countries (Ireland, France, Italy, and Portugal), but forms part of 
the school development plan in another five countries (Spain, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg and Austria).

222 Bulgaria, Luxembourg, Austria and Finland do not use external school 
evaluation.

223 The Flemish Community of Belgium, Czechia, Germany, Estonia, Ireland 
(general lower secondary education), Spain, France, Lithuania, Hungary, 
Malta, Poland, Romania and Sweden.

8.2. Adult learning will be needed 
to reach the Digital Decade 
objectives

Looking beyond compulsory education, this section 
addresses digital skills of the adult population224. In 2021, 
54% of 16-74 year-olds reported having at least basic 
digital skills, men (56%) more frequently than women 
(52%)225. This is some way off the EU’s ambitions for 
the Digital Decade, with at least 80% of the population 
reporting basic digital skills by 2030226. Figure 30 shows 
that the Netherlands (79%), Finland (79%) and Ireland 
(70%) are the top performers in the EU. Seven Member 
States have yet to reach 50%227.

224 The main data source utilised in this chapter is the Digital Skills Indicator 
2.0. For further details, see the opening footnote of this chapter.

225 If only considering individuals in the labour force (employed and 
unemployed), the share increases to 62%.  Monitor Toolbox 

226 This is one of two Digital Decade targets concerning digital skills. The 
second target stipulates that there should be 20 million employed ICT 
specialist in the EU by 2030, with convergence between women and 
men. The Digital Decade targets are outlined in a 2021 Commission 
Communication. The 80% target is also mentioned in the European Pillar 
of Social Rights Action Plan. For an analysis of gender disparities in ICT, 
see Chapter 5.

227 The 2021 data are not comparable to data from previous years due to 
a change in the survey methodology. From 2021 on, individuals need to 
have skills in an additional fifth domain, ‘safety’, in order to be classified 
as having basic digital skills. For a more comprehensive assessment of 
EU progress on digital skills, see the Digital Economy and Society Index 
(DESI) 2022.

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/teachers-training-and-use-of-information-and-communications-technology-in-the-face-of-the-covid-19-crisis_696e0661-en
https://www.oecd.org/education/mending-the-education-divide-92b75874-en.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-targets-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/isoc_sk_dskl_i21_esmsip2.htm
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/cache/metadata/en/isoc_sk_dskl_i21_esmsip2.htm
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0118
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021DC0118
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/economy-works-people/jobs-growth-and-investment/european-pillar-social-rights/european-pillar-social-rights-action-plan_en
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi
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Figure 30. Not a single Member State reaches the EU-level target of at least 80% of 16-74 year-olds 
reporting basic digital skills
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Source: Eurostat (EU survey on the use of ICT in households and by individuals 2021).  Download data   Monitor Toolbox  
Note: data are unreliable for Ireland (16-19 and 20-24) and Croatia (16-19). 

Comparing the digital skills level of the general 
population to that of young people, there is evidence 
of an age gap in digital skills at EU level. At 16 to 19 
years, the approximate age in the latter stages of upper 
secondary education, the share reporting to have at 
least basic digital skills was 69% in 2021, 15 percentage 
points higher than the general population. In the 20-24 
age bracket, when many enter higher education for the 
first time, the share increases to 73%228. Mirroring the 
findings of the test-based assessment of digital skills 
in ICILS, 72% of 16-24 year-old women report to have 
at least basic digital skills, compared to 70% of 16-24 
year-old men229. 

228 This is on par with individuals classified as ‘students’, where 77% 
reported at least basic digital skills in 2021.  Monitor Toolbox 

229 This contrasts with the adult population, where there is a small gender 
gap in favour of men. Interestingly, there is no gap in the 25-54 age 
bracket, with gaps only present in the 16-24 age bracket (in favour 
of women) and the 55-74 age bracket (in favour of men). A different 
picture emerges when taking into account more advanced digital skills 
(above basic). More women than men report to have above basic digital 
skills in the 16-25 age bracket, while the opposite is the case for the 
25-55 and 55-75 brackets.  Monitor Toolbox 

Box 24. Structured Dialogue with 
Member States on digital education 
and skills
The Structured Dialogue with Member States on 
digital education and skills delivers on Action 1 of the 
2021-27 Digital Education Action Plan, and aims to 
increase the political visibility and commitments on 
digital education and skills. The Structured Dialogue 
took place throughout 2022 in the form of bilateral 
and EU-level discussions with the Member States. It 
brought together different strands of policy into an 
integrated approach, seeking to make the most of the 
synergies between different policy fields – education, 
digitalisation, labour and finance. The dialogue also 
benefited from the involvement of the private sector, 
social partners and civil society.

The dialogue allowed Member State authorities and 
other participants to share experiences, best practices 
and success stories, while drawing lessons from each 
other’s less successful initiatives. The outcomes of 
the dialogue will feed into future actions at EU level 
on digital education and skills, including the upcoming 
proposals for Council Recommendations on enabling 
factors for digital education and on improving the way 
digital skills are provided in education and training 
programmes.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-30.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://education.ec.europa.eu/focus-topics/digital-education/about/digital-education-action-plan/digital-education-hub
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As younger cohorts age, there will be a natural increase 
in the overall digital skill levels of the general population, 
as implied by Figure 31. However, this increase by itself 
would not be sufficient to achieve the ambitions of the 
Digital Decade. There are also other notable gaps that 
need to be addressed, such as a prominent urban-rural 
divide230 and a pronounced disadvantage among 
migrants231.

Increasing adult learning (Chapter 6) is paramount in 
order to close the digital skills gap. Unfortunately, the 
fact that adult learning is less prevalent among people 
with lower levels of education does not bode well for the 
digital transition, as it is these people who will most need 
such upskilling. Indeed, there is a strong link between 
educational attainment and individuals’ perceived level 
of digital skills232. At EU level, adults with a low level of 

230 The EU-level share of adults reporting at least basic digital skills is 
15 percentage points higher in cities (61%) compared to rural areas 
(46%).  Monitor Toolbox 

231 At EU level, the share of native-born people reporting at least basic 
digital skills (55%) is higher compared to the foreign-born population 
(49%). Among the latter, there is a marked difference between EU 
mobility (53%) and migration (46%).  Monitor Toolbox 

232 Young people (aged 16-24) are at less of a disadvantage, regardless 
of attainment level. The gap between young people with a low level of 
education (64%) and those with a medium level of education (73%) was 
9 percentage points in 2021. Although young people with a low level of 
education are better off than those with a medium level of education 
in the population at large, they are still at a considerable disadvantage 
compared to their peers with higher levels of educational attainment. 
This is highlighted by the substantial distance between them and highly 
educated young people (89%).  Monitor Toolbox 

education (32%) are at a clear disadvantage compared 
to those with a medium level (50%) and high level (79%) 
of education. 

Figure 31. There is a strong cohort effect in the perceived level of digital skills among 16-74 year-olds
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https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-31.xlsx
https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/en/monitor-toolbox/digital-skills.html
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8.3. Gender and socio-economic gaps 
are replicated in sustainability 
competence areas

Education and training can help achieve an 
environmentally sustainable, circular and climate-
neutral world233. Supporting the green transition is one 
of the key objectives of the Recovery and Resilience 
Plans and EU-level policy coordination is now being 
coordinated through several initiatives234. Sustainability 
is high on young people’s minds: a Eurobarometer from 
May 2022 suggests that poverty and inequality, as well 
as protecting the environment and fighting climate 
change are the top priorities among today’s young 
people (Section 7.3)235. 

Learners need to draw on several interlinked competences 
to live, work and act in a sustainable way. Learning 
for the green transition and sustainable development 
requires whole-institution approaches, reviewing the 
curricula, programmes and learning environments236. 
On the bright side, one of the positive effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic is its potential to transform 
education. For instance, it appears to have opened 
up space for re-designing curricula and strategies in 
teaching sustainability in higher education institutions237. 

The 2022 European Strategy for Universities supports 
the higher education sector in adopting whole-institution 
approaches to achieving the green transition and 
sustainable development.

233 The education and training sector has a widely recognised role in 
responding to the overarching goals of the green transition set out in the 
2019 Communication on the European Green Deal and the Biodiversity 
Strategy for 2030.

234 Prominent examples are the 2022 Council Recommendation on learning 
for the green transition and sustainable development, the 2022 Council 
Recommendation on ensuring a fair transition towards climate neutrality, 
the European Skills Agenda (notably Action 6), the Education for Climate 
Coalition and a European sustainability competence framework (Box 25).

235 In addition, a 2021 pan-European survey by the European Environmental 
Bureau suggests that climate change is a top priority for many young 
Europeans (46%), who consider climate change and environmental 
degradation as the most important issues facing the world, even in 
the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. See also the final outcome 
of the Conference on the Future of Europe, including 49 proposals. 
In particular, proposal 6 aims to increase knowledge, awareness, 
education and dialogues on environment, climate change, energy use, 
and sustainability. Proposal 46 on education includes learning about 
environmental sustainability and its connection to health, biodiversity 
and all ecological issues. 

236 See the 2022 Council Recommendation on learning for the green 
transition and sustainable development.

237 See a 2022 analytical report from the European Expert Network on 
Economics of Education (EENEE).

Box 25. Sustainability competences 
according to GreenComp
The Commission has developed a European 
sustainability competence reference framework – 
GreenComp. It defines sustainability as ‘prioritising 
the needs of all life forms and of the planet by 
ensuring that human activity does not exceed 
planetary boundaries’. Sustainability competences are 
defined as those that empower ‘learners to embody 
sustainability values, and embrace complex systems, 
in order to take or request action that restores and 
maintains ecosystem health and enhances justice, 
generating visions for sustainable futures’.

The framework focuses on developing sustainability 
knowledge, skills and attitudes for learners so they 
can think, plan and act with sustainability in mind. 
GreenComp consists of 12 competences organised 
into four areas: (1) embodying sustainability values 
(valuing sustainability, supporting fairness and 
promoting nature); (2) embracing complexity in 
sustainability (systems thinking, critical thinking 
and problem framing); (3) envisioning sustainable 
futures (futures literacy, adaptability and exploratory 
thinking); and (4) acting for sustainability (political 
agency, collective action and individual initiative).

GreenComp can serve a wide range of purposes, 
including curricula review, design of teacher education 
programmes, policy development, certification, 
assessment, and monitoring and evaluation.

In school education, environmental sustainability topics 
form a compulsory part of curricula238. In primary 
education, children often study nature and the need to 
take care for the environment in the integrated science 
subject, or they discuss it in the learning areas covering 
social and environmental aspects. In lower secondary 
education, learning about environmental sustainability 
topics takes place in biology, geography, physics and 
chemistry lessons. Environmental sustainability topics 
are included in science subjects in all Member States. In 
addition to that, they are covered as a cross-curricular 
theme in just under half of the Member States (Figure 
32). 

238 See a 2022 Eurydice report on mathematics and science learning in 
schools. Five topics are used to operationalise how environmental 
sustainability is included in curricula: recycling; renewable and non-
renewable sources of energy; air, soil and water pollution; biodiversity; 
and greenhouse effect. The Netherlands is the only Member State that 
did not mention any of the selected topics in its curriculum, but care for 
the environment is a compulsory part of its primary and lower secondary 
education and, furthermore, schools have a high level of autonomy. 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/recovery-coronavirus/recovery-and-resilience-facility_en
https://education.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2022-01/communication-european-strategy-for-universities-graphic-version.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/publications/communication-european-green-deal_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/biodiversity-strategy-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/strategy/biodiversity-strategy-2030_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32022H0627%2801%29
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32022H0627(04)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32022H0627(04)
https://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=22832&langId=en
https://education-for-climate.ec.europa.eu/_en
https://education-for-climate.ec.europa.eu/_en
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/IPSOS-Multi-Country-Report-complete.FINAL_.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/new-push-european-democracy/conference-future-europe_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32022H0627%2801%29
https://eenee.eu/en/resources/library/impact-of-covid-19-on-education-for-sustainable-development-esd-in-the-context-of-twin-transition/
https://eenee.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/EENEE_AR_02_2021_Executive-Summary_EN.pdf
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/greencomp-european-sustainability-competence-framework_en
https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/mathematics-and-science-learning-schools-2022
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Figure 32. Environmental sustainability is a cross-curricular theme in just under half of the Member States 
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Source: Eurydice 2022. 
Note: the indicator covers primary and lower secondary education.

Furthermore, evidence shows that strong gender and 
socio-economic disparities permeate environmental 
knowledge and attitudes. According to a 2022 report 
by the Commission and the OECD239, students from 
disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds are less 
likely to care about the environment or to be aware 
about environmental problems than their peers from 
advantaged socio-economic backgrounds. They also 
have lower levels of achievement in science and engage 
less in pro-environmental behaviour (Figure 33). 

239 The report compares the environmental behaviour, awareness and 
attitudes of 15-year-old students against their socio-economic 
background, scientific knowledge, global competences, collaborative 
problem-solving skills and financial skills. It adapts GreenComp (Box 
25) to various rounds of PISA data. The PISA Science Expert Group is 
currently developing the PISA 2025 Science Framework, which includes a 
focus on climate competence.

https://eurydice.eacea.ec.europa.eu/publications/mathematics-and-science-learning-schools-2022
https://www.oecd.org/publications/young-people-s-environmental-sustainability-competence-1097a78c-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/publications/young-people-s-environmental-sustainability-competence-1097a78c-en.htm
https://www.oecd.org/publications/young-people-s-environmental-sustainability-competence-1097a78c-en.htm
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Figure 33. Engagement in environmental protection 
activities is more prevalent among young people 
from advantaged socio-economic backgrounds in 
several Member States 
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 Download data 
Note: data are unavailable for Belgium, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Finland, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Sweden. Socio-economic gaps are statistically 
significant at the 0.05 level only for Croatia, Spain, Portugal, Austria, France, 
Germany, Ireland, Bulgaria, Estonia and Hungary.

Whereas boys seem more aware of environmental 
problems such as nuclear waste, the increased 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, use of genetically 
modified organisms and the consequences of clearing 
forests for other land use, girls reported higher levels of 
awareness of water shortage, air pollution and extinction 
of plants and animals240. When looking at science 
content areas, boys performed better in physical, earth 
and science areas, and girls performed better in biology. 
These results seem to mirror gender stereotypes in 
STEM study choice (Section 5.2), with women more likely 
to pursue degrees in ‘biology and related sciences’ (a 
subfield of the broader ‘natural sciences, mathematics 
and statistics’ field) than in other STEM fields.

240 The assessment of gender disparities is based on PISA 2015.

In a nutshell
The promotion of digital and sustainability 
competences can benefit from them being 
mainstreamed in compulsory education as 
cross-curricular subjects. It will also benefit 
from the boosting of teachers’ confidence and 
skills. Yet ensuring a basic proficiency in digital 
and sustainability competences has particular 
implications for adult learning, making sure that 
learners who already left the formal education 
and training systems do not miss out on the 
opportunities provided by an accelerating twin 
transition. Moreover, it should be emphasised 
that these competence domains are marked by 
the same inequities that permeate the entirety 
of education and training. For instance, boys are 
more likely to underachieve in digital skills than 
girls, and engagement in environmental protection 
activities is more prevalent among young people 
from advantaged socio-economic backgrounds in 
several Member States.

https://op.europa.eu/webpub/eac/education-and-training-monitor-2022/downloads/Comparative-report_Figure-33.xlsx
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